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ARTICLE INFO EXTENDED ABSTRACT
The rapidly evolving landscape of the healthcare system presents
Received: 2025-09-11 significant challenges and necessitates continuous adaptation within nursing
Revised: 2026-03-20 education. Traditional pedagogical approaches often struggle to bridge the gap
Accepted: 2026-03-28 between theoretical knowledge acquired in academic settings and the practical
Available online: demands of clinical practice. In response to this persistent challenge, Professional
2026-04-07 Learning Communities (PLCs) have emerged as a promising pedagogical model.
PLCs, by fostering an environment of shared learning, scientific interaction, and social
KEYWORDS: engagement, hold the potential to significantly enhance the educational experience of
Learning communities, nursing students and improve the quality of future healthcare professionals. This study
professional education, was undertaken to comprehensively explore the requirements and contextual platforms
collaborative learning, essential for establishing effective PLCs for nursing students within Iranian
nursing education, universities of medical sciences, from the perspectives of key stakeholders, including
nurses’ professional faculty members, students, and university administrators. Understanding these
development. foundational elements is crucial for designing and implementing successful PLCs that

can truly impact nursing education and practice in Iran.

This research employed a qualitative approach, utilizing the
! Corresponding author content analysis method to delve deeply into the experiences and perspectives of
=) participants. The study adopted a phenomenological perspective, seeking to
Mehdipouryl@Thums.ac.ir understand the lived experiences related to the creation and functioning of PLCs. A
@ (+98915) 6652363 total of 29 participants were purposefully selected to ensure a diverse range of

viewpoints. This group comprised 10 faculty members, 12 nursing students, and 7
university administrators from various lIranian universities of medical sciences. The
selection process aimed to capture a spectrum of expertise and involvement in nursing
education and administration. Data were meticulously gathered through in-depth,
semi-structured interviews. These interviews allowed for flexible exploration of topics
while ensuring that key areas related to PLCs were covered. The interview guide was
designed based on a thorough review of relevant literature and consultation with
experts in qualitative research and nursing education. The collected interview data
were analyzed using a three-stage coding process:1) open coding (initial identification
and labeling of concepts and ideas within the raw data), 2) axial coding (grouping
related open codes into broader categories and exploring the relationships between
them), and 3) selective coding (identifying overarching themes that emerged from the
axial codes, representing the core findings of the study). The sampling process
continued until theoretical saturation was reached, meaning that no new significant
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themes or categories emerged from subsequent interviews. To ensure the rigor and
trustworthiness of the findings, the criteria outlined by Lincoln and Guba (1985) were
employed. these included: 1) credibility, which was assessed through prolonged
engagement with participants, triangulation of data sources (interviews with faculty,
students, and administrators), and member checking (presenting findings back to
participants for validation), 2) transferability, which was enhanced by providing a rich,
thick description of the context and participants, allowing readers to assess the
applicability of the findings to other settings, 3) dependability, which was ensured
through detailed audit trails, including interview transcripts, coding documents, and
analytical memos, and 4) confirmability, which was achieved by maintaining an audit
trail and ensuring that findings were grounded in the data, minimizing researcher bias.
The rigorous analysis of interview data yielded five overarching,
interconnected themes that highlight the essential requirements and platforms for
establishing effective PLCs for nursing students:

1) Organizational Leadership and Support that underscores the critical role of
institutional commitment. Its key sub-themes included: a) leadership commitment,
demonstrated by visible support from university deans, department heads, and
administrative leaders, who actively champion the concept of PLCs, b) Policy-making,
meaning the need for clear policies and guidelines that formally recognize, support,
and integrate PLCs into the university’s strategic objectives and curriculum, and c)
Facilitating structure that establishes clear roles and responsibilities for PLC
facilitators (often faculty members) and administrative support staff to ensure smooth
operation and sustainability.

2) Pedagogical Design and Curriculum Integration that focuses on how PLCs should
be embedded within the educational framework. The sub-themes included: a) Course
Integration, meaning designing curricula that allow for seamless integration of PLC
activities within existing courses, rather than treating them as add-ons, b) Collaborative
assignments, meaning the assignments and projects that inherently require students to
work together within their PLCs, promoting shared learning and problem-solving, c)
Reflection, meaning incorporating structured opportunities for students to reflect on
their learning experiences within the PLC, fostering metacognitive skills, and deeper
understanding.

3) Member Competency Development, which emphasizes the skills and capacities
needed by both students and faculty to thrive in a PLC environment. Its key aspects
were: a) Faculty empowerment, providing faculty members with training and support
on how to effectively facilitate PLCs, guide discussions, and foster a collaborative
learning environment, and b) Promoting teamwork skills, meaning explicitly teaching
and encouraging essential teamwork skills among students, such as active listening,
constructive feedback, conflict resolution, and shared responsibility.

4) Culture Building and Interactive Communication, highlighting the importance of
fostering a supportive and trusting environment. Sub-themes included: a) Trust,
meaning establishing a foundation of trust among members, where individuals feel
safe to express ideas, ask questions, and admit uncertainties without fear of judgment,
b) Norms of collaboration, which means developing a shared understanding and
agreed-upon norms for how members will interact, communicate, and work together
effectively, and ¢) Communication transparency, which means ensuring open, honest,
and clear communication channels within the PLC and between the PLC and the wider
university community.

5) Infrastructure and Supporting Resources, which address the practical necessities
for PLCs to function effectively. The sub-themes included: a) Physical space,
meaning the availability of suitable physical spaces (e.g., dedicated rooms, flexible
seating arrangements) conducive to group work and discussion, b) Technological
support, which means having access to necessary technological tools and platforms
(e.g., learning management systems, online collaboration tools, AV equipment) to
facilitate both in-person and online interactions, and c) Scientific resources, which
means having access to relevant academic literature, databases, and other scholarly
resources that can support the learning and inquiry undertaken within the PLCs.

The findings of this study strongly suggest that the
successful establishment and sustainability of Professional Learning Communities for
nursing students in Iranian universities of medical sciences are contingent upon a
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multifaceted approach that simultaneously addresses structural, pedagogical, and
cultural dimensions. Simply creating a group of students is insufficient; a supportive
institutional framework, thoughtful pedagogical design, development of essential
competencies, fostering a collaborative culture, and providing adequate resources are
all crucial. The identified themes indicate that leadership commitment and clear
institutional policies are paramount for embedding PLCs into the fabric of the
university. Furthermore, the integration of PLC activities into the curriculum, coupled
with explicit attention to developing members' collaborative skills and fostering a
trusting environment, is essential for maximizing their educational impact. The
findings align with broader literature on PLCs, emphasizing the importance of shared
vision, supportive leadership, and conducive environments for effective collaborative
learning (e.g., Servage, 2008; Wenger-Trayner & Wenger-Trayner, 2020). The
identified themes provide a practical framework for nursing education administrators
and policymakers in Iran. By focusing on these key areas — leadership, curriculum,
competency, culture, and resources — universities can move beyond ad-hoc initiatives
and develop targeted strategies to enhance the quality of nursing education. This, in
turn, can contribute significantly to the professional development of nursing students
and ultimately improve the standards of healthcare delivery in the country, preparing
nurses for the complexities of the future health system (World Health Organization,
2020). Future research could explore the long-term impact of PLCs on nursing
students' clinical skills, critical thinking, and job satisfaction.
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Table 1. Requirements and Contexts Related to Organizational Leadership and Support.
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Table 2. Requirements and Contexts Related to Pedagogical Design and Curriculum Integration.
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Table 3. Requirements and Contexts Related to Members” Competency Development.
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Table 4. Requirements and Contexts Related to Culture Building and Interactive Communication.
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Fig 1. Themes Related to the Requirements and Contexts for Establishing Professional Learning Communities for Nursing Students in Iranian
Universities of Medical Sciences.
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