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Introduction

Educational reform has ultimately hinged on the capacity of 
teachers to realize the importance of changes in their teach-
ing practices around the globe (Luyten & Bazo, 2019). 
Teacher professional development is, therefore, central to 
improving education systems. The concept of professional 
learning community (PLC) has been introduced to address 
the issue of students’ achievement gap as it poses positive 
teacher professional development and stimulated changes in 
teaching practices (Kruse & Johnson, 2017; Luyten & Bazo, 
2019; Qiao et al., 2018). Teachers who are participating in 
PLC are able to be involved in professional dialogues with 
other teachers of the same expertise. Moreover, teachers’ 
involvement in PLC helps them to improve their pedagogical 
skills in teaching (Kruse & Johnson, 2017). Through PLC, 
teachers are receptible to new ideas and adopt different 
teaching practices (J. C. Lee et al., 2011) to cater to more 
diverse needs of students, which indirectly helps to motivate 
students in learning (Stoll et al., 2006).

Many countries are starting to adopt PLC as one of the 
strategies to support education reform worldwide, including 
Asia pacific regions (Pang & Wang, 2016). Malaysia is not 
an exception. In Malaysia, empowering teachers through 
“creating a peer-led culture of professional excellence” or 

PLC has been one of the local government’s initiatives where 
the qualities of teachers are at stake as stated in the Malaysia 
Education Blueprint 2013–2025 (Ministry of Education 
Malaysia, 2013). Malaysian Ministry of Education (MoE) 
launched a module about the practices of PLC to be dissemi-
nated to all public schools advocating the practice of lesson 
study, learning walks, peer coaching, and teacher-sharing 
session (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2013).

Recognition with the PLC initiatives from the education 
authorities has prompted numbers of PLC empirical studies 
in Malaysia. However, Malaysian PLC studies are limited to 
comparing the level of PLC practices between high- and 
low-performing public schools quantitatively (Ismail et al., 
2014). Understanding the PLC practices and challenges in 
implementing PLC remains scarce in the Malaysian school 
context. On the contrary, it is crucial to highlight that context 
plays a vital role in determining the form of PLCs in different 
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education systems (Hairon & Dimmock, 2012) as the context 
determines the development, form, and functions of PLC 
(Pang & Wang, 2016; Zhang & Pang, 2016). In Malaysia, the 
contextual factor could be attributed to the different medi-
ums of instruction with dissimilar school culture in different 
types of Malaysian secondary schools. For instance, national 
schools with the Malay language as the medium of instruc-
tion may implement PLC practices, whereas the national-
type schools with the Mandarin language as the medium of 
instruction may not suggest common PLC practices and 
challenges.

Notably, PLC practices and challenges faced by Malaysian 
National-Type Chinese Secondary Schools (NTCSSs) are 
under-researched in literature. Literature revealed that 
research on PLC mainly focus on the Western context (Zhang 
et al., 2017; Zhang & Pang, 2016) with studies in the Asian 
Chinese nations remaining scarce despite the emerging inter-
est in the practice of PLC beyond the Western nations (Ho 
et al., 2019; Qiao et al., 2018; Zhang & Pang, 2016). This is 
a significant research gap, considering that PLC is context-
specific (Ho et al., 2019; Zhang & Pang, 2016). In other 
words, the context shapes the practice of PLC (Ho et al., 
2019). By tackling this research gap, the current study 
attempts to shed new insights into the practice of PLC and its 
challenges in a Malaysian NTCSS which is dominated by the 
Chinese ethnic group.

Research Question 1: What are the existing PLC prac-
tices in the selected NTCSS?
Research Question 2: What are the challenges in imple-
menting PLC in the selected NTCSS?

This study has contributed and extended the PLC litera-
ture by providing a better understanding about the PLC prac-
tices and challenges in a non-Western Chinese school 
context. The findings of this study would shed light on the 
enhancement of teachers’ professional practices in Malaysian 
Chinese school contexts.

Theoretical Grounding

PLC is commonly perceived as “a group of people sharing 
and critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, 
reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-
promoting way” (Stoll et al., 2006, p. 223). In the education 
context, PLC refers to the initiative of a group of educators 
who are committed and collaborate continuously by making 
enquiries and doing action research to improve the students’ 
performance in schools (DuFour et al., 2006). PLC takes the 
notion that teachers are to reflect on their teaching practices 
rather than taking it for granted and confining their knowl-
edge gap (Dewey, 1986) as, according to Bernstein (1992), 
acquisition of knowledge takes place effectively from sharing 
rather than isolating it. The critical element of PLC is on a 
“collective focus on professional learning” whereby teachers 

reflect upon their teaching practices together and perform as 
professionals to improvise their practices in a positive manner 
(Chauraya & Brodie, 2017). In other words, PLC is a cyclic 
process of giving new input to the students upon teachers’ 
reflective enquiries (Stoll et al., 2006). According to Kruse 
et al. (1995) as well as Louis and Marks (1998), PLC has five 
elements: reflective dialogues, deprivatization of practice, 
collaboration, shared sense of purpose, and being collective.

There are various definitions and concepts being pro-
posed by scholars (Bolam et al., 2005; DuFour & Eaker, 
1998; DuFour et al., 2006; Hord, 1997; Louis & Marks, 
1998). A relatively legitimate definition of PLC revolves 
around five dimensions, namely, shared values and vision, 
collective learning and application, shared personal practice, 
shared and supportive leadership, and supportive conditions 
(Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997). These five mentioned 
dimensions have strongly underpinned the PLC practices in 
Malaysia toward school effectiveness and improvement 
(Abdullah, 2017). In the Malaysian school context, shared 
values and vision between the teachers and school leaders 
enable PLC to serve a purpose toward a mutually consented 
goal for the school’s being (Abdullah, 2017). In addition, 
school administrators are also willing to share leadership 
with teachers, being leaders who practice distributive leader-
ship and always give support to teachers in the implementa-
tion of PLC (Abdullah & Ghani, 2014). Apart from that, 
teachers are collaborating in PLC and they work as a team as 
improving the performance of students has become a collec-
tive responsibility involving all teachers as a whole 
(Abdullah, 2017).

Literature Review

Previous studies in Western countries revealed that stu-
dents’ high level of achievement in schools is closely 
related to the level of collaboration among teachers in prac-
tice, such as evaluation on curriculum and selection of suit-
able instructional strategies for students (Goddard et al., 
2007; Ronfeldt et al., 2015). Even though PLC is proved for 
improving the professional development of teachers and 
the academic excellence of students (Doğan et al., 2016; 
Selcuk & Alyson, 2018), PLC can only be well established 
as a professional culture when teachers start to play an 
active role in investing themselves with new knowledge 
through enquiry and sharing (Kincheloe, 2012). Teachers 
shift in teaching strategies after participating in PLC can 
only be sustained if PLC is to be conducted in a continuous 
manner and not on an on-off basis (Chauraya & Brodie, 
2017). Teachers can practice what they learnt not only for 
students but also for themselves (Timperley, 2011) to ensure 
meaningful impact for the practitioners. Carpenter’s (2015) 
findings show that support from the school leaders is also 
one of the determining factors in the success of PLC as well 
as support at the district level (Olivier & Huffman, 2016). 
Moreover, PLC is not just confined to teachers, and the 



Chua et al. 3

involvement of students should be addressed by engaging 
students in the process of teaching and learning to enable 
reflection to be made by the teachers (Ann-Christine & Ulf, 
2017). In addition to this, collaboration across sites (Benson 
et al., 2007; Harnisch et al., 2014) including the outside 
community in PLC is a plus point as the community is a 
broader curriculum for the teaching and learning context 
(Bruce, 2008).

Beyond the Western setting, in China, PLC is slowly gain-
ing recognition from the community and stakeholders (Qiao 
et al., 2018), despite PLC being at an infancy level upon 
implementation at the national, provincial, county, district, 
and school levels (Paine & Fang, 2006). Previous Asian stud-
ies have highlighted issues arising from the implementation 
of PLC. Zhang et al. (2017) highlighted barriers in imple-
menting PLC as perceived by both teachers and administra-
tors in Shanghai school contexts. Teachers perceived 
insufficient timing, unsupportive leadership from adminis-
trators, unfavorable accountability system, and lack of col-
laboration of teachers in culture as the barriers to 
implementing PLC (Zhang et al., 2017). Other challenges 
include overwhelming workload for teachers and lack of a 
thorough understanding of the concept and implementation 
of PLC (Hairon & Tan, 2017). Meanwhile, administrators 
regard poor financial power, passive teachers, unfavorable 
accountability policy, and external resources crisis as the 
obstacles to the success of PLC (Zhang et al., 2017). To 
resolve the barriers stated above and provide betterment of 
PLC, school administrators should provide support for teach-
ers and exhibit a distributive leadership practice with teach-
ers (Qiao et al., 2018; Wang, 2016).

On the contrary, Zhang and Pang (2016) conceptualized 
PLC practices in terms of collaborative learning, profes-
sional competency, facilitative leadership, structural support, 
and cultural barriers based on the findings of an empirical 
study conducted in Shanghai Chinese schools. Wang (2016) 
found that the actual practices of PLCs in two high-achieving 
senior high schools in Northeast China were characterized by 
collective enquiry, collaboration, and shared practices. Wang 
(2016) further emphasized that institutionalized collabora-
tive teams were perceived to be effective in facilitating col-
laborations as well as spontaneous conversations among 
teachers. Apart from that, researchers in Taiwan claimed that 
the practice of PLC is positively associated with elements, 
such as shared vision, supportive and shared leadership, and 
collegial trust in order for the teachers to collaborate effec-
tively and reflect upon each other while practicing PLC 
(Chen et al., 2016).

Research Context

Unlike other countries that administer a homogeneous edu-
cation system to students, Malaysia, being a pluralistic coun-
try, permits the learning of mother tongue, with students 
learning the country’s national language, Bahasa Melayu, as 

the prerequisite (H. K. Lee, 2004). Thus, NTCSSs were 
established with the Chinese language being the medium of 
instruction in schools (Y. S. Tan & Teoh, 2015). NTCSS is 
one of the choices for Malaysian Chinese parents to enroll 
their children in secondary schools.

It should be noted that NTCSSs are also labeled as con-
forming schools (Gaizhi Zhongxue) as this type of school 
was required to convert to the national medium policy, which 
is Malay language, in the early 1960s in exchange for state 
funding (grants-in-aid). NTCSSs that did not conform to this 
state policy had to exist as Independent Chinese Secondary 
Schools (ICSSs) or Duli Zhongxue (Duzhong) deprived of 
state funding (Santhiram & Tan, 2015). Siah et al. (2015) 
only perceived that ICSSs have Confucian heritage cultural 
values as reflected in their school mottos, teaching, and 
school syllabus as well as extracurricular activities. 
Therefore, perceiving NTCSSs are influenced by Confucian 
heritage culture is somewhat inadequate. As such, a discus-
sion between Confucian heritage culture and PLC at NTCSS 
is not the scope of this current study.

This study was conducted in an NTCSS that is situated in 
the northern region of Malaysia. Being a cluster school of 
excellence, this NTCSS exhibits strong academic perfor-
mance in public examinations besides having a niche area in 
cocurricular activities and aspires to be an international-level 
institution. The school actively involves in PLC activities. 
The school is continually building a network with others 
beyond the school area by organizing international student 
camps and international conferences, allowing students from 
different cultures and nations as well as professionals into 
the school for knowledge and culture exchange. The school 
often has exchange programs and relations with international 
institutions, such as Hwa Chong Institution in Singapore, 
Nanyang Technological University of Singapore, and a sec-
ondary school in the Hokkien province of China. Hence, the 
practices and challenges of the implementation of PLC in 
this selected NTCSS deserve to be explored. Also, the cur-
rent study has contributed to the PLC literature by extending 
the PLC studies in NTCSS as most of previous local studies 
had focused on primary and secondary national schools.

Method

This qualitative study used a phenomenological constructiv-
ist approach because the current study attempts to provide a 
deep understanding of practices and challenges of PLC in a 
selected NTCSS. According to Creswell (2013), a phenom-
enological constructivist approach is a strategy of inquiry to 
enable the researchers to obtain data based on individuals’ 
common or shared experiences of a phenomenon. In this 
study, understanding individuals’ common experiences are 
pivotal to develop a deeper understanding of the features of 
PLC practices and challenges in NTCSSs. Hence, a phenom-
enological constructivist approach is an appropriate approach 
to be used due its superiority in describing the respondents’ 
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ideas, experiences, and practices in their implementation of 
PLC in the school.

Sample

The school consists of 10 school administrators and 173 
ordinary teachers. This study used purposive sampling for 
sample selection. We selected the respondents from both 
middle leaders and ordinary teacher categories to ensure the 
representativeness of the respondents. In the Malaysian 
school context, middle leaders refer to intermediate person-
nel between ordinary teachers and critical administrators, 
whereas the ordinary teacher refers to the academic teachers. 
However, only three middle leaders and three ordinary teach-
ers agreed to be the respondents (three male and three female 
teachers). Their ages were between 38 and 58 years. They are 
responsible for teaching academic subjects, such as mathe-
matics, science, and language and hold positions in school 
committees and cocurricular activities. Their participation is 
solely on a voluntary basis. Table 1 shows the sample demo-
graphic background.

Interview Questions

The interviews were directed toward the respondents’ per-
sonal experiences about PLC practices and challenges in 
implementing PLC. The interview questions were devel-
oped in such a way that they were broad enough to obtain 
meaningful responses from the interviewees (Bruce et al., 
2004). Four questions were designed to obtain differing 
and complementary viewpoints from the respondents 
about PLC practices and the challenges of their imple-
mentation in the school. The interview questions were 
pilot tested with four in-service secondary school teachers 
to ensure the appropriateness of the questions. After dis-
cussions with the researchers, the interview questions 
were revised, based on teachers’ feedback, before the one-
to-one interview was conducted. The interview questions 
are as follows.

1. What do you know about PLC?
2. How does your department implement PLC?
3. What kind of activities do you carry out under the 

name of PLC?
4. What are the challenges when implementing PLC?

The first three interview questions addressed the first 
research question (What are the existing PLC practices at the 
school level?), whereas the fourth question addressed the 
second research question (What are the challenges when 
implementing PLC?).

Data Collection Procedure

This study secured consent from the local authorities, namely, 
the MoE, state education department, and school principal. 
The data were collected using semi-structured interviews with 
the six selected respondents on a one-to-one basis. Semi-
structured interviews with open-ended questions were 
employed so that the respondents could express their responses 
without any restriction besides permitting them to speak in any 
language that they feel comfortable in conversing with. Each 
interview session lasted for about 45 min. After collecting the 
interview data, the researchers converted audiotape recording 
into text data through transcription. The transcripts in lan-
guages other than English were translated into English by the 
researchers. Pseudonyms are indicated as R1, R2, R3, R4, R5, 
and R6 to avoid the identification of the interviewees.

Data Analysis Procedure

Data analysis takes the form of constant comparative analy-
sis, whereby themes were identified and coded as they sur-
faced. The data were analyzed iteratively, involving repeated 
readings of transcripts, comparing, and contrasting them 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994). For each transcript, the data 
were explored by reading it several times to obtain the gen-
eral sense of the data followed by coding it. The researchers 
cross-compared with each interview transcripts to identify 
patterns, similarities, and differences between each data set. 
The text was divided into segments of information, with each 
segment labeled with codes. The existing codes were reduced 
by eliminating redundancy of codes and reducing overlaps. 
The codes were then combined into categories of coding and 
further synthesized into themes (Creswell, 2012).

Findings and Discussion

The three middle leaders were anonymously referred to as 
R1, R2, and R6, whereas the three ordinary teachers were 
referred to as R3, R4, and R5.

Table 1. Sample Demographic Background.

Respondent Gender Years of teaching Position Teaching subjects

R1 Male 31 Middle leader Physic
R2 Male 29 Middle leader Mathematics
R3 Male 13 Ordinary teacher English
R4 Female 20 Ordinary teacher Malay language
R5 Female 22 Ordinary teacher Chemistry
R6 Female 27 Middle leader English language
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PLC Practices

Three themes emerged from the interview data: (a) peer 
coaching, (b) sharing of personal practices, and (c) profes-
sional development courses of the existing PLC practices at 
the school level.

Peer coaching. The current initiatives for PLC practiced by 
both middle leaders and teachers did not show much devia-
tion from each other. Most of the middle leaders and teachers 
practiced peer coaching. The respondents would choose 
another teacher as their partner and they would participate in 
their partner’s class when their partner was teaching and vice 
versa. After observation, both of the teachers would meet up 
and have a thorough discussion, giving each other construc-
tive comments on how to improve their current teaching 
practices. The discussion usually revolves around one spe-
cific topic in the syllabus. It could be deduced that teachers 
in the school preferred peer coaching under the dimension of 
sharing personal practices of PLC (Hipp & Huffman, 2010; 
Hord, 1997).

R4: I have my partner. While she is conducting her class, I will 
walk into her class and I observe her. Then she will do the same 
thing to me. And then we will exchange ideas for improvement. 
Let say if we see that there are weaknesses or strengths of the 
lesson, we will let each other know.

R5: I teach and he or she will also be teaching the same lessons. 
Then we observe each other and we give comments and 
exchange our experiences.

Sharing of personal practices. In the formal meetings, the 
respondents rarely shared personal practices with other 
teachers on how to teach difficult topics based on their 
experience for knowledge exchange between teachers due 
to priorities in the meeting agenda. Mostly, the respondents 
would discuss official matters with other teachers, includ-
ing the syllabus to be covered, how to design exam ques-
tions and marking scheme, and review of students’ 
performance reports. Sharing of personal practices also 
occurred in daily interactions when the junior teachers 
approached senior teachers for consultation on academic 
matters, but the interactions remained scarce. Respondents 
also showed initiative to conduct lesson study for specific 
difficult topics in the syllabus, but it was found by research-
ers to be on occasion.

The sharing of personal practices was interpreted to be 
restricted only to the teacher’s partner whom they knew well, 
other than the academic teachers under the same panel. 
Senior teachers in the school also shared their personal teach-
ing experience with the junior teachers when there was an 
enquiry about it. The senior teachers did not show any initia-
tive to share their knowledge with other teachers, but it was 
done upon request. The evidence showed the face-saving 

nature (Lai et al., 2010) possessed by the Chinese teachers in 
the school. The teachers themselves preferred to be passive, 
waiting for others to approach them for enquiry and consul-
tation. In pairing up for peer coaching within the same 
school, the teachers preferred to team up with other teachers 
whom they knew well, suggesting that they were not recep-
tible to new ideas. A deficiency in collegial trust in the school 
would nurture an unsupportive condition to practice PLC 
(Hipp & Huffman, 2010; Hord, 1997).

Apart from conducting PLC at the school level, respon-
dents claimed that teachers also attended professional devel-
opment courses to learn how to mark papers and set exam 
questions as well as teach students how to answer exam 
questions. These teachers would have in-house training with 
other teachers for knowledge sharing. Besides, professionals 
outside the school were invited for sharing personal practices 
that focused on marking scheme in helping students to 
answer exam questions.

R2: The teachers in our zone will automatically invite speakers 
from other states to come to us to explain how we should set 
questions for students and how the students should answer based 
on the questions given.

R3: Of course we will invite outsiders to come into the school to 
talk to us. Or sometimes we send teachers to courses on how to 
mark exam papers. When they come back, we will request them 
to conduct a sharing session with other teachers.

The qualitative findings revealed that the current PLC 
practices in the selected NTCSS were associated with a 
strong emphasis on academic performance by the Chinese 
community (Ang, 2017). This scenario can be seen as the 
PLC practices are mainly resolved to improving the aca-
demic performance of students in the school. In other words, 
the school culture has shaped how PLC is practiced by the 
teachers (Mohd Yaakob & Yunus, 2016).

However, there was a contradicting idea in financial sup-
port perceived by both middle leaders and ordinary teachers. 
Although ordinary teachers clearly stated that the adminis-
trators did not provide any financial support for the imple-
mentation of PLC, middle leaders claimed that the school 
leaders allocated a fund for them to practice PLC by support-
ing in terms of food and subsidy for teaching resources. The 
finding showed that a communication gap between the teach-
ers and administrators existed, which posed an obstacle to 
practicing PLC.

Challenges in Implementing PLC

Challenges in implementing PLC were discussed with mid-
dle leaders and ordinary teachers, respectively. Three themes 
emerged from the interview data: (a) teachers’ passive roles, 
(b) inconsistency in practicing PLC, and (c) students’ atti-
tudes perceived by middle leaders.
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Teachers’ passive roles. Middle leaders pointed out that the 
majority of teachers in the school have developed a ready 
mind-set, thinking that they were right in terms of teaching 
practices. Hence, they felt reluctant to ask opinions from 
others.

R1: The challenge is . . . every teacher thinks that they have 
done well in teaching. If I have done well in teaching, I might as 
well save it. If I ask them, it would seem like I am losing to 
them.

R2: We have different types of teachers in this school. For some 
teachers, if you give them some work, some will execute 50% of 
it or maybe 30% of the tasks given. They still do it, but not in a 
good way. This is the teacher aspect of the problem. It all 
depends on the teachers themselves.

Teachers having an ego by being unwilling to ask opin-
ions from other teachers regarding their teaching practices 
was a phenomenon in the school. The ego grew with time, 
which resulted in senior teachers having a higher ego and 
were reluctant to share teaching practices with other teach-
ers. Findings reflected that teachers preferred to be in their 
comfort zone handling their personal affairs.

As mainly Chinese teachers populate the Chinese school, 
the teachers refrained from asking other teachers, so as to 
save face (Lai et al., 2010). Teachers would not risk them-
selves asking other teachers to give opinions on their teach-
ing practices as they regarded this as a sign of degrading their 
status (Lai et al., 2010). With such a mind-set, teachers tend 
to opt for a passive role in the context of PLC, whereby they 
were not actively engaged while discussing suitable instruc-
tional strategies for students and teaching practices. The 
teachers tend to wait for orders from the school on how to do 
it. The teachers did not have the self-motivation in initiating 
the practice of PLC themselves. By behaving passively, the 
teachers have lost the opportunity for professional develop-
ment (Dewey, 1986).

R1: The face-saving culture in the school influenced the practice 
of PLC making teachers passive. The passive role by teachers 
could also be exemplified in the mere interaction between the 
junior teachers (less than five years of experience in the school) 
and senior teachers (10 years and above of experience in the 
school) in discussing academic subjects and pedagogical 
strategies.

Inconsistency in practicing PLC. PLC was conducted in an 
inconsistent manner, whereby it was just done on an on-off 
basis. As pointed out by R1, “PLC should not just run a proj-
ect only. It should be a continuous program. Not to say that 
we have a program for this month under PLC and we have 
nothing for the other months.”

For the middle leaders, PLC was only conducted twice or 
four times in a year with no follow-up action in between the 
programs. Thus, the practices of PLC could not be impactful 

for teachers as they only meet a few times a year to sit down 
to discuss their problems while teaching in the class or the 
students’ academic problems. Even though the teachers were 
able to come up with new teaching strategies to tackle the 
common problems faced by teachers, teachers could only 
show a minimal shift to the strategies if the teachers were to 
practice it in a specific time frame only.

Establishing a PLC takes time (Wells & Feun, 2007), and 
thus the practice of PLC should be enhanced with more con-
sistent practice of it among the teachers so that the teachers 
can slowly adapt to the culture of PLC (Chauraya & Brodie, 
2017).

Students’ attitudes. Although teachers had better teaching 
strategies for students in the class after participating in PLC, 
students might not be interested in engaging in part because 
they did not have an interest in what the teacher was conduct-
ing in class. Sometimes, new teaching practices learned by 
teachers require students’ involvement. The lack of coopera-
tion from students and their poor performance in class might 
somehow give negative feedback to teachers and thus demo-
tivate them. Students’ engagement in class affects the teach-
ers’ emotional and organizational support as the relation 
between teachers and students is bidirectional (Curby et al., 
2014). Teachers who aspired to improve the students’ perfor-
mance tend to expect the students to be actively engaged in 
the classroom (Houser & Waldbuesser, 2017). When the out-
come from the students is not what the teachers expect, it can 
demotivate teachers to a great extent leading them to stop 
continuing the new teaching strategies that they learnt 
through PLC.

R2: Students are also a headache for the teachers. Some of them 
do not have the motivation to learn in class. Sometimes even 
though if you teach them with all will, they do not care about it.

R6: Sometimes if we want to have some activities in class, the 
students do not show active participation in it.

The findings are not surprising as Chinese school students 
are known for being academically competitive (Ang, 2017). 
Chinese students are highly expected by their parents to 
uphold their family name (Lai et al., 2010). Due to the 
Chinese’s natural hardworking attribute (Wan Husin, 2012), 
the Chinese students in the school were conditioned to drill-
ing and practices (Lim, 2003). In other words, students pre-
fer the traditional teacher-centered method of teaching and 
learning, whereby the input is constantly given by the teacher 
to the students. On the contrary, one of the key aspects of the 
practice of PLC was to incorporate fun in learning for stu-
dents (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 2013). To make 
teaching and learning fun for students, teachers were likely 
to conduct more student-centered teaching strategies com-
pared with the traditional teaching and drilling, which made 
students resistant toward the new learning atmosphere. 
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Under a competitive learning environment, students tend to 
resist shifting to the new teaching strategy as they are adapted 
to the conventional education system, which contributes to 
their academic success.

On the contrary, three themes emerged from the interview 
data: (a) overwhelming workload, (b) class size problem, and 
(c) lack of administrative support perceived by ordinary 
teachers.

Overwhelming workload. Teachers in the school not only need 
to handle the academic affairs of students, but they also need 
to handle cocurricular and administrative matters. When 
most teachers are busy handling such matters, it is difficult to 
find time when everybody can sit down together and discuss 
properly.

R3: An actual PLC is when we invite another teacher into our 
class and observe our teaching. Then we try to improve our 
teaching methods. However, it is difficult to find a partner to 
enter the same class as us because each of us does not have the 
same teaching timetable, and we find it hard to match our time.

Teachers nowadays are bombarded with various clerical 
work such as updating the information of students through an 
online system, collecting fees from students, and analyzing 
students’ background information for certain purposes 
(Taharim et al., 2017). A few examples of the system, which 
contribute to the issue addressed include School-Based 
Assessment, School Examination Analysis System, and 
Student Database Application. Teachers being showered by 
excessive workload will be unmotivated in practicing PLC 
as they are burnt out (Capers, 2004; Hairon & Tan, 2017; 
Taharim et al., 2017; Zhang et al., 2017).

Class size problem. For effective teaching and learning in 
class, the ideal student to teacher ratio is suggested as 
16:1 by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD; Ministry of Education Malaysia, 
2013). However, in reality, most classes had around 30 to 
40 students on average, implying that the ratio was still 
far away from the international average. Teachers han-
dling a large class found it challenging to incorporate 
PLC in the classroom as they need to cater to the more 
diverse needs of the students. Students’ involvement in a 
large classroom could not be made to the maximum to 
instill fun in learning under the teaching strategies of 
PLC. Teachers are prone to develop a positive attitude 
and a collective responsibility toward students’ learning 
when they are teaching in a classroom of smaller size (V. 
E. Lee & Loeb, 2000). The culture of PLC could be facili-
tated if PLC was conducted in smaller sized classes (Wil-
liams et al., 2009).

Lack of administrative support. In the implementation of PLC, 
teachers complained that they did not receive support from 

the administrators. According to the teachers, the school did 
not provide any financial support for the programs of PLC as 
what the middle leaders proclaimed. The school also did not 
allocate a specific time slot for the PLC discussion for gath-
ering of teachers with the same interest. For the teachers, 
PLC was only done informally and based on the teachers’ 
initiative. In this context, support from the school leaders 
includes arranging time and providing resources for teachers 
to practice PLC (Hord, 2004). School support is always the 
leading factor in culturing PLC in school (Huffman et al., 
2015; Qiao et al., 2018; Wang, 2016). Without adequate sup-
port from the key administrators, the practice of PLC will 
eventually phase out when the teachers stop investing their 
initiative in practicing it.

Uncovered Challenges of the Implementation of 
PLC

Interestingly, the researchers have identified two themes of 
uncovered challenges hindering the development of PLC in 
the selected NTCSS. The themes were misconceptions about 
PLC and lack of supervision from the authority.

Misconception of PLC. Some of the middle leaders perceived 
the concept of PLC inappropriately. This can be seen as one 
middle leader perceived PLC as a panel meeting while 
another middle leader regarded PLC as the involvement of 
students in classroom discussion.

R2: We treat PLC as a panel meeting for teachers. In the meeting, 
we will discuss about what to teach, the syllabus, and the 
worksheets to be given out to the students.

R6: Sometimes, we will have a gallery walk whereby we ask 
students to present what they have learnt and paste them on the 
wall so that every student can view the findings from station to 
another.

In addition, many teachers in the school failed to notice 
the link between PLC and students’ performance. They did 
not perceive PLC as a learning strategy benefiting both 
teachers and students (Kruse & Johnson, 2017; Qiao et al., 
2018), creating a win-win situation. In an academic-empha-
sized Chinese school, teachers treated the performance of the 
students as their priority rather than their professional devel-
opment. Teachers did not regard self-enrichment as a catalyst 
for improving the students’ performances.

R4: We would like to focus on PLC, but our clients are the 
students. We have to focus more on the needs of the students . . . 
Our concern will be focused on the students as our priority. We 
must ensure them to have good results . . . PLC can be a part (of 
my teaching), but I cannot prioritize PLC and neglect my 
students. I have to prioritize the needs of my students first. Then 
I will pick up PLC along the way whenever I can.
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One of the possible causes of the misconception of PLC 
might be due to the top-down system in delivering the sub-
ject content. Teachers were only informed by the school 
administrators about the concept of PLC through in-house 
training after the school leaders attended courses in PLC. In 
between the delivery system, there might be a loss of sub-
stantial information about the concept of PLC, which caused 
ambiguities among teachers (Hairon & Tan, 2017). Even 
though teachers had questions regarding PLC, they did not 
feel obliged to ask for clarification due to their face-saving 
norm (Lai et al., 2010).

Lack of supervision from the authority. No interviewees 
reported the supervision of the outcome of PLC by key 
administrators or officials from the district level and above.

R3: We make documentation of PLC ourselves. We did not even 
submit our report to the authorities. So far, there are no officers 
from the State Education Department who come and inspect the 
outcome.

R5: Nobody from the school came and evaluated our practice.

The lack of supervision could be explained with the exist-
ing top-down centralized Malaysian education system. 
Teachers are informed that the District Education Office will 
evaluate the outcome of PLC from time to time based on the 
“outsite in” and “insite out” approach (Ministry of Education 
Malaysia, 2013). Supervision of school administrators and 
district officers is mandatory as teachers perceive the super-
vision as a sense of emphasis of the officials toward the PLC 
policy. With supervision, the officials are indirectly giving 
support, which is crucial toward the development of PLC in 
schools (Carpenter, 2015; Olivier & Huffman, 2016). 

Otherwise, as claimed by R3, “Teachers in school might also 
perceive PLC as a ‘work of documentation’ only.” Overall, 
the findings of thematic analysis were illustrated in Figure 1.

Conclusion
A school establishing PLC is deemed to face culturally based 
challenges (Stoll et al., 2006; Wells & Feun, 2007). Thus, 
this study is conducted to unveil the practices and challenges 
concerning the initiatives of PLC implemented in the school. 
The study reveals that the teachers at school level practice 
PLC in terms of peer coaching. As for the sharing of personal 
practices, it usually involves a collaboration of the school 
teachers with professionals outside the school community. In 
the Malaysian Chinese school context, whereby the school 
culture upholds academic performance (Ang, 2017), the 
practice of PLC encounters various challenges. The chal-
lenges include excessive workload for teachers, teachers’ 
passive attitudes, unsupportive conditions in school, poor 
execution of PLC by the school community, and vague 
understanding of PLC. Most of the obstacles encountered 
correlate with previous findings in the Chinese (China) con-
text (Qiao et al., 2018; Zhang et al., 2017).

For practical implications, administrators and teachers 
need to take an active approach in practicing PLC. The rea-
son is that knowledge acquisition is facilitated by sharing 
between sources and not by isolating them (Bernstein, 1992). 
Teachers have to always reflect upon their teaching practices 
by enquiring about it from other teachers of the same exper-
tise (Chauraya & Brodie, 2017). As Chinese students and 
teachers are used to drilling and repeated practice strategies 
(Lim, 2003), the administrators’ leadership must play a role 
in initiating the culture of PLC in the school (Qiao et al., 
2018; Vanblaere & Devos, 2016; Wang, 2016). Overall, in 

PLC practices 

Peer 
coaching 

Sharing of 
personal 
practices 

Professional 
development 

Uncovered 
challenges 

Misconception 
of PLC

Lack of 
supervision 
from the 
authority

Challenges in 
implementing PLC 
(Middle leaders)

Teachers’ passive 
roles

Inconsistency in 
practising PLC

Students’ attitudes

Challenges in 
implementing PLC 
(Ordinary teachers)

Overwhelming 
workload

Class size problem

Lack of 
administrative 
support perceived 
by ordinary teachers

Figure 1. Findings of thematic analysis.
Note. PLC = professional learning community.
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integrating PLC as a culture of the school, the school princi-
pal has to be the pioneer in initiating the practice to be fol-
lowed by the teachers (Abdullah & Ghani, 2014).

For policy-making implication, findings of this current 
study could shed light on policy makers and stakeholders 
on the practice of PLC in a Chinese-dominated school. 
Policy making at the federal level always employs a “one 
size fits all” approach by issuing a single guideline for a 
new policy to be adopted by all schools regardless of the 
schools’ cultural backgrounds. Given that PLC is culture-
dependent, this study has provided enlightenment to the 
relevant authorities when drafting further measures in the 
context of PLC..

This study has some limitations. First, this study only 
involved six ordinary teachers and middle leaders from a 
Malaysian Chinese secondary school to explore in-depth 
about the way PLC is executed at the school level. This study 
should include school leaders’ perceptions of the practice of 
PLC and how it is conducted at the administration level. 
Second, this study is limited to a specific Malaysian Chinese 
secondary school pertaining to the PLC practices and chal-
lenges in implementing PLC in the school. Third, as men-
tioned in the “Research context” section, ICSS or Duli 
Zhongxue is another type of Chinese secondary schools in 
Malaysia that are immersed with Confucian heritage culture 
through their school environment. Thus, future studies could 
explore on how Confucian values influence the practices of 
PLC in ICSS.

The findings of the current study propose that future 
studies could include a larger number of teachers and 
administrators at school level by involving more Malaysian 
Chinese secondary schools or different types of Malaysian 
public schools. For example, ICSS that exist in a different 
context could be taken as a case study in future research. A 
mixed-methods approach is sought to be employed to 
ensure the triangulation of data in acquiring a comprehen-
sive study of the practice of PLC in Malaysia in reality 
compared with the guidelines formulated at the federal 
level. In essence, this study has contributed to the knowl-
edge in PLC literature by identifying additional factors in 
explaining the challenges of PLC in a Malaysian Chinese 
secondary school: (a) students’ attitudes toward learning, 
(b) misconception of PLC, and (c) lack of supervision from 
the authority. Future studies could enrich the PLC literature 
by exploring how these three factors impede the implemen-
tation of PLC at the school level.
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