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The establishment and development of Communities of Practice in teacher training 

institutions as driver for continues professional development on Active Teaching and 

Learning 

 

 

Abstract 

Since 2008 the Flemish Association for Development Cooperation and Technical Assistance 

(VVOB) collaborates with five provincial teacher training institutions (TTI) on the promotion of 

Active Teaching and Learning (ATL) in secondary education. To support capacity development 

of TTI lecturing staff, the TTIs have set up a series of core groups who were closely engaged in 

the development of training modules on ATL and who trained peer teacher trainers as well as 

pre-service students on different aspects of ATL.  In this paper we describe how these core 

groups are operating as Communities of Practice (CoPs) and how other Communities of Practice 

(CoP) have been established. We further investigate to what extent external support as well as 

institutional support influence the development of CoPs. Data has been collected from an online 

questionnaire for the total population of teacher trainers (response rate of 56.18%) as well as 

focus group interviews with members of different CoPs. 41.30 % of the TTI lecturers believe 

they are a member of at least one CoP. It is observed that membership of CoPs and active 

participation in CoPs correlates with participation in additional professional development and 

research activities. Moreover, there is a positive correlation between active participation in CoPs 

and improvement of knowledge and skills after participation in training, application of ATL, the 

use of ICT for teaching and support of student learning and cooperation with peers in general.  
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1. Introduction 

 

VVOB Education Programme in Vietnam (2008-2013) 

The Flemish Association for Development Cooperation and Technical Assistance (VVOB) is a 

non-profit organization that, by order of the Flemish and the Belgian governments, contributes to 

the improvement of quality of education in developing countries. VVOB’s core task is to provide 

technical assistance in programs in the Global South. In Vietnam, VVOB supports improvement 

of teaching and and learning quality in secondary schools. VVOB supports institutional capacity 

development in different operational partners in five provinces in the country (Quang Ninh, Thai 

Nguyen, Nghe An, Quang Nam and Quang Ngai province). Apart from the Departments of 

Education and Training (DOET) and the Woman’s Unions (WU), VVOB partners with Teacher 

training Institutions (TTIs) where the focus of the partnership is on professional development of 
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teacher educators and preparation of future teachers in Lower Secondary Education (LSE). The 

education program in Vietnam started in 2008, and the first phase was finalized by the end of 

2010. Currently the program is in its second phase (2011-2013) and VVOB prepares for an exit 

in 2013. Lessons learned and good practices achieved in collaboration with the TTIs are shared 

with the Ministry of Education and Training (MOET) and led to national dissemination of 

developed training materials on ATL in in-service teacher training (LSE).  

The main rationale for the collaboration with the TTIs is that teachers professional development 

has repeatedly been identified as top priority in education policies and is a most important aspect 

of educational innovation and change (Culp, Honey, & Mandinach, 2005; Hamano, 2008). As 

pre-service teachers have a significant role to play in the sustained educational innovation in 

schools, it is imperative that they be exposed in their training in teacher training institutions 

(TTI) (Steketee, 2005). It can be argued that it is therefore imperative to build the capacity of 

TTIs to provide a meaningful context that allows pre-service teachers to critically examine their 

own pedagogical beliefs and that the professional development of teacher educators as an 

important strategic action for the capacity building of TTIs (Lim, Chai, & Churchill, 2011).  

 

Professional development on Active Teaching and Learning (ATL) 

Central to the support of VVOB in Vietnam is the promotion of Active Teaching and Learning 

(ATL) and capacity building of educators in the use of ATL methods. The term ATL refers to a 

wide range of student-centered, context relevant and activating approaches which are rooted in a 

social constructivist and situated cognition view on learning. Such an approach is expected to 

improve the quality of secondary education in Vietnam by promoting contemporary knowledge, 

effective professional skills, creativity, independent and critical thinking skills, problem-solving 

capability and high adaptability to a continuously changing environment; all of them qualities 

that are emphasized in the Education Development Strategic Plan 2011-2020 of Vietnam. VVOB 

supports the TTIs in adjusting training methods, ensuring students gain necessary competencies 

to become teachers who are able to apply ATL methodologies. The focus is on an integrated 

support for ATL methodologies with special attention to integration of ICT in education. In line 

with directive 40 on “Friendly schools, active students” at secondary schools, ICT is 

conceptualized as a tool that can effectively support the innovation of teaching, learning and 

education management and contribute to improve efficiency and quality of education. 

The main focus, especially during the first phase of the program, was on capacity development 

on ATL methodologies and improved use of ICT for teaching and learning, supporting ATL. In 

2008-2009 VVOB initiated a series of core groups of teacher educators:  

- on teaching methodologies;  

- on ICT for ATL; 

- on environmental education (EE);  

- on action research;  

- on planning educational innovation and change;  

- and on monitoring & evaluation (M&E).   

Contextualised learning and training materials have been developed in a highly participatory way 

with participation from these core group members, national and international experts and other 

stakeholders active in Vietnam (see overview of developed modules in figure 1). The developed 
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teacher training modules are easy accessible and comprehensible, and limited time is needed to 

organize training activities based on the modules in order to allow easy dissemination without 

external support.  

With the core group as trainers, workshops and trainings have been disseminated on a large scale 

to other teacher educators and (pre-service) student teachers in the five TTIs.  

 

Figure 1 

Overview of learning and training modules on ATL 

 

 

 

 

Impact of professional development 

In an assessment of the professional development approach on ICT for ATL – one of the 

developed training modules – at the end of the first phase of the program  it is concluded that 

success in getting the most out of training is not so much about participation in workshops and 

trainings, but more about an individual’s drive and additional engagement (Peeraer & Van 

Petegem, 2012). Teacher educators who participated in the full professional development 

trajectory on ICT for ATL, including teaching practice and participation in peer reviews, 

significantly improved their ICT skills and confidence, and showed an increased use of ICT and 

ATL methodologies in their teaching practice. Peeraer & Van Petegem (2012) discussed 

however that staff training and development achieves little if it is only for the few who volunteer. 

Ways must be found of providing training system wide (Latchem & Jung, 2010). As argued by 

Phelps et al. (2004), a metacognitive approach can foster the formation of support structures and 

networks which could support educators’ learning beyond their involvement in the professional 
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development initiative and, as such, it becomes a powerful vehicle to support change processes. 

Using ICT to support Communities of Practice (CoP) in which practice can be shared as a basis 

for mutual professional learning seems to offer the best hope for providing teacher educators and 

teachers with opportunities for continuing development (Albion,Knezek, & Adubra, 2011). Apart 

from supporting staff in providing workshops and trainings, TTIs ideally support a culture of 

social and collaborative professional development to harness the full potential of their resources. 

 

 

2. Research objective 

The objective of this action research is to explore how such CoPs can be developed and 

maintained and to investigate the effect of participation in CoPs on ATL knowledge and skills 

and the application of ATL in teaching practice.  

The following topics will be explored and investigated:  

- the establishment and development of CoPs; 

- the potential for professional development in CoPs; 

- the operational structure and conditions to maintain CoPs. 

 

 

3. Research methodology 

The research subjects are lecturers from the TTIs that participate in the development cooperation 

program with VVOB in five provinces in Vietnam. Both quantitative and qualitative research 

methods are used to collect and analyse data related to aspecs of CoPs.  

The total population of lectureres from the TTIs was invited to participate in an online 

questionnaire that includes questions on membership to and participation in CoPs, as well as 

questions on their perceived ATL knowledge and skills and application of ATL in their teaching 

practice (see questionnaire in annex 1). Before asking respondents about their pereception on 

membership and participation in CoPs, they were given the following description of CoPs:  

 

Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, 

or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by 

interacting on an ongoing basis, for example a forum, blog, website, M&E core group, ...   

 

To complement the data collected with the questionnaires, focus group interviews with CoP 

members took place in the participating TTIs. During these interviews interviewees were asked 

to share their view on establishment and management of CoPs, the life-cycle of CoPs and the 

added value of membership to a CoP.  
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4. Findings 

4.1.Membership to CoPs 

A substantial proportion of the respondetns (41.30 %) believe that they are a member of a CoP. 

There are proportionally more male CoP members than there are female CoP members: 46.60 % 

of all male teacher trainers are member, while only 38.00 % of all female teacher trainers are 

member. Nevertheless, this difference is not significant (Pearson Chi-Square test).  

 

Table 1 

Membership to CoP by gender 

 

      Gender 

      Female Male  Total 

 CoP 

Yes 

Count 104 82 186 

 Membership % within CoP membership 55.90% 44.10% 100.00% 

  % within Gender 38.00% 46.60% 41.30% 

  % of Total 23.10% 18.20% 41.30% 

  

No 

Count 170 94 264 

  % within CoP membership 64.40% 35.60% 100.00% 

  % within Gender 62.00% 53.40% 58.70% 

  % of Total 37.80% 20.90% 58.70% 

  

Total 

Count 274 176 450 

  % within CoP membership 60.90% 39.10% 100.00% 

  % within Gender 100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

  % of Total 60.90% 39.10% 100.00% 

 

 

 

1.1.Establishment of CoPs and overview of topics  

Since the start of the education programme on ATL in partnership with VVOB, different core 

groups have been set up in the TTIs that function as CoPs. With support of VVOB about six 

more formal core groups have been set up consisting of TTI lecturers and management that were 

self selected based on their interest and expertise in a certain topic or aspect of ATL, their 

motivation and willingness to share with colleagues/peers. The survey results show that a larger 

group of TTI lecturers considers themselves a member of a core group on (action) research. The 

ICT for ATL core group consists of about 61 members. After completion of a professional 

development trajectory on ICT for ATL, these core group members received a VVOB certificate 

to train other colleagues on this topic (Peeraer & Van Petegem, 2012). The Methodology, EE and 

M&E core group members were all carefully selected and participated in a series of input 

worshops as well. The EIP steering committee consists of TTI management (dean and vice dean, 

heads of departments) that participated in two EIP steering committee meetings per academic 

year since 2009.  
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Table 2 

Membership to core groups (with support of VVOB) 

 

Core group Frequency 

ICT for ATL core group 61 

Methodology core group 22 

EE core group 18 

M&E core group 5 

EIP steering committee 18 

Research group (action research) 124 

 

CoP topics 

After asking the respondents of the questionnaire whether they see themselves as a member of a 

CoP or not, those who confirmed their membership (41.30 %) were asked to share the topic of 

their CoP in an open question (see details in annex).  

In table 3 the topics are categorized. It is clear that most CoP members are a member of a CoP 

related to ATL, ICT or related to specific subjects they are teaching. To a lesser extent, also other 

topics like EE and research as well as cross cutting themes (gender equality) are mentioned. 

Apart from the specific subjects, this is in fact a reflection of the topics that have been in 

collaboration with VVOB in different core groups (see above).  

 

Table 3 

CoP topics 

 

Topic Number 

ICT  13 

ATL  37 

EE  3 

Research  3 

Specific subjects  12 

Cross cutting themes 2 

Other topics 14 

TOTAL 84 

 

 

 

1.2.Activities in CoPs and modalities of participation 

In general, it seems that in the CoPs in the TTIs, there are limited “regular” activities. Most 

activities that are mentioned mostly happen “sometimes” (from 36.9 % to 46.7 %), as perceived 

by the respondents. In CoPs, the most regular activity is to “talk about experiences”, to “write 

reports or other publications together” and to “exchange e-mails to find solutions to problems”. 
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The least popular activities are to have “presentations by non-members”, to have “team building 

activities” and to do “internal activities” or to “write project proposals”.  

 

Table 4 

Frequency of activities in CoPs 

 

  Never Rarely Sometimes Regularly Total 

Meetings with discussions 19.9 17.6 48.7 13.8 100 

Talks about experiences 11.7 19.2 47.4 21.8 100 

Presentations by members 19.8 21.8 39.7 18.7 100 

Presentations by non-members 20 25.8 36.9 17.3 100 

Workshop 17.6 21 43.5 17.9 100 

Team building activities (such as informal 

outings) 
26.6 18.9 38.2 16.2 100 

Members writing reports or other 

publications together 
20.8 18.8 40 20.4 100 

Doing internal projects 24.2 16.2 41.5 18.1 100 

Brainstorming 22 18.1 42.1 17.8 100 

Writing project proposals 29.1 17.3 37.8 15.7 100 

Exchanging e-mails to find solutions to 

problems 
16.6 18.1 45.9 19.3 100 

 

 

A substantial number of TTI lecturers are only participating in offline CoPs (20.2 %). Most of 

the CoP members participate both online and offline, while only 12.9 % of all TTI lecturers 

participate in only online CoPs.  

 

Table 5 

Modality of participation in CoPs (online, offline, or both offline and online) 

 

 

Frequency Percent 

Online 58 12.9 

Offline 91 20.2 

Both offline and online 99 22 

Missing 202 44.9 

Total 450 100 
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1.3.Potential of Core groups and CoPs 

 

From table 6 it is clear that TTI lecturers who are a member of a CoP take proportionally more 

part in extra professional development than non-members. This difference is significant (Pearson 

Chi-Square test).  

  

Table 6 

Membership to CoP and participation in extra professional development 

 

      Extra prof. development 

      Yes No Total 

CoP membership Yes Count 138 48 186 

    

% within CoP 

membership 
74.20% 25.80% 100.00% 

    

% within Extra 

prof. development 
61.10% 21.40% 41.30% 

  No Count 88 176 264 

    

% within CoP 

membership 
33.30% 66.70% 100.00% 

    

% within Extra 

prof. development 
38.90% 78.60% 58.70% 

Total   Count 226 224 450 

    

% within CoP 

membership 
50.20% 49.80% 100.00% 

    

% within Extra 

prof. development 
100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 
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From table 7 it is clear that TTI lecturers who are a member of a CoP take proportionally more 

part in research than non-members as well. This difference is also significant (Pearson Chi-

Square test).  

 

Table 7 

Membership to CoP and research 

 

      Research 

      Yes No Total 

CoP membership Yes Count 108 78 186 

    

% within CoP 

membership 
58.10% 41.90% 100.00% 

    

% within 

Research 
65.90% 27.30% 41.30% 

   No Count 56 208 264 

    

% within CoP 

membership 
21.20% 78.80% 100.00% 

    

% within 

Research 
34.10% 72.70% 58.70% 

Total   Count 164 286 450 

    

% within CoP 

membership 
36.40% 63.60% 100.00% 

    

% within 

Research 
100.00% 100.00% 100.00% 

 

 

In table 8 we give an overview of how membership and participation in core groups and 

(coregroup) and particiapation in CoPs (actCoP) correlates with knowledge and skills gained 

after participation in professional development workshops (knowskill), cooperation with peers 

(coop), application of ATL (atlapp), application of ATL methodologies (moduleapp) and the use 

of ICT for teaching and support of student learning (useICTteachlearn). It is interesting to see 

that more active participation in core groups (measured by perception on level of active 

participation in specific core groups) correlates positively with cooperation with peers and 

application of ATL methodologies that have been introduced and developed in specific modules, 

but that there is no significant correlation with knowledge and skills gained after participation in 

professional development activities on ATL and more general application of student centred 

teaching and learning approaches or use of ICT for teaching and learning. Nevertheless, all these 

variables do positively correlate with more active participation in CoPs (measured by frequency 

of participation in specific CoP activities).  

Active participation in core groups correlates postively with active participation in CoP 

activities.  
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Table 8 

Correlation between particiation in core groups and CoPs and knowledge, skils and 

application of ATL and use of ICT  

 

  coregroup actCoP knowskill coop modulapp atlapp useICTteachlearn 

coregroup 1 .540** 0.027 .133** .516** 0.08 -0.04 

actCoP .540** 1 .309** .522** .605** .532** .409** 

**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). 

 

 

2. Conclusions  

In this research paper we described how in the framework of a cooperation between VVOB and 

five provincial TTIs on promotion of ATL, different core groups have been developed consisting 

of TTI lecturers and management that received and multiplied input on different aspects of ATL 

and were closely involved in the development of a series of training modules on these aspects. A 

selected number of TTI lecturers and management were members of these original core groups. 

From the survey findings, it is clear that in the TTIs, the topics that have been addressed in the 

different core groups remain relevant. 41.30 % of all respondents believe that they are a member 

of a CoP. In these CoPs, mostly the same topics as have been addressed in the original core 

groups are mentioned. In addition, a specific subjects are also popular topics for CoPs. In these 

CoPs, a range of activities take place, however, in general the CoP members do not seem to be 

extremely active. Most activities take place only from time to time (“sometimes”). A substantial 

percentage of TTI lecturers take part on offline CoPs (20.2 %), while others participate only 

online of both offline and online.  

Members of CoPs are proportionally more active in additional professional development as well 

as in research activities. Active participation in CoPs also goes together with larger gains in 

knowledge and skills after participation in input workshops, with more cooperation with peers 

and more frequent application of specific ATL methodologies and student centred approaches in 

general, as well as more frequent and student centred use of ICT for teaching and learning. It is 

very interesting to find that active membership in the original core groups also has a positive 

effect on application of specific ATL methodologies (developed in specific modules), but that 

the influence is not going beyond that. There is no significant positive correlation with the other 

variables. From this finding we conclude that ideally, a more formal group of colleagues, with a 

clear objective, evolves in an active CoP where members participate on a more regular basis in a 

diverse series of activities.  
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Annex 1 

Questionnaire interal evaluation education programme (2008-2013) VVOB Vietnam 

Questions on extra professional development and participation in CoPs.  

 

1. Have you taken part in other capacity development on ATL and/or integration of ICT 

in education, from 2008 to present?  

1. I attended other input training(s), workshop(s) and/or conference(s) on ATL and/or 

integration of ICT in education 

            yes 

          If yes, please list the training(s), workshop(s) and/or conference(s) 

           

Training/Workshop/Conference Organized by 

  

  

  

  

            no 

2. I did research on aspects of ATL and/or integration of ICT in education from year 2008-

2013. 
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            yes 

          If yes, please write down the topic of your research:  ....................................................... 

            no 

Communities of practice are groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a 

passion about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting 

on an ongoing basis, for example a forum, blog, website, M&E core group, ...   

3. Do you think you are a member of something like a Community of Practice yourself?  

            no 

            yes 

4. If yes, how do you participate in you community of practice?   

            only online 

            only face to face (offline) 

            both online and face to face (offline) 

5. What is the topic of your CoP? 

……………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

6. How many months (approximately) have you been a member of the community? 

…………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………. 

7. What amount or level of participation in your community best describes your involvement? 

Please select one. 

         Core member -- your participation is at the “heart of the community” 

         Active member -- you periodically participate in the community forums 

         Peripheral member -- you have an interest in the community but rarely participate, have 

         an interest in only one facet of the community, or are a visitor from another community 

         or team 

 

8. How often do the following activities happen in your 

community of practice? 

From 1 to 4 n
ev

er
 

ra
re

ly
 

ss
o
m

et
im

es
/f

r

o
m

 t
im

e 
to

 

ti
m

e
 

re
g
u

la
rl

y
/o

ft
e

n
 

Meetings with discussions     

Talks about experiences     

Presentations by members     
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Presentations by non-members     

Workshop     

Team building activities (such as informal outings)     

Members writing reports or other publications together     

Doing internal projects     

Brainstorming     

Writing project proposals     

Exchanging e-mails to find solutions to problem     
 

 

 

Annex 2 

Overview of CoPs categorized by topic (from open question survey) 

 

Topic Description Number 

ICT ICT application 1 

  E-lesson 2 

  ICT, developing e-lesson 1 

  ICT application exchange in teaching 1 

  Programming, ICT application 1 

  E-learning and teaching 1 

  Effect of ICT application in ATL 1 

  ICT application skill in ATL 1 

  ICT and ICT application in teaching and learning 1 

  To have effective ICT application in teaching and learning  1 

  Developing E-learning lesson 1 

  Sharing lesson plan on teacher’s network: Violet 1 

  TOTAL 13 

ATL ATL methodologies 1 

  ATL methodologies, evaluation in ATL 1 

  Methodology core group 1 

  Teaching methodologies 2 

  ATL methodologies 1 

  Methodology innovation for  2 

  Improving teaching and learning quality 1 
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  ATL 8 

  Lesson planning 1 

  ATL, methodologies innovation 1 

  Methodologies innovation 1 

  Sharing some ATL methodologies 1 

  Sharing on ATL 1 

  Study and improve knowledge of ATL methodologies 1 

  Facilitation and coaching 7 

  Developing lesson plan 1 

  Sharing teaching experience 1 

  Applying ATL modules  1 

  ATL 1 

  Teaching methodologies, teaching techniques, Internet, ect. 1 

  ATL 1 

  Group work 1 

  TOTAL 37 

EE EE 1 

  EE 1 

  EE 1 

  TOTAL 3 

Research Issues relating to doing research 1 

  Scientific articles 1 

  Research group of VVOB VN 1 

  TOTAL 3 

Specific subjects Teaching and learning Chemistry 1 

  Teaching materials and knowledge for Physics 1 

  Nano technology, biological environment reproducing 1 

  History 1 

  Sewing 1 

  Forum on Maths 1 

  Building ...CTXH (???) 1 

  Methodologies innovation in Literature 1 

  FHI360 1 

  
Managing Website for teaching and learning Geography  

http://dayvahocdiali.tk 
1 

English Teaching and learning English 1 

  Sharing English teaching experience 1 

  TOTAL 12 

Cross cutting 

themes 
Gender equality 2 

  TOTAL 2 

Other topics Professional knowledge sharing 1 
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  Teaching and evaluating students under credit scheme 1 

  Career consulting 1 

  Good books and discussion on books 1 

  Specialized website 1 

  Professional knowledge, life, ... 1 

  ATL, ICT in teaching, EE 1 

  ATL, EE 1 

  ??? 1 

  All information 1 

  EE integration in subjects, ATL methodologies application 1 

  Methodologies innovation, ICT application 1 

  ICT, ATL, scientific research ... 1 

  Core group 1 

  TOTAL 14 

TOTAL   84 

 

 

 

 


