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Supporting teacher pedagogical wellbeing through
teacher learning communities: A leadership perspective
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Teacher pedagogical wellbeing is a newly emerging construct which merges teacher self-
efficacy with job satisfaction. In essence, what it means to be a ‘good’ teacher and how
that affects one’s self esteem. This study aims to inform policy and practice on how
school leaders can effectively implement teacher learning communities to enhance
teacher pedagogical wellbeing. Four primary school teachers with leadership
responsibilities and in-depth knowledge of the subject matter, were purposively selected.
Data were gathered from semi-structured interviews and the use of a research diary.
Open coding and a framework approach were used to analyse the data. School leadership
was found to have a pivotal role in the creation of a school culture in which teacher
pedagogical wellbeing is prioritised. Implementing teacher learning communities was
found to boost teacher pedagogical wellbeing by supporting teachers to develop and
evaluate pedagogical activities and develop positive relationships with students and
colleagues. An empathetic leadership style, creating a healthy work environment and
empowering staff to utilise their potential were found to be fundamental.

Introduction

There are many studies which investigate teacher learning communities (TLCs) and
teacher wellbeing, but few that explicitly demonstrate how TLCs can be used to promote
positive teacher pedagogical wellbeing (TPWB), from a leadership perspective, and fewer
still in the Irish primary school context.

Recent studies have stressed the important impact teachers’ wellbeing has on student
achievement and effective classroom practice (McCallum & Price, 2010; Murphy et al.,
2021). Soini, Pyhilté & Pietarinen (2010, p. 736) defined TPWB as “[t]eachers’
occupational wellbeing that is constructed in teaching-learning processes within the school
community.” They identified four cornerstones of TPWB: (1) choosing and developing
instructional tools; (2) making evaluations; (3) interactions with colleagues; and (4)
interactions with students. These cornerstones are key factors in nurturing positive teacher
wellbeing which, in turn, enhances productivity and performance of both students and
teachers (McCallum, Price, Graham & Mortison, 2017).

This study explores how TLCs can be used to foster teacher self-efficacy, by positively
influencing the cornerstones of TPWB. Although there has been substantial research into
TLCs, knowledge about the nature of collective sense-making as it develops in social
interactions such as professional development sessions remains limited (Spillane, 2005). A
key area we set out to illustrate was the practical measures school leaders take to develop
and maintain TLCs in their schools. The data showed that school leaders need to create a
healthy working environment, where emotional intelligence and effective communication
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with teachers is prioritised. Participants in this study also highlighted a need to feel valued,
appreciated and empowered.

Our study highlights the complexity of TPWB and the role of school leaders in
influencing TPWB. It focuses on the critical role of school leaders in nurturing a
supportive environment, and gives valuable insights and practical recommendations for
school leaders. The perspective of school leaders is voiced and their desire for more
modern leadership practices, by engaging in TLCs and emotional leadership practices, in
our schools is documented. This study has implications for modernising policy and
advocates for the prioritisation of TPWB within the education system.

This research aimed to explore the benefits of using TLCs as a means for professional
development and promotion of TPWB from a leadership perspective. We examined the
relationship between effective classroom practices and culture of collaboration in Irish
primary schools, from a leadership perspective. Our research was focused around the
following two questions:

1. How can TLCs promote TPWB?
2. How can school leaders support TPWB by developing and maintaining TLCs?

Literature review
School leadership

In Ireland, posts of responsibility form part of a school's leadership structure. These post
holders are known as Principal, Deputy Principal, Assistant Principal 1 and Assistant
Principal II (Department of Education and Youth, 2024). The term schoo/ leader typically
refers to one of these formal leadership roles. Additionally, teachers often take on
specialist roles of responsibility in schools in areas such as science, technology,
engineering and maths (STEM), special education, wellbeing, etc. These roles are not
always formally recognised. In our article, schoo/ leader refers to anyone within the school
who has either a formal post or specialist role of responsibility in serving the school’s core
work of teaching and learning.

Teacher learning communities

In this study, TLCs are defined as communities of practice amongst teachers, both inside
and outside of their school environment. Since Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural theory and
Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory of situated cognition there has been considerable
research into communities of practice in education. Communities of practice “imply
participation in an activity system about which participants share understandings
concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for their
communities” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 98). Information and experience are shared to
create knowledge, with a particular focus on student learning (Owen, 2016). More than a
collaborative strategy, TLCs are also a form of professional development. Moving beyond
collaborative tasks, TLCs require a group of like-minded individuals to be organised
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within a learning culture. Initiatives are undertaken with shared responsibility and
leadership (Thomas et al,, 1998). Group members remain individual yet nonetheless
interdependent agents, enabling and supporting collective capacity. As communities of
learners share their knowledge and expertise, they push their practice further, learning and
applying knowledge (Davey & Ham, 2010; Wenger, 2000). Leadership plays an essential
role in cultivating collaborative learning cultures in schools. Leaders foster a sense of
security and belonging when they create a culture of learning which is supportive of TLCs
(Anrig, 2015; Freed, 2013; Spillane, 2005).

Wellbeing

Definitions of wellbeing are often vague and unclear (McCallum et al., 2017). Day and
Qing (2009) describe wellbeing as a psychological and social construct. A fluctuating state
which allows human beings to develop their potential, work constructively and
passionately, while building positive relationships with others and contributing to their
community. For the purposes of this review, the below definition by McCallum & Price
(2016) which gives an accurate and clear description of the phenomenon will be drawn
upon:

Well-being is diverse and fluid respecting individual, family and community beliefs,
values, experiences, culture, opportunities and contexts across time and change. It is
something we all aim for, underpinned by positive notions, yet is unique to each of us
and provides us with a sense of who we are which needs to be respected (p. 17).

Teacher pedagogical wellbeing

Few definitions of wellbeing relate specifically to teachers (McCallum et al., 2017). Soini et
al. (2010) found that the occupational wellbeing of teachers was closely linked with
pedagogical accomplishment. Pedagogical wellbeing is constructed in the core processes
of teachers’ work that is, carrying out and developing teaching—learning processes,
including for example planning classroom activities, interacting with pupils, making
evaluations, and choosing and developing instructional tools (Soini et al., 2010, p.737).

Merging teacher self-efficacy and job satisfaction, TPWB refers to the way in which a
teacher’s self-esteem is affected by pedagogical achievement.

Potential positive impacts of engaging in TLCs on TPWB

Choosing and developing instructional tools

TLCs create a space for information seeking, sharing and meaningful collaboration.
“People must work collaboratively and share their expertise” (Bransford, Brown &
Cocking, 2004, p. 74). Vygotsky (1978) championed the idea of personal meaning making
through engagement with peers. Knowledge accumulates abundantly through “rapid
sharing and cross-pollination of ideas across diverse individuals and groups” (Wenger,
White & Smith, 2009, p. 175). Teachers and their students benefit from wider access to
expertise, allowing teachers to observe different methodologies and problem solve
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creatively through collective sense-making and solution finding (Bransford et al., 2004;
Murphy et al., 2021).

McGarr, McCormack & Comerford (2019) suggested that TLCs not only encourage
knowledge to be shared but also assist the development of knowledge through
collaborative problem solving, engendering Vygotsky’s (1978) concept that personal
meaning making is made through engagement with peers. Cong-Lem (2021), for example,
contended that collaborative projects and professional dialogues offer a “mediational
space” which has the potential to enhance teacher agency. “As part of these communities,
teachers share successes and failures with pedagogy and curriculum development”
(Bransford et al., 2004, p. 197). Communities of practice thrive as the sharing of
information builds trust and mutual respect (Freed, 2013). Highly collaborative practices
amongst schoolteachers benefit students through the use of teamwork to identify and
respond to problems, developing understanding of complex systems and concepts (Anrig,
2015; Bransford et al., 2004). Teachers working in settings where TLCs are encouraged
report high levels of innovation, enthusiasm and a willingness to engage in personal
growth and learning (Thomas et al., 1998).

Making evalnations

Typical forms of teacher professional development involve single day workshops or
summer courses, bearing little significance for the individual needs of participants
(Thomas et al., 1998). TLCs provide diverse perspectives and experiences which
encourage teachers to push their practice further, generating knowledge (Wenger 2000).
Teamwork not only generates commitment, but professional challenge. It drives creativity,
innovation, confidence and competence (Murphy et al., 2020; Murphy et al., 2021).
Meaningful professional development leaves teachers energetic and enthusiastic as
opposed to being overburdened with the pressure to perform and garner results (Yoo &
Carter, 2017). Teachers value the diverse perspectives and experiences encountered
through TLCs as a meaningful form of professional development. Opportunities are
provided for teachers of varying skill levels to learn from each other in mutually beneficial
ways, similar to mentor-mentee relationships, utilising the strengths and talents of all its
members (Davis, 2015; Thomas et al., 1998). Peer support develops agency and is highly
effective in supporting change in beliefs and practices (McCallum et al., 2017; Soini et al,
2015). Facilitators of successful TLCs move the conversation from superficial whole-
school issues to deep reflections into student learning and teaching practices (Yoo &
Carter, 2017).

Adults learn most effectively when given the opportunity to problem solve collaboratively
and practise specific skills relevant to their practice (De Paor & Murphy, 2018; Landry et
al., 2009). Research shows that the most successful forms of professional development are
extended over time and that encourages the development of learning communities
(Bransford et al., 2004; Kennedy, 2005). Teachers involved in highly collaborative settings
report high levels of energy and enthusiasm as well as a desire for personal growth and
learning (Thomas et al., 1998; Yoo & Carter, 2017). Graham et al. (2024) found that for
professional development to be effective it should be authentic, collaborative and
sustained. Purposeful professional development which engages teachers in authentic
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learning experiences will inspire better teaching and learning practices and a sense of
professional accomplishment. It empowers teachers to live out their beliefs and values in
their classrooms, increasing optimism, self-efficacy and self-esteem.

Interactions with colleagnes

A key characteristic of TLCs is the emotional support network created by being connected
to people with common interests, common concerns and common goals (Davis, 2015;
Murphy et al., 2021; Thomas et al., 1998). Communities of practice are “core to what
makes us human” (Wenger, 2000, p. 229). Freed (2013) believed there is immense power
in community networks. She found that the success of groups such as Alcoholics
Anonymous and Weight Watchers is attributed to the support network gained from being
part of the group. Teachers learn most effectively when given opportunities to
collaboratively practise specific skills. Informal learning networks can stimulate
educational innovation specifically suited to the needs of the community (Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2015; Landry, Anthony, Swank & Monseque-Bailey, 2009). Teachers value positive
relationships with their colleagues as a central form of support. Lummis et al. (2022, p.
218) contended that such collegial networks have the capacity to build a sense of
“camaraderie” which in turn can enhance work-related wellbeing. Expanding beyond
emotional support, positive relationships with students, parents, peers and leadership can
have beneficial influence on teachers’ sense of wellbeing. A collaborative professional
community, shared responsibility for student learning and the development of the whole
school community fosters trust and an authentic sense of belonging (McCallum et al.,
2017; Murphy et al., 2021; Soini et al, 2010; Soini, Pietarinen, Toom & Pyhilts, 2015).

Interactions with students

Primary school teachers develop emotionally intense relationships with their students
(Hargreaves, 2000). “[A] sense of professional competence is essential to wellbeing and is
often linked to the achievement of pedagogic goals for students” (Acton & Glasgow,
2015, p. 10). The deep connections to their students experienced by teachers are
intrinsically rewarding and provides meaning to their work (McCallum et al., 2017; Spilt,
Koomen & Thjs, 2011). Teachers describe the relationships with their students as the
most important source of enjoyment and motivation in their work lives (Hargreaves,
2000). Teachers have a basic need for connectedness with their students. Teachers who
are content in themselves foster contentedness in their students leading to positive self-
efficacy for both the students and the teachers (McCallum et al., 2017; Murphy et al.,
2021; Soini et al, 2010; Spilt et al, 2011). Students, motivated to learn by positive
interactions with their teachers, experience academic achievement which, in turn, amplifies
student wellbeing and teacher pedagogical wellbeing (McCallum et al., 2017).

Gratification from working with students is key to teacher pedagogical wellbeing (Acton
& Glasgow, 2015; Murphy et al., 2020). Teachers construct generalised mental models of
their relationships with their students, containing expectations about themselves as
teachers, their self-efficacy and goals for their interactions with their students (Spilt et al.,
2011). When teachers use TLCs effectively, to jointly problem solve and upskill, it can
positively contribute to student achievement. Students and their teachers benefit from
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teacher engagement in TLCs, with student-teacher relationships supporting and enhancing
one another’s self-efficacy (Datling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017).

Teachers who develop the personal and relational sensitivities necessary to experience
social emotional learning and engage students emotionally positively affect their own
wellbeing as well as that of their students. This emotional learning also positively affects
learning outcomes (Jobel & Lloyd, 2023). The interconnected nature of student wellbeing,
student achievement and teacher pedagogical wellbeing is illustrated in Figure 1. Each cog
is independent, yet they drive each other, each variable stimulating a positive response in
the other two. Remove one element and the others still operate, but perhaps not as
effectively.

>

Student
achievement

Stude:?

wellbeing

Teacher
pedagogical
wellbeing

Figure 1: The connection between student wellbeing, student achievement and TPWB
The role of school leaders

We are experiencing a new era of emotional leadership. People who are sensitive to their
own emotions and recognise the impact their emotions have on others are more effective
leaders (Northouse, 2015). An excellent school leader is proficient technically,
educationally and emotionally and establishes a secure and healthy working environment
through effective communication (Department of Education, 2022). School leaders need
to create engaging and empowering conditions which promote collaboration, innovation
and creativity. Teachers need to be encouraged to engage in joint self-reflection and to be
given agency inside and outside of their classrooms. Effective school leaders must manage
the school’s human, physical and financial resources, recognising teachers as their main
asset in school development and utilising the potential of their staff.
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There is a perceived acknowledgement of the inter-connectedness between support from
school leadership and teacher wellbeing (Lemon & Turner, 2024). Support and flexibility
from school leaders is vital in nurturing confidence and promoting strong professional
agency. School leaders can develop a positive school culture by empowering staff to carry
out leadership roles and build professional networks (Department of Education, 2022;
McCallum et al., 2017; Soini et al., 2010). Marketisation of the education system has led to
a less compassionate working environment. School leaders must now strive to re-
introduce empathetic working conditions which support increased communication,
cooperation and collaboration (Lynch, Grummell & Devine, 2012).

This review recognises TPWB as a priority in successful teaching and learning models. It
gives insights into the strengths of TLCs as a form of professional development, with a
focus on how school leaders can promote TPWB through TLCs. TPWB describes the
manner in which being a successful practitioner affects the emotional condition of
teachers. School leaders play a key role in creating an environment conducive to
developing TLCs and supporting activities which bolster TPWB. Emotionally intelligent
school leaders foster professional development which enriches teaching and learning in
the school. This has a cyclical effect, improving student wellbeing, student achievement
and TPWB. This highlights the value of our study in exploring the benefits of TLCs as a
means for professional development and promotion of TPWB from a leadership
perspective.

Method

A constructivist style was adopted in undertaking this qualitative research project.
Through a constructivist lens the data produced is the “social products of the actors” and
their interactions (Flick, 2018, p. 36). Taking a naturalist stance, the focus of this study is
on detailed descriptions of the participants’ stories. Data was co-constructed between
researcher and participant during a semi-structured interview process (McAlpine, 2010).
Observations and reflections were frequently recorded in the researcher’s research diary in
order to analyse them at a later date.

Purposive sampling was used to identify information-rich participants, who have the
knowledge and vocabulary to reveal information relevant to the research questions
(Cohen, Mannion & Morrison, 2018; Clark et al., 2021). The sample comprised four
recent graduates of a Professional Diploma in School Leadership. The small sample size
allowed for deep examination of the data. Data were collected using semi-structured
interviews with observations recorded in a research diary, aligning with a constructivist
approach. Video and audio recorded interviews were conducted remotely. Interviews were
transcribed verbatim and anonymised.

A research diary was useful for keeping track of thought processes during the data
collection and analysis phases of the research. Actions and thoughts were documented as
they occurred, capturing the interpretations of the lead researcher over the course of the
data collection and analysis process. During analysis, open coding was used to reduce the
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quantity of data. While reading and re-reading transcripts, pieces of text were given labels
(codes) to describe and categorise that section of text. These codes were later grouped
into categories and the categories refined further into sub-themes (Cohen et al., 2018).

A TPWB rubric (Figure 2) adapted by Murphy et al. (2021) from previous related research
by Soini et al. (2010) provided a context for analysing the findings from semi-structured
interviews. The Framework Approach, developed by the National Centre for Social
Research in the UK, was used to efficiently order and synthesise the coded data (Clark et
al., 2021).

Interactions
w/
Students

P.A.:

Making
Evaluations

P.A.:
Choosing &
Developing
Instructional
Tools

Interactions
w/

Colleagues

Figure 2: TPWB rubric - teacher pedagogical wellbeing

Themes and subthemes were identified through the literature and subsequently through
thorough reading and re-reading of transcripts and the research diary. The data was then
analysed with reference to the identified themes and subthemes. This data was inserted
into a matrix to aid comparison. A systematic approach was used to compare responses of
interviewees simultaneously over the course of the interview period. A double
hermeneutic approach involved analysing the participants’ experience with the TPWB
phenomenon before making interpretations of this data (Clark et al., 2021; Cohen et al,,
2018).

Findings

Four semi-structured interviews were conducted with school leaders from four different
primary schools. Table 1 provides an overview of the participants, who were purposively
sampled to provide a leadership perspective on TPWB and the use of TLCs. All
participants are highly experienced teachers, each with fourteen years’ experience or more.
Three participants are female, and one is male. They each have a post of responsibility or
specialist role in their respective schools. All participants have in-depth knowledge of the
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theory and practice of school leadership, having recently completed a Postgraduate

Diploma in School Leadership.

Table 1: Interview participants

Partici- Level of Cutrent cl Role of
Gender  experi- urrent ¢iass Qualification responsibility/ Setting
pant taught/role
ence Coortd. role
Teacher 1 F Veteran Special PGDip in School Principal School A
education Leadership
Teacher 2 F Experi- 5th and 6th PGDip in School STEM School B
enced Class Leadership Coordinator
Teacher 3 F Veteran 4th Class  PGDip in School AP 1 Post School C
Leadership
Teacher 4 M Experi- Home-School PGDip in School Home-School School D
enced Cootdinator Leadership Coordinator

Notes. Level of experience: NQT (0-3 yrs), Experienced (4-14 yrs), Veteran (15+); Settings are

detailed in Table 2.

Table 2 outlines the research setting. This may be useful in considering the naturalistic

generalisability of the findings.

Table 2: Research setting

School Size Principal Type szeélj;é/ Location confg(c)lsai}cion

School A 54 Teaching Roman Co-Ed Rural Mixed
pupils Catholic

School B 79 Teaching Church of Co-Ed Utban Middle
pupils Ireland class

School C 188 Administrative Roman Senior Rural commuter Mixed
pupils Catholic Boys town

School D 200 Administrative Roman Senior Utrban DEIS
pupils Catholic Boys

Potential positive impacts of engaging in communities of practice on TPWB

A TPWB rubric was used to gain understanding of the ways in which engaging in
communities of practice can influence TPWB. The rubric by Murphy et al. (2021) adapted
from Soini et al. (2010) provides four subthemes: Choosing and developing instructional
tools; Making evaluations; Interactions with colleagues; Interactions with students.

Choosing and developing instructional tools
Participants were asked how participation in TLCs can assist with choosing and
developing instructional tools and in planning classroom activities. All participants
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characterised meaningful collaboration as an important product of TLCs, a way to
“bounce ideas off each othet” (Teacher 4). “You know, there's so much people can do,
but, but you have to, you have to learn and listen to one another and ... practice and
possibly fail and try again” (Teacher 2). Participants described how working
collaboratively could drive innovation and creativity. Opportunities blossom when people
“come together and listen to each other and work positively” (Teacher 4).

TLCs were also seen to promote information seeking and sharing. Participants described
how information was sought and shared while choosing plans and schemes. “We would
just literally share our plans, which was really helpful. There was no ... I put the work in,
so I'm going to keep these for myself” (Teacher 3). This purposeful cooperation was
deemed valuable by participants. “It's interesting conversation, you know. If you're into
teaching like you know, why wouldn't you be having these discussions?” (Teacher 2).
Participants’ responses show that engaging in stimulating professional conversation
stimulates teacher self-efficacy.

Making evalnations

Assessment was determined to play a crucial role in making evaluations in our primary
schools. Teacher 3 thought it vitally important to have consistent methods of assessment
throughout the school. Teacher 1 felt that assessment needed to be starting point rather
than an ending “OK, we have the evidence, where do we go from here.” School self-
evaluation was also seen as an important affirmative action, where communities of
practice collaborate to evaluate current practice. In School A, school self-evaluation is a
progressive process with “all staff continuously participating in and reflecting on our
practice” (Teacher 1).

Meaningful professional development was highlighted as a reflective practice to build
upon and re-evaluate with the staff. Participants desired relevant training according to
their needs or interests and expressed a propensity for sharing their knowledge and
initiating stimulating discourse amongst their colleagues. When asked what could create
the conditions for an effective TLC that is supportive of TPWB, Teacher 4 mentioned
“being self-aware, spotting your own strengths and weaknesses and actually latching on to
some of your weaknesses and trying to improve them.” Reflecting on one’s own
limitations and being self-aware were found to be valuable contributors to TPWB.

Interactions with colleagues

Colleagues provide an essential support network for teachers. Teaching can be a
demanding job and support from colleagues “gives you a bit of reassurance that you are
sometimes doing the same as others” (Teacher 3). The four participants in this study all
identified having a strong support network of colleagues as fundamental to TPWB.
Teacher 4 described meeting with other local Home School Coordinators as “the most
important part of the week.” Interactions with colleagues were deemed important for the
collaborative community it creates. Learning communities prosper when people work
together in a positive manner. “A teacher’s wellbeing is going to be similar to a student’s
and that’s from actually meeting goals, working with people and doing it in a positive
environment” (Teacher 4). Teacher 3 described team building activities that promoted
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staff bonding in her school. A sense of belonging was seen as a pertinent outcome of
positive interactions with colleagues.

Interactions with students

All the teachers, in this study, saw their students as a source of motivation and
experienced emotional connections with the children they taught. Seeing the best in the
children and helping them to achieve their goals was found to be rewarding and
impassioning. “I think how we speak to children has a huge impact, uh, on even our own
... wellbeing as teachers and how you need to see the best in them and help them to grow
and shine.” (Teacher 2)

The teachers enjoyed spending time with their pupils, “They are great craic [fun]” (Teacher
3). Participants felt that an unspoken mutual respect was key to maintaining the bond
which benefited student wellbeing and TPWB. The participants discussed the need to be
aware of their pupils’ emotional needs. Spending time to get to know individual pupils and
celebrating their successes positively impacts self-efficacy. “Make life interesting for them,
... celebrate the successes ... and you get more job satisfaction.”

School leader’s role in using TLCs to prioritise TPWB

Healthy work environment

Participants illustrated a healthy work environment to be a non-judgmental and safe space.
“I think it's very important, as a principal ... that you create an atmosphere, that ... a
person will not be judged, no matter what question they ask” (Teacher 1). Teacher 3
reported that, in their school, staff morale was boosted through team bonding exercises,
the positive relationships nurtured during these tasks were carried over to classroom
practice and enhanced the whole school culture.

Respect was found to be the foundation with which to build a collaborative culture and
healthy working environment. “If respect is there you have a huge platform to build on”
(Teacher 4). Teacher 2 reflected that school leaders should encourage and reward the
successes of staff members in the same way that we, as teachers, praise the successes of
our students. “It’s really important to focus on successes and maybe use language of
encouragement.” Teacher 4 described how simply acknowledging a teacher’s success
provided the intrinsic motivation required to sustain motivation. A healthy work
environment was seen to lead to productive and positive collaboration.

Emotional leadership

A school leader needs to be proficient emotionally to recognise the needs of their staff
and their own limitations. “You can’t be all things to all people” (Teacher 1). Having that
connection with staff, emphasising their needs, would generate an increase in productivity
in reciprocation. “If management, maybe, placed a stronger emphasis on the wellbeing of
their staff, the staff would give a lot more” (Teacher 2). Respect, empathy and the ability
to listen were three qualities highlighted as important in maximising the effectiveness of
TLCs in supporting TPWB. “I think it would be a failure as a learning establishment if
people couldn't communicate in an open manner, with regard to teaching and learning”
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(Teacher 1). An emotionally intuitive leader must demonstrate strong communication
skills and lead the conversation in a constructive manner.

Empowering staff

This study found that staff can be empowered by promoting continuing professional
development, utilising staff potential and developing leadership skills. The promotion of
continuing professional development was deemed an essential aspect of TLCs. “We are
constantly learning on the job and the day you stop learning as a teacher, you need to
hang up” (Teacher 1). Participants desired relevant and interesting professional
development and the opportunity to discuss and share their learning.

All participants felt it was important for a school leader to effectively utilise the potential
of their staff, “to remember people have their own likes that can strengthen the school
culture itself” (Teacher 4). Participants felt that initiatives should not be linked to
leadership positions. They would prefer it if teachers that have an interest in a certain area
would be encouraged and given the autonomy to pursue this interest, inside and/ot
outside of their classroom.

What worked very well in our school was ... letting teachers ... if there was something
they were interested in starting ... to let them try it ... it really wasn't linked to [formal
leadership positions| (Teacher 3).

Participants felt that leadership skills should be developed, and tasks should not be
delegated to school leaders simply because of their title. Leaders should foster leadership
skills in others, giving staff a sense of autonomy and nurturing TPWB.

Discussion
How engagement in TLCs can nurture TPWB

The participants in this study spoke positively about their engagement in TLCs. The
opportunity to meaningfully collaborate with peers benefited them, both professionally
and emotionally. Sharing ideas, being open and respectful leads to a positive work
environment which in turn makes “opportunities happen” (Teacher 4). Teacher 1
described “the web that’s created the grapevine”, as teachers share information and
practice, generating knowledge which cascades from colleague to colleague, across schools
(Wenger et al., 2009). Openly sharing information builds trust and mutual respect driving
collaborative practice which results in innovation, enthusiasm and a desire to engage in
personal and professional development (Freed, 2013; Graham et al., 2024; Thomas et al.,
1998).

TLCs provide teachers with a support network, an innovative space where they can feel
connected to those with common interests and goals (Davis, 2015; Murphy et al., 2021).
Teacher 4 aptly summarised the wellbeing needs of a teacher to be the same as that of the
students: (1) Achievable goals; (2) Teamwork; and (3) Positive working environment.
Teacher 3 highlighted the importance of staff bonding exercises in building trust and



Sheaban, Hickey & Murphy 1233

friendships. Schools strive to foster a sense of belonging amongst their students. School
leaders should be encouraged to make the same effort in promoting a sense of belonging
amongst their staff. Teacher 3 described how staff bonding opportunities, outside of
school, helped to build relationships inside of school.

Climbing a mountain with somebody, you're going to be chatting and then that makes it
easier to chat back at school ... about the curriculum ... those kind of things help with the
more serious stuff. (Teacher 3)

Current research suggests that the most successful forms of professional development are
extended over time and encourage the development of TLCs (Bransford et al., 2004;
Cong-Lem, 2021; Graham et al., 2024; Kennedy, 2005). TLCs help to extend the learning
from brief continuing professional development sessions, by allowing teachers to share
their knowledge and “build on it and actually ... re-evaluate it with staff, with the school
community” (Teacher 4). Participants identified the school self-evaluation process as an
example of how their schools work collaboratively to deeply reflect on student learning
and teaching practices. TLCs can be instrumental in shifting focus from superficial whole-
school concerns to in-depth deliberations on teaching and learning. Working creatively
and collaboratively evokes energetic and enthusiastic responses, mitigating the pressure to
yield results (Yoo & Carter, 2017).

The literature showed that teachers develop emotionally intense relationships with their
students and that these relationships are a fundamental source of motivation for teachers
(Hargreaves, 2000; McCallum et al., 2017). This is corroborated by the findings in this
study where all participants expressed motivating emotional connections with their
students which foster TPWB. Figure 1 depicts TPWB, student wellbeing and student
achievement as separate yet symbiotic factors. “We are all cogs in the wheel of the school
and turning, you know, to create ... an atmosphere, that is conducive to learning” (Teacher
1). Helping students to achieve their goals, celebrating their successes, generates job
satisfaction. This satisfaction is key to TPWB, and leadership is vital in creating this
positive school culture (Acton & Glasgow, 2015; Murphy et al., 2020).

The role of school leaders

School leaders play a crucial role in influencing school culture and nurturing both teacher
and student wellbeing. Figure 3 depicts five interwoven circles. The school leader is at the
core. The school leader has the ability to influence the school environment which impacts
TPWB, student wellbeing and ultimately student outcomes. Looking at the illustration
from the top down, we can see how student achievement filters down to affect student
wellbeing, TPWB, the school environment and the school leader. If the school leader
supports a positive school culture this radiates through the whole school community,
uplifting all actors.
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Figure 3: The radiating impact of school leaders

The Department of Education in Ireland recently revised their quality framework for
primary and special schools. Looking at Our Schoo! 2022 (Department of Education, 2022)
sets out clear statements of highly effective practice, in which schools are encouraged to
establish an orderly and safe working environment. They are encouraged to maintain this
environment through effective communication. It advises that policies should not only
ensure the safety and wellbeing of all pupils but also attend to the safety and wellbeing of
staff. It was found that teachers expressed a desite for school leadership to communicate
in a respectful and encouraging manner, in a manner similar to the way in which teachers
communicate with their pupils. Rewarding success and acknowledging effort “sets a
positive tone and people are thankful for it” (Teacher 4). Though the revised document
does place more emphasis on teacher wellbeing than its predecessor, it is disappointing it
was not declared a key principle underpinning the framework, alongside “Centrality of
students’ wellbeing” (Department of Education, 2022, p. 8-9).

Respect, empathy and communication were highlighted by the participants in this study as
vital factors in maximising the effectiveness of TLCs in supporting TPWB. School leaders
can support increased collaboration and communication by creating empathetic working
conditions (Lynch, Grummel & Devine, 2012). “It takes the ability to listen, to see where
other people are coming from, and to come back to a place where it all works for
everyone” (Teacher 4). School leaders need to be in tune with their own emotions as well
as that of their staff, they need to be understanding of differing perspectives and
empathetic towatds the individual situations of individual staff members. Effective leaders
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are sensitive to their emotions and the impact their emotions can have on those around
them (Department of Education, 2022; Lummis et al., 2022; Northouse, 2015).

Empowering staff to utilise their potential, develop their teaching and learning and foster
leadership are essential components to TPWB and can be fostered through engagement in
TLCs (McCallum et al., 2017; Soini et al, 2010). Teachers desire relevant and interesting
training and the chance to discuss and analyse it with colleagues. Teacher 2 thought that
planning time “could be used more efficiently, to allow teachers to talk, discuss, share
what they've been doing in their own professional development”. There is value in school
leaders recognising schools as learning environments for both teachers and pupils and
teachers hence being afforded the opportunities to engage in joint self-reflection and
exercise agency inside and outside of their classrooms (Department of Education, 2022).

Engaging in TLCs boosts morale by creating a collaborative, innovative and stimulating
working environment. “Leaders create leaders” (Teacher 2). Staff desire a sense of
ownership over decision making in school. Tasks should not be delegated to an individual
because they have a formal leadership role but to those with a genuine interest in the area.
“Remember people have their own likes that can strengthen the school culture itself”
(Teacher 4). School leaders need to nurture confidence and promote professional agency,
empowering staff to carry out leadership roles and build professional networks
(Department of Education, 2022; McCallum et al, 2017; Cong-Lem, 2021; Soini et al.,
2010).

Implications for policy-makers

Developing and maintaining quality teachers is a growing concern for policymakers.
Engagement in TLCs benefits TPWB, and this collaborative practice can also benefit
policymakers. Collaboration has been shown to aid the dissemination of information at
local level. Developing TLCs which support TPWB can aid in the retention of teachers
and improve performance and productivity (Lemon & Turner, 2024; McCallum et al.,
2017; Spillane, 2005; Yoo & Carter, 2017). 1f the end goal is student achievement, paying
attention to TPWB is vitally important. Figure 1 illustrates this, demonstrating how
TPWB, student wellbeing and student outcomes drive each other in a reciprocal fashion.

In the context of the Irish primary school, the Department of Education has updated
their quality framework for primary schools which “provides a shared understanding of
what effective and highly effective learning, teaching, leadership and management
practices look like in the Irish school system” (Department of Education, 2022, p. 5).
Though the Department of Education has tried to address TPWB, this emphasis could be
stronger through the inclusion of TPWB as a key underpinning principal in the Looking at
Our School document.

Limitations

This research explored potential associations between the presence of TLCs and the
promotion of TPWB in the context of four primary schools, as well as from existing
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research in the reviewed literature. Given the small-scale nature of the study, it is not
possible to generalise the findings. It is possible however that teachers may resonate with
the findings from their own vicarious experiences as teachers, thereby allowing for what is
referred to as “naturalistic generalization” (Stake and Trumbull, 1982).

Recommendations

The following recommendations have been identified, based on the key findings from the
study in relation to policy, practice and research.

1. It would be beneficial for policymakers to recognise the significance of TPWB and
emphasise its importance along with student wellbeing. A positive school
environment affects TPWB and student wellbeing (see Figure 3). Teachers have an
inherent bond with their pupils which is a major source of motivation. Happy and
successful students lead to happy and successful teachers and vice versa (see Figure
1). School leaders have an obligation to revise existing wellbeing policies and
prioritise staff wellbeing. Staff wellbeing should be afforded parallel importance as
student wellbeing.

2. School leaders should be informed of the benefits of TLCs and encouraged to
support TPWB through TLCs. TLCs are a highly effective form of professional
development which drive innovation through collaboration. TLCs encourage
reflective practice and help teachers to work creatively and enthusiastically to make
evaluations. TLCs can promote TPWB by encouraging teachers to support each
other in developing and sharing classroom plans and activities. A culture of sharing
and teamwork builds trusting and respectful relationships, a vital factor for TPWB.
TLCs connect colleagues with common interests and goals creating bonds and
generating a positive atmosphere in the school.

3. Empathetic leadership styles need to be promoted. Leaders must be empathetic, in
tune with their staff’s emotions as well as their own. A supportive school leader who
creates a positive school culture magnifies this positivity for all actors in the school. A
healthy, safe work environment is essential for TPWB and a fundamental factor in
the creation of TLCs. Effective communication in a respectful and encouraging
manner is necessary to achieve a productive and corroborative environment. School
leaders need to be in tune with their own emotions and empathetic towards others in
order to communicate effectively, build trusting relationships and support TPWB
through TLCs. TLCs are a form of professional development and should be used to
empower staff, develop leadership and give teachers the agency to capitalise on their
interests and talents. Our study found that engaging in constructive, innovative,
stimulating TL.Cs boosts confidence, morale and self-efficacy.

4. 'This study focused predominately on factors that influence TPWB at micro level.

Future research could assess how conditions imposed at meso and macro levels affect
TPWB.
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Conclusion

This study offered a glimpse into the minds of four Irish primary school teachers with
leadership responsibilities and how participation in TLCs benefits their TPWB. TPWB is
enhanced through collaborative efforts to plan and create classroom activities,
effervescent interactions with colleagues, authentic and rewarding relationships with their
students and opportunities to engage in meaningful professional development. The study
illuminated the role of school leaders in providing a safe and secure environment
conducive to creativity, collaboration and innovation. We found that it is the role of
school leaders to create the conditions for TLCs to flourish, thus enhancing TPWB.
Teachers desire an emotionally intuitive leader who leads through praise, encouragement
and respect. School leaders must create invigorating working conditions through
empowering staff to follow their interests and encouraging professional development.
They must utilise staff potential and develop leadership skills. We recommend that
policymakers and school leaders be mindful of the incalculable importance of TPWB and
utilise TLCs to stimulate self-efficacy.
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