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The study aims to address two areas regarding preschool
education: the participation of preschool practitioners in
professional groups and communities and the views and
understandings they hold on the ‘professional
community’ concept. A survey was completed by teachers
and specialists working with preschool children in all
kindergartens of Sibiu (N=308) in July 2011. A quantitative
and qualitative approach of the data was used, for
processing a part of the survey’s items. Results show a
high participation of practitioners in professional groups
within their own institution, but less implication in
national or international groups and communities. The
respondents’ views on professional community show a
basic understanding of it, as a place for interaction and
communication in order to get support and advice when
needed. Several practical implications are drawn after
discussing the results.
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Introduction

The professional communities functioning in different work fields represent
a subject intensely studied in the last years. The theme was generously
addressed in education, based on the assumption that a professional
community of teachers and/or specialists working with children at different
ages can contribute to improving several aspects related to: teaching activity,
students” performance and overall success of the school activities (see the

next section).
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Many researches showed that performance in education of all the
stakeholders involved is increased by a more supportive work environment,
and one way to assure this can be a professional community for teachers and
other professionals to be involved in. The hereby article addresses the
problem of the potential professional community of teachers/specialists
working with preschool children in Sibiu city. A research collecting
quantitative and qualitative data (focus-groups and survey) was undertaken
between November 2010 and July 2011. Results from the qualitative inquiry
are forthcoming (Baranowska, McGillivray and Popa 2011; Popa 2011). The
survey focused on issues related to the professional groups the teachers and
specialists in kindergartens belong (see Methods section). This article will
analyse the questions related to professional community in this survey.
Thus, we hope to add some significant knowledge on the debate regarding
professional communities, their role, features and potential benefits.

The main goal of our analysis is to identify what are the views of
kindergarten teachers and specialists on professional community as a
context for their work. We consider this to be of significant importance as we
presume that teachers will put into practice a professional community
according to their views and understandings on how it should be. In order
to achieve this a few questions will guide the present analysis: i) What are
the characteristics of the professional groups in which the respondents
belong (type, size)? ii) Do they consider the professional groups they belong
to as professional communities? iii) Are they satisfied with these
groups/communities they belong? iv) What are the subjects” understandings

of professional community in general?

Theoretical Framework

The socio-constructivist paradigm is more and more employed in the
educational milieu in order both to explain how learning and participation
are achieved, and to foster specific practices (Levine, Laufgraben and
Shapiro 2004). The same paradigm informs the present study approach to
professional community among teachers in preschool educational
institutions. It stresses the active implication of teachers in their work and
professional relations, as well as the interactional nature of the educational
158
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activities. For this reason, the socio-constructivist approach can also be used
for understanding the professional community of teachers, although, in the
scientific literature, it is mainly used for explaining the learning
communities among students.

Four concepts are relevant for data in our study: professional group
(Evetts 2006), community (Cohen 1985), professional community (Kruse,
Louis and Bryk 1995) and sense of community (McMillan and Chavis 1986).
We will address them in the next paragraphs. First, we will draw the
analysis on the ‘community’ concept as defined by Cohen (1985: 12): a group
of people whose members ‘have something in common with each other
which distinguishes them in a significant way from the members of other
putative groups’. The section on analysis and results will show that the most
frequent significance of ‘community” for our subjects is related to those
things the community members share.

Second, our research will use the concept of ‘professional group’,
which has gained a great visibility in the last years. While, for several years,
the contributions endeavoured to define the “profession” concept, nowadays
the interest has shifted on professional groups (Bourgeault, Benoit and
Hirschkorn 2009), more often using a comparative approach. The most
frequent understanding of the term “professional group’ is a social group
within a profession, which can greatly vary in size, occupation field, goals,
etc. (Evetts 2006).

The difficulties regarding the ‘professional community’ concept
pertain both to the definition and the operationalization. Lomos, Hofman
and Bosker (2011) present a careful meta-analysis of the concept definition in
the context of student achievement. Different theoretical perspectives and
many empirical evidences concur to the definition of the concept, making it
difficult to grasp. Additionally, the construct has had a long history and
evolution since it was proposed in the literature, thirty years ago. Also, the
fact that the concept is used in many contexts, turns it into a fuzzy notion
(Visscher and Witziers 2004). For the use of our analysis, we will use one of
the definitions in literature, proposed by Kruse, Louis and Bryk (1995: 36).
Professional community consists in ‘shared values, reflective dialogue,
deprivatization of practice, focus on student learning and collaboration

among teachers’. The authors also propose an operationalization of the
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professional community concept, using three dimensions: characteristics,
structural conditions, and human and social resources. We will ground the
data analysis in the present study on this framework (see Analysis section).

Another broad discussion within this topic, relevant for our study,
regards the benefits brought by a functional professional community. Being
a member in such a community can increase responsibility of teachers,
personal commitment to work and effectiveness. Kruse, Louis and Bryk
(1995) conclude that empowerment, sense of satisfaction with dignity of
work and greater collective responsibility for students learning are the main
positive outcomes deriving from membership in a professional community.
Other authors (Walker, Wasserman and Wellman, 1994; Wellman and Gulia,
1999) add a greater sense of well being and opportunities for support, as
other outcomes.

A very rich literature informs the debate regarding the fourth concept
relevant for our analysis, i.e. the sense of community. The definition of the
last one, given by McMillan and Chavis (1986: 9), is: a ‘feeling that members
have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and to the
group, and a shared faith that members' needs will be met through their
commitment to be together’. Starting from this definition, the authors
present four elements as the foundation of the sense of community:
membership, influence, integration and fulfilment of needs and shared
emotional connection. We will draw the discussion of our results on these
four elements.

Other elements are also considered essential for the existence of a
sense of community among members: similar interests and common goals
(Westheimer and Kahne 1993), cohesive interaction, respect for individual
differences and reflection on work of the group (Graves 1992). Rovai (2002)
adds mutual interdependence and overlapping histories among members,
connectedness, spirit, trust and common expectations.

Apart from the general approaches of the sense of community concept,
numerous uses are also proposed for the educational field. Just to mention a
few, the term is employed by Dawson (2006) in relation to the student
communication and by Rovai (2002), who developed a scale to measure
sense of community within the classroom. The concept is also employed

with reference to the school psychologists interactions (Kruger et al. 2001), to
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the effects of computer use on the sense of community of high school pupils
(Wighting 2006), or in relation to a particular type of university (Ferrari et al.
2009). More specific to our paper, there are studies focusing on preschool
teachers” sense of community (McGinty, Justice and Rimm-Kaufman 2008;
Guo et al. 2011). Two dimensions are considered important in the study of
the teachers’ sense of community: teacher collegiality (the collaboration
among teachers) and teacher influence (in relation to the administrative
decision making) (McGinty, Justice and Rimm-Kaufman 2008: 363). The
same study emphasizes career affirmation, professional growth and feelings
of reward in teaching as potential benefits of a strong sense of community in

teacher’s ethos.

Methods and Participants

The objectives for the survey research were first to assess if
teachers/specialists working with preschool children in kindergartens are
members in professional groups and to explore the features of these groups.
Second, we aimed to understand how these professional groups were
functioning, by focusing on membership characteristics, communication
channels, pattern and frequency of interaction, norms and regulations.
Third, we were interested in seeing if practitioners understand the groups
they belonged to as professional communities and also to grasp their
understandings of such a community.

The survey was conducted in July 2011 in all the 17 kindergartens of
Sibiu city area. The target population consisted in two broad categories of
practitioners working with children: (1) teachers in kindergartens and (2)
other types of educational and psychological professionals, such as: school
psychologists, speech therapists, support teachers and psychological
pedagogues. A total of 263 teachers and 96 practitioners in the second
category work in kindergartens in Sibiu. Our survey targeted nearly all the
population in the first category and half of the population in the second
category. As a result, 258 kindergarten teachers and 50 specialists completed
the survey, assuring a rate of response of 98.09% and 52.08% respectively.
The mean age of the participants was 37.43 years (5.D=12.1) and females
represented 97.7% of the sample.
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Analysis and Results

For answering the research questions, several items in the survey were
analysed. Most of them were explored descriptively (see table 1), whereas
the question regarding the subjects’ understandings on ‘professional
community’ was qualitatively analysed. The close-ended items were
analysed descriptively in order to briefly present the context of belonging in
professional groups. The bulk of the present analysis will focus on the open-

ended question, which was processed using a qualitative approach.

Belonging to professional groups - descriptive exploration

Several items describe the belonging of our respondents in different
professional groups. To assure a common understanding on the
“professional group” concept among our participants, a definition was given
at the beginning of the survey: any type of partnership between practitioners in
the same field of work, more or less formal, with the goal of offering support, guiding
and exchange of ideas and resources to its members. Results of the items analysed
can be seen in Table 1. Given the fact that the survey was completed by
almost all preschool practitioners in Sibiu city, the results are very
meaningful.

Certainly one positive finding is that there is massive participation of
preschool teachers and specialists in at least one professional group. One can
observe a more intense participation in institutional professional groups,
and less in local or national groups. Regarding the size of the group, the
results show a rather narrow social participation, confined to middle-sized
groups of teachers. Participation in large groups, with more than 30
members is characteristic for just a small percentage in the sample. When
asked whether the most active professional group in which they currently
belong can be considered a professional community, a broad consensus was
achieved as almost all respondents have answered affirmatively. Also
respondents have rated highly positively their satisfaction regarding this
group/community in which they belong.
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Table 1. Preschool practitioners” belonging in professional groups (PG)

No. Question Measurement Answers
Do you belong Dichotomous 54.2% -- one group
1 to one or more question 37.7% - more than one grou
than one PGs? (nominal) ’ group
First choice Second choice (56 % Third choice (32%
(92% of N=308) of N=308) of N=308)
Close-ended 80.'2% -PG s .
In what PG do . within the 30.8% - PG within 4.5% - PG within
2 question e R e
you belong? (nominal) institution the institution the institution
12% - PG 25.7% - PG outside 84.7% - PG outside
outside the the institution (local ~ the institution
institution (local ~ or national) (local or national)
or national)
11-20 members - 34.4%
How many 21-30 members - 27.3%
members are Close-ended  5-10 members - 13.3%
3 in the PG you question 31-50 members - 9.7%
currently (ordinal) 51-100 members - 5.2%
belong to?* Less than 5 members - 4.9%
More than 100 members - 3.6%
Can this group
in which you .
4 belong be ch};z:ﬁggus 89.6% -- Yes
considered as quest 8.1% -- No
. (nominal)
a professional
community?*
Generally
:Etei:}(iter:lgiaiow Cloz(ee-siir;crlled Very satisfied and satisfied - 81.5%
5 ) q . Neither satisfied, nor unsatisfied - 16.2%
you with the (ordinal, Unsatisfied and very unsatisfied - 1.0%
overall activity =~ Likert scale) y ’
of this group?*

* Before asking these questions, respondents were asked to choose the professional group in
which they participate more intensely, if they are members in more than one group.

Understandings of ‘professional community’ concept - qualitative analysis

Apart from the items quantitatively analysed above, a careful attention was
given to the open-ended question “What do you understand by “professional
community” in general?” The answers received here (n=181) were openly
coded in order to grasp the respondents” understandings of the professional
community construct. The great variety of definitions given to this concept
in the scientific literature is also found in our data as the survey responses
on this question showed many different understandings on professional

community. To put an order into these understandings and to interpret
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them according to what is found in the literature on this theme, proved to be
a challenging task.

First, the most part of the accounts equated the professional
community with a ‘network’ of people interacting together based on
common interests; three accounts consider the professional community as a
‘team’, just one spokes about ‘family” and another one about ‘association’.
Beck (1999: 19) explores the metaphors used for explaining the ‘community’
concept in the educational context and concludes that the ‘family” metaphor
is widely used in the contemporary educational research for conveying the
important meanings of the concept. Other metaphors identified by Beck -
such as village or orchestra, are not present in our research. Attempting to
define professional community, there were occurrences that made reference
to one’s own group (e.g. ‘the group of teachers in which I belong, in the
kindergarten where I work’). Such answers illustrate a sense of we-ness that

exists among teachers and specialists.

Table 2. Elements shared by members of a professional community (descending
order)

Professional community represents a group of people that have the same...

Goals

Interests
Preoccupations
Work field

Ideas and opinions
Professional training
Norms and regulations
Aspirations/ideals
Localization

Values

Habits

Certain features
Needs

Skills

Language

Drawing on the Cohen’s definition mentioned above, we have
explored the accounts defining community as a social group whose
members share something. Nearly all accounts used this definition and a
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very wide range of shared elements were mentioned (Table 2). Goals and
interests are the most invoked, whereas elements frequently mentioned in
the literature - such as values and needs - are less brought up by our
subjects.

The framework for analysing the professional community in the
educational field proves to be a useful tool for understanding and
conceptualising the construct. The next step in analysing the data in the
present study was to assess in what extent the responses in our study are
concurrent with this framework. Several features within the three
dimensions are found in our study, others are completely missing and others
are present but in a slightly different way (see Table 3). Where there are
overlapping features in the framework in our analysis, a relevant quote is
given for the overlapping features. At the first glance, there are missing
features in all three dimensions. Almost all the elements present in our
subjects” discourse are related to interaction, communication and
collaboration. These three are the keystone of the foundation of any
professional community or community in general. Any functional
professional community builds on them in order to achieve its goals. Yet,
interaction and communication are to be seen as pre-conditions for a
consistent and meaningful functioning, so as to achieve the ultimate goal for
professional communities working in the educational field: to improve
learning outcomes of students and overall teachers’ activity. Any
community prevailing on the communication/interaction level solely will
not succeed in achieving this goal. In the subjects’ responses there are,
evidently, some missing links.

Within the ‘Characteristics’ dimension, the first missing aspect is
reflective dialogue. Many accounts in our research define professional
community with reference to communication, dialogue, freely expressing
ideas and opinion, but none makes reference to a reflective dialogue. As
Roberts and Pruitt (2003: 7) explain, the reflective dialogue is ‘to discuss the
teaching practices and collaborate on how they can be improved’. The
Romanian teachers mention several goals for dialogue and communication
within the professional community (such as solving problems of their day-
to-day activity in classroom, receiving advice or debating on common

themes), but the reflection on their practice is not one of them. The answers
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suggest the idea of support, but not the idea of communicating for

improving practice.

Table 3. Comparing responses in our study with the framework for the professional
community (Kruse, Louis and Bryk 1995)

Framework for the professional

Dimensions community Present study
(Kruse, Louis, and Bryk 1995)
Shared values and norms Shared values and norms*
“group of people interacting based on
common values’
Reflective dialogue Reflective dialogue*
‘a group where we can debate on problems
and ideas and where everyone can get a
piece of advice’
Characteristics ‘a group discussing on common themes’
Deprivatization of practice Deprivatization of practice
Collective focus on student Collective focus on student learning
learning
Collaboration among teachers Collaboration among teachers
“qroup of professionals collaborating in
everyone’s best interest’
‘cooperation for getting help’
Time to meet and discuss Time to meet and discuss*
“group of people interacting in order to
exchange information and experiences’
“group of people overtly discussing on
problems related to work’
Physical proximity Physical proximity
Structural ‘common place for interacting and
conditions exchanging opinions’
Interdependent teaching roles Interdependent teaching roles
Communication structures Communication structures*
“group of people that periodically meet and
communicate’
Teacher empowerment and school ~ Teacher empowerment and school
autonomy autonomy
Openness to improvement Openness to improvement
Trust and respect Respect*
“group with members respecting each other
. and respecting rules’
Human/social Skill/ cognitive base Skill/cognitive base
resources - . . .
Supportive leadership Supportive leadership
Socialization Socialization

‘group of members that socialize both
professionally and extra-professionally’

Note: Features written in grey are not present at all in the subjects’ responses in our study;
Features with * are present, but in a changed manner (see explanations in text).
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Other missing features in the teachers discourse are deprivatization of
practice and collective focus on student learning. The first one means to
open the classroom for other colleagues, in order to observe and eventually
learn. Interestingly, this practice exists in the Romanian educational system,
but the teachers responding in our study do not mention it, suggesting the
idea that ‘opening’ the classroom for colleagues is not understood as related
to the professional community or as a way for strengthening it. The
collective focus on student learning means teachers should reflect as a
professional group on student learning activities and outcomes, as well as
on the methods to improve them. This aspect is also not acknowledged in
our sample of teachers and specialists.

Many answers referred to shared values/norms and to collaboration
and cooperation among teachers as essential characteristics for the
professional community. ‘Shared values’ represented a frequently used
utterance, whereas remarkably few references to ‘norms’ were made.
Generally, the answers just mention collaboration/cooperation and not the
purposes or benefits that would emerge from them.

In the dimension regarding the structural conditions, most utterances
refer to communication structures and physical proximity, whilst
interdependence, empowerment and autonomy are totally missing.
Communication structures pertain to the existence of regular channels and
means for communication. While the answers relate to the periodicity of
meetings, solely the face-to-face communication is mentioned. Perhaps this
too explains the reason for the emphasis put on the physical proximity, as a
prerequisite for an effective professional community. Also, teachers talk
about meeting and discussing but do not refer to the importance of
providing an adequate time to interact. Apart from these three, there are two
more complex structural conditions, distinctive for a more fulfilling activity:
playing the teaching roles in an interdependent manner and empowering
teachers and allowing for autonomy in choosing methods and teaching as
they think is best for their students. These two are not present in our
respondents’” answers. They either consider their work to not be in this way,
or they fail to mention it.

In the human and resources area, there is no explicit reference to skills

or knowledge acquired through participation in the professional
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community, also no reference to openness for improvement and leaders
offering support. Socialization is mentioned and also is respect, but there is
not one account talking about trust.

Returning to the second core-concept of this research, i.e. sense of
community, the results show two dimensions: the ‘sense of community’
characteristics and actions/behaviours. Many authors analyse both this
dimensions in their work (McMillan and Chavis 1986; Beck 1999; Rovai
2002). The last author shows (Beck 1999: 24) that in describing community,
not only metaphors delineating intangible features are used, but also
metaphors denoting actions and behaviours. In our research, teachers and
specialists mentioned the following actions/behaviours relevant for the
sense of community: communication/exchange of information,
collaboration/cooperation, common action, offering support/advice,
discussions about problems and solving them, freely exchanging opinions,
implication/ participation, sharing experiences and socialization. In the sense
of community characteristics category, teachers and specialists bring up
cohesion/unity as the basic characteristic and then, with fewer occurrences,
interpersonal relations, acceptance/ tolerance and availability.

Three additional attributes delineate the complete picture of teachers
and specialists in Sibiu kindergartens on professional community: the size,
the time and the structural dimensions. There is no agreement regarding
how many members a professional community should have. While some
answers affirm a professional community should be small, others consider
that even large groups can form professional communities. Although few
occurrences refer to the time dimension, all agree that a professional
community means a ‘steady’, ‘constant’ or ‘traditional’ interaction. The
findings are consistent with other authors’ results (Noddings 2005: 64). Also
a few responses refer to the need to have organised and structured meetings,
gatherings, discussions, etc.

Discussion

The results show intriguing aspects regarding the preschool practitioners’
participation in professional groups and their understandings of what a
professional community means.

168
SocCIAL CHANGE REVIEW

Vol. 9, Issue 2, December 2011



A.E. Popa - Educational Practitioners on Professional Community and Sense of Community

Good practices characterize the participants in our research. Nearly all
of our respondents belong to at least one professional group with intense
participation. There is also space for improvement, as participation is mainly
confined to institutional borders. In part, this is a good thing; having in mind
that Royal, DeAngelis and Rossi (1996) show that community size is a
predictor for the sense of community. They show that teachers in small
schools have a stronger sense of community than teachers in large schools.
Yet, we still believe that membership in larger professional
groups/communities would be a progress for teaching activity and learning
outcomes. Targeting a bigger population for exchanging ideas and
resources, developing new skills, solving problems and offering support
would bring more richness and diversity and therefore, more effectiveness
in teachers’ activity.

Perhaps the most intriguing results of the present research relate to
how preschool practitioners view professional community. Recent papers
show the way preschool practitioners understand community and sense of
community is constitutive for their attitudes towards day-to-day practice
and career (McGinty, Justice and Rimm-Kaufman 2008). Taking this as a
starting point, we consider of significant importance the findings in the
present study.

Furman (2002: 51-52) suggests that communities today are facing a
paradox: they are more and more socially diverse, but members are bound
to participate based on commonalities, and to comply with specific values
and norms. Regarding the commonalities shared by members in a
professional community, practitioners in Sibiu kindergartens mention first
and foremost ‘goals’ and ‘interests’. Putting this in front (numerous
occurrences in answers) and having ‘values” and “skills” at the end of the list
(few occurrences) certainly compose a picture of how members understand
such a community: the elements brought as a contribution in the community
mainly concern motivation and action toward common goals.

Further qualitative exploration of answers reflects professional
community as a social space where practitioners can receive support,
guiding and counselling. The frequent use of words such as ‘support’, ‘help’,
‘advice’ suggests the strongest need of teachers and implies that their work

environment is perceived as problematic and difficult. There are also
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numerous answers considering the communication, collaboration,
interaction to be the essential trait of a professional community. While these
three elements are organic for any professional community, only few goals
for communicating, collaborating and interacting are mentioned: to discuss
on common themes, to solve problems related to practice and to get support.
Respondents do not refer to issues like learning from each other, gaining
new skills for improving activity, or self-reflection on their own practice to
gain an insight on its quality.

Taking a step back and having an overall look at answers, they
suggest that practitioners in our study use what it is put in common in the
professional community mainly for one reason: to get support on specific
issues in their practice. They communicate, discuss, debate on issues of
common interests but they are not taking a step further - to gain a collective
understanding of their practice, its quality and what can be done to be
improved. The loop is not closing. The participation in the professional
community is not translated into a reflective practice and is not mirrored in
enhancing day-to-day activities. The underlying assumption seems to be the
understanding of interaction and communication as intrinsic goals, rather
than basic conditions for a professional community. For an effective, self-
conscious practice, those two have to become tools for achieving more
complex outcomes.

In addition, the practitioners” views on professional community point
to some other features of their practice: little emphasis on structure, practice
not so much open to colleagues and not developed in public ways, limited
access to expertise, or lack of supportive leadership. As stated by Kruse,
Louis and Bryk (1995: 37), these are key aspects for the professional
community.

An essential ingredient is considered important for a functional
community (including professional) and it is missing among answers
received from practitioners in our study, i.e. trust. Coleman (1990: 188-189)
considers trust as a key element characterizing the members of a
community. In our study, none of the answers makes reference to trust.
Instead, respect is brought up as well as many references to reciprocity and
one reference of tolerance. Reciprocity (Putnam 2000) and tolerance (Walzer

1997) are as important as trust in building a strong community.
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Conclusions

The research aiming to understand professional community was conducted
on almost the entire population of teachers and early childhood educational
specialists working in kindergartens in Sibiu city. A survey was completed
by 308 practitioners. The present paper has presented only a small part of
items in the survey, processed both qualitatively and quantitatively. The
research questions addressed two main areas: to briefly describe the
belonging of practitioners in professional groups/communities and to
understand their construct of the professional community concept.

With regard to the first area, results show massive participation in
professional groups, but confined to the institutional borders. Belonging to
local or national groups/communities is less frequent. Practitioners share
the view that professional groups in which they currently belong can be
considered communities. A high satisfaction rate with these groups” overall
activity is present.

In the second area, the qualitative inquiry has shown a rather basic
approach of what a professional community should be: a place for
interacting and communicating in order to get support when needed, but in
a less extent a place for self-reflection on practices or a place for identifying
areas for enhancement. Practitioners speak about professional community in
terms of respect and reciprocity and less in terms of trust and tolerance.

Several implications for practice can be drawn. Preschool practitioners
should continue the effort to be part of groups and communities in their
work area, but some improvements should be aimed: to increase the
structure of the interaction by making it more regular and with more
focused agendas; to extend membership beyond the borders of the
institution and to target mostly the national and international collaborations
(the last ones are almost entirely missing); to reflect on practice, tools, skills,
outcomes in order to improve them; to find ways to open and share the

individual practice to colleagues.
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