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Abstract 
Even though South African policy makers and implementers have done a lot 
to improve education especially in rural areas and townships, much more 
thinking and policy direction still need to be done to improve education in 
these areas. The purpose of this article is to compare the perception of tea- 
chers and principals of their schools as professional learning communities in 
three educational areas in the North West Province of South Africa. A quan-
titative research method was used and questionnaires were used to collect data 
from schools in these three areas. 1251 teachers and principals were involved 
in this research. The major findings were: there were no major differences 
between the three areas in teachers’ and principals’ perception of their schools 
as PLCs, but there were major differences between schools in urban centers, 
townships and rural areas. This study has reiterated the fact that the South 
African government needs to rethink how to readdress education and social 
needs in rural and township schools, as the current policies have not com-
pletely addressed the disparities between schools in rural areas, townships and 
urban centers. 
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1. Introduction 

As South African education policy makers and nation builders continue to im-
prove school performance in the country, a lingering problem is the disparity 
between schools in urban centres, townships and rural areas including farm 
schools and others. The problems facing rural and township schools are many 
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and diverse, yet our “one size fits all” education policies and implementation to 
some extent have failed to effectively address the problems of these schools [1]. 
This article compares the perception of teachers and principals of their schools 
as professional learning communities in three educational areas in the North 
West Province of South Africa. The main findings are specific: there are no ma-
jor differences between schools in the three areas, but when we compared 
schools in urban areas, townships and rural areas, there were major differences. 
In reporting and interpreting our findings, both the substantive significant (ef-
fect size) and the p-values have been presented [2]. 

1.1. Research Problem 

In South Africa, accountability for school improvement has led many educa-
tional stakeholders to search for ways to improve students’ performances. This 
has led to the establishment of professional learning communities in schools be-
cause of its tremendous contributions in improving students learning [3] [4]. 
There has not been a lot of focus in South Africa on the perception of teachers 
and principals of their school as professional learning communities. This article 
will help to cover this gap. 

This article is a reminder to the policy makers and those involved in education 
management and leadership that the problems faced by rural and township 
schools are real and are not being addressed properly with our current education 
policies. In order to better handle the problems and transform schools into pro-
fessional learning communities, everyone from grade level teams to the top offi-
cials in the ministry of education, including policy makers and teachers training 
institutions, must continue to work together for the success of transforming 
schools in rural areas, townships and urban centres into professional learning 
communities. 

1.2. The Purpose of the Research and Research Questions 

The purpose of this research is to compare teachers’ and principals’ perception 
of their schools as professional learning communities (PLCs) in the three areas. 
The research questions are: 

1) What is the perception of teachers and principals in the three areas of their 
schools as PLCs? 

2) How are teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of schools as PLCs in urban 
towns different from those in rural and townships? 

3) How are teachers and principals in different types of schools (primary, 
combined etc.) different from each other in terms of the perception of their 
schools as PLCs? 

2. The Conceptual Framework of PLCs 

Professional learning communities are inclusive education institutions that con-
tinuously and collectively question the status quo and seek for better means to 
improve their institutions [5]—what Hord [6] called “Communities of continu-
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ous enquiry and improvement”. The conceptual framework for this study is de-
picted on Figure 1 below. 

The conceptual framework for this study as shown on figure one above in-
cludes shared supportive leadership, collective creativity, shared values and vi-
sion, supportive conditions and shared personal practice [2] [5] [7] [8] [9] [10]. 
Each of these core components is explained briefly below. 

2.1. Supportive Shared Leadership 

The principal is at the centre of every professional learning community. The 
principal, in order to develop and sustain a school as a professional learning 
community, must share power, authority and decision making among all the 
stakeholders in the school [8] [9] [10]. Sharing or delegating duties may be really 
problematic in societies where teachers are given a specific number of hours per 
week by labour laws [11]. The trade union of education in Finland contributes in 
the development of education and ensures that teachers are given overtime for 
additional duties [2] [11]. The staff of every school must create a collegial envi-
ronment, work together as a team and view each other as peers and colleagues. 
Principals are therefore in the middle of a change process in their schools [2]. 

2.2. Collective Creativity 

For collective creativity to take place, there must be “open practice … that en-
courages sharing, reflecting, and taking the risk necessary” for change to take 
place [12]. Webb, Vulliamy, Sarja, Hamallainen, and Poikonen [11] have con-
cluded that working in teams, sharing concerns and solving problems improve 
teachers’ moral and effectiveness, and are “key factor[s] in teachers’ retention”.  
 

 
Figure 1. The conceptual framework of PLCs. 
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They have further argued that lack of time, financial cost, distance between 
schools, and lack of teachers’ commitment are barriers to collective learning be-
tween schools. Good collaboration and trust among the stakeholders are neces-
sary for collective learning to take place. Collective enquiry helps every school 
and its staffs to better handle its problems and focus on its vision and the school 
transformation process [2] [9]. 

2.3. Shared Values and Vision 

Vision is very important in the creation and sustaining of every school as a pro-
fessional learning community. While Huffman [13] has argued that administra-
tors should base their vision on shared values in order to lead their schools 
through reforms, Hunter [14] believes that certain “core principles must be es-
tablished as non-negotiable” for the PLC to succeed. According to Hunter [14], a 
visionary principal must be a change agent, spokesperson and a mentor in order 
to lead a professional learning community. The creation of a good shared vision 
must be based on shared values and beliefs, and supported by the entire staff [9] 
[10]. 

2.4. Supportive Conditions 

Supportive conditions are usually in the form of physical conditions, like time 
and place to meet and talk, “teacher empowerment and shared autonomy” or 
people’s capacity, including the willingness to receive feedback and work to-
wards improvement [5] [9]. This idea has also been echoed by other researchers 
like Hord [8], that there should be available time for learning, available space 
where the whole staff can meet and of course there should also be mentoring by 
the senior staff and other specialists. It is also crucial that the teachers are pro-
vided with the necessary teaching materials and the necessary environment for 
learning to take place. 

2.5. Shared Personal Practice 

According to Hord [8] peer sharing practice that enriches feedback leads to in-
dividual and organisational development. In a professional learning community 
every individual must have the “responsibility to share [his/her] personal prac-
tice and provide support” to each other [15]. Nkengbeza [2] [5] [9] believes that 
it is the duty of every school leadership to challenge teachers to share and de-
velop structures that lead to student learning and enables the whole faculty to 
succeed. The development of information and communication technologies 
(ICT) has made easier the sharing of personal practice by teachers both nation-
ally and internationally [9]. 

3. Research Methodology 
3.1. Quantitative Method 

A quantitative research method deals with the collection of “quantifiable data 
from participants, [and] analyse these numbers using statistics” [15]. The statis-
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tical analysis involves “describing trends, comparing group differences, or relat-
ing group variables” [15]. We decided to use quantitative research methods be-
cause we wanted to compare teachers and principals’ assessment of their schools 
in three areas as professional learning communities. In order to be able to gener-
alise our findings in the three areas, we had to get our responses from more than 
a thousand teachers and principals. 

3.2. Data Collection Method—Questionnaires 

Questionnaires (See Appendixes) were used to collect data for this research. 
These questionnaires were constructed using the core components of profes-
sional learning communities as used by Nkengbeza [2] [5] and other researchers 
like Lee et al. [7]. These core components have been explained in the conceptual 
framework. Section “A” of the questionnaires consisted of respondents’ personal 
information and the schools’ details. Section “B” consisted of 71 questions/ 
statements on the core components of professional learning communities. We 
used the Likert Scale from 1 to 4 (Scale: 1. = Strongly Agree [SA], 2. = Agree [A], 
3. = Disagree [D], and 4. = Strongly Disagree [SD]) [2]. The questionnaires were 
given to all the schools in the three areas in a district in the North West Province 
of South Africa. The total numbers of returned questionnaires within forty days 
were as follows: Area One 294, Area Two 657 and Area Three 300 (1251). Many 
principals explained that the teachers were very busy preparing for their final 
examination. 

3.3. Validity and Reliability of This Research 

While research validity is the degree of consistency that your research process 
demonstrates, research reliability is the quality of your data gathering instru-
ment [16]. According to Best and Kahn [16] validity is “the degree to which evi-
dence and theory support the interpretation”. In this research there has been 
content validity, where principals and teachers have assessed themselves/their 
schools using the questionnaires derived from the core component of profes-
sional learning communities. The questionnaires were valid and a similar ques-
tionnaire had been used by previous researchers like Olivier, Antoine, Cormier, 
Lewis, Minckler and Stadalis [2] [17]. These valid questionnaires have enabled 
us to compare teachers and principals’ perception of their schools as profes-
sional learning communities in the three areas. The measurement mechanisms 
in this study, from data collection to findings and conclusion, are quite reliable. 
The Cronbach’s Alpha for every core component is more than 0.80 which, ac-
cording to Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black [18], is excellent. However, 
Thompson [19] has rightly explained that, because total score variance is an im-
portant aspect of reliability, the participants involved in the study may them-
selves affect score reliability in a situation where the same measure are adminis-
tered to more heterogeneous or more homogenous sets of subjects. 

Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient for Area 1, 2 and 3 
The Cronbach’s Alphain the three Areas, as it can be seen in Table 1, is  
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Table 1. The Cronbach’s Alpha reliability coefficient for Area 1, 2 and 3, and the core 
components of PLCs. 

Area 
Shared 

supportive 
leadership 

Collective 
creativity 

Shared 
values 

and vision 

Shared 
personal 
practice 

Supportive 
conditions- 
relationship 

Supportive 
conditions- 
structures 

Additional 
statements 

1 0.93 0.91 0.94 0.91 0.90 0.85 0.90 

2 0.93 0.92 0.88 0.90 0.85 0.85 0.87 

3 0.94 0.93 0.92 0.89 0.84 0.87 0.89 

 
greater than 0.80 and according to Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black [18], it is 
extremely good. According to George and Mallery [20] Cronbach Alpha is in-
terpreted as follows: 

≥0.9 = Excellent, 
≥0.8 = Good, 
≥0.7 = Acceptable, 
≥0.6 = Questionable, 
≥0.5 = Poor, and 
<0.5 = Unacceptable [2] [20]. 
We should note that a high value for Cronbach’s alpha in each of the core 

components indicates good internal consistency of the items in the scale as 
shown in Table 1. 

3.4. Ethical Consideration of the Study 

This research project was approved by the North West University Ethics Commit-
tee. We were also granted the permission to carry out the research by the depart-
ment of education. The three Area education managers were also well-informed 
about the research and they helped in the delivering of the questionnaires to the 
respective schools in their areas. The names of the participants in this research 
have not been revealed. Also, the names of the areas and other authorities have 
been kept anonymous. Consent letters were sent to all the principals, teachers 
and the school governing board chair person in every school. The letters in-
formed the respective individuals about the research and asked them to sign and 
return the consent forms together with the questionnaires. Another letter to the 
principals gave them a step-by-step direction on how to distribute the question-
naires, collect and return the completed questionnaires. All participants were 
informed that their participation was voluntary, with no remuneration of any 
kind. 

4. Data Analysis and Presentation 

The data for this research were analysed using SPSS (factor analysis and reliabil-
ity, descriptive statistics, t-tests and ANOVA), as suggested by Field [21]. The 
data are presented on five main tables. Tables 2-4 compare teachers’ and prin-
cipals’ perceptions of their schools as PLCs in Area 1, 2 and 3. Table 5 compares 
teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of schools in townships, urban towns, and  
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Table 2. Shared supportive leadership, collective creativity, shared values and vision, and 
shared personal practice. 

Shared supportive leadership 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 30% 27% 29% 

Agree 56% 56% 58% 

Disagree 11% 13% 11% 

Strongly Disagree 2% 4% 3% 

 
Collective creativity 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 31% 26% 26% 

Agree 55% 58% 61% 

Disagree 12% 14% 12% 

Strongly Disagree 2% 2% 2% 

 
Shared values and vision 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 33% 25% 25% 

Agree 57% 64% 65% 

Disagree 8% 10% 8% 

Strongly Disagree 1% 2% 1% 

 
Shared personal practice 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 32% 24% 27% 

Agree 58% 63% 64% 

Disagree 9% 11% 7% 

Strongly Disagree 1% 2% 2% 

 
rural areas using the seven core components of professional learning communi-
ties. Finally, Table 6 compares teachers’ and principals’ perception of their 
schools as professional learning communities under primary, combined, inter-
mediate and secondary schools. The Cronbach’s Alpha for the core components 
in Area 1, 2 and 3 is shown on table one (under validity and reliability of this re-
search). 

The following section compares the respondents’ perception of their schools 
as professional learning communities in Area 1, 2 and 3, under the core compo-
nents of shared supportive leadership, collective creativity, shared values and 
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Table 3. Supportive conditions—relationships, supportive conditions—structures, and 
additional statements. 

Supportive conditions—relationships 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 34% 26% 27% 

Agree 53% 59% 61% 

Disagree 11% 13% 10% 

Strongly Disagree 2% 2% 3% 

 
Supportive conditions—structures 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 27% 19% 20% 

Agree 51% 56% 59% 

Disagree 17% 19% 15% 

Strongly Disagree 5% 6% 6% 

 
Additional statements 

Scale Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 

Strongly Agree 30% 19% 24% 

Agree 60% 67% 67% 

Disagree 9% 12% 8% 

Strongly Disagree 1% 2% 1% 

 
Table 4. Mixed model analysis for principals/teachers in Area 1, 2 and 3 compared. 

 Area 1 Area 2 Area 3 p-value Effect size 

PLCs components 
Principal/ 

teacher mean 
Principal/ 

teacher mean 
Principal/ 

teacher mean 
Area 

Principal- 
teacher 

Interaction 
Prin./tea & 
Area 1, 2, 3 

Shared Supportive 
leadership 

1.788 1.831 1.778 0.795 0.002 0.810 
A1 & 2.09 
A1 & 3.02 
A2 & 3.11 

Collective creativity 1.886 1.872 1.777 0.426 0.043 0.141 
A1 & 2.03 
A1 & 3.24 
A2 & 3.21 

Shared values 
and vision 

1.767 1.875 1.753 0.254 0.059 0.358 
A1 & 2.23 
A1 & 3.03 
A2 & 3.26 

Shared personal 
practice 

1.805 1.905 1.713 0.090 0.125 0.194 
A1 & 2.21 
A1 & 3.19 
A2 & 3.39 

Supportive conditions 
- relationships 

1.823 1.909 1.772 0.304 0.146 0.263 
A1 & 2.17 
A1 & 3.10 
A2 & 3.27 

Supportive conditions 
- structures 

2.064 2.130 1.968 0.244 0.204 0.222 
A1 & 2.13 
A1 & 3.18 
A2 & 3.31 

Additional statements 1.810 1.973 1.797 0.091 0.182 0.623 
A1 & 2.32 
A1 & 3.02 
A2 & 3.34 
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Table 5. Mixed model analysis for schools in Township, Town (Urban) and Rural Areas compared. 

School location Township (Ts) Town Urban (Tu) Rural (R) p-value Effect size 

PLCs components 
Principal & 

Teacher mean 
Principal & 

Teacher mean 
Principal & 

Teacher mean 
Area 

Principal 
-Teacher 

Interaction 
Principal 

with Teacher 

Shared Supportive 
leadership 

1.899 1.694 1.863 0.133 0.022 0.224 
Tu & Ts 0.42 
Tu & R 0.35 
R & Ts 0.08 

Collective creativity 1.965 1.749 1.920 0.015 0.007 0.028 
Tu & Ts 0.47 
Tu & R 0.37 
R & Ts 0.10 

Shared values 
and vision 

1.937 1.726 1.837 0.060 0.040 0.248 
Tu & Ts 0.45 
Tu & R 0.24 
R & Ts 0.21 

Shared personal 
practice 

1.942 1.779 1.809 0.119 0.062 0.190 
Tu & Ts 0.33 
Tu & R 0.06 
R & Ts 0.27 

Supportive conditions 
- relationships 

1.993 1.756 1.902 0.013 0.028 0.102 
Tu & Ts 0.47 
Tu & R 0.29 
R & Ts 0.18 

Supportive conditions 
- structures 

2.154 1.931 2.176 0.062 0.222 0.437 
Tu & Ts 0.43 
Tu & R 0.47 
R & Ts 0.04 

Additional statements 1.998 1.780 1.907 0.101 0.087 0.554 
Tu & Ts 0.42 
Tu & R 0.25 
R & Ts 0.17 

 
Table 6. Mixed model analysis for primary, combine, intermediate and secondary schools compared. 

Level of school Primary Combine Intermediate Secondary  p-value Effect size 

PLCs 
components 

Principal/ 
Teacher mean 

Principal/ 
Teacher mean 

Principal/ 
Teacher mean 

Principal/ 
Teacher mean 

School 
level 

Principal 
-Teacher 

Interaction 
Principal 

with Teacher 

Shared 
Supportive 
leadership 

1.738 1.990 1.716 1.977 0.047 0.313 0.899 

P & C 0.53 
P & S 0.50 
C & I 0.57 
I & S 0.55 

Collective 
creativity 

1.793 2.158 1.895 2.003 0.013 0.249 0.359 
P & C 0.81 
P & S 0.46 
C & I 0.58 

Shared values 
and vision 

1.734 2.024 1.996 1.969 0.014 0.318 0.906 
P & C 0.63 
P & I 0.57 
P & S 0.51 

Shared 
personal 
practice 

1.747 2.111 1.811 2.022 0.004 0.420 0.647 

P & C 0.77 
P & S 0.58 
C & I 0.63 
I & S 0.44 

Supportive 
conditions - 
relationships 

1.764 2.032 2.023 2.051 0.002 0.308 0.430 
P & C 0.55 
P & I 0.53 
P & S 0.58 

Supportive 
conditions 
- structures 

1.987 2.271 2.091 2.229 0.086 0.604 0.854 
P & C 0.55 
P & S 0.47 

Additional 
statements 

1.808 1.998 1.802 2.061 0.041 0.191 0.376 
P & S 0.49 
I & S 0.50 
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vision, shared personal practice, supportive conditions—relationships, suppor-
tive conditions—structures, and additional statements—other statements which 
support the building of PLCs. 

PLCs core components analysis of Area 1, 2 & 3 (Shared supportive lead-
ership, collective creativity, shared values and vision, and shared personal 
practice) 

Table 2 shows that the majority of respondents (55% or more) in the three 
areas “agree” with the statements on the core components of professional learn-
ing communities. The majority of those who “strongly agree” in the core com-
ponent of shared supportive leadership, collective creativity, shared values and 
vision and shared personal practice, are from Area one. 

PLCs core components analysis of Area 1, 2 & 3 (Supportive conditions 
and additional statements) 

From Table 3, it can be seen that the majority of respondents (51% or more) 
“agree” with the statements on the core components of professional learning 
communities of supportive conditions and additional statements in the three ar-
eas. Supportive conditions—structures component has the highest number of 
respondents who “disagree” or “strongly disagree” with the statements on the 
above core components of professional learning communities. 

Analysis for principals/teachers in Area 1, 2 and 3 
Table 4 compares teachers and principals’ perceptions of their schools as 

PLCs in Area 1, 2 and 3 (Mixed model analysis: fixed effect, co-variance pa-
rameters, estimated marginal means & effect size). The effect size here is the 
magnitude of the difference between Area one and two, one and three and two 
and three. The effect sizes between these areas are statistically insignificant or 
statistically significant with a small effect size in many core components. This 
confirms that there is no significant difference between schools in the three ar-
eas. A1 = Area one, A2 = Area two and A3 = Area three. 

Research question 2: How are teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of schools 
as PLCs in urban towns different from those in rural areas and townships? 

Analysis for schools in Township, Town (Urban) and Rural Areas 
Table 5 compares teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of schools in town-

ships, urban towns and rural areas using the seven core components of profes-
sional learning communities. The effect size here is the magnitude of the dif-
ference in teachers’ and principals’ perceptions of schools in townships and 
towns—urban and rural areas. The abbreviations for the levels of schools are as 
follows: Tu = town-urban, Ts = townships and R = rural areas. 

Research question 3: How are teachers and principals in different types of 
schools (primary, combined etc.) different from each other in terms of the per-
ception of their schools as PLCs? 

Analysis for primary, combine, intermediate and secondary schools 
Table 6 compares teachers’ and principals’ perception of their schools as pro-

fessional learning communities under primary, combined, intermediate and 
secondary schools. The effect size here is the magnitude of the difference be-
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tween primary schools and other levels of schools using the different compo-
nents. It should be noted that only the medium (or very close to medium) effect 
sizes (0.44 - 0.49) and large effect sizes have been reported. The abbreviations 
used under the effect size above are as follows: P = primary schools, C = com-
bined schools, I = intermediate schools and S = secondary schools. 

5. Main Findings 
5.1. The Perception of Teachers and Principals of Their Schools as 

PLCs in the Three Areas Compared 

The following section compares teachers’ and principals’ perception of their 
schools (Tables 2-4) as PLCs, to answer the above research question. As it can 
be seen from Table 2 and Table 3, Area one had the highest percentage of re-
spondents who “strongly agreed” with the statements on the core components of 
professional learning communities in all the core components, compared to 
Area two and three. On the other hand, the percentages of respondents who 
“agreed” in Area two and three were higher than those in Area one in almost all 
the core components. 

As it can be seen from Table 4 (Mixed model analysis for Area 1, 2 and 3), 
principals and teachers in all the three areas perceived their schools as profes-
sional learning communities similarly in all the core components. As a result, 
comparing the three areas reveals statistically insignificant effect sizes or statis-
tically significant but with very small effect sizes in all the core components of 
professional learning communities (see Table 4). 

5.2. Teachers and Principals’ Perception of Schools as PLCs in 
Urban Towns, Townships, and Rural Areas Compared 

As it can be seen from Table 5, this study has revealed that teachers’ and princi-
pals’ perception of schools as PLCs in Urban Towns is much higher than those 
in Townships and Rural Areas in all the seven core components. The differences 
between schools (urban towns, townships, and rural areas) are statistically sig-
nificant, very close to the medium effect sizes. 

Comparing Urban Towns and Rural Areas has also revealed that schools in 
Urban Towns were rated higher than those in Rural Areas with a statistically 
significant small effect size in almost all the core components. The perception of 
teachers and principals of their schools as PLCs was the lowest in Townships’ 
schools compared to those in urban towns and rural areas. Comparing township 
schools with those in rural areas has revealed that rural schools are rated higher 
than those in townships but with a statistical insignificant effect size in most of 
the core components. 

5.3. Teachers and Principals in Different Types of Schools (i.e. 
Primary, Combined etc.) Perception of Their Schools as PLCs 
Compared 

As it can be seen on Table 6, teachers’ and principals’ perception of their schools 
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as professional learning communities was highest in primary schools compared 
to combined, intermediate and secondary schools. The study has also revealed 
that primary, combined, intermediate and secondary schools are very different 
from each other. These disparities between various levels of schools are statisti-
cally significant with medium effect sizes in most of the core components, espe-
cially between primary and other levels of schools. The largest statistical signifi-
cant (large) effect size is between primary and combined schools in collective 
creativity component (0.81). 

6. Discussion 

Comparing the three Areas in this study revealed that Area two had the highest 
number of respondents (657) for both males (192) and females (465). The high-
est numbers of respondents in the three areas were between the ages of 35 and 
55. School location: The schools which took part in this research and choose to 
identify their locations were evenly distributed: Township-23, Town (Urban)-22 
and Rural schools were a bit lower with 17. More than 20 schools which took 
part in the research chose not to indicate the level of their school. While in Area 
one the highest number of schools were from rural areas (8), in Area two the 
highest number of schools were from townships (22) and in Area three, town-
ships and rural areas had the same number of schools (5 schools each). 

As it can clearly be seen from Tables 3-5, there are no major differences be-
tween these three areas. Area one has the highest percentage of respondents who 
“strongly agree” in all the seven components compared to area two and three. 
However, the percentage of respondents who “agrees” in Area two and three is 
more than that in Area one by a similar margin in six of the core components. 
The similarities in the three areas is also seen from (1.) the percentages of those 
who “disagreed” or “strongly disagreed” in the three areas and in all the seven 
components, and (2.) the “supportive conditions-structures” which had the 
highest percentage of respondents who “disagree” in all the core components in 
the three areas. 

Research question 2: How is teachers’ and principals’ perception of schools as 
PLCs in urban towns different from those in rural areas and townships? Our 
findings from this research reveal that teachers and principals’ perception of 
schools as professional learning communities in urban towns, townships and 
rural areas were very different, especially comparing schools in urban towns 
with those in townships and rural areas. These differences were statistically sig-
nificant very close to the medium effect size. If this perception is seen as school 
performance, the highest will be towns (urban), then rural areas and at the bot-
tom townships. 

These findings are in agreement with previous researchers like Gardiner [1] 
who explained that the South African Constitution, the South African School 
Act and other “education policy documents say that all South African learners 
should have access to the same quality of learning and teaching, similar facilities, 
and equal educational opportunities” but according to him this is not yet the 
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case. Many schools and their rural areas still face problems of lack of good 
classrooms, limited or no access to water and electricity, limited school libraries, 
no internet, and poverty and unemployment, and these all have “direct influ-
ence[s] on the quality of education” [1]. Smith and Oosthuizen [22] have con-
cluded that the South African education system still has some systemic weak-
nesses. According to them formal Model C schools (in urban areas are generally 
well-resourced and previously advantaged) are doing well and the current state 
funding education system favours these previous advantaged schools. 

Education in townships also faces many challenges, like overcrowded class-
rooms, no access to computers, crime, student dropout, lack of facilities like 
laboratories and libraries, learner transportation and many teachers are suffering 
from stress which makes them more susceptible to bullying issues [23] [24] [25]. 
Ambrecht [23] believes that language is another problem. There are 11 South 
African languages and no pupil in a Black Township for example uses English as 
a home language. According to her it is not easy to get quality teachers in each of 
the indigenous languages. She also believes that townships have been marginal-
ized. 

Research question 3: How are teachers and principals in different types of 
schools (primary, combined etc.) different from each other in the perception of 
their schools as PLCs? Comparing teachers’ and principals’ perception of their 
schools as professional learning communities revealed that primary schools’ 
perception is highest compared to combined, intermediate and secondary schools. 
What accounts for these disparities between various levels of schools? 

Researchers have not agreed on why many pupils’ performance drops as they 
progress to high school. McGee, Ward, Gibbons and Harlow [25] have claimed 
that at the lower levels (primary) children are not given challenging work and as 
such they pass their examinations and excises with excellent grades. According 
to this school of thought, as students’ progress to high school, many changes 
take place like change in teaching methodology, a more challenging work load, 
preparation for national examination, demand for independent study skills and 
a challenging curriculum, among others. Roderick and Camburn [26] have at-
tributed the drop in student performance to the fall in motivation and changes 
in learning environment as students’ progress to high school. In South Africa, 
we will suggest that further research investigate the reasons for these differences 
in teachers’ perception between primary and other levels of schools. Will the 
findings confirm with those from the United Kingdom and Australia as ex-
plained above or are there other underlying factors? Limitation of the study: 
This study was limited to three educational areas. It will be a good idea to repeat 
the same study in the whole Country and compare teachers and principals’ per-
ceptions between Provinces, Towns/Cities and Townships, and Towns/Cities 
and Rural Areas. 

7. Conclusions 

In order to understand the distinction between towns (urban), townships and 
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rural areas, we need to understand the history of South Africa. Urban centres 
were whites’ domain and townships were for blacks and coloured people (sepa-
rated) and are usually located near urban centres [1]. These urban centres (cities 
and towns) are where formal white schools are located and it may help to ex-
plain why the schools in urban towns are still doing better than those in town-
ships and rural areas, because they are favoured by the current state funding 
system [1]. Gardiner [1] believes that “a one size fits all policy… makes it possi-
ble to overlook and disregard important aspects of the lives and needs of com-
munities” (townships and rural). 

Our major findings are as follows: There were no major differences between 
schools in Area 1, 2 and 3 in all the core components. The perception of teachers 
and principals of schools in urban areas was much higher than those in town-
ships and rural areas. This may actually be true when we examine the view that a 
current education state funding system has failed to address problems like facili-
ties in rural areas and classroom size and crime in townships. Primary school 
teachers’ and principals’ perception of their schools as professional learning 
communities is higher compared to combined, intermediate and secondary 
schools with statistically significant medium effect sizes in a majority of the core 
components. 

The study has also given us some realities of teachers’ and principals’ percep-
tion of their schools as professional learning community, for example the low 
perception of teachers and principals of township schools. Suggestion for further 
research: It will be a good idea to investigate the reasons for the low perception 
of teachers and principals of township schools. Is it that urban and rural schools 
are performing better than township schools? Or what are the underlying factors 
for this low perception? It will also be an excellent idea for further research to 
investigate the reasons for the high perception of primary school teachers and 
principals, compared with the much lower perception of high school teachers 
and principals for example. 
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Appendixes 
Professional Learning Communities Assessment Questionnaire 

Instructions 
Please read carefully the questionnaire below assessing your perception of 

your principal, staffs and other stakeholders in your educational institution as a 
professional learning community. 

The purpose of this research is to determine how the teachers and principals 
perceive their school as a professional learning community. Please rate each 
statement on the scale below in terms of its relevance to practices within your 
school. 

Section A: Personal Information (Please tick the correct box) 
1. Gender 
 

Male 1 

Female 2 

 

2. Age Group 
 

Less than 35 1 

Between 35 and 55 2 

More than 55 3 

 
3. My post in the school 
 

Class Teacher (Gr 1 - 3) 1 

Subject Teachers (Gr 4 - 12) 2 

Head of department 3 

Principal or Vice Principal 4 

 
4. Level of school 
 

Primary 1 

Combined 2 

Intermediate 3 

Secondary 4 

 
5. School location 
 

Township 1 

Town (Urban) 2 

Rural (if not part of any of the above) 3 
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6. Number of learners in your school (for principals/vice principals only) 
 

 

 
7. Number of teachers in your school(for principals/vice principals only) 
 

 

 
Section B: SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree 

(D), and 4 = Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 

Shared and Supportive Leadership SA A D SD 

1. Teachers are frequently involved in discussions and decision 
making about most teaching and learning issues 

    

2. These discussions (mentioned in no 1 above) usually take 
place during meetings (e.g. staff meetings) 

    

3. The principal incorporates advice from staff members to make 
decisions about school improvement 

    

4. Teachers have access to key information (e.g. when to take 
professional training, discuss key issues affecting their school etc.) 

    

5. The principal addresses areas where support is needed in 
teaching and learning 

    

6. Opportunities are provided for teachers to suggest how their 
school can be improved 

    

7. Heads of departments effectively support teachers     

8. The principal shares responsibility in the school     

9. The principal rewards teachers for innovative actions     

10. The principal participates democratically with teachers in 
sharing power 

    

11. Leadership among all teachers are promoted in the school     

12. Leadership among all non-teaching staff are promoted in 
the school 

    

13. Leadership among all learners are promoted in the school     

14. Leadership among all parents are promoted in the school     

15. Decision-making takes place through committees in the school     

16. There is communication (formal or informal) across various 
areas in the school (e.g. grade and subject area interaction) 

    

17. Stakeholders (e.g. parents, teachers, principal, community and 
the government) assume shared responsibility for the school 

    

18. Teachers use multiple sources (e.g. different text books, internet 
sources, etc.) of data to make decisions about teaching and learning 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 
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SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree (D), and 4 = 
Strongly Disagree (SD) 

 

Collective Learning and Application SA A D SD 

19. Teachers work together to seek new knowledge or skills     

20. Teachers apply the new knowledge in their work     

21. Heads of departments are part of the learning teams in 
the school 

    

22. Collegial relationships exist among teachers     

23. Teachers are committed to school improvement efforts     

24. Teachers work together to search for solutions to address 
diverse learner needs (e.g. different reading abilities) 

    

25. Different meetings (e.g. departmental or grade or subject 
meetings) exist where teachers can learn from each other 

    

26. Teachers use the different meetings to learn from each other     

27. Teachers actively discuss new ideas and problems affecting 
their school 

    

28. Teachers and parents come together to discuss better ways 
to solve school problems 

    

29. Teachers and broader community role players (e.g. business) 
come together to discuss better ways to solve school problems 

    

30. All our staff members attend professional development 
organized by the Department voluntarily because we want to 
improve the quality of education 

    

31. Teachers are committed to voluntarily come together and 
discuss issues that enhance learning 

    

32. Teachers work together to read journals or books to learn 
about the effective teaching and learning methods 

    

33. Teachers collaboratively analyze learner work to improve 
teaching and learning 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 

    

 
SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree (D), and 4 = 

Strongly Disagree (SD) 
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Shared Values and Vision SA A D SD 

34. Teachers work together to develop shared values     

35. Shared values guide decisions about teaching and learning     

36. Teachers share a vision that has a firm focus on learner learning     

37. The heads of departments play an important role to emphasise 
the values and how it link to our teaching and learning 

    

38. Decisions are made in alignment with the school’s values and vision     

39. School goals focus more on learners issues (e.g. community values 
or citizenship) than test scores 

    

40. Our shared values help us to work harder e.g. do professional 
development 

    

41. School policies about discipline are aligned to the school’s vision.     

42. Teachers are actively involved in activities that increase 
learner achievement 

    

43. Heads of departments lead by example to improve their 
own performance 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 

    

 
SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree (D), and 4 = 

Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 

Shared Personal Practice SA A D SD 

44. Opportunities exist for teachers to observe peers outside the 
institution quality management structure (IQMS) process 

    

45. Teachers provide feedback to peers related to instructional practices     

46. Teachers and principals informally share ideas or suggestions for 
improving learner learning 

    

47. Teachers collaboratively review learner work to share and 
improve instructional practices 

    

48. There is an official process for mentoring     

49. Individual teachers have the opportunity to share the results 
of their practices with other individuals 

    

50. Teachers and heads of departments informally share ideas or 
suggestions for improving learner learning 

    

51. Our subject or phase is really working as a team have the 
opportunity to share the results of their practices 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 
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SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree (D), and 4 = 
Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 

Supportive Conditions-Relationships SA A D SD 

52. Caring relationships exist between the teachers and learners 
that are built on trust and respect 

    

53. A culture of trust and respect exists among teachers     

54. Outstanding achievement is recognized or celebrated 
regularly in your school 

    

55. Teachers exhibit a sustained and unified effort to embed 
change into the culture of the school. 

    

56. My head of department have a good relation with all of 
us in the team 

    

57. Parents and other stakeholders play a supportive role 
in the school 

    

58. Relationships among the teachers is good enough to 
discuss test results to enhance teaching and learning 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 

    

 
SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree (D), and 4 = 

Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 

Supportive Conditions-Structures SA A D SD 

59. There is enough time during the official school hours for 
teachers to work together 

    

60. Financial resources are available for professional development     

61. Teachers in their departments have the opportunity to make 
recommendations to the SGB about the selection of new teachers 

    

62. Appropriate technology is available to teachers     

63. Teachers are supported by the school with instructional 
materials 

    

64. There is available place for teachers to meet and discuss 
school issues 

    

65. The school facility is conducive for learning     

66. The HODs, (deputies) and principal function well as the 
school management team (SMT) 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 
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SCALE: 1 = Strongly Agree (SA), 2 = Agree (A), 3 = Disagree (D), and 4 = 
Strongly Disagree (SD) 
 

Other statements supporting PLCs development SA A D SD 

67. Heads of departments provides support for continuous 
learning of teachers 

    

68. The proximity between teachers and department personnel 
allows for ease in collaborating with colleagues 

    

69. Available communication systems promote a flow of 
information among staff members 

    

70. Available communication systems promote a flow of 
information across the entire school community including 
central office personnel, parents, and community members. 

    

71. Data is organized and made available to provide easy 
access to teachers 

    

COMMENTS: 

 

Please write behind this page if you need more space 

    

 
Source: Olivier, Antoine, Cormier, Lewis, Minckler, & Stadalis, (2009). NB 

This questionnaire was modified to fit the context of the study. Contact me if 
you would like to collaborate in research in your country with this questionnaire 
etc. Dr David Nkengbeza, drnkengbeza@hotmail.com; dnkengbeza@unam.na. 
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