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International schools operate within a distinct educational ecosystem defined by high cultural diversity, 
significant staff mobility, and the implementation of multiple curricula. In this environment, traditional, 
one-size-fits-all professional development often fails to meet the real-time, adaptive needs of globally 
mobile educators.

Based on a systematic synthesis of 35 peer-reviewed studies (2020–2025), this paper finds that PLCs 
and PLNs are not competing models but complementary systems. PLCs provide the structural stability, 
leadership pipelines, and cultural unity essential for school-wide alignment. PLNs deliver the innovation, 
cross-cultural competence, and psychological wellness needed to combat professional isolation.

Key Recommendation: International schools should adopt a hybrid professional development framework 
that strategically integrates the institutional strength of PLCs with the adaptive, peripheral advantages 
of PLNs to drive sustainable, school-wide improvement.

Executive Summary1

The Challenge: The International School Paradox2

2.1 The Engagement Gap
Recent research (Snider, 2025) highlights a critical "engagement gap" in international contexts. Prescribed 
professional learning systems (e.g., annual conferences, mandatory workshops) are often perceived as 
disconnected from teachers’ daily classroom realities. Consequently, teachers increasingly seek 
adaptable, self-directed development options.

This white paper compares two dominant models of professional collaboration:

Professional Learning Communities (PLCs): Formal, school-based teams focused on collective 
efficacy and instructional coherence.

Professional Learning Networks (PLNs): Informal, often digitally mediated networks enabling 
global knowledge exchange and professional autonomy.

International schools face a unique structural paradox. To maintain academic standards across 
transient student and teacher populations, they require strong internal cohesion and standardized 
practices. However, their educators—who often move between countries every 2–4 years—rely on external 
professional networks to sustain their career identity and access innovation.

2.2 The Central Question
The issue is not whether collaborative learning is beneficial, but rather: What combination of structures is 
most effective in fostering long-term, school-wide change in a global setting? This paper addresses this 
question by comparing the measurable impacts of localized PLCs and distributed PLNs.



The Two Models: PLCs vs. PLNs3

Key Findings: Comparative Effectiveness4

4.1 Stability vs. Innovation

PLCs drive stability. Mature PLCs establish standardized procedures, curriculum alignment, 
and shared goals. Meyer (2020) and Adams (2021) provide quantitative evidence linking PLC 
maturity to measurable student growth and instructional consistency across grade levels.

PLNs drive innovation. By connecting teachers to global best practices, PLNs enable 
pedagogical experimentation and the adoption of new technologies that may not yet exist 
within the local school (Justis, 2024; Washington & O’Connor, 2020).

Feature
Professional Learning Community 
(PLC)

Professional Learning Network 
(PLN)

Primary Goal

Structure

Scope

Key Outcome

Innovation & professional belonging

Informal, self-directed, often digital

Global (cross-border, cross-disciplinary)

Teacher autonomy & reduced isolation

Instructional alignment & collective 
efficacy

Formal, scheduled, school-based

Local (within one institution)

Distributed but institutionally 
anchoredLeadership Self-curated & peer-mediated

Standardized student growth & 
retention

The analysis of 35 scholarly sources reveals three primary themes where PLCs and PLNs demonstrate 
distinct, complementary strengths.

Conclusion: PLCs ensure all students receive a consistent baseline education, while PLNs allow teachers 
to import cutting-edge practices without destabilizing the core curriculum.



4.2 Teacher Wellness & Professional Isolation

PLCs act as psychological stabilizers. Structured collaboration fosters shared accountability 
and collective efficacy, which directly reduces turnover intentions (Carr, 2024; Yann-Tucker, 
2025).

PLNs provide autonomy and external support. Personalized learning environments offer 
emotional support and mentorship that may be unavailable within a small or siloed school 
faculty (Lam, 2025; Justis, 2024).

Conclusion: PLCs create belonging; PLNs create autonomy. A healthy teacher workforce requires both.

High turnover in international schools is often linked to professional isolation and burnout, not just contractual 
terms.

4.3 Leadership Capacity

PLCs build internal leadership pipelines. Structured roles (facilitator, data coach, mentor) 
within PLCs allow teachers to develop leadership skills organically (Neufeld, 2025; Valckx, 
2021).

PLNs broaden leadership horizons. Exposure to cross-cultural leadership models and global 
networks prepares teacher-leaders to mediate external knowledge into local reform (Brown & 
Flood, 2020; Liou, 2025).

Conclusion: The most effective teacher leaders are those who are anchored by a strong PLC but inspired 
and informed by a diverse PLN.



Strategic Recommendations for School Leaders5
To operationalize the findings of this white paper, international school leaders should implement the following 
strategies:

Recommendation 1: Adopt a Hybrid Framework

Do not choose between PLCs and PLNs. Design a professional development calendar that includes 
mandatory, structured PLC time (e.g., weekly data-driven meetings) alongside incentivized PLN engagement 
(e.g., professional development stipends for online courses, Twitter/X educational chats, or global practitioner 
research).

Recommendation 2: Formalize Leadership Mediation

Train school leaders and middle leaders to act as "bridging agents." Their role should be to curate external 
knowledge from PLNs and translate it into actionable strategies for internal PLCs. Without this mediation, 
PLNs remain informal and lack institutional impact.

Recommendation 3: Use PLCs for Wellness, Not Just Instruction

Explicitly integrate teacher wellness and collective efficacy cycles into PLC agendas. Use collaborative 
structures to process challenges, share emotional labor, and celebrate successes. This transforms PLCs from 
mere data meetings into professional anchor points.

Recommendation 4: Provide Infrastructure for PLNs

Acknowledge that PLNs are not a replacement for training but a complement. Provide dedicated time, digital 
tools (e.g., Slack, Teams, LinkedIn groups), and recognition for teachers who actively engage in cross-border 
professional learning.

Recommendation 5: Measure Both Coherence and Connectivity

Update school improvement metrics to include not only student achievement data (PLC outcome) but also 
indicators of teacher network diversity and innovation adoption (PLN outcomes). Use social network analysis 
(Liou, 2025) to map both internal bonding capital and external bridging capital.



Conclusion6
International schools cannot afford to rely solely on localized collaboration or unfettered global networking. 
PLCs without PLNs become insular and slow to innovate; PLNs without PLCs become fragmented and fail to 
influence school-wide culture.

The evidence is clear: sustained, school-wide improvement in international contexts requires a deliberate 
synthesis. By maintaining the structural stability of PLCs while leveraging the adaptive and peripheral 
strengths of PLNs, school leaders can build a professional learning ecosystem that is both globally responsive 
and locally coherent—ultimately enhancing student achievement, teacher retention, and institutional 
resilience.
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