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Abstract: Professional learning communities (PLCs) are important for improving student achievement and school development.
According to PLC research, teachers' knowledge and practice in teaching are significantly improved by various PLC forms and
favorable working environments. This qualitative research was conducted to find out what forms of PLCs were popular and what
challenges were facing three primary schools in a province in Vietnam. The study utilizes a multiple-site case study design relating to
PLCs in those schools with the data from interviews with the principals, group leaders and teachers, observations of PLC activities
and related policy documents. The two forms of PLCs were identified in this research, including professional groups and groups of
core teachers. Besides, four challenges facing PLCS implementation in those schools included the old habit of professional learning in
PLCs, structural conditions of schedules and facilities, economic conditions of teachers and motivation for reforms. The study
provides recommendations based on the findings for PLC research and practice within and beyond the Vietnamese context.
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Introduction

In recent years, professional learning communities (PLCs) have attracted researchers worldwide. International
evidence shows that the success of education reform is closely related to the ability of individual teachers at the
personal and school levels to support student learning. Meanwhile, the capacity of teachers is sustainably built and
developed through working in PLCs (Harris & Jones, 2010; Vescio et al., 2008). Therefore, developing effective PLCs in
schools is an effective solution to enhance the quality of education.

Vietnam has been undergoing a fundamental and comprehensive innovation from educational objectives to programs,
methods, forms of education as well as methods of examination and assessment (Central Communist Party of Vietnam,
2013). This change is a shift in education from teacher-centred to learner-centred. The general education program is
approached based on output standards, aiming to form and develop essential qualities and competencies of students
(Ministry of Education and Training [MoET], 2018b).

To achieve the above goal, the new general education program emphasises the core points: Learning contents designed
to integrate the knowledge of many fields/parts and subjects so that students can flexibly apply knowledge to real life;
Enhancing practical experience activities for students; Teaching is conducted based on differentiation, towards the
needs, interests, and abilities of each student, ensuring that no student is left behind in the classroom (MoET, 2018b).
According to MoET (2018b), the target is the qualities and capabilities of learners, so education programs become
ordinances, and textbooks are only sources of reference for teachers.
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Primary education was the first level of education to implement the new General Education Program in 2020-2021,
leading to many challenges for primary school teachers who directly implement the new program. The way the class is
organised is different from the traditional style. Teachers are not allowed to teach the lessons in the old way of
knowledge transmission as in many previous studies (Nguyen, 2019; Nguyen, Ha et al., 2022; Nguyen, Huynh et al,,
2022; Tran, Nguyen et al,, 2020; Tran, Truong et al., 2020; Truong et al., 2021). Instead, the new education program
forms a new role for teachers who create a learning environment that stimulates students' learning activities and
supports students throughout their learning process (Hallinger et al,, 2021; Kwakman, 2003).

It is crucial to create PLCs in schools to help teachers meet the 2018 general education curriculum requirements. PLCs
are considered a sustainable learning approach (Stoll et al., 2006). Various studies have researched the correlation
between the PLCs and the enhancement of teachers' educational and teaching abilities, thereby positively affecting
students (Bolam et al., 2005; Hallinger et al., 2021; Harris & Jones, 2010; Lalor & Abawi, 2014; Stoll et al.,, 2006, 2007;
Thompson et al., 2004; Vescio et al., 2008).

In Vietnam, the concept of PLCs is relatively new and has only been used in recent years in some documents on
educational innovation (MoET, 2020a). Some studies have also investigated PLCs in Vietnam (Hallinger et al., 2019,
2021; Lalor & Abawi, 2014; T. K. D. Nguyen, 2019; Nguyen, Huynh et al., 2022; Saito & Tsukui, 2008; Tran et al., 2021;
Tran, Nguyen et al., 2020; Tran, Truong et al,, 2020). However, these studies only introduced some forms and assessed
PLCs' impact before schools carried out educational reforms. In the context of Vietnam's educational reform, it is
necessary to explore the forms of PLCs in primary schools to determine which forms are highly effective and identify
the challenges when implementing PLCs in Vietnam.

Literature Review
Definition of PLCs

There are many definitions of PLCs (Stoll et al.,, 2006), and a global definition remains a matter of research and debate
(Hairon et al., 2017). PLCs and a number of other terms, including professional learning communities, organizational
(shared, collaborative, collective) learning, community of practice, and school-based teacher learning communities, are
often used interchangeably (Lee & Smith, 1996; Louis et al., 1996; Louis & Marks, 1998; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001;
Mitchell & Sackney, 2000; Newmann et al., 2000). Although there are differences among the authors, in general, most of
the authors believe that the PLC is a collective of teachers and school staff who seek and share career-related learning
on an ongoing basis for the benefit of the student and the growth of the school (Stoll et al., 2006, 2007; Vangrieken et
al,, 2017).

Characteristics of PLCs

Different researchers seem to describe characteristics to a PLC differently. Our study identified PLCs characteristics
based on the theoretical basis of Kruse et al. (1993). Accordingly, PLCs have five elements (See Figure 1). Reflective
dialogue is described as conversations between teachers, which focus on exchanging and sharing information and
knowledge to help teachers improve teaching behaviours and learning outcomes. Focus on student learning means that
all activities in PLCs should focus on student learning activities, assisting students to study well and improve learning
outcomes. Interactions among teacher colleagues, also called de-privatisation of practice, refer to professional
relationships that encourage teachers to openly share and help each other, such as observing other teachers’ classes
and giving formal and informal feedback. Collaboration is reflected in teachers participating in professional
development activities and sharing teaching materials. Shared values and norms indicate that members of PLCs have a
consensus about the mission of their school and the values and norms of professional behaviours among members of
the PLCs.

Reflective
dialogue
—

Focus on student
Shared values learning
and norms

Collaboration Interactions among
teacher colleagues

Figure 1. Characteristics of PLCs, based on Kruse et al. (1993)
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Forms of PLCs

Despite sharing some common features, PLCs can exist in various forms of communities practice in different
educational contexts. Vangrieken et al. (2017), in a systematic review of teacher-learning communities as a context for
professional development, found three common forms of PLCs among 40 final studies reviewed. The first type is formal
teacher communities organised by government initiatives, whereas teachers’ participation can be compulsory or
voluntary. Second, PLCs can be member-oriented communities with pre-set continuous agendas. The final form is
formative communities with no pre-set goals or schedules. Participation in formative communities is voluntary,
considered their crucial success (Vangrieken et al,, 2017).

Notably, lesson study stands out as a specific form of classroom-based PLC that originated in Japan (Gutierez, 2016;
Widjaja et al,, 2019). Lesson study is prevalent in primary school education and has attracted attention from educators
in South-East Asia and the West (Widjaja et al., 2019). Lesson study embodies many characteristics of high-quality PLC
as advocated by Kruse et al. (1993), and can be considered a type of teacher learning communities (Vangrieken et al,,
2017). In lesson study (also known as ‘research lesson’ - Gutierez, 2016), a team of teachers identify a common goal
within a particular content area and meet frequently to plan lessons. One member of the lesson study team then
teaches the research lesson while the other team members are observers (Gutierez, 2016). They subsequently organize
post-lesson discussions to draw out strategies to enhance future lessons (Lewis et al., 2009; Saito & Atencio, 2013). In
other words, lesson study emphasizes the importance of reflective dialogue, interactions and collaboration among
teacher colleagues to promote student learning and school development. Additionally, lesson study is a sustainable
form of PLC (Saito & Atencio, 2013). It enables teachers to strengthen PLC (Doig & Groves, 2011) as it motivates
teachers to become dynamic and competent to cater for the diversity of learners (Gutierez, 2016). Thus, lesson study
helps teachers become critical players of PLC and improve their capacity to enhance students’ learning outcomes
(Gemeda et al., 2014).

These forms, as mentioned above, of PLCs, are teacher communities, whereas teachers are vital members. However,
throughout this history, PLCs have undergone many changes in the perspectives of core participants. Teachers and
school leaders are traditionally viewed as the core leaders of PLCs (Stoll et al., 2006). That view has then broadened to
include the participation of support staff groups in schools in PLCs to promote student learning and school
development (Meaby, 2018; Stoll et al.,, 2006). A PLC should be built by the contribution of both teaching staff and
support staff across the school, such as teaching assistants, office administrators, caretakers, and cleaning staff (Meaby,
2018; Stoll et al.,, 2006). Establishing a PLC with diverse members reflects inclusion in education and the power of
multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2011; Meaby, 2018).

Challenges in the Application of PLCs

Many researchers acknowledged the complexity and challenges in the application of PLCs. Based on a pretty
comprehensive viewpoint about PLCs, Wiseman et al. (2013) argued that developing an authentic PLC culture may lead
to conflicts or struggles, depending on different schools' unique persona and culture. The researchers viewed those
struggles as both negative experiences and new opportunities for the development of individuals and the whole team.
Specifically, Wiseman et al. (2013) claimed that struggle leads to the creation of new ideas, more chances for PLC
members to learn about themselves and from others, the ability to accept different perspectives, and the development
of practical communication skills (Wiseman et al., 2013).

On the other hand, Saito and Atencio (2013) focused exclusively on the challenges in applying lesson study, a specific
form of PLC. The authors pointed out that reforming schools through lesson study requires changes in pedagogical
styles among teachers. Saito and Atencio (2013) argued that teachers and students should be allowed by their teachers
to ask questions to each other during group activities to support their teachers and schools in their innovation
implementation. Such changes in the nature of teacher-student relationship reflect the ‘re-alignment of power relations’
(Saito & Atencio, 2013), which can be challenging in some South-East Asia countries where teachers hold traditional
teacher-directed learning approach (Saito & Atencio, 2013; Tran, Ha et al., 2021; Tran, Hallinger et al.,, 2018; Tran,
Nguyen et al., 2020; Tran, Truong et al., 2020; Wang & Lin, 2019) and reluctance to empower students (Hallinger et al.,
2019, 2021; Pham & Renshaw, 2013).

Additionally, Saito and Atencio (2013) also mentioned the issues with lesson observation as a part of lesson study. It is
critical for teachers of the lesson study team to observe and discuss strategies to improve practices mutually. However,
one of the biggest challenges when promoting lesson study in some Asian countries is the teachers’ fear of observation
by their colleagues and heavy criticism from others (Saito & Atencio, 2013; Tran, Ha et al,, 2021; Tran, Hallinger et al,,
2018; Tran, Nguyen et al,, 2020; Tran, Truong et al., 2020; Truong et al., 2021). The researchers clearly explained this
from a post-structural point of view, indicating that “the observation of lessons accompanied by heavy criticism that
may occur in more hierarchical and authoritarian school structures reflects the power of ‘surveillance’, whereby
ascendant peers use observation to enact power upon those who are teaching the lessons” (Saito & Atencio, 2013, p.
92). Hence, it is necessary to pay attention to the influence of political and cultural factors when applying lesson study
to contextual practice in different countries.



554 | DINH ET AL. / Professional Learning Communities in Vietnamese Primary Schools in the Educational Reform Context

Moreover, the researchers also mentioned that time management would be an issue for teachers while applying lesson
study (Saito & Atencio, 2013; Widjaja et al., 2019). Teachers are generally time-poor (Widjaja et al., 2019), so finding
time for lesson study can be problematic in reality (Saito & Atencio, 2013). Consequently, some researchers have also
highlighted the importance of offering teachers support, especially allocating time for teachers to participate in lesson
study (Saito & Atencio, 2013; Widjaja et al., 2019).

Research on PLCs in Vietnam

A few studies on PLCs in Vietnam have been conducted in the past two decades. Notably among them is Saito and
Tsukui's (2008) research on the challenges of building PLCs in primary schools in Bac Giang province, Vietnam. This
research focused on building PLCs mainly through lesson study and analyzed the data from five schools participating in
a project. The data were collected from 200 professional teacher meetings in five primary schools. Five lessons were
drawn from the research findings. First, changing the beliefs of teachers is time-consuming. Second, the large-scale
delivery of the educational project should review its effectiveness because teachers were often reluctant to change.
Third, developing trust among participants, including outside resource people, was necessary for a learning
community. Fourth, in order to earn the respect of teachers, outside resource people should keep learning diligently.
Fifth, the idea of sustainability needed to be reconsidered as an endless process that will never be perfect.

Lalor and Abawi (2014) conducted a case study at an international school in Vietnam. Their study results revealed the
impact of PLCs on improving student achievement, teachers' professional development, and building a culture of
cooperation and mutual support in schools. In addition, some other studies shared experiences in organizing activities
according to lesson study (Ho & Le, 2019; Nguyen, 2019; Pham et al., 2018; Vu, 2020).

In general, studies on PLCs in Vietnam are limited in both quantity and scale of implementation. In addition, some
individual studies have also shown that Vietnam's PLCs were ineffective in building a school-wide community and lack
sustainability in promoting the self-improvement of individual teachers (Phan, 2017; Saito & Tsukui, 2008; Tran et al.,
2018). It is necessary to explore the current situation of PLCs and the challenges of implementing PLCs as the new
General Education Program has been implemented at the primary education level. This study aims to identify the
forms/types of PLCs in primary schools in Vietnam in the context of educational innovation and implementation
challenges. The research questions are as follows:

1. What are the types/forms of PLCs employed in Vietnamese primary schools?

2. What are the challenges when implementing PLCs in Vietnamese primary schools?

Methodology
Research Design

This research follows a qualitative case study research design. A qualitative case study helps explore participants’
experiences of PLCs in primary schools in Vietnam in the context of educational reforms and provides a complex and
detailed understanding of the issue (Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2015). As the academic literature about PLCs is fairly
limited in Vietnam, we decided to employed Merriam'’s interpretive case study approach (Merriam, 2007). Accordingly,
an interpretive case study is suitable when “there is a lack of theory, or if existing theory does not adequately explain
the phenomenon, hypotheses cannot be developed to structure a research investigation” (Merriam, 2007, p. 38).

Sample

Three principals, three team leaders and six teachers from three primary schools in Thua Thien Hue Province, Vietnam,
were invited and voluntarily participated in our study. One of the critical criteria when selecting participants is the
ability to provide rich and thick information about the phenomenon (Merriam, 2007; Patton, 2015). Those schools
were selected purposively because their principals were key managers at the primary education level in this province,
recommended by the Hue Provincial Department of Education and Training. They had extensive experience in
organizing and implementing the new general education programs in primary schools. These principals had received
direct training from experts of the MoET on modules for general education administrators and were responsible for
providing support to primary school principals in the Thua Thien Hue Province. Detailed information of research sites
is in Table 1.
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Table 1. Sample Characteristics

School No. of students No. of classes No. of teachers and staff School management board School size *

School A 675 20 34 1 Principal 2
1 Vice-principal

School B 878 27 49 1 Principal 2
2 Vice-principals

School C 1027 29 70 1 Principal 1

2 Vice-principals
Note: *School size is specified by Ministry of Education and Training and Ministry of Domestic Affairs (2006)
School size 1: The school has more than 28 classes; School size 2: The school has from 18 to 27 classes.

Data Collection

Data was collected by using direct observation of PLC activities and semi-structured interviews with the three
principals, three team leaders, and six teachers (two from each school) at three selected primary schools (Merriam,
2007; Patton, 2015). More specifically, each interview took place in a staff room or office for roughly 90 minutes. The
purpose of these interviews was to learn more about the viewpoints of the participants regarding PLCs and
professional learning activities for teachers in their respective schools. Each interview was audio recorded, and the
Vietnamese transcriptions were done subsequently. Only the data extracts that were used in this study as quotes were
translated into English by a proficient English lecturer and verified by the research team.

We also observed PLC activities in the three schools during three months in order to gather more information, confirm
the information provided in the interviews, and assess the relevant school policies. The PLC activities mainly included
professional learning groups, seminars for teacher learning for educational reforms in three schools. Each meeting was
observed and recorded by the authors, who took turns doing so. These notes served as a source of information. These
data sources provided a variety of viewpoints and made it possible to triangulate in order to check the credibility of
various perceptions (Creswell, 2013; Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; Patton, 2015).

Analyzing of Data

We used “within-case analysis” and “cross-case analysis” in this multi-site case study (Patton, 2015). The within-case
analysis involves creating in-depth summaries for each school in accordance with the research's main points. Coding
data according to sources was the first step in analytical techniques. First, we examined the transcripts of the
interviews to generate initial codes. The codes were then connected to the PLC activity notes and policy documents.
After that, the information was organized by placing it in a database for each primary school (Patton, 2015).

In the “cross-case analysis”, a general explanation for each school case was developed, even though the school cases
have different details. Open coding, axial coding, and the constant comparative approach were employed during the
data synthesis procedure (Patton, 2015). We created categories as we looked for patterns, commonalities, and
inconsistencies among three primary schools (Patton, 2015). Data were then analyzed based on the six-steps of
thematic analysis from Braun and Clarke (2013), comprising “(1) Getting familiar with the data, (2) Generating initial
codes; (3) Searching for themes; (4) Reviewing themes; (5) Define and naming themes; (6) Producing the report” (p.
89). Thematic analysis is a technique that can be used in a variety of data analysis approaches (Braun & Clarke, 2006;
Creswell, 2013).

Findings
Forms of PLCs in Vietnamese Primary Schools

In primary schools in Vietnam, teachers often work together to share teaching experiences or support each other.
Although these activities have different names, they can fully embody the characteristics of PLCs as teachers working
together for their professional development, thereby promoting learning quality and achievements of students and the
school development (Harris & Jones, 2010; Lalor & Abawi, 2014; Stoll et al., 2006, 2007; Vangrieken et al., 2017). Two
forms of PLCs in three Vietnamese primary schools are identified based on data collected, including professional groups
and groups of core teachers.

Professional Groups

According to the Charter of Primary Schools (MoET, 2020b), “The professional group consists of teachers by grade or
subject, staff in charge of the library, educational equipment, and information technology, or educational support staff
for disabled people, and in school counseling” (p. 10). The professional group has a meeting at least once every two
weeks to improve teachers’ professional learning and professional capacity in the group (MoET, 2020b). Therefore,
professional groups as defined by the MoET can be seen as a form of PLCs, in which groups of teachers and support
staff are involved with the ultimate aim of supporting the development of students (Meaby, 2018; Stoll et al., 2007).
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Recently, in order to improve the working effectiveness of professional groups to meet the requirements of educational
reform, the MoET has issued policies and related documents guiding the renewal of lesson study-based professional
activities in primary schools in the Official Dispatch No 4612/BGDDT-GDTrH on guiding the implementation of the new
primary education programme in the direction of developing students' quality and capacity from the school year 2017 -
2018, which emphasizes the need to: “Focus on renewing professional activities and subjects of professional groups
based on the lesson study approach” (MoET, 2017), the Official Dispatch No 1315/BGDPT/GDTH on guiding
professional activities to implement the new primary education programme, including the guidelines for lesson study-
based professional activities (MoET, 2020a). This Official Dispatch provides detailed instructions on the process of
lesson study approach and how to organize it at the levels of provincial departments, district departments and primary
schools in Vietnam.

Professional groups were nominated/cited as a form of PLCs by the study’s participants, and lesson study was the most
common form of activities within professional groups. All three principals, three group leaders and six teachers at three
primary schools A, B, and C had similar views on the significance of lesson study activities as they believed that
application of the lesson study approach in their schools as PLCs is becoming more and more popular. The comments
related to highly appreciating lesson study such as ‘important’, ‘popular’, ‘useful’, ‘meaningful’, ‘feasible’, ‘applicable’
were found in the interviews with the principals, professional group leaders and teachers. They agreed that their
professional groups at their school had a meeting once every two weeks focusing on lesson study, as required by MoET.

“In the past, we had the intention of lesson study as a form of professional activities but had no chance to do it. After the
Official Dispatch No 4612/BGDDT-GDTrH and the Official Dispatch No 1315/BGDDT/GDTH, issued by MoET, the lesson
study-based professional activities have been carried out at the meetings of professional groups once every two weeks
and these are more effective” (school B principal). In a similar vein, the principal of school A reinforced, “From this
school year, the groups have been active in professional activities in the direction of lesson study which more focus is
given to student learning and the relationship between teaching and learning. Although MoET requires the meeting of
professional groups once every 2 weeks, many professional groups at my school hold professional activities every week.
[ promote this by letting all the teachers in the same group have one off day/week together to organize professional
activities to share ideas for implementing the new primary education” (school A principal). “My school has followed the
guidelines of MoET, based on the contents of the newly-renovated textbooks to carry out lesson study-based
professional activities for professional groups and these are very useful in realistic teaching at school.” (school C
principal).

The effectiveness of professional groups was echoed in all 3 group leaders and 6 teachers of the three primary schools:
“My professional group has many forms of activities, but the most outstanding is still the lesson study. We are trying to
focus more on student learning.” (Teacher 1 of school A, referred to as AT1); A group leader at school A elaborated, “We
do it every two weeks. For a lesson study, I often carry out in 3 stages. First, we as a group choose the lesson together,
then a teacher is selected for teaching will go home to prepare the lesson. Then, that teacher will give the draft lesson
plan, and the group members discuss together for a better lesson plan. Third stage is that the selected teacher teaches
the lesson, and the rest observes the class. After attending the class, all of us gather and discuss the lesson together for
strengths and weaknesses for better teaching. We find these activities realistic and useful for us.” (school A group
leader, referred to as AL). For the detailed information of lesson study in school B, the group leader stated, “The
contents of the lesson study discussions mostly focus on developing students' capabilities, qualities and methods to
plan lessons. The basis for choosing the lesson depends on the monthly topic that I have planned. For example, if an
experiential activity falls on Tet (New Year) holiday, including the activity ‘I am happy on Tet holiday’, I would choose
that activity for the lesson study plan. This lesson study was just launched from last year, so teachers were just starting
to choose on that basis.” (school B group leader or BL).

These findings seem to reinforce the earlier studies as the most common form of lesson study for teachers to attempt to
generate practical ways to implement curriculum contents (Takahashi & McDougal, 2016). According to the
researchers, institutional procedures and characteristics are crucial for optimizing the impact of lesson study
(Lieberman, 2009) and that lesson study enhanced education, teaching resources, and instructor for teachers (Lewis et
al,, 2009).

According to the principals of three primary schools, beside lesson study-based professional activities, the three
schools conducted professional activities based on seminar topics. Based on the new primary education program, the
actual situations of the school, and the needs of the teachers, the professional groups will develop thematic activities of
seminars, for example, thematic topics on active teaching methods/technologies, to find out more about the new
general education curriculum. Thematic activities on new and difficult issues in the educational curriculum of each
grade level were explored at these three primary schools. The school C principal said, “Apart from lesson study-based
professional activities, I promoted inter-group and school-level topics for seminars. Recently, I also did a number of
seminar topics, they worked in different groups, but this form was also very effective. Last year, | promoted outdoor
teaching, that was, [ wanted to change from forms to methods”. The school C group leader also explained, “Topics for
seminars are always a must to be held every year, usually at midterm or at the end of term. Topics are normally
selected by the school. For example, this year my school does a special activity about teaching outside the school, for
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example, the school will select that topic and ask the groups, then the groups will study from the beginning of the year
for a selected topic and prepare a demonstration lesson. After that, they report to the group and do the demo lessons to
the whole group observation, and then the experts gather for a discussion and draw the experiences from the taught
lessons.” (school C group leader or CL).

“From the beginning of the year, the professional groups have registered for school-wide seminars on the issues that
they find significant in the school year, and need to be changed, but when a problem arises, they also choose that to
register for seminars, once a month. They actively register for the activity; the school will arrange it and I still work
hard on Saturday or Friday afternoons for organizing those activities in professional groups.” (school A principal). This
is reflected in school A group leader 1, “our school organized two seminars for the whole schoolteachers focusing on
experimental activities for Grade 1 students and Vietnamese language.”

School B also has changed how they organize other activities of professional groups beside the lesson study-based
activity, as the principal stated, “Regarding seminars, 2 years ago, my school held the seminars as the District
department had guided, or teachers took turns to be the presenter of a seminar. From the last year now, the school
selects topics for seminars according to the needs of teachers such as what teachers are missing and what difficult
things are. This means that they do not focus much on what are their strengths anymore, but they choose problems that
are difficult for them. In addition, how to organize seminars are also changed to create equality, not in a hierarchical
way. In the past, for example, when organizing a school-level seminar, a selected teacher would report in front of others
in a meeting room facing up to the front. However, now, all sit in a circle, so everyone has a chance to share, discuss the
new knowledge from the seminar.” (school C principal). The documents and our observations also confirmed the
effective activities of professional groups at these schools.

The results reflecting the similar seminars held in the studies by Tran et al. (2018), Tran, Ha et al. (2021), Tran, Truong
et al, (2020) and Hallinger et al. (2021) and such seminars were effectively conducted in the principals’, group leaders’
and teachers’ views.

Groups of Core Teachers

Core teachers are usually those who have a good moral character, understand the educational situation, have good
professional knowledge and capacity, have prestige in the school community, and are capable of providing advice,
mentoring, supporting, leading and sharing with their colleagues in developing and improving professional learning
activities for better improvements of individuals and the school as a whole (MoET, 2018a). With such characteristics,
core teachers are the pioneering force in the school, providing special assistance to the principal in the implementation
of the new general education program and other professional activities. Our observation also confirmed the
significance of core groups in three schools.

All three schools have this kind of group of core teachers. “My school has a PRO group led by Ms. Y - school A vice
principal as the group leader. This group always pioneers in the application of new things, for example, applying IT in
teaching. When they found out that their colleagues were facing many difficulties in IT application for teaching, this
group met together and identified teachers' difficulties. Then, they registered for the online IT application course and
re-trained other teachers. I create conditions for teachers to participate and have a reward: Whoever does the best will
get cash” (school A principal); “I set up a group of core teachers with excellent subject knowledge, teaching skills, and
responsibility to support other colleagues in professional learning. This group has helped me to deploy initiatives in
promoting professional activities to all teachers at school. I highly appreciate this group” (school B principal); “In the
early years of being this school principal, I often provided professional learning support for the teachers by myself, but
after that, the principal role was busy. I couldn't provide good support and I thought about building a group of core
teachers to help me consisting of all professional team leaders. It took me 2 years to set up this team and now in my 3rd
year, | feel completely able to assign work to this group of core teachers. The group leaders are now very proficient and
efficient in their work. I think the school group of core teachers must be the leaders of all professional groups, because
they have expertise and are close to the teacher. Whenever the problems arise, the group leaders solve them first. If
they can't solve them, they will transfer it to the school leader for advice or solutions” (school C principal).

The groups of core teachers have provided much useful support to not only the principals but the teachers as well.
Comments were illustrated by teachers such as “These groups have helped us in several ways such as supporting
groups for teachers to participate in the competition for good excellent teachers’ title at school, district or provincial
level. When giving a lesson, we study it very deeply and conduct trial lessons in many different classes with many
different teachers, then we gather to give comments and finalize the final plan to participate in the competition.
Through those occasions, teachers gain experience and learn a lot from each other.” (CT3); “I got the great support from
the group of core teachers in preparing lesson plans for my teaching competition at the Provincial level last year which
I could not have got the title without their support” (BT2); “Like the last time, [ participated in the city's best form
teacher contest, not only teachers in my professional group but also teachers in other groups were mobilized to work
with me. We share our experiences to have better knowledge and skills to win in the competition. This is a good way for
us to participate and share with each other.” (AT3)
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Challenges in Implementing PLCs in Vietnamese Primary Schools

For a year of implementing the new general education program, the three primary schools carried out various types of
PLCs activities with a variety of successes, in the participants’ views, plus our observation. However, the
implementation of PLCs in their schools faced a number of challenges.

The Old Habit of Professional Learning in PLCs

The teachers’ old way of learning was mainly learning alone. In the process of having professional activities with other
teachers, there was a tendency to observe, evaluate and give comments on other teachers in criticism rather than
sharing and supporting each other in a supportive way.

However, following the MoET guidelines, these three primary schools have carried out lesson study-based professional
activities in an effort to improve the drawbacks. This lesson study form requires teachers to focus on students' learning
activities, not on evaluating teachers’ teaching demonstrations (MoET, 2020a). However, when implementing this form
in reality, many teachers are still not used to this new change and still keep the old habit in professional activities. In
the words of school A principal, “Older teachers have a lot of experience, but they seem to offend the innovations and
they still keep their old disciplined and stereotyped ways. While the new way gives them more autonomy for being
more active and proactive, but sometimes my teachers are still doing the old way”. The school B principal had a similar
view when she said, “Those limitations are from the sitting position to observe and give feedbacks. All observers still sit
at the back of the class, when observing other teacher’s lesson, they still focus on the teacher’s teaching more than on
students’ learning. When meeting to give feedback after observation for the things to be improved, observers still tend
to give more criticism rather than positive feedbacks. I think teachers need to be really conscious to adjust themselves
to a new way of providing more comments in a supportive manner”. The school C principal provides a more detailed
explanations in her teachers resisting to the innovation changes, “Of the four steps of lesson study-based professional
activities, the most difficult is the feedback-giving step after class observation which still remains the old way. [ have
also advised teachers to talk more about the observed teacher’s students' learning, so that they can draw experiences of
what good points and points to be improved for the next lessons. However, they still pay more attention to teaching
activities of the observed teacher as an old habit of feedback-giving. In my school, there are more older teachers than
younger teachers, so change is quite difficult taking more time and efforts.”

This view is reinforced in school A group leader, “The sharing focus started to move from the teacher to students’
learning. However, sometimes it is still the old habit for observers in commenting on the teaching activities of the
observed teacher. Teachers are also gradually forming the habit of paying attention to students' learning activities but
they are still affected by old habits” (AL); in school B group leader as “The feedback giving process will take a longer
time because of changing teachers’ old habit into the new way of providing comments to observed teachers’ teaching”
(BL); and in school C group leader’s comment, “In the past, when teachers observing others’ class, it was to observe the
teacher's teaching, but now the observers are changing to observe students' learning activities to draw experiences
from that observation. The position of sitting to give feedbacks after observation has also changed, teachers have to sit
in front or on both sides of the class to observe how students are learning. However, many teachers are shy and still sit
in the back” (CL).

The thinking of resistance to innovation in professional learning activities is evident in teachers’ views, a school A
teacher said, “I know that some teachers are very positive, but some other teachers are still afraid and reluctant to
change. They argue that there is no need to innovate because the goal of Grade 1 students is to become fluent in reading
and writing Vietnamese. If so, it is fine to teach in the old way.” (AT2); “The new way of lesson study-based professional
activities and feedback-giving made me feel unconfident and uncomfortable at first and sometimes felt reluctant to
make changes. However, step by step, with the requirements, the instruction from senior departments and my
colleagues, I am doing much better.” (BT1). These challenges of teachers facing required reforms were evident in
meetings observed by us as researchers.

The above-mentioned findings related to teachers’ readiness and willingness to have innovation changes seem to
repeat the research results of previous studies as teachers are often more reluctant to take on new duties than other
professionals (Haiyan et al,, 2017; Hallinger et al., 2021; Harris et al., 2017; Nguyen, Ha et al., 2022; Nguyen, Huynh et
al,, 2022; Somprach et al,, 2016; Tran et al,, 2018; Tran, Nguyen et al., 2020; Tran, Truong et al., 2020, 2021; Wang,
2016).

Structural Conditions of Schedules and Facilities

According to the requirement of MoET (2018b), for teachers to be able to learn and cooperate other, teachers need to
access the favourable conditions of time and common learning space to be able to exchange with each other. Currently,
according to the new primary education programme, teachers in the school have to attend class all day. Although most
schools arranged a weekday afternoon to have 2 hours off for professional activities, this period of time did not yet
meet the learning needs of teachers.
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Teachers of the three primary schools realized that the difficulties facing them in having professional learning activities
in a new way. “Many seminars are held on Saturdays or Sundays, but many teachers find it difficult to arrange. Most
school teachers are young, with young kids off on weekends at home. Teachers have to go to school all weekdays and
stay at home on weekends to take care of their children. I think it is difficult to arrange a reasonable time for teachers in
the whole school” (CL).

Teachers also mentioned the time-consuming challenges and others in lesson study-based professional learning.
Teacher 1 of school A said, “In order to conduct a lesson study-based professional activity, once-every two-week
schedule for a meeting is not enough in my opinion. A lesson study usually takes over several sessions, for about 2
months. If so, there cannot many activities in a semester as desired. Therefore, we often take advantage of breaks to
briefly discuss urgent things” (AT1). Teacher 3 of school B also had similar challenges, “I want to participate in the
professional learning seminars as the whole school, but the organization frequency of such seminar is very low. For the
whole school to participate, the preparation would take a longer time and ensure the conditions of time available for
the teachers are busy with their classes and the space to teach or organize that activity is large enough” (BT3). The
space challenge is echoed in school C teacher’s comment, “One of the reasons teachers cannot sit in front of the class or
on either side in the classroom when carrying out lesson study-based professional activities is that the classroom is
currently too small. Thus, teachers have to sit in the back and find it difficult to move around to observe students'
learning activities” (CT2).

Economic Conditions of Teachers

Economic conditions of teachers could promote or hinder their quality of participation in professional learning in these
three primary schools. In order to actively participate in professional groups, and focus on their teaching, teachers’
income must be stable. However, their salary is not enough to take care of their own family. “Currently, my school has
many young teachers which means they have low salaries. So, they have to spend time working part-time to support
their family. This prevents them from spending more time to participate in professional activities” (school A principal).
This is also evident in school B, as the principal stated, “There are many young teachers in my school, only ten percent
of the staff is over 40 years old. The advantage is that young staff have a higher demand for learning. However, they are
busy with their children and working a part-time job for their living, so there is not much time for their professional
learning as desired.” “My young teachers have great motivation in professional activities at school to learn to improve
their subject knowledge and teaching skills. However, because of low salaries, they face financial challenges in spending
time on such activities.” (school C principal).

Motivation for Reforms

Motivation played a very important role in supporting teachers to be active in learning in these three schools as they
were motivated to enhance their knowledge and skills for the new primary education programme. In these schools, the
motivational system frequently consisted of policies, guidelines, incentives, recognition, and punishment. It seemed
that the three principals employed various forms of teacher professional development.

The principals reportedly understood their teachers so they had applied appropriate incentive tactics to each one of
their unique demands. Generally, the principals were aware of the personal circumstances of their teachers.

When employing professional development strategies, three principals were aware of the disparities in their teachers’
needs, ages, genders, and financial situations. This was mirrored in the mandatory and elective methods used in the
schools. For instance, degree upgrading was optional, whereas observations, scientific investigations, and self-learning
were all compulsory. All teachers valued these insights. In the interview or surveys, there were no hints of unjust
treatment or teachers' negative sentiments toward their principal's recognition of various requirements. Our
observations and reports from the school confirmed these. The actions made by the three principals appeared to be
consistent with what earlier research findings had found (He & Ho, 2017; Tran, Hallinger et al,, 2018; Tran, Nguyen et
al,, 2020; Tran, Truong et al.,, 2020). They claimed that in order to encourage teachers to grow, it is crucial to utilize
motivating techniques that are appropriate for each teacher and based on their requirements and work qualities
(Haiyan et al,, 2017; Wang, 2016).

In all three schools, teacher learning was implemented and promoted using incentive and punishment systems.
Teachers who excelled or made significant progress, such as those who upgraded their higher degrees successfully,
earned the title of ‘excellent teacher’, earned high marks in scientific studies, and so forth, were commended, shown
appreciation, and given financial rewards. These teachers received widespread appreciation and praise. The principal
of school A claims that after a teacher completes a ‘degree upgrading’ course, that graduate is given ‘a small present as a
type of appreciation and acknowledgement of his/her endeavor’ during the staff meeting. In schools A, B, and C,
teachers who received the titles of “excellent teacher” were honored and given financial rewards. If their students won
the ‘good student’ competition at the district or provincial department of education and training, their teachers at three
schools also received financial rewards. The teachers benefited financially and socially as the levels rose. These
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incentives, which are not typically supported in Western institutions, seemed to stimulate competition among these
Vietnamese primary teachers (Hallinger et al.,, 2021; Tran, Nguyen et al., 2020).

However, three school principals mentioned the challenges in rewarding teachers because of educational policy
regulations, and financial constraints. Their views were evident as follows: “Although I have tried my best to reward my
teachers for their great efforts in professional learning in particular and in all their achievements such as ‘good teacher’
titles or ‘upgrading qualifications’, such rewards are still limited compared to their contributions” (school A principal);
“Teachers want their efforts to be recognized from the school leaders, students’ family, and the community. However,
the recognition from society and family is not clear, so their motivation to strive is always encouraged. For my school,
financial constraints do not allow much reward to my teachers.” (school C principal); “My school has many teachers
who are active in professional learning. At the end of the year, the school wants to reward those teachers, but according
to the current regulations, the number of good teachers to be recognized as excellent task achievers are not allowed to
exceed 20% of the number of staff in the whole school. Therefore, some teachers, despite their efforts, are not ranked
as excellent. Every year-end grading for teachers, I have a lot of concerns regarding this” (school C principal). The
motivational strategies done at three schools were evident in school documents and in teachers’ interviews.

Apart from the barriers of innovation motivation from the schools’ finance and senior department policies, a number of
teachers themselves become hinders of the renovation process. “They are not aware of the need to innovate so working
without self-motivation.” (school A principal); “My school has some teachers who do not really want to make necessary
changes towards professional learning for the new education curriculum renovation” (school B principal); “Some
teachers work in a way that fulfills their responsibilities without having real passion or full responsibilities” (school C
principal).

Discussion

The Diverse Forms of PLCs Help Vietnamese Primary Schools Meet the Requirements of Educational Reforms

Research results show that in the context of educational innovation, these primary schools have been very flexible in
creating various forms of PLCs, including three common forms of PLCs as advocated by Vangrieken et al. (2017). In
addition to the official forms prescribed and guided by MoET, such as professional groups (MoET, 2020a), there are
groups of core teachers established by schools themselves and groups of self-initiated teachers to support each other
on a case-by-case basis in the implementation of the new General Education Program. According to MoET (2018b),
primary school is the first level to implement the 2018 general education program, leading to a big challenge for
primary schools and forcing them to be active in finding ways to foster teachers. The building of diverse groups of PLCs
is considered a fostering measure for teachers to meet the requirements of effective educational innovation. At the
same time, it also clearly demonstrates the active learning and autonomy of the teachers. Research by Nguyen, Huynh
et al. (2022), Truong et al. (2021), and Hallinger et al. (2021) also showed that primary school teachers were very
active in learning and developing their careers.

Lesson Study-Based Professional Activities are the Most Popular Form of PLCs in Vietnam

Research results also show that lesson study-based professional activities are the most common form of PLCs in these
Vietnamese primary schools. According to the classification of Vangrieken et al. (2017), lesson study is a form of formal
teacher communities. Compared with other forms, lesson study-based professional activities are the form that MoET
has issued guidelines and requirements for implementation (MoET, 2017, 2020a). Therefore, since the school year
2020-2021, all primary schools in Vietham have taken it seriously. Three schools used lesson study as a form of
professional development so that their teachers could work together to create, carry out, reflect on, and revise a
number of instructional artifacts in order to enhance their teaching (Arslan, 2018; Stigler & Hiebert, 2009).

Lesson study-based professional activities have created a collaborative and positive learning environment among
teachers in three primary schools as learning through lesson study to improve learning outcomes and not evaluate
teachers as in the old days. Such activities help teachers organize classroom teaching activities according to the
philosophy of “no students left behind” (MoET, 2020a). It can be said that lesson study-based professional activities are
an effective teacher training model when primary schools are implementing educational reforms. Compared with other
forms, lesson study-based professional activities are also the form that clearly shows the characteristics of PLCs (Kruse
etal,, 1993; Vangrieken et al., 2017).

The Biggest Challenge is old Study Habits

The development of PLCs is an urgent requirement of Vietnamese primary schools in the context of educational reform.
However, the research results also show that the implementation of PLCs is still facing many challenges, which the
biggest challenge is the old professional learning habits of teachers. The teachers’ learning in PLCs is completely
different from the old way of learning, emphasizing cooperative learning and sharing experiences to promote
professional development for teachers and improve academic achievement for students (Bolam et al., 2005; Hallinger
etal, 2021; Harris & Jones, 2019; Lalor & Abawi, 2014; Nguyen, Ha et al., 2022; Stoll et al., 2006; Thompson et al., 2004;
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Tran et al, 2018; Tran, Nguyen et al,, 2020; Tran, Truong et al.,, 2020; Vescio et al.,, 2008). Models of collaborative
learning and professional practice are popular today (Haiyan et al, 2017; Hallinger et al, 2019; Liu et al.,, 2016).
However, this way of learning differs from the traditional way of learning in the Vietnamese community. Therefore, the
interweaving of the old way of learning in implementing the new one is understandable. The school year 2020-2021
was the first year that primary schools implemented a new general education program and simultaneously
implemented lesson study-based professional activities, so challenges, including time, facilities, teachers’ themselves
are inevitable. To master this new way of learning, teachers may need time to adapt and become aware of the need to
change their thinking and habits, thereby improving their teaching methods. Research by Saito and Tsukui (2008) has
also shown that changing teacher attitudes takes a long time.

Conclusion

It is critical to build PLCs in Vietnamese primary schools as a model of teacher training to meet the requirements of
educational innovation. In recent years, Vietnamese primary schools have implemented various forms of PLCs, in which
lesson study-based professional activities are the most popular. However, the implementation of PLCs faces many
challenges, in which old professional learning habits of teachers themselves are the biggest obstacle. To improve the
effectiveness of PLCs, primary schools need to raise awareness among teachers about the need to change the way they
learn and develop professionally.

The study findings on lesson study-based professional activities are consistent with themes that have been well
discussed and studied in Western countries. However, it was evident how in which these elements were implemented
in Vietnam's typical primary schools differed, reflecting the Vietnam’s political, cultural, and socioeconomic context
(Nguyen, Ha et al., 2022; Nguyen, Huynh et al., 2022; Saito & Atencio, 2013; Tran et al., 2018; Tran, Nguyen et al., 2020;
Truong et al,, 2021; Tran, Truong et al., 2020).

The task of studying similarities and variations in lesson study-based professional activities in a larger context in
Vietnam or even within East Asian countries should be taken on by future studies. This will help create a more diverse
worldwide literature in teacher professional development, educational leadership, and management. It will also
provide policymakers, educational authorities, and practitioners in the region with insights into future development
directions (Hallinger et al.,, 2021).

Recommendations

Several recommendations are made as a result of this study’s findings. First, this study can lay the foundations for
implementing potential solutions to improve the PLCs at school and favorable conditions established by the principals
for their teachers at three primary schools, specifically in Thua Thien Hue province and other primary schools in
Vietnam generally. The principals, their teachers, and other educational authorities of Thua Thien Hue province should
raise the standards of PLCs in order to improve students' educational outcomes and achievements to fulfill the
educational reforms by MoET. Furthermore, this study will bring about significant insights and implications for
educational authorities as they find measures to enhance PLCs in primary schools in the broader contexts of primary
schools in Vietnam. Future researchers could explore the forms of PLCs and the challenges when implementing PLCs in
other regions of Vietnam or in other countries. They could also consider adopting the longitudinal approach to discover
how these forms and challenges transform over time.

Limitations

There are a number of limitations of this research. Firstly, like other qualitative case study research, this involved a
limited and specific population of participants in only three primary schools. The findings of this research could not be
generalized to a larger population. Secondly, differences in culture and language created certain barriers in conveying
the participants’ and the researchers’ ideas. Though the meanings of original ideas of the participants were kept faithful
and clear, the original Vietnamese language styles and contexts were more or less changed due to translation. English
equivalents for several Vietnamese words or phrases could not be found in the English language. Thirdly, we, as
researchers, were also a research instrument (Patton, h2015).
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