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Abstract: Through a five-week open online course designed by author Dr. Torrey Trust’s students, 

educators discovered how to cultivate diverse and dynamic professional learning networks (PLNs) 

that supported their ongoing learning and growth. Surveys, course artifacts, and online community 

posts were collected and analyzed to uncover why the course participants engaged in learning 

within and across spaces in varied ways – from lurking to collaborating to leading. In this paper, we 

present a new model to showcase the complex, multifaceted nature of influencers that shape how 

and why educators engage in specific actions within and across their PLN spaces as they seek to 

learn and grow their practice. This model serves as a reflective tool for enriching PLN learning 

experiences and an analytical tool for changing the way scholars and teacher educators look at and 

support educator learning in the 21st century.  

 

 

-1508-

SITE 2020 - Online, , April 7-10, 2020

mailto:torrey@umass.edu
mailto:s.prestridge@griffith.edu.au


Professional learning networks (PLNs) consist of the people who support professional growth, online and 

in-person spaces for connecting and learning with people and resources, and tools for accessing and curating 

information. Taken together, people, spaces, and tools create a networked learning experience where information is 

distributed and connected at the same time. Well-constructed PLNs, those that consist of a network of diverse 

people, spaces, and tools that inspire new learning and encourage professional growth, have numerous benefits. 

Trust, Krutka, and Carpenter (2016) found that educators’ PLNs can support four areas of growth: affective, social, 

cognitive, and identity. That is, when educators engage in learning with their PLNs, they are more likely to feel 

supported and less isolated, reflect upon their practice and try new pedagogical strategies and tools, shift their 

identity from being the sole expert in the classroom to a learner and leader, and enhance student learning.  

 However, while all educators have a PLN, the diversity, depth, and dynamism of the PLN can range quite a 

bit. Some educators’ PLNs might consist of their local colleagues and friends and a single online space (e.g., district 

list serv, a Twitter chat). While other educators’ PLNs might consist of a globally distributed network of people who 

connect through multiple online and in-person spaces. Many educators are unaware or unsure of how to use digital 

tools and social media to expand their networks to advance their learning. Additionally, most educators engage with 

their PLNs in a limited manner – often taking ideas and resources for their practice from a single online or in-person 

space without contributing to their network or reflecting upon the impact of their PLN on their professional growth 

and career goals (Krutka, Carpenter, Trust, 2016). It is clear from the limited, but growing, research on PLNs that 

educators need support in learning how to build and engage with diverse, deep, and dynamic PLNs.  

 To address this need, Dr. Trust, and her graduate level web design class, developed a five-week free open 

online course to assist educators in expanding their PLNs and advancing their professional growth. The course ran 

as a small open online course (SOOC) for 75 members of the ISTE Teacher Education Network and individuals 

from Dr. Trust’s College of Education. A total of 13 educators, including instructional coaches, higher education 

faculty, university students, and K-12 teachers, completed the course. Data was collected in the form of pre- and 

post-course survey data, course artifacts designed by the participants, and online community posts. 

Upon review of the course data, we uncovered insights regarding the variability in educators’ PLN 

development and engagement within and across the spaces in their PLNs. For this exploratory study, we took a deep 

dive into analyzing the factors that influenced educators’ actions (from lurking to collaborative knowledge building 

to leading). Specifically, the following research questions guided our study: 1) What factors influence educators’ 

actions within their networks? 2) Why and how do educators’ actions differ within and across spaces? 

     

Literature Review 
 While PLNs consist of people, spaces, and tools that enrich and advance professional learning, most 

research on educators’ professional learning focuses on traditional professional development (e.g., workshops or 

seminars) or a specific space/tool (e.g., Twitter chat, Facebook group, Pinterest, Reddit, Edmodo) (e.g., see Lantz-

Andersson, Lundin, and Selwyn’s [2018] systematic review of 52 studies of formal and informal online teacher 

communities). These studies have proven beneficial in identifying the characteristics of effective professional 

development and how and why educators engage in learning in specific spaces or with particular tools. For example, 

scholars have identified that educators participate in a range of actions in online spaces, including consuming 

information, networking, asking for help or support, contributing information, self-promotion, collaborating, and 

crowdsourcing (Forte, Humphreys, & Park, 2012; Prestridge, 2019; Seo, 2014; Trust, 2017). Additionally, 

educators’ actions are fluid and can shift within online spaces depending on a variety of factors, such as social 

dynamics of the space, technical competency, perceptions of the community, time, motivation, goals, local contexts, 

personal lives, relationships, fear, and online presence (Barab, Schatz, & Scheckler, 2004; Carr & Chambers, 2006; 

Trust, 2017; Duncan-Howell, 2010; Forbes, 2017; Jones & Preece, 2006; Lantz-Andersson, Lundin, & Selwyn, 

2018; Tsiotakis & Jimoyiannis, 2016; Zhang, Liu, Chen, Wang & Huang, 2017; Veletsianos, Johnson, & Belikov, 

2019).  
Yet, in the networked world, educators are not simply learning from a singular group of people, space, or 

tool. They are building complex, personalized networks and shifting their actions within and across digital and in-

person spaces to meet their professional needs (Prestridge, 2019; Trust, Krutka, & Carpenter, 2016). Ultimately, the 

field of research on PLNs lacks the complexity needed to understand educators’ learning experiences within a 

multifaceted network of people, spaces, and tools. Additionally, research on educators’ PLNs has tended to focus on 

K-12 teachers. Our study captures a unique dataset of educators in diverse roles, both within and beyond K-12 

school settings, who wanted to evaluate and modify their PLN and shift their actions to grow their practice. This 

leveraged our capacity to analyze educators’ actions in PLNs as holistic entities. 
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Methods 
We adopted an interpretivist perspective to guide the data collection and analysis methods. We sought to 

investigate how current and future educators engaged in in-person and virtual interactions with their PLNs to grow 

their practice. This required collecting multiple types of data from each participant and creating participant profiles 

that captured the complexity of their actions across spaces. Our goal for the study was not to generalize the findings 

to other educators, as PLN actions are dynamic, unique, and situated. Instead, we sought to identify common 

patterns across the dataset that might help scholars, teachers, administrators, and instructional coaches support 

educators in reflecting upon and engaging with their PLNs for professional growth.  

 

Data Collection 

Data was collected from participants in a five-week open online course for educators. The course had five 

modules: 1) Defining PLNs; 2) Evaluating PLNs; 3) Expanding PLNs; 4) Enriching PLN engagement; 5) Reflecting 

on PLN growth). Within each module, participants were asked to engage in a number of different activities to 

explore the content and expand their networks. Activities ranged from creating a visual representation of their PLN 

to analyzing and shifting their level of engagement in multiple spaces. Multiple data sets were collected including a 

pre-course survey, course artifacts, online community posts, PLN engagement spreadsheet, PLN evaluation forms, 

and post-course survey.  

 

Participants 

The participants ranged from undergraduate and graduate students in Education programs to Teacher 

Education faculty and professional development coaches (see Appendix Table 2). Eleven of the 13 participants were 

located in the United States and two were from Nigeria. The participants who were in teaching positions at the time 

of the pre-course survey (n=10) reported working in urban (n=4), suburban (n=3), and rural (n=3) schools. The 

participants reported having between 0 and 34 years of teaching experience, with an average of 18 years. 

Participants shared diverse reasons for enrolling in the course, from wanting to learn more about PLNs to learning 

how to teach online. 

 

Data Analysis 

We conducted a thematic analysis to identify patterns across the dataset related to participants’ actions and 

engagement with their PLNs (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The thematic analysis was a multi-phase process that included 

curating and organizing the data, engaging in repeated cycles of reviewing, coding, and discussing the data, and 

developing criteria and themes to understand key elements within the dataset. Data triangulation and investigator 

triangulation techniques were designed to increase the credibility and trustworthiness of our data analysis 

(Twinning, Heller, Nussbaum, & Tsai, 2017).  

 

Findings 
 Throughout the course, participants reported diverse interactions with their PLNs, ranging from reading 

online posts to engaging in virtual mentoring. Upon examination of the extensive dataset, we identified five 

elements that influenced participants’ actions in online and in-person spaces: goals, time, confidence, relationships, 

and space dynamics.  

 

Goals 

Participants’ professional goals (i.e., cognitive growth, affective growth, career growth, identity growth, 

social growth, supporter of growth) and PLN goals (i.e., expanding their network, giving back and supporting the 

growth of their network, reducing the size of their PLN, modifying their PLN to meet specific criteria) influenced 

the level and intensity of their engagement. For example, participants with the goal of career growth reported a 

higher level of interactions with others to build their network as opposed to participants who sought cognitive 

growth (e.g., gaining new ideas and teaching resources) who typically read posts, curated information, and reflected 

on their practice. Participants’ often listed multiple goals that were as fluid as their PLN actions.  

 

Time 

Educators have limited time for learning with their PLNs given the complexity and demands of their job. 

The amount of time available influenced how educators engaged with their networks. Participants reported that 

when they had more time available, they were more likely to contribute to their networks and engage in knowledge 

co-construction. Limited time often resulted in lurking in spaces to see what others contributed.  
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Confidence 

The participants in the study expressed a range in levels of confidence that influenced their actions. Those 

who were confident in navigating in-person and online spaces and using the features of the space (e.g., Twitter chat) 

to meet their needs were more likely to interact with others and share their knowledge. On the other hand, 

participants who lacked confidence in navigating a space or lacked confidence in their expertise were more likely to 

passively read or listen to others.  

 

Relationships 

The depth of relationships within a space shaped participants’ actions. Participants who developed strong 

relationships with others, for example connecting with members in a Twitter Chat, were more likely to actively 

engage as opposed to those who were not well-connected.  

 

Space Dynamics 

The atmosphere, environment, setup, and features of a space, whether in-person or online, influenced 

participants’ engagement. For instance, in conference settings with chairs lined in rows and a presenter stage at the 

front, participants shared that they passively received information. However, in conference spaces that encouraged 

interaction, such as playgrounds or interactive workshops, participants were willing to engage in conversations with 

others and share their knowledge. This was similar in online spaces. However, some participants were more timid in 

online spaces regardless of their features because of fears of negatively influencing their digital reputation, online 

safety, criticism from people they did not know, and the permanency of what they might post.  

 

Model of Elements of Influence on Participants’ PLN Actions 

Throughout the dataset, it was evident that the participants’ actions were diverse and varied from time-to-

time and space-to-space. Sometimes participants’ actions solely consisted of passive knowledge consumption 

(unidirectional learning), while other times, participants actively contributed information, co-constructed 

knowledge, or collaborated with others (multidirectional learning). Participants’ actions shifted within and among 

in-person and online spaces based on the multifaceted system of influence among goals, time, confidence, 

relationships, and space dynamics.  

Based on our findings, we developed a model to showcase the dynamic nature of the five elements of 

influence on educators’ PLN actions (see Figure 1). In this model, there are unidirectional lines with one arrow 

indicating the nature of the influence. For example, professional goals influenced actions, however, participants’ 

actions didn’t influence their professional goals. There are also bidirectional lines with arrows on each side, 

indicating a reciprocal relationship of influence. For instance, the strength of a relationship could influence 

participants’ actions in a space, however, participants’ actions (e.g., if they simply lurk in a space) can also influence 

the strength of the relationships they build. And, finally, there are dotted lines that indicate there may be a 

relationship between two elements at some times and in some spaces, but in other times and spaces, the relationship 

between the elements is not significant.  

 

Figure 1 

Elements of Influence on Participants’ PLN Actions 
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Discussion 
Upon examining educators’ participation in and reflection upon their activities to grow their PLNs, we 

found that there is an interconnected network of elements that shape how and why educators interact with the 

people, spaces, and tools in their PLNs. We developed a new model that demonstrates the dynamic connections 

among these elements. Within this model, there is no hierarchy of power among the elements. Participants engaged 

in a range of actions based on the interplay of elements at the time of activity. Educators might lurk in an in-person 

setting one moment and participate in collaborative learning online the next given their goals, relationships, space 

dynamics, confidence, and time. Actions, therefore, are variable as responsive to these five elements. The variance 

in actions occurs within and across people and spaces - that is, actions differ from person-to-person and space-to-

space. These findings reinforce the notion that PLNs are complex, multifaceted systems and that educators’ learning 

is personalized; that is, there is no standardized pattern of action that occurs. These new findings contribute to a 

more comprehensive understanding of the dynamism of PLN activity, not qualified by action but rather by elements 

of influence. 

In light of these findings, educators can benefit from expanding their awareness of the professional learning 

opportunities that can occur within PLNs and the elements that can shape these experiences. In terms of professional 

development and teacher preparation, we recommend that educators are given the opportunity to explore, analyze, 

and reflect upon how the network of elements shapes their actions within and across spaces in their PLNs and how 

their actions impact their learning and practice. Additionally, we encourage teacher educators, coaches, and 

administrators to collaborate with educators to identify ways to support their PLN learning and professional growth.  

 

Conclusion 
As educators’ PLN actions vary within and across spaces at any given moment based on multiple 

influencers, this new model demonstrates the need to move beyond dichotomies (e.g., online vs. in-person; Twitter 

vs. Facebook; lurker vs. poster) and linear patterns of participation (e.g., from lurker to contributor) to develop a 

more holistic understanding of the complexity of educator learning. The model serves as a reflective tool for 

enriching PLN learning experiences and an analytical tool for changing the way scholars and teacher educators look 

at and support educator learning in the 21st century.  
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