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PREFACE

I have worked as a Teacher Educator at East China Nor-
mal University for 13 years. Since 2016, I have been deeply
involved in my university’s increased contact with and influ-
ence on national and local in-service teachers’ professional
learning networks (PLNs). I have worked with school-level
teaching and research groups, local-level teaching and research
officer-led PLNs, and cross-school-level Master Teacher
Studios in Shanghai, Henan, Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shandong.
I have also worked with educational groups and their mem-
ber schools in 13 provinces in China and served for one year
as a local education bureau vice-head in Shanghai to support
various national and local innovations for in-service teachers’
PLNs in China.

These experiences have pushed me to reflect on and write
this book, Innovations in Teachers’ Professional Learning
Networks in China: Efforts Towards Educational Equality.
It presents up-to-date research on teachers’ PLNs in China
and provides accessible, practical, yet scholarly sources of
information about teachers’ PLN innovations in China, a
topic of international concern. It is a sourcebook of ideas for
researchers, practitioners, and policymakers in teacher educa-
tion, comparative education, moral education, and education
leadership. It also touches on topics in organisational studies,
adult learning, and public policy studies.

Xiii



Xiv Preface

This book is unique in that it:

¢ provides an analysis of recent education policy developments
in teachers’ PLNs in China’s rural-urban divide context;

® examines state, region, and school-level teacher
professional learning concerns and responses to social
transformation and education equality; and

e explores conceptual frameworks and methodological
approaches applicable to research on teachers’ PLNs.

I hope the reader will find Innovations in Teachers’ Profes-
sional Learning Networks in China: Efforts Towards Educa-
tional Equality useful in their teaching, future research, and
discourses concerning the aims of teachers’ learning.

Wangbei Ye



INTRODUCTION

This chapter introduces innovations in teachers’ profession-
al learning networks (PLNs) in China and then provides an
overview of the book.

Professional practice in schools and colleges is widely
acknowledged as a collaborative activity (e.g. Bridges &
Husbands, 1996; Cheng & Pan, 2019). Teacher PLNs, which
are rooted in concepts of professional practice as a collabo-
rative activity, have drawn increasing attention from educa-
tors and researchers in various countries in recent decades
(Darling-Harmmond et al., 2017; Hairon & Tan, 2017).

However, most studies on teachers’ learning in PLNs
have focussed on teacher learning within a single school (e.g.
OECD, 2013; Qian & Walker, 2021; Zhang & Wong, 2018).
In recent years, cross-school collaboration has come to be
viewed as necessary for furthering school improvement and
reform and has received attention in many education systems,
including those in the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, and
North America (e.g. Connolly & James, 2006; Giltin, 1999;
Ulibarri & Scott, 2017; Ye, 2024). While educational collabo-
ration varies, it generally includes collaborative relationships
among teachers and schools, as well as among teachers, uni-
versity faculty, and administrators.

China is not an exception. China has a teacher PLN tradi-
tion, a teaching and research system that takes the form of
teaching and research groups (TRGs) in schools. A TRG is
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a subject-based department that serves as the structural unit
for a school-level teaching organisation (Paine & Ma, 1993).
TRGs organise a wide range of learning activities that encour-
age teachers to open their classrooms to public examination,
depend on each other when learning to teach, and gradually
develop effective teaching practices. Teaching and research
officers (TROs) at the county/district, city, and provincial lev-
els lead teachers’ cross-school collaboration through regional
TRO-led teacher learning networks. TROs are frontline
teachers who have shown excellence in their subject teaching.

In response to various challenges since the 1990s, China
has made innovations to its traditional teacher PLNGs. First, in
the 2000s, changes to Chinese teachers’ knowledge and skills
required TROs (leaders of traditional teacher PLNs) to aban-
don their traditional top-down managerial style in favour of
a more democratic leadership model.

Second, there have been criticisms of the size of traditional
PLNs. As TROs only account for 1% of the teacher popu-
lation, they are too few to supervise local teachers’ profes-
sional learning effectively, making PLNss a significant obstacle
to teachers’ professional collaboration. The corresponding
issuance, in the 2000s, of policies like the Action Plan for
Education Revitalisation in the 21st Century led some Master
Teachers in China to establish studios to facilitate in-service
teachers’ professional development. Master Teachers hold
senior professional titles and are known for their subject
teaching achievements.

Additionally, online teaching PLNs have been promoted
to enhance teachers’ professional development in vast rural
areas, where remoteness, scattered residents, and insuffi-
cient funding have traditionally challenged teacher profes-
sional development. During the Coronavirus Disease 2019
(COVID-19) pandemic, China expanded its online PLNs to
ensure rural students’ equal access to quality education.
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Third, due to broad policy concerns, specifically China’s
promotion of group schools and school districts over the
past decade, the traditional three-level PLN structure has
changed. In addition to provincial-, city-, district/county-,
and school-level teaching and research units arranged by edu-
cation authorities, school networks (e.g. educational groups
and school districts) introduced network-level teacher PLNs
that may be located in the same city and may include teach-
ers from member schools in different cities/provinces. An
educational group is a cross-school management model that
emerged in China as early as the 1990s. Schools, regardless
of location and supervised by a core education organisation/
school, construct a school collaboration community (the edu-
cational group) that follows common educational ideals and
regulations to share educational resources for mutual benefit.

This book takes a multi-disciplinary approach to explor-
ing innovations in China’s cross-school teacher PLNs.

Chapter 1 provides historical and policy perspectives on
the traditions, challenges and innovations in teachers’ PLNs
in the People’s Republic of China (PRC). It introduces the tra-
ditional teaching and research units established in the 1950s
and led by local TROs at the school, district/county, city, and
provincial levels. It also reviews the challenges to traditional
PLNs brought by PLN participants’ knowledge and skills
changes, PLN size and composition, and PLN structure. It
briefly summarises policies promoting PLN innovations such
as Master Teacher Studios, online teacher PLNs, and educa-
tional groups.

Chapter 2 analyses the relationship between teacher pro-
fessional development and teacher leadership in a cross-
school context in the Master Teacher Studio, an innovation
in traditional PLNs in China. Using case study data from a
Master Teacher Studio in Shanghai, it reports how factors like
China’s Master Teacher selection policies, assessment policies,
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member features, and Chinese culture influence teacher lead-
ership and professional development in PLNs.

Chapter 3 first introduces educational group schools in
China and then reviews the literature on organisational learn-
ing. It recounts interviews with twelve teachers and group
leaders in nine E educational group schools and analyses a
case study of one E educational group (School J). The chapter
highlights vertical organisational learning for group school
teachers, a teachers’ organisational learning pattern covering
four levels: organisational, individual, group, and organisa-
tional within the case School J. The chapter suggests a ‘power
to/power with’ model for understanding teachers’ learning
through educational group schools.

Chapter 4 first reviews the literature on network governance
and weak school improvement, then explores government-
led online teaching network governance efforts to improve
online teaching in rural regions during the COVID-19 pan-
demic in China. It finds that governments acted as leaders
and facilitators for online teaching PLNs, and collaborative
networks were developed, with Master Teachers gaining
autonomy and expanding their influence in online teaching
PLNs and rural teachers developing their professional com-
petencies and contributing to online teaching PLNs based on
their rural context needs.

Chapter 5 offers a reflective analysis. Based on the pre-
vious chapters, it proposes a conceptual model that views a
series of teachers’ PLN innovations in the PRC as a dynamic
development to address education equality in the context of
China’s rural-urban divide. It elaborates on PLN innovation
in relation to five key areas: (1) the rural-urban divide con-
text, (2) types of PLN participants, (3) relationships among
PLN participants, (4) sharing in PLNs, and (5) expected edu-
cational equality outcomes.
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While this book cannot describe and analyse every diverse
issue in teachers’ PLNs in China, it can inform and enrich the
growing dialogue on PLN innovation in China and beyond.
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TEACHERS" PROFESSIONAL
LEARNING NETWORKS IN
CHINA: TRADITION, CHALLENGES
AND INNOVATION

ABSTRACT

This chapter introduces the traditions of teachers’
professional learning networks (PLNs) in the People’s
Republic of China (PRC), which first developed provin-
cial-, city-, district/county-, and school-level teaching
and research units in the 1950s. However, traditional
teacher PLNs faced changes in size, composition, struc-
ture, and participants’ knowledge and skills; thus,
innovations emerged, like Master Teacher Studios
in the 2000s, online teacher PLNs since early 2003
[and especially during the Coronavirus Disease 2019
(COVID-19 period)], and educational groups since the
2010s.

Keywords: Tradition; teacher professional learning
networks; Master Teacher Studio; online teacher PLN;
COVID-19
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TRADITIONS OF TEACHERS" PLNs IN CHINA

A PLN is ‘any group [engaged] in collaborative learning with
others outside of their everyday community of practice in
order to improve teaching and learning’ (Brown & Poortman,
2018, p. 1). This broad description encompasses an extensive
range of network types within and across schools.

PLNs in the PRC often manifest as teaching and research
units. China has long had a centralised education system in
which the Ministry of Education (MOE) designs the curricu-
lum and teacher education. Beginning in 1955, China gradu-
ally established a multi-level teaching and research system
that set teaching and research units in provincial, city, and
county/district education bureaux and in schools to ensure
the implementation of its centralised curriculum and pro-
vide in-service teachers professional training and learning
opportunities.

In 1954, Beijing city issued the Municipal Council’s Deci-
sion on Improving Primary and Middle School Education
Quality (also known as the 54 Decision), which directed
education authorities to ‘generally improve education qual-
ity, to ensure every school cultivate quality students’, set up
special organisations, and send special personnel to carry out
educational research and supervision work. Local education
authorities should enhance management and systematically
and frequently examine schools to help improve their teaching
(Beijing Municipal Council, 2001). The same year, the MOE
shared Beijing’s 54 Decision nationwide, asking education
authorities at all levels to enhance their supervision of school
teaching and advising them to set up special organisations to
manage teaching research and supervision — the starting point
of China’s teaching and research system construction.

School-level teaching and research units are called teach-
ing and research groups (TRGs). A TRG is a subject-based
department that serves as the structural unit of a school’s
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