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Abstract—This study explores the impact of teacher learning
community on EFL teachers’ professional development. The
participants are 17 EFL teachers from Hebei University in
China. A year-long study was conducted on these teachers’
group leaning activities through participatory observation
and in-depth interviews. The preliminary results are as

follows: 1) Generally speaking, through conversation,
interaction and online peer evaluation in learning
community, participant teachers have improved

professionally in terms of critical thinking, academic writing,
reflective thinking and research awareness; 2) In learning
activities of the community, the experienced teachers
focused more on the construction of knowledge regarding
research methodology, through interaction with others and
participation in teaching-based research activities, to
reconstruct their knowledge about teaching and research;
while the novice teachers placed more emphasis on the
reconstruction of knowledge regarding pedagogical theories
and the way these theories are applied in teaching practice,
through social interaction with other teachers.

Index Terms—teacher learning community, EFL teacher,
teacher development

I. INTRODUCTION

According to socio-cultural theory, learning is a
process of social interaction between people and their
social contexts (Lantolf, 2006). In specific learning
situations, individual teachers share knowledge and
experience through dialogue and negotiation with others,
and reconstruct their cognition. When teachers as learners,
construct knowledge through cooperation with their peers,
such as communication and discussion, the learning
effect is strengthened (Tang & Lam, 2014).

In recent years, relevant studies have been conducted
on research-based teacher learning community, which
highlighted the positive effects of the socialized context
of teacher learning groups on teacher professional
development (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Grossman et al,
2001; Wen, 2011; Wen & Ren, 2012). The interactive
group learning mode has become an effective way for
teachers' professional development. At the theoretical
level, a number of studies have discussed the
characteristics of teacher cooperation (Johnson &
Johnson, 1999), interactive development mode (Wen &
Ren, 2012), knowledge construction (kuusiasari, 2014;
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Tang, 2011); orientation in cooperative learning (Saleh,
2011). At the level of empirical study, a number of
studies examined teachers’ attitude, willingness, ability
and influencing factors (Clarke, 2009; Guo & Xu, 2015).
These studies indicate that teacher cooperation can
promote teachers’ professional development.

As a common model of teacher development, practice
community can enhance the learning motivation of
teachers and learners, promote peer cooperation and
dialogue, improve professional quality, and ultimately
enhance the effect of teaching practice (Vescio et al. 2008;
Tseng & Kuo, 2014; Warwas & Helm, 2018; Wen & Ren,
2012; Hu, Lang & Jiang, 2018). There have been many
studies on Cooperative Learning in Teachers’ learning
community. A study conducted by Wen & Ren (2012)
reports a qualitative study on the facilitating effects of an
interactive model on EFL researchers' professional
development. The findings indicate that the interactive
model improves the researchers’ interpersonal
communication skill and their ability of integrating theory
with practice. Through participant observation of a
tertiary English teachers’ project-based community of
practice (CoP) and informal interviews, Hu, Lang &
Jiang (2018) investigates teachers’ cooperative learning
in the CoP and its influence on their professional
development. Their study indicates that teachers’
cooperative learning features various behavior patterns of
communicating emotions, assigning tasks, delivering
messages, sharing knowledge, making plans and rules,
and seeking for or offering help. It has influences on
English teachers’ personal, social and professional
development to different degrees.

It can be seen that researchers have conducted more in-
depth discussion on teacher cooperation and professional
community from theory to practice. However, the
research on research-based cooperative learning of online
and offline teacher practice community is still rare. There
is lack of in-depth empirical research, especially
qualitative research on the process of teachers’ academic
research and learning. Furthermore, the way different
types of teacher learning groups shape the professional
development of teachers requires further exploration. On
this basis, a case study is carried out to collect qualitative
data and explore the impact of teacher learning
community on their cognition and research practice,
which is a beneficial attempt in this respect.
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This study explores the impact of teacher learning
community on EFL teachers’ professional development.
The participants are 17 EFL teachers from Hebei
University in China. A year-long study was conducted on
teachers’ group learning activities through participatory
observation, in-depth interviews and reflective journals.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research aims to answers the following two questions:

1. What is the impact of the learning community on EFL
teachers’ professional development? 2. Are there any
differences between novice teachers and experienced
teachers in their process of professional development
within the context of learning community? If so, what are
the characteristics of the development patterns of the two
groups of teachers?

A. Participatory Observation

In the process of participating in community activities,
researchers observe the participant teachers from the
perspective of "insiders", observe the attendance of
teachers, the participation of teachers in group
presentation, group discussion and interaction, noting
down the performance of individual teachers, and make
relevant records. The observations were supplemented by
field notes taken as the researcher was observing the
learning activities.

B. Reflective Journal

Reflective journal was used to explore the behavior,
feelings, and thoughts of participant teachers. Based on
the results of the group discussion, participant teachers
were asked to write reflection journals to explain personal
thinking about group learning activities in teacher
learning community. Key issues covered in reflective
journals include teachers’ perceptions about group
presentation and discussion, such as ideas, problems, and
suggestions for improving group discussion activities.
The researchers collected reflection journals and gave
feedback before each group meeting to discuss the next
improvement plan. The reflective process was found to be
an effective tool for supporting teachers to critically think
about their learning experience and changes that might
take place in their learning process, thus providing data
for the researcher to analyze emerging viewpoints
regarding the impact of the learning community on
teachers’ professional development.

C. Case Study

According to years of teaching and research experience
of participant teachers, two novice teachers and two
experienced teachers were selected for case study to
investigate their characteristics and changes in the
process of professional development. The interview data
were analyzed using the method of content analysis (King
et al, 2019; Lindlof, 2019).

I1l.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

A. Findings of Reflective Journal

Through the content analysis of teachers’ reflective
journal, it is found that through the cooperation and
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discussion among team members, the professional
development of teachers has been greatly enhanced,
which is mainly reflected in the following aspects:

1) Critical reading

Most teachers (88%) think that participating in
research community activities can greatly promote their
ability of critical reading. In the process of reading
research essays, they learned to analyze and summarize
the author's ideas, and comment on the research design of
the studies reported in the essays. In the reflective journal,
Zhang asserted that learning in the community is a
process of summarizing and reflecting on the research
essays, “Before reading academic essays, | need to
consult the author’s previous publications, so as to briefly
understand the author’s background, academic
achievements and major views. This helps me to find a
proper perspective for critical reading.” Zhao expressed
the same feeling: “An article that seemed to be very
obscure has become much easier for me to understand
after group learning and discussion. Learning with peers
in a community gave me enlightenment in analyzing
relevant literature. After preparing and giving
presentations based on the thorough analysis of an
academic essay, | find it easier to understand the relevant
theories and methods. In a sense, what | have learned in
the learning community is more than an essay."

2) Academic writing

Most teachers (63%) believe that the group
presentation and discussion activities in the community
expand their ideas of academic essay writing. Xu
expressed the influence of academic reading, “in the
analysis, the presenter summarized the framework of the
article, and introduced the contents in detail. By
analyzing the relevant literature through the inherent
writing template, readers can see the context and structure
of the article more clearly." Lu mentioned that "The
presenters’ detailed explanation of the article has given
me a preliminary outline of the overall structure of the
essay. | have also enhanced my understanding of the
ideas, methods, research design and data collection in
study reported in the essay." It is clearly shown that
participant teachers were actively engaged in the learning
process. They broadened their insights and have
developed better ideas for their research questions and
methods.

At the same time, as the organizer of the research
community activities, the author collected the research
essays of participant teachers, evaluated the content and
structure of these papers, and put forward suggestions for
revision. Based on the analysis of the essays submitted by
participant teachers, most of them have made remarkable
progress in summarizing and evaluating relevant studies.
For instance, in the literature review section, they can
point out the limitations as well as the advantages of the
previous studies, and put forward suggestions for further
research.

3) Reflective thinking

The majority of the participant teachers (86%)
mentioned in the reflective journal that after the group
discussion, they take the initiative to reflect on their own
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teaching process, keep record of their problems in
classroom practice, analyze the reasons and propose
solutions. In the reflective journal, Xu said, “Since first
time | participated in group learning, | have been writing
reflective journals. | have developed great interest in
exploring new perspectives regarding teaching design,
methods and classroom management experience. | keep
record of the students’ problems with language learning,
analyze the reasons and provide solutions based on the
theories and ideas | learned in teacher leaning community.
I find it helpful to do so, especially in terms of improving
my problem-solving and classroom management skills."
This shows that constant reflection on learning
experience motivated participant teachers to seek
solutions to problems, explore better teaching strategies
and refine their teaching ideas and practice. Lu reported
similar experience: “Group learning and discussion help
expand my knowledge about research methods. In
addition, | find that writing reflection is really good. It is
also a process of internalization while writing and
summarizing what | have learned.” This further indicates
that teacher learning community is supposed to provide
more opportunities for member teachers to learn and
research because teachers need such exchanges and
discussions to develop understanding and formulate ideas
about academic research.

4) Research awareness

Most of the participant teachers (75%) mentioned that
participation in the community's group presentation and
discussion activities promoted their awareness about
academic research. They tend to apply into research
practice what they have learned in teacher learning
community. Three novice teachers mentioned that they
had relatively weak awareness of academic research, and
they had no idea about how to actively conduct research
in a certain field, but the learning experience in the
teacher learning community has improved their initiative
in doing academic research. As Mr. Gao said, "Previously,
I had a vague idea about the distinction between
qualitative and  quantitative research, especially
qualitative research, which was rarely touched. But After
doing academic reading and group presentation, it
became clear to me that quantitative research is to test
theory, while qualitative research is to establish theory.
Recently, I am planning to apply for a research project.
This report has given me great inspiration, which makes
me decide that this research design is mainly qualitative,
supplemented by quantitative, and adopts action research
as a whole. It should be regarded as learning for
application.” In the process of online peer evaluation,
teachers can point out the advantages as well as the
limitations in the essays of their peers, and put forward
corresponding suggestions, which indicates that they have
made great progress in essay evaluation.

B. The Findings of Case Study

Through the case study of four participant teachers, it
is found that the learning activities in the teacher learning
community facilitates the process of sharing academic
reading experience and reflecting on teaching experience,
which is conductive to the construction of new
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knowledge structure regarding classroom-based research
practice. However, the cognitive development mode of
novice teachers and experienced teachers shows different
characteristics:

The development mode of novice teachers in the
research community shows the following characteristics:
1. The learning motivation of novice teachers is
insufficient, mainly due to the lack of research knowledge
and experience. Xu said in the interview, “I have little
understanding of research methods, and I can’t determine
my own development direction at present” Gao
expressed her feelings about doing research, I feel that |
have no self-confidence and even have a fear when
talking about doing research and writing research papers.
I have some ideas about how to improve my teaching, but
they end up dead because | can find no theoretical
support for them and have no clues about essay writing.”
2. Novice teachers focus more on the construction of
knowledge regarding pedagogical theories and the way
theories can be applied in teaching practice. Xu and Gao
attributed their motivation for participating in the teacher
learning community to their individual need to find
solutions to problems in classroom teaching and the
willingness to developed new ideas about teaching
through discussion with their colleagues. It is clear that
novice teachers tend to reconstruct their knowledge
through discussing with peers their teaching practice.
Through observations, it is obvious that novice teachers
had low participation in discussions regarding research
design and methods. The low participation might be due
to the fact that novice teachers have less project-based
research experience.

The development mode of experienced teachers is
characterized by the following aspects: 1. the learning
motivation of experienced teachers can be divided into
two types: intrinsic motivation and extrinsic motivation.
Zhang mentioned that she usually “read relevant literature
and books before writing a thesis or applying for a
project.” Li attributed her motivation for participating in
the teacher learning journal the willingness to expand
knowledge of scientific research and seek professional
growth. It is suggested that participant teachers who are
driven by intrinsic motivation are more concerned about
their professional development. Li expressed her
intention in the interview, “l encountered a bottleneck
period in my personal development, so | look forward to
the guidance of senior peers in a learning community.”
Zhang mentioned in the interview that “l feel great
pressure under the requirements for scientific research
papers and projects. | expect that expert teachers can help
me move towards a higher level of teaching and
research.” In contrast, teachers who are driven by
extrinsic motivation have lower participation and
integration. 2. Experienced teachers focus more on the
construction  of  knowledge regarding  research
methodology. Li expressed that “l have achieved the
transition from the role of learners to researchers after a
series of learning activities.” Zhao mentioned that “The
communication and sharing of groups provides more
opportunities for me to learn theories and methods about
scientific research”. It is clear that experienced teachers
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tend to reconstruct relevant knowledge about academic
research through frequent consultation with peers and
active participation in project research activities.

Due to the fact that participant teachers have different
levels of research ability, their participation in the
learning community varies accordingly. Some teachers
who have certain research experience can quickly grasp
the content learned in the process of research community
activities, and actively participate in group discussion;
while teachers who have little or almost no research
experience need to invest more time an energy in learning,
and need to enhance their participation in group
discussion activities.

IV. CONCLUSION

This study investigates teacher cooperation and
interaction in a teacher learning community in aiming at
promoting professional development. Through group
learning and discussion with peers, teachers read
academic essays, analyze the research design of academic
studies, give group presentations and do peer evaluation.
With clear learning tasks, group learning activities are
effective  in  enhancing teachers’  professional
development. The teacher learning community initiates
the external adjustment mechanism through tutor
demonstration and peer assistance, which is conducive to
questioning, clarifying and updating ideas, reflecting and
improving teaching and research practice, so as to
achieve internal self-requlation. In addition, the
development of teachers in the research community is
situational, interactive and complex, involving learning
and growth at the individual level and community level.
At personal level, teachers’ personal growth is reflected
in research awareness, research knowledge and research
practice. At community level, teachers’ development is
reflected in the process of teachers’ group cooperation
and interaction. Finally, there are differences between
experienced teachers and novice teachers in learning
motivation and research experience, which leads to
different levels of learner participation. However, the
difference serves as the motive for teachers to reflect and
progress.

Other studies that have been carried out in China seem
to be consistent with our findings. In a recent survey that
involved participant observation of a tertiary English
teachers’ project-based community of practice and
informal interview, the researchers explore teachers’
cooperative learning in the community and its influence
on their professional development. The findings of the
study indicate that the community has influences on
English teachers’ personal, social and professional
development to different degrees (Hu, Lang & Jiang,
2018). The findings of another study also reported that
teachers’ communication and interaction within a
learning community have positive effects on EFL
researchers’ professional development regarding their
ability of applying theory into teaching and research
practice (Wen & Ren, 2012). These studies, however,
were unable to inform educators on the intricate
processes of how teachers’ professional development
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were shaped in the teacher learning community and what
other factors were at play since they were based on
teachers’ self-reports. In-depth understanding of the
process and feature of teachers’ professional development,
triangulated through observations of their practices is an
identified area where more empirical studies are needed.
This case study contributes to the literature by reporting
how experienced teachers differ from novice teachers
regarding their learning motivation, knowledge
construction and participation in group discussions.

This study has two implications for teacher
development. First of all, EFL Teachers need to be aware
of the importance of a learning community as a platform
to exchange ideas, expand professional knowledge and
enrich research experience. EFL teachers professional
learning could not only depend on themselves, but also
need support and help from experts and peers, and they
need to hear different voices from others through
discussions and dialogues. Teachers could express their
growing confusion and actively seek help from experts
and peers within a learning community. Teacher
educators should help teachers to actively find their own
ways to acquire new knowledge and skills, to keep up
with the world change around us, to empower themselves
with new knowledge and to combat negativity in our
teaching context. Secondly, careful design is needed for
the construction of teachers’ learning community. The
organizer of the teacher learning community needs to
fully consider the needs of teachers, set up appropriate
platforms for interactive communication, and provide
continuous support. With the help of teacher learning
community, which is an environment for learning and
communication and a tool for instant communication, the
group learning activities can enable members actively
participate in the community. In the follow-up research,
we can also conduct in-depth research on the role of
different links in teacher learning community and the
long-term impact on individual members.
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