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Ágrip 

Forysta og teymisvinna í nýjum skóla: 

Þróun lærdómssamfélags 

Rannsóknarverkefni það sem hér greinir frá felur í sér samstarf bandavinar 

og tveggja skólastjórnenda í einum nýjum grunnskóla í þéttbýli utan 

höfuðborgarsvæðisins. Rannsóknarspurningar voru tvær. Forysta til náms 

og merking hennar fyrir þróun starfshátta í nýjum skóla var viðfangsefni 

fyrri spurningarinnar. Í þeirri seinni var spurt hvað styddi forystu til náms.  

Skipulagsvinna vegna hins nýja skóla hófst árið 2006 og hann hóf svo 

starfsemi sína í ágúst 2009, um sama leyti og rannsókn þessi fór af stað, en 

henni lauk í desember 2012. Áður en rannsóknin hófst hafði skólinn tekið 

ákvörðun um að styðjast við uppeldisstefnuna „Jákvæður agi“. Skóla-

stjórnendur höfðu skipt starfsliði sínu upp í teymi sem samanstóðu af bæði 

kennurum og stuðningsfulltrúum. Gert var ráð fyrir að nemendur ynnu á 

sérstökum námssvæðum undir leiðsögn teymis. 

Ég vann með skólastjórnendunum tveimur og veitti þeim stuðning og 

lagði mat á verkferla og starfshætti. Þar sem forysta virðist vera leiðandi 

þáttur í umbótastarfi skóla taldi ég nauðsynlegt að komast til botns í því 

hvað hún felur í sér. Ég reyndi að átta mig á hugtökum eins og forysta í 

menntun og lærdómssamfélag (e. professional learning community)  og 

hlutverki þeirra í því námi sem fram fór í skólanum. 

Rannsóknin sem hér um ræðir er starfendarannsókn. Ég átti í samstarfi við 

skólastjórnendur um þróun aðferða og leiða sem nauðsynlegar voru til umbóta 

í námi. Samstarfið mótaðist einnig af meðvitund minni um mikilvægi þess að 

styðja við forystu í nýjum aðstæðum. Matsrannsókn var notað til að fylgjast 

með árangri starfsins og sem leiðsögn um frekari þróun. 

Mismunandi stigum rannsóknarinnar hefur verið lýst og þau rædd í fjórum 

tímaritsgreinum. Meginmarkmið fyrstu greinarinnar var að draga fram og 

öðlast skilning á viðhorfum skólastjórans til forystuhlutverksins og þeirra atriða 

sem taka þurfti á, og komast að því hvað var honum efst í huga við ráðningu 

kennara og deildarstjóra til hins nýja skóla. Í greininni er sjónum einkum beint 

að því hvaða augum skólastjórinn leit sitt eigið hlutverk, auk þess sem greint er 

frá sjónarhorni fimm kennara og deildarstjóra og stuðst við gögn úr 

heimsóknum í skólann og viðtölum. Ýmis praktísk og fagleg úrlausnarefni innan 
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hins nýja skóla tóku mikinn tíma. Áhersla var lögð á að þróa skólastefnu sem 

lagði aðaláherslu á nám, teymisvinnu og vellíðan. Sýn og væntingar 

skólastjórans lágu skýrt fyrir og hann gaf kost á samræðum við kennara og vann 

með þeim. 

Í annarri greininni beindist athyglin að einstaklingsmiðun og því hvernig 

skilningur á henni, undirbúningur fyrir hana og vinna við hana urðu að 

markmiðum í lærdómssamfélagi hins nýja skóla og í vinnu teymanna er þau 

skipulögðu nýjar leiðir til náms. Teymin og stjórnendur fundu leiðir til að 

vinna að einstaklingsmiðun í samstarfi við hvern og einn nemanda og 

foreldra hans eða hennar. Kennarar þurftu ýmiss konar stuðning í vinnu 

sinni í tengslum við einstaklingsmiðun og nokkur merki voru um árekstra á 

milli eldri sjónarmiða og nýrri starfshátta í skólanum. 

Þriðja greinin rýnir í hvernig skólinn efldi teymisvinnu sem tæki til 

samstarfs og starfsþróunar í skólanum í átt að lærdómssamfélagi. Þessi 

þáttur rannsóknarinnar fór fram á þriðja og fjórða ári hennar og byggðist að 

mestu á mati sem grundvallaðist á einstaklings- og hópviðtölum við ýmsa 

aðila. Í þeim hóp voru kennarar sem nýlega höfðu hafið störf við skólann, 

kennarar sem höfðu starfað þar frá byrjun og meðlimir úr öllum teymum, 

jafnt kennarar sem stuðningsfulltrúar og stjórnendur. Þessum viðtölum var 

fylgt eftir með vettvangsathugunum og niðurstöðum könnunar um 

lærdómssamfélag. Í þessum þætti mátti greina hvernig samstarf innan 

skólans var farið að taka á sig ákveðna mynd og teymin funduðu með 

formlegum hætti þrisvar í viku og ræddu þar nám bæði nemenda og 

fullorðinna og fóru yfir ýmis trúnaðarmál. Meginniðurstaða greinarinnar var 

sú að efla mætti endurgjöf á milli kennara. 

Fjórða greinin varpar ljósi á og metur hvaða áhrif sá stuðningur sem 

skólastjórnendur veittu starfsfólki hafði á nemendur, foreldra, stuðningsfulltrúa 

og skólaliða. Gagna var aflað með viðtölum, vettvangsathugunum, ígrundun og 

spurningalistum, auk niðurstaðna úr samræmdum prófum. Niðurstöður gáfu til 

kynna að þessir aðilar væru þátttakendur í þróun starfshátta hins nýja skóla. 

Kennarar og stjórnendur réðu þó ferðinni að mestu og sendu á köflum frá sér 

óskýr skilaboð til annarra um samstarf og ígrundun. Stuðningsfulltrúar og 

skólaliðar sátu fastir í skólamenningu þar sem kennarar deildu ekki með sér af 

ábyrgðinni og ráðfærðu sig ekki við aðra, svo sem stuðningsfulltrúa inni í 

kennslustofunni. Eftir sem áður sáust skýr merki um vellíðan og gott andrúms-

loft innan skólans. Leita þarf leiða innan skólans til að hafa skólaliða með í 

teymum og koma þannig á fjölbreytni í teymum.  

Niðurstöðurnar eru margþættar og flóknar og tengjast bæði hugrænum 

og tilfinningalegum þáttum. Nokkrir meginþráða rannsóknarinnar sýndu að 
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skólastjórnendur voru mjög hliðhollir forystu sinni til náms. Það kom fram í 

skýrri sýn og markmiðum, námslegu skipulagi og verkferlum, og teymisvinnu. 

Stöðugleiki, skýrt samhengi og reglulegir fundir með bandavininum hvöttu til 

forystu til náms, sem og það að hafa innan handar einhvern sem ekki var hluti 

af hinu daglega starfsumhverfi. 

Nokkurrar spennu gætti á milli hugrænnar vanafestu og vilja til að taka 

þátt í rannsókninni, sem og á milli hefða vinnumenningar og faglegs vilja til 

breytinga. Þá skorti á köflum á samræmi á milli þess sem fólk sagði og þess 

sem það gerði. 

Ein mikilvæg niðurstaða er sú að skólinn tókst vel á við þá áskorun sem fólst 

í að „læra til að vera“ (e. learning to be), en þar er vísað til eins þeirra 

hornsteina náms sem UNESCO hefur skilgreint og sem er hluti af menntastefnu 

sveitarfélagsins. Þeim stjórnendum sem koma við sögu í þessari rannsókn tókst 

með háttalagi sínu að skapa góðan starfsanda sem einkenndist af vilja til að 

takast á við vandamál og trausti og virðingu. Teymum var úthlutað vinnutíma 

innan dagskipulags. Flestir virtust vera sáttir við sitt hlutskipti innan skólans. 

Djúpstæð skuldbinding stjórnenda við eintaklingsmiðun var stöðugur hvati að 

vinnu í anda lærdómssamfélags. 

Það sem kom mest á óvart í niðurstöðunum var sú tregða sem kom upp 

gagnvart breytingum. Máttur þeirrar menningar sem kennarar tóku með sér 

inn í skólann var vanmetinn, ekki síst þegar í hlut áttu kennarar sem nýlega 

höfðu hafið starfsferil sinn er þeir réðust til hins nýja skóla. Félagsauður 

skólans var í mótun, sem og mannauður hans, sem einkenndist af ástríðu og 

siðferðilegri skuldbindingu, en ákvörðunarauðurinn (e. decisional capital) 

var enn af skornum skammti er kom að því að taka erfiðar ákvarðanir. 

Skólinn gæti sett sér það markmið að ná jafnvægi á milli þessara þriggja 

sviða auðs til þess að þróa hinn faglega auð (e. professional capital). 

Hinn nýi skóli stendur frammi fyrir þeirri áskorun að þurfa að finna leiðir 

til að efla nám, teymisvinnu og vöxt allra meðlima skólasamfélagsins. Ein 

slík leið felst í því að bæta endurgjöf innan skólans. 

Ein helsta niðurstaða rannsóknarinnar, og hvað markverðasta framlag 

hennar, er að skólinn hefur mótað hjá sér samstarf og stuðning þar sem 

þátttakendum gafst tími og svigrúm til að efla fagmennsku sína í vinnunni. 

Auk þess höfum við nú öðlast betri skilning á því flókna ferli sem felst í því 

að byggja upp nýjan skóla, bæði sem byggingu og sem lærdómssamfélag. 

Tvö ný og sterk einkenni lærdómssamfélags komu í ljós í hinum nýja skóla; 

annars vegar vel skipulögð teymisvinna og hins vegar formlegar samræður 

um ýmis trúnaðarmál á teymisfundum. 
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Abstract 

Leadership and teamwork in a new school: 

Developing a professional learning community 

This research project involves the collaboration of a critical friend and two 

school leaders in one new compulsory school in an urban area in Iceland. 

The main research questions were: a) What does leadership for learning 

mean in the development of practice of one new school? and b) What 

supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

The planning for the school began in 2006 and the school itself started in 

August 2009, at the same time as the research, which ended in December 

2012. Prior to the research, the school had decided to use the tool ‘Positive 

discipline’. Leaders had divided the staff into teaching teams involving 

teachers and teacher aides. Students would work in learning areas under 

the supervision of a teaching team.  

I worked with the two school leaders, provided guidance and evaluated 

process and practice. As leadership seems to be a strong driver for school 

improvement I thought it necessary to understand what it involves. I strived 

to understand concepts such as educational leadership and a professional 

learning community (PLC), and what they meant for learning in the school. 

I used action research as a method and my collaboration with the 

leaders was guided by developing techniques and paths necessary for 

improving learning. It was also guided by an awareness of the overall 

importance of supporting leadership in new situations. Evaluation research 

was used in order for us to follow developments. 

The phases of the research have been described and discussed in four 

papers. The main goal with the first paper was to understand and elicit the 

attitude of the principal towards the leadership role, the issues which 

needed to be addressed and what was uppermost in his mind when he 

recruited teachers and a department head to work in the new school. The 

main focus in the paper was on how the principal interpreted his own role. 

This was complemented by the views of five teachers and the department 

head, and information from school visits and interviews. Practical and 

professional groundwork for the new school took much energy and time. 

The emphasis was to develop a school policy that focused on learning, 
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teamwork and well-being. The principal‘s vision and expectations were 

clear and he invited discussions with teachers and worked with them. 

The focus in the second paper was on how differentiation was 

understood, prepared for and acted on in the new school as a goal in a 

PLC  and when teaching teams organised new ways of learning. Teaching 

teams and leaders figured out paths for working with differentiation in 

cooperation with each and every student and his or her parents. Teachers 

needed diverse support to work with differentiation, and there were signs 

of conflict in the school between old views and new practices.  

Paper three scrutinized how the school improved the teamwork as a tool 

for collaboration and professional development in the school towards a 

PLC. The study was carried out in the third and fourth year and drew mainly 

on an evaluation approach through individual and group interviews with 

diverse representatives. These included new teachers in the school, 

teachers who had been  there from the beginning, and participants from all 

teaching teams, teachers as well as teacher aides and school leaders. The 

interviews were followed up by observations and results from a PLC 

questionnaire. This study showed an emerging collaborative structure in 

the school with teams having three planned formal meetings a week with 

an agenda concerning both students and adult learning and confidential 

matters. The main conclusion was that feedback among teachers had to be 

improved further.  

The fourth paper highlights and evaluates the effect on students, 

parents and paraprofessionals of the support given to the staff by the 

school leaders. Data were acquired through interviews, observations, 

reflections and questionnaires, as well as results from national 

assessments. The results showed that there were signs of the involvement 

of the stakeholders in the developing practice of the new school. Teachers 

and leaders however dominated the community and did not give clear 

enough messages about cooperation and reflection to others. 

Paraprofessionals were stuck in a school culture where teachers did not 

share responsibility and did not consult with others in the classroom, such 

as teacher aides. However, clear signs of well-being and a good atmosphere 

were evident in the school. The school should find a structure to involve the 

school aides in the teams thus promoting team their diversity. 

The findings are multilevel and complex and have both cognitive and 

emotional implications. Significant lines of inquiry and processes in the 

research showed that the school leaders had a strong commitment to their 

role of leadership for learning, which was emphasized through paths of a 
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clear vision and goals, and academic structures and process, as well as 

through teamwork. Stability, continuity and regular meetings with the 

critical friend encouraged leading for learning, as did having someone who 

was not in the everyday environment. 

There was a tension between a fixed habit of mind and an eagerness to 

participate in the research, as well as between the traditional work culture 

and a professional willingness to change. There was also a lack of 

consistency between what people said and how they acted. 

Important findings are that the school tackled well the challenge 

concerning ´learning to be´ as one of the main pillars of learning identified 

by UNESCO and incorporated into the local educational policy. The leaders 

in this research project managed with their manner to foster a good morale 

in the school with a problem solving attitude, trust and respect, and time in 

the schedule for teamwork and collaborative learning. Most stakeholders 

seemed to have found their niche in the school. The leaders’ deep 

commitment to differentiation served as a constant encouragement to 

work with the approach of a PLC. 

The most surprising finding was the inertia when faced with change. The 

strength of the culture teachers brought with them into the school was 

underestimated, not least in the case of early career teachers entering a 

new school. The social capital in the school was developing, as well as the 

human capital, with passion and moral commitment, but decisional capital 

connected to taking decisions in difficult situations was still low. An aim for 

the school might be to strike a balance across the three areas of capital for 

developing high professional capacity. 

A challenge for the new school is to find a path for improving leading, 

learning, teamwork and growth for all members of the school; 

paraprofessionals, teachers, leaders, students and parents. One such path is 

to improve the use of feedback. 

A key conclusion and contribution of the research is that the school has 

created collaboration and support where the participants had time and 

space to improve their profession in their working area within their 

workday. Furthermore, we understand better the complexity of 

constructing a new school as a building and as a professional community. 

Two new and deep qualities of a PLC appeared in the new school; on the 

one hand highly structured teamwork and on the other formal confidential 

dialogues in team meetings. 
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1 Introduction 

This research is about learning. It is about the way students learn at school and 

the way teachers develop their practice. It concerns theories of learning and 

differentiation where the focus is on meeting students’ different needs, it is 

about learning in the 21st century, and it reports on research on leadership and 

professional learning, with an emphasis on learning communities, collaboration 

and teamwork. What makes this project challenging is that the context for the 

research is a new school. A ‘new‘ school may seem empty at first but the new 

building reflects the ideas of those who took part in the design of the school. 

The spaces and layout are designed to support certain kinds of learning. 

Waiting in the wings is the principal, full of energy and enthusiasm having read 

the script written by a preparatory group. The principal takes office and begins 

to think about the range of roles to be filled – students, teachers, parents, 

teacher aides, school aides – and how best to attract, interview, recruit and 

retain his staff. He and his cast will have to move from the script to a 

performance. Whatever the title, though, this performance is about learning.  

The key concepts in this research are: learning, a professional learning 

community (PLC), teamwork, leadership for learning in a new school, and 

action research. The research is based on the main premise underlying all 

school work; that students learn. If there is a community characterized by 

learning at all levels, this is a professional learning community. It will 

support student learning, promote schooling and be of advantage to all 

students. Furthermore, the research is based on the view that school 

leadership is a key factor in the outcomes of schooling. I prefer in my thesis 

to talk about leadership for learning when I am referring to the support the 

leaders strive to give when the school is developing as a professional 

learning community.  

Governments, municipalities, professional associations and other school 

stakeholders generally support the idea that schools should be professional 

learning communities in which principals have clear responsibilities and 

show leadership capacity (Lög um grunnskóla, 2008; Mennta- og 

menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2011; Pétursdóttir, 2007).  

Even though responsibility for schools is assigned to principals it cannot 

be taken for granted that they have a leadership role in the school or that 

others do not have it. Other people with leadership skills can have an 
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impact on the attitudes, ideas and practice through their manner and 

expectations, irrespective of whether or not they have a school leader’s 

position (Goodson, & Hargreaves, 2003).  

1.1 The origins of the research 

When a new school was established in my hometown I wanted to use the 

opportunity to conduct action research there with school leaders, with the 

aim of understanding how and with what result this new school and its 

activities would develop under the leadership of the two leaders, the new 

principal and a head of department. I was interested in having regular and 

reflective conversations with them and supporting them as a critical friend. 

I wanted to give priority to providing guidance for leadership actions that 

could promote the development and maintenance of leadership of learning 

and a PLC in the school. I also wanted to evaluate their practice of learning, 

how the teaching teams functioned and how the school was developing in a 

broad sense towards a PLC.  

In this study my intention has been to follow the complex work of school 

leaders in a new school, focusing on actions of school leaders and the way 

in which a learning community began to emerge. Why was I interested? 

Who am I and why am I intrigued by issues concerning learning 

communities and leadership that support learning at all levels? It is a long 

story with roots in my early professional work.   

I worked as a compulsory school teacher in Iceland for many years. My 

first seven years I taught in three different primary schools in different 

places in Iceland. They were all rather traditional where the teachers 

worked more or less alone with their students in classes but prepared and 

coordinated projects with colleagues in preparation time. I loved my work 

with the students, tasks and assignments, and I tried out and experimented 

with different ways of improving my practice with them. I also had a good 

relationship with my students, co-teachers, leaders and parents. 

Sometimes, however, I found the job very demanding and was unsure of 

how I should act in different situations.  

In 1994 I moved with my family to Sweden and lived there for the next 

eight years. During that time I learned to work in a school culture with a 

perspective that was different to the one I was used to in Iceland. The 

school district I worked in highlighted reflection on learning and 

collaboration at all levels. I worked in three schools over the eight years and 

had my daughter while working in the fourth. Here I worked in a team with 

three class teachers, two leisure activity pedagogues and one teacher 
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assistant, in all a group of seven, who were responsible for about 75 

students. The team shared responsibility for student learning even though 

each teacher was responsible for about 20 students as a class teacher. The 

team had regular improvement interviews with the students about their 

learning, emphasized reviewing and recording, together with the students, 

their progress in learning, and collected evidence in portfolios. This material 

was then used as the basis for regular discussions on learning improvement 

with parents.  

The leaders also worked in teams and discussed with us and asked 

critical questions on a regular basis about our practice and learning. One 

day, one of the leaders asked me: “Birna, when do you reflect on your 

practice?” I found this to be a strange question because I thought I did 

reflect on my practice but exactly when I did it was difficult to say. To me 

reflection was something that flew through my mind in an uncontrolled 

way but was important to keep in mind when taking decisions on the next 

step. The leader told me he had been trying to control his reflections by 

setting aside a special time in his calendar for reflection and found that it 

had helped him to be more focused in his aims and improvement. He 

wondered if I could think of trying this. I said I could and directly after the 

meeting I scheduled a time for reflection in my calendar, at half past two 

the following Thursday.  

When the time came up I sat in my chair and tried to reflect on my work. 

That was easier said than done and my mind became more uncontrolled 

than usual when I sat there. Nonetheless, I tried to think of the last lesson, 

how it went and why, and wrote something down. The next time I wrote 

down some actual questions to deal with and found it easier to control my 

thoughts. Each week I wrote down a goal to strive for and asked myself how 

things were going, why and with what results. Bit by bit, and with regular 

discussions with the leaders, I became more competent in this activity.  

After a while I told my class of nine-year-olds about my new activity and 

asked them if they knew what it meant to reflect. They had unclear ideas 

about it even though we had had regular discussions about learning in 

connection with their portfolios. I explained what I had done and for what 

purpose and asked if they would also like to try this. They were used to this 

sort of conversation. When I learned something new from the literature, 

from courses or from the team, I usually told them about it. They were 

positive and were ready to try this new challenge with me. Our first step 

was to think of something they had learned during the day and express it to 

the class before they went home. It was a struggle to focus on what was 
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learned instead of what was done and we needed to practice that for a 

while and scrutinize the difference. With time their skills in doing this grew 

and by the end of the year we decided to buy a reflection book for the 

class. The purpose of the ´classbook´ was to highlight what both students 

and team members learned. Every day one person from the group, either a 

student or a teacher, had the role of reflecting on what he or she had 

learned that day and how, and it was documented in the book. Every new 

school day began with that person reading or talking to the class about his 

or her reflection. This practice caused extended opportunities for further 

reflection. It gave the group an insight into how differently we experience 

learning. By taking the book home it was also a way for parents to 

participate in their children’s schooling. The connection between practice 

and learning became clearer and I became more secure and safe in my 

profession.  

After moving home to Iceland I found that this experience had given me 

a new vision of my professional development and I often thought of the 

teams and the leader’s part in supporting me on that journey. I wanted to 

learn more about this field, and began further studies towards a master’s 

degree. At the same time I was employed as an advisor at the Centre of 

School Development at the University of Akureyri, a department included in 

the School of Humanities and Social Sciences and closely related to the 

School of Education. The main role of the Centre is to support staff and 

schools to improve their practice with better results, and to provide an 

interactive path between theory and practice in the field. At the Centre I 

have had several opportunities to work in diverse schools for lengthy 

periods with teachers and leaders and in districts all over the country, and 

reflect on what was happening in these schools.  

In the years 2007–2009 I worked with five compulsory schools on 

implementing and developing differentiation but these were situations in 

which the participation of school leaders was limited. The leaders showed 

interest in the issue but did not participate in the work and did not know 

what was going on in the teams. That worried me.  

As an advisor at the local University in 2006 I was given the task to lead 

and provide assistance to a preparatory group that was charged with 

developing a proposal for a new school in the municipality. A group of 24 

participants representing diverse groups of the community followed the 

steps of the ‘design down’ process (Copa, 1999) to discuss the desired 

characteristics of the new school and came to the conclusion that the 

school should aim at being a kind of a PLC. The group submitted its report in 
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2006 (Svanbjörnsdóttir, 2006) and I returned to my duties as an advisor. 

This school later on became the school participating in this research. 

The design down process was first used in Iceland in constructing a new 

school in 2001 (Óskarsdóttir, 2001). The ideology of the method was 

developed in USA in the 1990s and based on educational research and 

experience from Australia, France, Germany, Japan, Sweden, and Great 

Britain. It is built on new and future thinking towards schooling in the 21st 

century, with the intention of finding strengths and weaknesses, breaking 

down old traditions in educational practice that hinder school 

improvement, and designing new and more effective practice with learning 

as a main goal. It is seen as a collaborative learning process among staff, 

students and participants from the community in order to find and design 

learning experiences and the environment. The focus is on connecting 

practice in the school with what is going on in the students’ families, the 

community and employment sector, as well as on taking advantage of new 

technology, setting goals and seeing schooling as a part of lifelong learning. 

The design process is guided by a group of representatives working 

purposefully on different elements concerning learning, such as context, 

expectations, staff development, and environment (Copa, 1999).     

At about the same time as the preparatory group mentioned above was 

operating, Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir (2006) presented her results from her 

doctoral thesis concerning professional learning communities and I found 

these to be of great interest. I read her thesis and thought: This is 

something I would like to learn more about. 

In her research, Sigurðardóttir (2010) focused on the concept 

professional learning community (PLC) and its effect on school achievement 

and school development. Her research was in two phases. She looked for 

correlations between school achievement and a PLC and she conducted 

experimental research in one school. She researched the collaboration of 

teachers in three compulsory schools in Reykjavík in 2002–2004. In the 

experimental research there was an intervention in one school in the form 

of education and information about a PLC. The results were assessed with 

mixed methods and indicated a correlation between the existence of a PLC 

and school achievement but what was worrying was that in most cases 

teachers showed compliance with school policy rather than professional 

collaboration. This meant that teachers did not develop the professionalism 

needed to implement a functioning PLC. According to a teacher 

questionnaire there was not a significant difference between the teachers’ 

practice and vision before and after the intervention. In interviews and field 
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observations, however, there were signs of improvements during the 

intervention period in shared vision and values, and a significant difference 

in collaboration that supported teacher practice. Teachers saw more 

opportunities than earlier for learning and in one school student 

achievement in mathematics increased considerably according to national 

tests (Sigurðardóttir, 2010).  

In conclusion, Sigurðardóttir (2006) argued for the necessity of teaching 

techniques for collaboration directly, for methods that supported staff 

development for teachers and for support for the growth of a professional 

learning community in a school. She thought further research was needed 

to find out how this might be done. These challenges became one of my 

opportunities in the current research. 

It is my experience that over the last few years there has been a change 

in the discourse in the Icelandic school context towards being more 

conscious of the importance of holistic thinking and collaboration. The 

concept of professional learning community is frequently used and strived 

for. Since 2011 many schools have asked for support from the Centre of 

School Development, where I work, to develop and improve professional 

learning communities and teamwork.  

In my thesis I am responding to Sigurðardóttir’s arguments and 

connecting them to my own experiences in schools with an emphasis on  

learning in a broad sense and on school leaders as key persons in that work.  

1.2 The aim and organisation of the research  

1.2.1 The aim of the research 

With the aim of understanding what is involved in leading a school by 

focusing on learning, leadership capacity and a professional learning 

community, I developed my research in the form of an action research 

project in 2009, working with school leaders in one new school in an urban 

area1. I wanted to support the principal and deputy principal in finding 

direction and using frameworks, and to discuss with them how they 

approached their practice, why and with what results. The research ended 

three and a half years later in December 2012. The aim of the research 

concerns both the process and the outcome. Understanding the process 

itself was seen to be useful as it gave opportunities for learning situations. 

The outcome at the end of the research period was seen as the foundation 

of a future learning process. Other leaders or schools could take advantage 
                                                           
1
 The school leaders are the principal and the head of department who is a deputy principal.  
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of this school learning process in developing a professional learning 

community and changing practice and attitudes in schooling.  

1.2.2 Phases of the research and discussion of main findings 

The project was divided into four main phases with some overlap. The first 

phase focused on managing the start of the school, the second on 

understanding differentiation as a way of working in a learning community, 

the third one on developing teamwork among leaders and teachers, and 

the fourth on the views and roles of students, parents and para-

professionals in the school. As the research proceeded it became clear that 

the principal was a key person in the research and there was a need to 

understand his role and activities more carefully than had been planned at 

the outset.  

The findings have been described and discussed in four papers written with 

my supervisors as co-authors, two in Icelandic and two in English. The Icelandic 

papers have been translated into English for this dissertation. One of the four 

papers was published in a peer reviewed journal in Iceland and another was 

published in a peer reviewed book in Iceland. The third paper was published 

online 16 February 2015 in the Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research 

and the fourth has been accepted with minor revisions in a peer reviewed 

journal in England, Professional Development in Education.  

The emerging themes in the research have been presented and 

discussed formally in different contexts; at seminars and conferences, both 

in Iceland and abroad. An overview of phases, papers, publications and 

related presentations is found in Table 1. It should be noted that the phases 

overlapped as I moved from one focus to the next. 

The research lasted for three and a half years and its purpose was to 

understand how school leaders in a new school approached the task of 

establishing the new school, why and with what results. At the same time 

the action research was to support them as a critical friend and peer to find 

paths for leading learning in a new school, making action plans and using 

matrices and questionnaires as guiding tools. I also evaluated the result by 

observing, shadowing, interviewing and reflecting.  

The action research component was conducted by me with the school 

leaders. I served the role of critical friend for the leaders. We read 

professional and research literature together and I joined them in their 

speculation and reflection. We had regular meetings on their goals and 

methods, discussing and reflecting on their practice. However, I did not 

take part in decisions made by the leaders about the school´s policy or 
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areas of emphasis. The work with the leaders was intended to provide 

structure and support as they transformed the way in which they worked 

with teachers and the school community.  

Table 1 Papers from each phase and related presentations 

Phase Title of paper Date of publication Related presentations 

I 

 A
ug

-D
ec

 2
00

9 

Preparing for learning in a 
new school: Principal’s 
priorities and selection of 
staff  
Translated from Icelandic 

Að undirbúa nám í nýjum 
skóla: Áhersluþættir 
stjórnanda og 
mannaráðningar 

2010 
Tímarit um 
menntarannsóknir 
Journal of Educational 
Research  

FUM  February 27,
 
 2010 

Menntakvika October 22,
 

2010 
Seminar for doctoral 
students April 8, 2011 
Seminar BKNE/SFNE (Engl. 
Teachers and leaders 
association) September 
30, 2011 

II 
 

Ja
n

 2
01

0-
Ju

n
e 

20
11

 

Differentiation as a goal 
in a PLC: An experience of 
an action research project 
in one compulsory school.  
Translated from Icelandic 
Einstaklingsmiðun sem 
markmið 
lærdómssamfélags. 
Reynsla af 
starfendarannsókn í 
einum skóla 

2013 
Fagmennska í 
skólastarfi 
Professionalism 
in school practice 

FUM seminar  
March 17,

 
2012 

Seminar Vorráðstefna 
MSHA (spring conference 
at the University of 
Akureyri) April 28,

 
 2012 

Málþing/congress 
University of Akureyri,  
August 24, 2013  

III
  

A
u

g 
20

11
-D

ec
 2

01
2 

Teamwork in establishing 
a professional learning 
community in a new 
Icelandic school 

2015 
Scandinavian Journal of 
Educational Research 

NERA March 8, 2013 
Course in Academic 
writing April 5, 2013 
Seminar University of 
Aberdeen, November 13, 
2013 

IV
  

A
u

g 
20

10
-D

ec
 2

01
2 

Views of learning and a 
sense of community 
among students, 
paraprofessionals and 
parents in developing a 
school culture towards a 
PLC.  

Accepted with minor 
revisions n.d. 
Professional 
Development in 
Education 

Menntakvika  
September 27, 2013 
Samræða skólastiga, 
October 4,  2013. Main 
speaker 
SERA Glasgow,  
november 22, 2013  
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My role changed when I entered the field to evaluate the practice and 

ideas proposed by the leaders. I regularly observed leaders and teachers at 

work and interviewed them, both individually and in focus groups. The 

interviews were used as guidance in assessing progress as well as in the 

development of annual action plans. I also used a questionnaire about a 

professional learning community (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003) (Appendix D), as 

well as a matrix for teamwork (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004) (Figure 1) and for 

leadership capacity (Lambert, 2006) (Figure 2), and results from students in 

national assessments (Námsmatsstofnun, n.d.).  

The value of the research was in understanding how the leaders’ focus 

on leadership for learning could promote the development of a professional 

learning community and influence students’ achievements. The processes 

and practice in this project could be transformed and used with other 

school leaders and staff in other schools.   

My experience in different fields of schooling was useful in this work. I 

had been a compulsory school teacher for many years, a specialist and a 

counsellor and now a director at the Centre of School Development at the 

University of Akureyri, as well as a lecturer/assistant professor in teacher 

education at the same university. There were also ethical questions about 

being in different roles as a student in the research and an employee of the 

university working in schools. Ethical issues will be discussed in more detail 

in a later chapter. 

1.3 The structure of the dissertation 

´Learning´ is the underlying concern upon which the research questions are 

built but a challenging factor in this research is that the school was new 

when the research began. Because of that the change process may be 

different from more traditional settings or in-school change. Therefore, in 

the next chapter, in the literature review and the state of the art for the 

research, I use that as a starting point with the emphasis on school 

development, leadership in new situations and recruitment of staff. Then I 

go to learning in general and differentiation/individualisation that is 

proposed as being an effective key for meeting the diverse needs of 

individuals. The discussion of professional learning includes learning in 

communities, collaboration and team learning, and leadership for learning. 

Even though the staff members are new to the school they bring with them 

a ´rucksack´ of knowledge, attitudes and experience from cultures and habits of 

schooling elsewhere in Iceland. The distinctions, similarities and interaction of 
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management and leadership are discussed as attention is paid to the 

complicated involvement of different approaches of school leaders. 

Since the approach used in the thesis is practical action research I found 

it important to discuss that methodology and the approach of it in a 

separate chapter. I also discuss evaluation research briefly. Then I highlight 

the context of the research, the policy and mission of the new school and 

the school teams. Then I move on to the research design and methods with 

the research questions, the priorities of the action research group and the 

data collection. Finally, in chapter six I discuss the validation approaches, 

change and development of my role in the research and the role of the 

principal ending with a section on ethical issues and limitations.  

The seventh chapter of the dissertation reports on the research findings 

from the four papers. In chapter eight answers to the research questions 

are discussed and some conclusion reached. In chapter nine the significance 

of the findings and some implications are highlighted and reflected on; such 

as the structure of action research, my role, critical issues of the findings, 

and the potential for further improvement and research. 



Literature review - state of the art 

29 

2 Literature review - state of the art 

The development and improvement of schools is a complex process of 

building up teacher skills to increase student learning and of commitment 

to dialogue and reflection. Around 1970 it was believed that student 

achievement mainly had to do with social background but later on it was 

accepted that schools and leaders were an important factor in achievement 

(Hopkins, Stringfield, Harris, Stoll, & Mackay, 2014; Leithwood, Harris, & 

Hopkins, 2008; Stoll, 2009). By the 1990s, the notion of a ‘professional 

learning community’ (PLC) had made its way into educational research and 

practice (Nehring, & Fitzsimons, 2011). In a PLC the focus moves from 

teaching to learning and the success of a PLC is associated with leadership. 

This review of the literature is approached by first considering some of the 

educational issues encountered in starting a new school. Tensions in policy, 

reform and leadership are identified. These include a discussion of issues in 

school development and effective schools, of encouraging and supporting 

leadership in new situations and of the crucial activity of choosing staff for a 

new school based on a professional learning community. The leaders of the 

new school wanted teachers and students to learn how to work according to 

the policy of differentiation. A discussion on differentiation is followed by a 

review of some aspects of professional learning and transformational 

leadership for learning and the development of leadership capacity. The 

chapter finishes with a critical summary of the state-of-the-art on leadership 

and learning and the formulation of the research questions. 

2.1 Establishing a new school 

When working with the school leaders during the first autumn of the 

research in 2009 the fact that the school had just been established led to 

more and more urgent tasks and organisation and leaders had to take the 

new school and the school building more into consideration in the early 

days while involved in the research. Many issues directly connected to the 

new start emphasized the discussion and practical decisions to be made in 

the research and put the discussion on a new level, for example how staff is 

recruited to a PLC school, the role and action of the leaders and how to 

choose teams. Thus, this section considers some of the issues arising when 

establishing a new school.  
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The principal is designated as the director of the compulsory school 

according to the law on compulsory schools in Iceland (paragraph 7) (Lög 

um grunnskóla, 2008); and it is expected that he/she shall control and 

manage it and lead it in a professional manner. The principal has to deal 

with both external conditions, such as economic and administrative factors 

and changes in society, and internal conditions, such as pedagogical and 

instructional emphases in line with changing educational policy.  

A principal needs expertise in both management and leadership, 

according to how the school is organised and its norms and values. The  two 

roles overlap and are partly interwoven, as seen in the results from TALIS 

2009 (OECD, 2009). Management is characterized by technical factors and 

the use of efficient and systematic methods that stabilize and maintain 

prevailing arrangements in an institution. On the other hand, leadership can 

be connected to specific values, visions and methods that influence change 

and development in institutions and support unity, commitment and 

consensus among staff. Management, rather than leadership, is directly 

linked to positional authority (Bush, 2003; Bush, Bell, & Middlewood, 2010). 

In this research the focus was on leadership of a new school but 

management could not be ignored, especially in the case of novice school 

leaders in a new school recruiting new staff and building up an 

infrastructure for productive working conditions for learning (Gurr, 

Drysdale, Clarke, & Wildy, 2014; Leithwood, Harris, & Hopkins, 2008). 

2.1.1 School development and effective schools 

In formulating this research I encountered educational effectiveness 

research (EER). This paradigm started around 1965 and connected research 

on different issues such as teachers’ practice, curriculum, organization, 

school leadership and school policy. The primary questions are aimed at 

finding out what it is in teaching, curriculum and the learning environment 

that directly or indirectly influences achievement and can explain various 

outcomes. The research has developed and changed through the years. In 

the beginning the purpose was mainly to convince society that schools 

matter and later on to highlight what it is in schools that has a decisive 

influence or has the potential to bring about change. Now the emphasis is 

on developing models to figure out why specific factors have more 

influence than others with the goal of finding ways to improve and develop 

practice. Researchers are guided by the vision that teaching and learning 

take into account and are adapted to changing needs and opportunities. 

The research methodology has changed from being mostly quantitative, 
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using outliers for cohort and longitudinal studies, to using mixed methods 

(Creemers, Kyriakides, & Sammons, 2010). In this research I used many 

conceptual ideas from the EER field and learned from it but didn´t use its 

model building and model testing. With the school leaders I was focused on 

finding ways to improve and develop practice in the new school. We 

explored whether teamwork could become an effective tool to improve 

learning outcomes and the school work. Issues of organisation and 

teachers´ practice were paramount. 

A review of results of effective schools shows greater differences between 

classes or grades within a school than between schools. The difference 

between classes or grades seems to be smaller in the case of a school which 

has the characteristics of a professional learning community (Sigurðardóttir, 

2006). School effectiveness research also shows that through his or her vision 

and leadership methods, a school leader plays an important role concerning 

changes and development in schools (Fullan, 2007). What characterizes 

effective schools, for example, is that there exists a professional learning 

community, distributed leadership, high expectations towards students and 

teachers, and collaboration among staff (Sigurðardóttir, 2006). Students can 

show high levels of achievement because of their own strength or with support 

from family (MacGilchrist, Myers, & Reed, 2004). According to Reeves (2009), 

what mostly influences students' achievement in schools is teaching, 

professional staff development, collaboration among staff and time. 

It is easier said than done to implement a change that lasts but 

knowledge about change can help support successful change. Eight main 

forces for leaders of change have been recognized by Fullan, Cuttress, & 

Kilcher (2005) as:  

1. engaging people in the moral purpose of the change  

2. building capacity 

3. understanding the change process  

4. developing cultures for learning 

5. developing cultures for evaluation  

6. focus on leadership for change 

7. fostering coherence 

8. cultivating trilevel (school, district, state) development.  

The change process towards school improvement goes through three 

phases; initiation, implementation and institutionalized change. These stages 
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also apply to new schools. The initiation phase includes identifying a need, 

providing support and pressure to deal with school improvement. The 

implementation phase involves following up the idea from an action plan and 

institutionalization concerns sustaining the change in the school. To do that it is 

necessary to develop an action plan for practice/methods and the school staff 

must have adopted the methods needed for the change. Continued support to 

the school for some time is important (Fullan, 2007). 

2.1.2 Encouraging leadership in new situations 

It is important to see a relationship and interactive communication between 

leaders and teachers and be aware of tension between power and trust in 

leadership actions even if it aims at distributed leadership. In a three-year study 

in a Norwegian upper secondary school the interaction between the school 

leaders and the teachers when implementing a school improvement project 

was explored. The study showed that trust can be developed by using power in 

a trustworthy way and by using interaction and discussion in daily practice with 

give-and-take in mind (Helstad, & Møller, 2013). 

In another Norwegian upper secondary school a pedagogical team (P-

team) for leading educational changes and school improvement was 

established over the period of one term. Cultural historical activity theory 

was used as a leading model in structuring the intervention tool and as 

support for the participants to reflect on the practice. The P-team 

collaborated closely with the principal and highlighted the interactive 

partnership and commitment between teachers and leaders within the 

infrastructures of the school in order to build up an advanced understanding 

of internal networking and learning by using new tools and design in looking 

at day-to-day practice. In that term teacher teams were supported rather 

than individual teachers, which led to the emergence of collective teacher 

professional development with a focus on leadership for learning and the 

practice became a sort of ´teachers for teachers´. The P-team also 

transformed the leadership for change strategy towards a bottom-up activity, 

in place of the previous top-down activity (Hauge et al., 2014). 

In Sweden there has been an emphasis on developing change agent roles 

for improving leadership in terms of school development. When the emphases 

of ´agents´ working in three municipalities were researched they fell into four 

main groups concerning operational matters (drift) and developmental issues, 

two at a micro level and two at a macro level. When focusing on the micro level 

and the developmental part, the communication and conversation of learning 

was shown to have an important role in change agents’ practice when 
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supervising or peer coaching. In developmental work at the macro level the 

change agents’ focus was on the wider perspective, on the teaching policy and 

practice in the institution, with the emphasis on holistic thinking and 

participation (Blossing, 2013).    

If practice in schools is to improve student outcomes, values and visions 

have to be well known and shared. A common vision and ownership is 

another product of professional work. Values show what the institution 

stands for and defines the quality norms for practice (Fullan, Hill, & Crévola, 

2006; Sigurðardóttir, 2006). The vision highlights the ideas of the value of 

connecting skills/practice to academic knowledge and the role of teachers 

and staff (Aðalbjarnardóttir, 2007; Kristjánsdóttir, 2003). The vision also 

indicates a realistic, trustworthy and desirable policy and future aims for 

the organisation. It is fundamental that there is harmony between the 

values and the visions in an institution.  

The level of a teacher’s professional development can be assessed from 

student achievements (Kyriakides, Creemers, & Antoniou, 2009). Currently 

there is an emphasis on students needing to develop a kind of higher order 

thinking in order to deal with the challenges and complex tasks of the 21st 

century. Teachers have to learn to teach in another way so that the result is 

education at a higher level than before (Darling-Hammond, & Richardson, 

2009). In longitudinal research on teacher practice, using dynamic models 

of educational effectiveness, teachers could be grouped into five levels by 

their skills. They seemed not to be able to move to a higher level only 

through experience or only by listening to or following the practice of 

teachers at higher levels. There is something else that needs to happen. 

Teachers needed formal purposeful support (Kyriakides et al., 2009). This is 

why the development of a PLC is important. 

In sum, in order to improve a school it is important to build up intrinsic 

motivation of staff in order for professional commitment to grow in 

practice. The school leaders are important persons in this role and they too 

may need support just as others in the school. They may also need support 

in looking for ways, practicing, experimenting and failing. This has been one 

of my roles in this project; to come in as a critical friend for the leaders and 

a co-researcher in the research.  

2.1.3 Recruitment of staff for a PLC school – choosing the teams 

Human capital, or the right people in the right places, is one of the 

fundamentals for success in institutions but fruitful recruitment demands a 

lot of preparation, organisation and work.  
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Recruitment thus plays an important role in the development of a new 

school, not least through the participation of the principal in the hiring 

process because of his/her awareness of the infrastructure of the school 

and its needs. Well-planned and organized recruitment of teachers and 

other staff which takes into consideration both external and internal 

influences, such as education, experience and vision, with the future in 

mind, is the basis for hiring effective and qualified staff at work (Beardwell, 

& Claydon, 2007; Middlewood, 2010; Schaefers, & Terhart, 2006). It is 

important to hire a mixed group of teachers at different ages and with 

varied experience (Hargreaves, & Fullan, 2012). Early career teachers are 

often eager and willing to learn and take part in building up a culture of 

learning but lack the practical experience. Middle career teachers are more 

likely to have built up their professionalism and a deep understanding of 

reform, and are capable of supporting, leading and implementing innova-

tion and improvement in practice (Drake, 2002). Mind, method, innovation 

and leadership capacity is an integral part of practice and therefore it is 

important to encourage paraprofessionals in a professional way under the 

management of the school leaders (Beardwell, & Claydon, 2007).  

The job has to be well-defined and the qualities the employee has to 

have must be clear. An applicant has to know something about the job 

before accepting it. It is important that the one who is concerned with 

recruitment, in this case the principal, is loyal to the applicants, takes 

responsibility for whether the selection process is successful and reduces 

biases by giving a reliable and attractive picture of the job in question (Delli, 

& Vera, 2003; Torrington, Hall, & Taylor, 2008). A leader’s influence on the 

practice and characteristics of an institution in the first years is crucial 

because the policy and vision that is highlighted in the beginning often 

comes from the leader. The leader is also in the position to choose people 

to follow the policy and vision (Schein, 2004). 

Staff plays a crucial role in a school’s development and therefore it is 

important that the principal and even teachers take an active part in the 

recruitment process, not only outsiders. This extends the principal’s and the 

teachers’ responsibility towards recruitment. If principals and teachers take 

care of the recruitment process they can, with their knowledge of the field, 

increase the applicant’s interest in the job and hire people according to 

their personalities, which fit the characteristics of the school.  

Simultaneously, they are committed to act on the job offer, support the 

new teacher and maintain and develop their interest and knowledge in the 

work of the new teacher (Schaefers, & Terhart, 2006).  
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Recruitment usually includes interviews that are the foundation of the 

employment process because it is usually the first contact between the 

applicant and the employer. There they meet and an interaction between 

them takes place. Factors that influence the chances for an applicant are, 

for example, if the interviewer finds him/her attractive and if the applicant 

has experience or specific knowledge that suits the job. A resemblance in 

age or gender can also be influential. These first impressions often seem to 

have a greater effect on the employment process than the applicant’s 

actual credentials. Other factors that influence the interviews and the 

recruitment process are training and experience, the form of the 

interviews, managerial factors and the conditions in the school and society 

at the time. Special demands, disabilities or ailments have a tendency to 

reduce the likelihood of getting hired (Delli, & Vera, 2003). 

When teachers are hired the process could be guided by four main 

criteria. They are that personal characteristics are appropriate, that 

morality and behaviour are in line with school policy and culture, that the 

applicant has the education required and that he or she has acquired the 

necessary knowledge and skills for the job (Broadley, & Broadley, 2004). It 

is considered important that hired teachers have experience of previous 

work with students, are versatile and ready to teach diverse subjects and 

fulfil the demands included in the school policy.  

It is also considered important that teachers are prepared to run interest 

group activities, are socially active, have experience of parents and have 

positive characteristics (Broadley, & Broadley, 2004; Schaefers & Terhart, 

2006). What seems to play a fundamental role when teachers are hired is 

that they show a willingness to collaborate and put students in a central 

position (Broadley, & Broadley, 2004). 

In sum, staff ideas and expectations concerning learning are important for 

the effectiveness of schools and that they are aligned with school policy and 

those who are already in the school. Inconsistency between staff policy and the 

policy of education in a school leads to a problem fulfilling the learning goals 

set by the school. Therefore, it is important to recruit with great care, especially 

when it concerns whole institutions, as was the case in this research. 

2.2 Learning and differentiation 

Because learning is one of the fundamental issues in all school practice it is 

important to understand how we learn and what it involves. Theories about 

learning have many different aspects. To clarify the culture, context and 

perspective in which this research is rooted, some dominant learning 
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theories are discussed in this chapter as well as assessment of learning and 

the ideology of differentiation.   

2.2.1 Theories of learning 

In recent decades learning has become a kind of parameter for economic 

growth of the market, and an element to assess societies and invoke global 

competition as a driving force. The international focus is on standardized 

tests and narrow and easily measurable targets with an emphasis on basic 

knowledge and skills in literacy and numeracy. This approach reduces 

flexibility, deep and broad learning, risk taking in learning, non-traditional 

pedagogy and shared responsibility. The trend of standardisation has been 

compared to a virus in the school system called GERM – Global Educational 

Reform Movement. The ambiguity of the term GERM/germ indicates that 

there is a risk in reform movements that learning will not be improved in a 

professional way with collaborative engagement for all kinds of learners by 

searching for and transforming new knowledge suitable for individuals and 

for the whole to grow and take root in real life. As such, GERM is seen by 

some as a kind of bacillus in the school system (Hargreaves, & Braun, 2013; 

Hargreaves, & Shirley, 2012; Illeris, 2007; Sahlberg, 2011).  

It has been suggested that four basic types of learning exist in a hierarchy of 

characteristics. These are cumulative; assimilative; accommodative (related to 

reflection and critical thinking); and transformative. Transformative learning 

appeared in school reform around the growing interest on lifelong learning and 

adult learning around 20 years ago and is more complicated than 

accommodative learning (Illeris, 2007). Mezirow (2003, p. 58) says that: 

“Transformative learning is learning that transforms problematic frames of 

reference – sets of fixed assumptions and expectations (habits of mind, 

meaning perspective, mindsets) – to make them more inclusive, discriminating, 

open, reflective, and emotionally able to change.”  

Much of learning strives towards metacognition which is a complicated 

concept that can be understood as thinking critically and being able to analyse 

one’s own learning, linking it to relevant situations and placing it in perspective 

with oneself and the situation in terms of using it in daily life and practice 

(Illeris, 2007). Transformative learning is metacognitive as it involves 

understanding of the nature of reasons but it also “…emphasizes insight into 

the source, structure, and history of frame of reference, as well as judging its 

relevance, appropriateness, and consequences.” (Mezirow, 2003, p. 61). 

The constructivist approach focuses strongly on the ´how´ in learning and 

assumes that each individual constructs his or her own comprehension of the 
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surrounding world through learning and knowledge. It is a social act and a 

process where experience develops as communication and interaction with 

others plays a fundamental role. Learning is assumed to be a transformational 

product of thinking and understanding created in social context. It is essential 

for learning that a person is active in building knowledge (Bruner, 1996; Dewey, 

1938/2000; Falkenberg, 2007). A common aspect of learning research is that 

feedback and time for reflecting, analysing and assimilating or transformation 

are keys to effective learning. The motivation for learning is also the possibility 

of finding new answers and new ways to do things and solve problems (Illeris, 

2007; Schein, 2004).  

Cultural historical and activity theoretical approaches have much in 

common with constructivism theory with regard to humanity, history and the 

use of tools such as language and social conversations in activities (Illeris, 

2007). The cultural historical approach developed by Vygotsky (1935/1978) 

dealt with learning in a wider context than just in schools. He researched 

interaction between learning and development among children at school age 

and emphasized that learning was grounded on earlier experience and that 

learning and development were interwoven in individuals from the time they 

were born. He saw a developmental path in interaction between persons (child 

and adult or peer) with different capabilities such that an individual/child with a 

particular capability grew and moved from one developmental level to another 

because of interaction and guidance. The space between the actual 

developmental level at which a child worked individually and the level it could 

manage with guidance was called the ‘zone of proximal development’ by 

Vygotsky (1935/1978). This is a space not yet fully developed within an 

individual but guidance supports development and makes it possible for a child 

to manage the task in the future for its own use. In that way the zone of 

proximal development changes all the time. The proximal zone today may 

become the actual development tomorrow and so a new proximal zone 

appears (Vygotsky, 1935/1978).  

In a similar way as Vygotsky (1935/1978) argued for the zone of proximal 

development for children, Warford (2011) argued for a zone of proximal 

development for teachers and noted that they need support to grow in 

their practice, get useful tools to improve their confidence and learn to 

analyse, organize, construct and reflect on their practice, teaching and 

learning. Heikkinen, Jokinen, & Tynjälvä (2012) saw peer-group mentoring 

among teachers as an opportunity for that purpose where learning was 

embedded in daily activities. As learning is not restricted to schools and age 

and cannot be assessed once and for all, scholars now speak of ´lifewide´ 

learning and ´lifelong´ learning. Lifewide learning refers to learning in 
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diverse contexts such as work, free time and training and the lifelong one to 

learning throughout life (Heikkinen et al., 2012).  

An approach based on cultural historical activity theory emphasizes problem 

solving in a societal context as the main issue in learning. Activity theory can 

support the construction of a framework to understand transformation in 

collaborative practice where rooted obstacles in the school culture, dominated 

by spatial structure, isolation of classes and teachers, testing, competition, 

grading and classification, control the practice. Vygotsky’s concept of the zone of 

proximal development has been adapted and seen as a ‘space’ where students, 

teachers, school and community engage in a dialogue with their future; asking 

questions and experimenting (Engeström, Engeström, & Suntio, 2002).  

In Icelandic learning discourse the concept ‘scaffolding’ (Bruner, 1997) 

seems to be accepted for use in terms of guidance that supports an individual 

in extending his or her developmental level. The guidance is provided when 

students interact with other students or adults and is only used when 

necessary. The intention of scaffolding is not to make tasks easier or 

monotonous but rather to support students so that they can deal with the 

tasks (Sigþórsson, 2008). The role of teachers is, in collaboration with students, 

to realize a student’s ability and use earlier experiences so together they will be 

able to find ways to construct new ideas (Dewey, 1938/2000).  

Leadership based on constructivism theories believes that adults and 

children learn in the same way. Everyone has some experience they can 

connect to when learning so that new knowledge appears and skills 

improve.  It demands an interaction among members of the community and 

the role of the leadership is to support this (Lambert, 2003). 

These learning theories and ideas of transformative learning, meta-

cognition, participation, communication and social context, the zone of 

proximal development, and scaffolding, made it natural to focus on how to 

meet people’s different needs in a learning context. In this research some of 

the teachers were more inclined to use behaviourist theories even though they 

seemed in favour of a more social approach. Differentiation is the topic of the 

next chapter which is the approach which school leaders wanted implement as 

a goal of a PLC in the new school. 

2.2.2 Differentiation 

In the project school in which the action research was carried out, the goal was 

to introduce and develop a professional learning community, a PLC, and in 

doing so, meet the diverse needs of individuals with differentiation in mind. 

Differentiation as an operational concept was seen as one part of the PLC, not 
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just for the students but for the teachers as well. It was decided to use the 

concept ´differentiation´ with the meaning of adapting diverse needs to 

individuals, rather than of distinguishing individuals because of diverse needs. 

In Paper 2 this aspect of the project is discussed in more detail.  

Differentiation is a popular but poorly defined concept in Icelandic school 

discourse. It is closely related to the ideology of inclusion that has been 

emphasized in Icelandic school acts since 1974 (Lög um grunnskóla, 63/1974). It 

refers to a diversity of arrangements in learning situations made by teachers in 

order to support students with different needs so that they can all participate in a 

group or class (Sigþórsson, 2008). In this discourse teachers have the main 

responsibility for teaching and for looking for solutions with students and parents 

to improve learning (Tomlinson, & Imbeau, 2010). Teachers adapt their teaching, 

methods and environment to differences in student capacity, interest and needs 

in a group as well as towards strengthening the group as a whole. It has more to 

do with a frame of mind than one special method (Tomlinson, 2004). School 

leaders who act as models for differentiation work in diverse ways with teachers, 

just as teachers should work with students. Leaders can give crucial messages 

concerning differentiation to teachers and emphasize that no two teachers are 

identical even though they have a lot in common. They can also emphasize the 

importance of collaboration in working towards fundamental goals in school 

practice (Tomlinson, Brimijoin, & Narvaez, 2008). 

Often the arguments for practices used in differentiation are to be found 

in constructivism theories and Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences. It is assumed 

that students can enhance their skills if they are provided with a richer learning 

experience (Sigurgeirsson, 2005; Sigþórsson, 2004; Tomlinson, 1999). 

To increase the possibility for effective learning a teacher can make it more 

meaningful by connecting it to students’ experience and knowledge and 

adapting the environment to their needs. To be able to react to different 

needs, teachers have to learn about readiness, interest and learning 

(Tomlinson, 2003). Some key characteristics of constructivism and 

differentiation indicate the importance of social communication and 

interaction in learning and the connection of learning to experience. Each 

individual has the possibility to develop further given the right conditions with 

appropriate support and stimulation.  These ideas about learning have much in 

common with ideas about how a PLC functions. Both emphasize each and 

everyone’s activity and the importance of commitment, communication, 

conversation and collaboration for connecting to one´s own experience. 

Mutual support should help individuals to learn about themselves, transform 

their thinking and understanding, and achieve metacognition.  
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Living and acting in a new century with an unforeseen evolution causes 

problematic questions and dilemmas in educational terms in trying to figure out 

how to prepare and expand education to meet the challenges for the best results 

in an ever changing world. In the next chapter the focus is on actual complicated 

and political issues we are faced with regarding learning and education and how 

to assess the results in line with the goals we strive towards.  

2.2.3 Policy, learning and assessment   

In a committee report prepared for UNESCO, Learning: The treasure within 

(Delors et al., 1996), the vision of the future of education for the 21st 

century was discussed as well as the nature and extent of accessible 

knowledge and practice that is important to understand and use. The 

committee assumed that it was necessary to prepare people for lifelong 

learning and emphasized education as both individual and social 

development. Four main pillars for the new century were introduced and in 

a revised policy a fifth pillar, concerning sustainability, was added: 

 Learning to know 

 learning to do 

 learning to be  

 learning to live together 

 learning to transform oneself and society. 

(Delors et al., 1996; UNESCO, 2009) 

In the 1996 Delors report the importance of integrating subjects, instead 

of separating them, was emphasized. Further, the importance of critical 

thinking was highlighted as well as the application of diverse methods in 

education and shared decisions. 

The general section of the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide 2011 

(Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013) for preschool, compulsory school 

and higher secondary school is well-aligned with the UNESCO pillars. In the 

Icelandic curriculum six pillars have been proposed as fundamental to education: 

 literacy (in the widest sense),  

 sustainability education   

 health and welfare 

 democracy and human rights 

 equality 

 creativity.  
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These pillars have distinctive characteristics but are also linked to each 

other. In the curriculum it is also stated that the goal of education is among 

other things to strengthen critical and independent thinking and develop 

the capacity to act in new circumstances as well as to support students in 

expressing their opinions and taking an active part in democratic society, 

inside and outside the school (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 

2013). There is also an emphasis on issues of concern in education and the 

practice of compulsory school (Lög um grunnskóla, 91/2008, paragraph 28). 

These issues are: “pupils’ self-awareness, moral conscience, social 

awareness and awareness of civil responsibility and duties” and, further on: 

“physical and mental well-being, a healthy lifestyle and a responsible 

attitude to living beings and the environment.”  

In similar terms the Icelandic school law about compulsory schools (Lög 

um grunnskóla, 91/2008, paragraph 2) emphasizes that compulsory schools 

shall seek to organise their work in a way that corresponds as fully as 

possible with the circumstances and needs of pupils, and to promote the 

all-round development, well-being and education of each individual.  
The school policy of the municipality in this research uses the pillars 

from Delors et al. (1996) as a guide for the image of their schools. It 

highlights the purpose of giving students the opportunities and context to 

learn to know, to do, to be and to live together as a way of performing 

successfully in their future. It pinpoints the core of teacher professionalism 

in finding different levels and strategies to meet student differences and 

specialities and collaboration with parents and the community in building a 

supportive environment for learning (School policy of the research 

municipality, 2006. – anon.). 

 Even though most people probably agree with the pillars in the UNESCO 

policy, the fundamental pillars in the Icelandic curriculum and the issues 

emphasized in the compulsory school law (Lög um grunnskóla, 91/2008) it 

is complicated to construct and deliver these in formal education. How does 

a school society fulfil the conditions needed for students to achieve 

metacognition and social competence and create their own meaning? 

To follow up and evaluate the curriculum goals, criteria have to be clear 

and the assessments diverse and formative, for example through 

purposeful discussions between teachers and students, with self-

assessment, peer assessment and performance assessment as well as 

traditional tests. The compulsory school act (Lög um grunnskóla, 91/2008) 

states that students should be able to meet their learning goals in different 

ways and in the National Curriculum Guide (Mennta- og menningarmála-
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ráðuneytið, 2011) there are requirements for knowledge, skills and 

competence that define each subject area (Mennta- og menningarmála-

ráðuneytið, 2013). 

National assessments are carried out three times during compulsory 

schooling, according to regulation 435/2009. The assessments are carried 

out in the autumn term in all compulsory schools in the country in the 

subjects Icelandic and mathematics in the 4th, 7th and 10th grade, and in 

English in the 10th grade. 

The purpose of the assessments is to:  

a. evaluate  as well as possible how goals in the curriculum have been 
fulfilled in different subjects 

b. provide guidance about emphases in teaching  

c. give students, parents and schools information about student 
achievement  

d. give information to schools on performance in actual subjects in 
comparison with other schools in the country (Stjórnartíðindi, n.d.). 

The results are graded in different ways according to different purposes. 

Schools get a measure of progress (Icel. framfaratölur) that gives 

information about student progress between tests in 4th, 7th and 10th grade 

(Skúlason, n.d.) and whether the school results indicate any added value 

beyond what could be expected for the age of the students. These types of 

assessment can give information that is different from other types used in 

the school and this must be taken into consideration when assessing 

student achievement with improvement in mind. The school in this 

research took part in these national/standardised assessments every year. 

It also used Skólapúlsinn, an optional privately managed electronic self-

assessment tool used in grades 6–10 in 116 Icelandic schools (77.5% of 

students) (Skólapúlsinn, n.d.). Every month a sample of 40 students per school 

is randomly chosen to answer questions concerning student participation, well-

being and morale in the school and class. Once a year a sample of 120 parents 

of all age groups of students in the school are asked to answer questions 

concerning learning and teaching, student welfare, parent cooperation and 

support from the home. Once a year the staff answers questions about the 

school; leadership, school climate, development and achievement in the 

school. Results are published in graphical form on the internet with an average 

for all schools or participants (where 100% is the maximum) and each school is 

compared to the average.  

http://h
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In an ever changing society the situation can arise that what you learned 

yesterday does not serve you today. Then it is important to know oneself 

and one’s environment, and understand how learning takes place and apply 

this, connecting knowledge to context and experience and developing it in 

community with others. Results from national standardised assessments 

may give indications about achievement even though they do not give all 

the answers. School leaders experience assessment and feedback alongside 

mentoring and coaching as enriching tools in learning and building bridges 

between practice and theories (Huber, 2013). 

It might be problematic and cause tension if results from the different 

external assessments and the school’s internal assessments are combined. 

Teachers could consider the results in conjunction with the complex and 

dynamic goals of the school policy and evaluate what effect the school 

might have on students. We can also not be sure that teachers’ profession, 

attitudes and beliefs are in line with the ´new ideas´ of education in the 21st 

century as indicated in TALIS 2008 (OECD, 2009). They might have to 

improve their professional skills in that regard. I suggest that the ideology 

of a professional learning community could serve as a framework to 

support teachers as well as the school community as a whole.  

2.3 Professional learning  

To learn to know, to do, to be, to live together and to transform oneself and 

society (Delors et al., 1996; UNESCO, 2009) will obviously not be done in a 

vacuum or just in classrooms with teacher-student interactions. When 

different emphases and structure intertwine they could compose a multiple 

level community where people participate, interact and learn from each 

other, and build a learning community together. 

2.3.1 A learning community  

A lot of research has focused on how people and how organisations learn 

(Seashore Louis, 2010). It is most likely that institutions learn through 

individual effort but individual learning does not ensure that institutions 

learn. For institutions to learn there has to be an organized structure, a 

commitment to shared values and a will to learn from colleagues (Senge et 

al., 2000; 2012). Different concepts with similar emphases have been used 

in describing learning in institutions. Leading to learn is seen as inseparable 

from learning to lead (Caldwell, 2012).  

Ongoing professional development in schools gave rise to the concept 

‘professional learning community’. Constant improvement is crucial for assessing, 
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teaching and meeting student needs in a formative way. It is also important that 

learning occurs individually as well as in community and collaboration with 

others (Fullan, Hill, & Crévola, 2006; Sigurðardóttir, 2006). When there is 

harmony in an institution or school with respect to building up new knowledge 

and using it in practice then there is a professional learning community in place in 

which people work closely together, guided by a developing vision of learning 

that everyone understands in the same way. Staff members have great 

expectations of students and are responsible for their learning but they also 

depend on each other’s learning. Staff researches its own practice and reflects on 

it with the goal of improving it and promoting better outcomes for students 

(Lambert, 2003; Stoll et al., 2006). A sustainable PLC is something that grows 

from the heart of the school with passion and enthusiasm to process rich, broad, 

deep and holistic learning for all in the school by constantly asking what can be 

done and how in the daily practice in the school. It has a lot to do with culture, 

trust and relationship and has to be fed and supported but not forced or ´trained´ 

(by using special tools or methods in terms of achieving higher outcomes in 

academic learning) (Hargreaves, 2007). 

Various researchers have summarised the characteristics of a PLC 

(DuFour, & Fullan, 2013; Hargreaves, 2007; Huffman, & Hipp, 2003; Roy, & 

Hord, 2006; Stoll, & Seashore Louis, 2007). The fundamental characteristics  

of a PLC, as summarised from the literature by Nehring and Fitzsimons 

(2011, p. 515), are: 1) a shared vision for learning and shared responsibility 

among professional staff for student growth, 2) a guiding ethic of inquiry, 

continuous improvement, and long term growth, 3) collective examination 

of teaching practice and related data, 4) reliance on dialogue, reflection and 

experimentation in practice, 5) regular opportunities built into the work 

schedule for collaboration, 6) a commitment to high level learning for all 

students, and 7) a primary focus on teaching and learning.  

The five characteristics of a professional learning community, defined in 

a similar way by both Roy and Hord (2006) and Huffman and Hipp (2003), 

are used as qualities for a PLC in this research. They are:  

 supportive and shared leadership,  

 collective learning and application,  

 shared values and vision,  

 supportive conditions – structure and relationship 

 shared (personal) practice.  
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Theories on learning and actions taken for educational improvement are 

closely related to each other as they depend on new ideas and experi-

mentation in terms of transforming a school culture built up from organised 

processes (Hargreaves, & Fullan, 2012; Hopkins et al., 2014; Seashore Louis et 

al., 2010). School communities that are defined as a PLC and show 

commitment to that ideology are seen to promote conditions for sustainable 

changes and learning (Hall, & Hord, 2011). When characterising the vision of a 

PLC in a study report, Bolam et al. (2005) emphasized the fundamental 

elements as being attitudes of respect and mutual trust and support, shared 

values and collective responsibility for students’ growth and learning. 

When comparing characteristics of a PLC with a conventional school 

there is quite a difference. With the goal of developing a PLC in a 

reconstructed high school in USA in 2008-2009, faculty study groups of 

teachers, paraprofessionals and administrators were formed to build a PLC 

(Nehring, & Fitzsimons, 2011). The study groups were led by facilitators and 

studied collaboratively students' work and instructional practice in five 

meetings (18 hours) over the year, which were not part of their daily 

practice. The results were that the meetings were too sporadic and did not 

support them in their work in the school. The study groups also found the 

goals unclear and found the project of improving a PLC to be subversive to 

the culture of the school   

Other studies have shown that a PLC has had a positive impact on 

teaching practice and student achievement (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). 

The culture of a PLC can build up the capacity to promote and sustain 

learning for all in the school community with its constant focus on student 

achievement and using, reflecting and learning from data (Bolam, 

McMaholm, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; DuFour, & Fullan, 2013; Roy, & 

Hord, 2006; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008) (discussed in papers 3 and 4). 

People have different opinions on the remit of a PLC; whether it should 

only include those inside a school building or also people outside it, such as 

parents and the local community. The latter definition seems to be more 

powerful, both in promoting collaboration and in interactive learning 

between school and society. It is important that the school takes advantage 

of the resources parents have and it could offer and seek a real 

collaboration with them about practice in the school, student learning and 

matters concerning student upbringing (Hargreaves, 2000; Senge, et al., 

2012). Another issue of interest is the extent to which non-teaching staff 

participate in and are acknowledged as members of the PLC (Paper 4). 
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What characterizes a PLC is thus rather clear – shared values, trust, 

mutual support, collective responsibility, supportive conditions – but it is 

more demanding to decide how to promote these qualities. It will be about 

changing systems, crossing boundaries and focusing on learning in a wider 

perspective instead of a narrower focus on teaching. In a PLC the social 

nature of learning at all levels is not hierarchical (Bolam et al., 2005; 

Hargreaves, 2007; Talbert, 2010).  

In sum, a PLC supports knowledge building, trust and commitment to 

students, and PLCs have been shown to have a positive effect on schooling 

(Lee, Zhang, & Zin, 2011; Nehring et al., 2011; Roy, & Hord, 2006). A PLC is 

seen as a school culture in transformation, where members of the 

community reflect on practice in interaction with social and policy contexts, 

and gain new understandings that can lead to a fundamental change in 

attitude, thinking and action (Servage, 2008, p. 66)  (Paper 3).  

In the next chapter the concepts collaboration and team learning are 

discussed more closely; their importance and what characterizes them.  

2.3.2 Collaboration and team learning 

Huffman and Hipp (2003) have developed a tool for assessing a PLC. The 

tool can be used to assess the degree to which stakeholders from the 

school community agree or disagree with given statements about a PLC in a 

school. Among other things, staff members are asked to assess whether 

they are consistently involved in discussing and making decisions about 

most school issues, whether opportunities and structures for reflection 

exist, whether there is collective learning through open dialogue to 

promote common understanding of staff in the school, and whether there 

is support for peer coaching among staff (Paper 3). 

According to the qualities of a PLC, the education and development of 

teachers has to be interwoven with their work in the field rather than only 

occurring in workshops or courses outside schools. Teachers need to work 

on developing new knowledge and methods; through being hands-on, 

assessing, observing and reflecting. Cooperation, peer coaching and trust 

are important factors in this regard. Teachers have to experiment and dare 

to fail. They must transform their teaching in line with new methods, 

instead of just adding them to older experiences without working with 

them and reflecting on them. Professional development is a long-term 

issue. To promote a real professional learning community and increase 

student achievement, teachers will have to focus for a long time on 

improving their profession (Darling-Hammond, & Richardson, 2009). 
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There should be an emphasis on helping teachers to understand that in 

developing their teaching by learning new knowledge and skills they are 

making a professional commitment towards being a good teacher and that this 

is an endeavour spanning their entire career. Understanding change and the 

need for it is a primary vehicle for professional development (Chappuis, 

Chappuis, & Stiggins, 2009; Fullan et al., 2006).  The concept of professional 

capital introduced by Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) is a function of three 

important factors: human capital, social capital and decisional capital. In order 

to develop their expertise, and transform the profession, teachers must 

develop their professional capital. What characterizes human capital is passion 

and moral commitment. Social capital is concerned with interaction, 

relationships and trust among teachers. Decisional capital is a new concept and 

it is connected with experience and the ability to make decisions in 

complicated situations. There is an unavoidable interplay among the three 

factors and it takes many years with purposeful exercise, reflection and 

collaboration to achieve mastery and develop high level professional capital 

(discussed in Papers 2 and 3).  

Professional activity can vary across ever changing communities, from 

being mostly based on individualism toward an emphasis on collaboration 

and communication (Sigurðardóttir, 2006) that can be undertaken in 

multiple ways with similar results. It has been shown that to improve 

professional learning communities, respect and trust is important as well as 

collegial relationships among teachers and between teachers and leaders 

(Harris, & Jones, 2010; Hauge, Norenes, & Vedøy, 2014). Different concepts 

and emphases may be used about these ideas, such as collegial learning, 

collaboration, work-place learning or reflective dialogues, but the common 

goal is to make tacit knowledge visible, to learn and to grow professionally 

(Horn, & Little, 2010).  

Goal-oriented teamwork can be seen as one of several different tools in 

improving professionalism. Teams can be a basic unit in fostering 

collaboration; collegiality, trust and commitment in a professional learning 

community are manifested through interaction with colleagues. Teams can 

serve as a learning environment in daily practice and nurture metacognition 

of participants with the focus on learning when they have different roles 

and responsibilities (Prytula, 2012; Roy, & Hord, 2006; Sigurðardóttir, 2010; 

Takahashi, 2011). Effective collaboration in teamwork is a powerful forum 

for exchanging ideas and experience, discussing practice and giving honest 

and supportive feedback. That in turn causes changes in actions and beliefs 

and improved professionalism and results of schooling (Senge et al., 2012).  
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Despite the views found in the literature, and discussed above, teachers 

in general do not support or visit each other very much in practice, nor do 

they provide much feedback (Doppenberg, Brok, & Bakx, 2012). The same 

results were found among Icelandic teachers in the Teaching and Learning 

International Survey TALIS 2008 (OECD, 2009). Icelandic teachers score 

highest compared with other countries when asked about constructivism in 

teaching, but they are below average when it comes to teaching together, 

reflecting, or supporting each other. They are not used to a culture of 

feedback from colleagues and leaders and this lack of mutual support and 

feedback can limit the development of a team or a learning community 

(Ólafsson, Macdonald, & Pálsdóttir, 2012). 

Results from a new study in educational practices in Icelandic schools 

indicate a growing interest among school leaders and teachers in team 

teaching involving shared responsibility, increased collaboration and a shift in 

the physical environment towards open plan schools. Schools have slowly 

developed towards differentiated learning according to educational policies 

over the last one and a half decades. Teachers in schools that were organised 

as team teaching schools claimed to have a stronger job satisfaction, a more 

open and critical dialogue about school issues and a more positive stance 

against developmental work than teachers in traditional schools where 

teachers worked in isolation (Óskarsdóttir et al.,  2014).  

Krøll-Schwartz (2004) has developed a framework which can be used as 

a guide for assessing the characteristics of a learning community in a school 

(Figure 1). The most effective and mature team, a learning team, is found in 

stage 4, where there is an emphasis on learning for both students and 

teachers. Such a team aims at progress for the students, the teachers and 

the whole team. It also demonstrates constant and committed cooperation 

and makes the effort to strengthen all partners through constructive 

reflection and collective understanding of actual principles of practice 

(Figure 1). The least mature and least effective team is found in stage 1, 

where teachers have a tendency towards compliance and work only on 

student learning and not their own learning. Activities in stage 1 only show 

coordination, for example with regard to scheduling, rather than actual 

collaboration between teachers, and there is no focus on teachers’ learning 

(Figure 1) (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004). This framework was used as an assess-

ment tool in the current research (Paper  3). 

In sum, where a PLC exists, people talk together about learning, think 

together and work together for the purpose of constructing new knowledge 

that serves themselves, the students and the community. A change process 
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does not exist nor is it sustained except where participants are active and learn 

and apply new practice and thinking skills. A PLC in which people collaborate 

and work in teams could be a fertile base for change and improvement. Then 

commitment, respect, trust, participation, and collegial relationship are crucial 

in making tacit knowledge visible and avoiding isolation.   

2.4 Educational leadership 

There is a widespread belief supported by evidence (Hall & Hord, 2011; 

Hopkins et al., 2014; Leithwood, Anderson, Marscall, & Strauss, 2010; 

Seashore Louis, 2010) that educational leadership has a great impact on 

school improvement. There has been a growing interest and focus on these 

issues coupled with a debate on how to shape and improve the nature of a 

work-based approach connected to learning and context (Bush, 2013).  

Emphases in the leadership discourse have shifted and changed over 

time since the concept became an important issue in educational policy 

around 1990 (MacBeath, & Townsend, 2011a). 

There have been diverse emphases in theories concerning educational 

leadership over the years but leadership can be described as having two 

main functions; to provide direction and to exercise influence. These two 

distinctive functions can be practiced in various ways (Seashore Louis, 

Leithwood, Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010, p. 9). Currently, the most 

prominent one is the transformational approach where the focus in leading 

is on distributing power and following the response of staff. This approach 

emphasizes collaborative decisions, has expectations of improved student 

achievement and is open to cultural changes (Bolívar, & Moreno, 2006; 

Sergiovanni, 2006; Sigurðardóttir, 2006). It has however, gained some 

criticism for not being focused enough on ways to directly improve student 

learning (Hopkins et al., 2014). Different perspectives of distributed 

leadership can be found and are either top-down or bottom-up and each 

has its own difficulties. It has been connected with empirical, theoretical 

and normative views (Harris, 2008). In this research distributed leadership 

was seen as a social interdependent interaction in practice among diverse 

people and cooperation in the spirit of activity theory (Spillane, 2006) 

rather than independent actions of people in formal or informal roles. The 

collaborative view was promoted by the school leaders in this research. 

Other views focus more on structured, cognitive and institutional 

organisation for improving students’ outcomes (Harris, 2008).  
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Figure 1 Definition of different stages of teamwork (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004). 

2.4.1 Transformational leadership 

The notion of transformational leadership became important at the end of 

the last century as a powerful way to transform the professional culture of 

schools. Transformational leadership seems to have a direct influence on 

teacher commitment towards school improvement and the work to which 
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teachers are willing to submit themselves for that purpose. This results in 

increased teacher motivation, affecting practice and behaviour towards 

students and ultimately improving achievement (Geijsel et al., 2003). School 

leaders who work in line with the ideology of transformational leadership 

give individual support and cognitive encouragement, create an 

atmosphere and culture of trust and respect, distribute leadership and 

encourage teachers to actively participate and take responsibility for 

particular activities. Members of a PLC work toward a common vision and 

goals for all in the school and have high expectations towards students and 

staff (Mulford, 2006).  

Transformational leadership has several areas of emphasis. Even though 

the main emphasis is on distribution of power and responsibility, other 

factors are also important, such as learning, instruction and sustainability. 

Examples of this are distributed leadership (Harris, 2008; Harris, Leithwood, 

Day, Sammons, & Hopkins, 2007; Spillane, 2006), leadership for learning 

(DuFour, & Marzano, 2009; MacBeath, 2006; Marsh, Waniganayake, & 

Gibson, 2014), instructional leadership (Hopkins, 2003), pedagogical 

leadership (Sergiovanni, 1998), constructivist leadership (Lambert, 2003) 

and sustainable leadership (Hargreaves, & Fink, 2006). Transformational 

leadership connected to learning is seen as a promising combination in 

current research. 

Leadership seems to be linked to learning through three paths; vision 

and goals, academic structure and processes, and people. The emphasis in 

leadership for learning is not mainly on the role of the principal but 

incorporates wider perspectives, with other sources and multiple practices 

in order to improve the school outcome (Hallinger, 2011).  

2.4.2 Leadership capacity 

Leadership for learning can be considered as one element in developing and 

maintaining a PLC where the whole school community is committed and 

focused on improving learning and the community in an interactive way. 

The school stakeholders, including the formal school leaders, foster trust 

relationships and are responsive to change by reflecting, sharing and taking 

advantage of each other’s experience and professional background in 

teamwork (Marsh et al., 2014). In practice, the formal leadership of the 

principal seems to remain the central source in leadership styles in general 

(Seashore Louise et al., 2010). To ensure student learning at a high 

cognitive level there is a need to consider what has been learned and how 

the knowledge of learning may be used to increase professional practice in 
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the school context and student learning. The best results are expected 

when school leaders and teachers work together in building up common 

knowledge, improving practice and discussing values and creating a vision 

and policy (DuFour, & Marzano, 2009).  

Figure 2 Leadership capacity of four school types according to levels of partici-
pation of principal and depth of leadership skills and understanding 
(Lambert, 2006, p. 240) 

Leadership without learning is considered too powerless. Learning is the 

element that nourishes leadership and promotes it. Together, learning and 

leadership can promote and create new knowledge and make students 

active consumers of knowledge (MacBeath, 2006). Leadership can also be 

explained as collaborative learning, commitment, a common vision, 

understanding and knowledge with discussions, reflection and research 

aimed at learning (Lambert, 1998, 2003). Even more importantly, it exists at 
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all levels in the school; no less among teachers and students than school 

leaders, and it is needed to construct leadership capacity in the school 

(Lambert, 1998). Different levels of leadership capacity in schools were 

defined by Lambert (2006) based on research in fifteen different schools 

across Canada (Figure 2). The schools were chosen from a group showing 

improvement and consistently good achievement among its students, a 

professional school culture and collaborative and distributed leadership. 

The schools were divided into four groups based on their leadership 

capacity and how broad or narrow the participation of stakeholders in the 

school community seemed to be.  

High leadership capacity and broad participation (bottom right) (Figure 2) 

was characterized by how much school leaders, teachers, parents and 

students, and even stakeholders from the district or an academic institution, 

knew about and understood the nature of leadership. There were high levels of 

participation of school leaders in school activities and the leaders themselves 

had a wide range of knowledge and skills. The stakeholders from the school 

community reflected upon their practice and showed collaborative 

responsibility concerning improvement based on available data. Student 

achievement was good and progress was steady (Figure 2). 

2.4.3 Leadership and learning 

By relating leadership and learning rather than teaching and learning, 

leadership for learning locates learning as the main element in schooling. Such 

learning is not only seen as students’ learning but also as professional and 

organisational learning with a focus on balancing existing and emerging 

conditions and paying attention to processes and patterns of living systems 

(Mitchell & Sackney, 2011). The learning ideology values human beings 

holistically rather than what is measurable and serves the market. Concepts 

such as distributed and shared linked to leadership have caused a debate on 

how non-hierarchical or shared leadership can be distributed and it depends on 

context how that is understood. Thus, shared can be  understood either as 

delegated, as taking the initiative, as being spontaneous or as some kind of 

teamwork (MacBeath, Swaffield, & Frost, 2009; MacBeath, & Townsend, 

2011b; Møller, 2009).  

In the context of the educational culture in Iceland in which I work and 

live, I understand leadership as a complex web of hierarchical and 

nonhierarchical factors because school as institutions are hierarchical in 

nature, e.g. with recruitments for positions differing in responsibility, but at 

the same time the school curriculum or national educational policy 
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documents can emphasize individual and collaborative competence and 

equity. The principal has a role as the head of the school and is responsible 

for its improvements and practice but she/he also has the space to use a 

socio-cultural and democratic approach providing flexibility for all to 

actively participate in the work of the school.   

A good example of a project that linked leadership and learning was 

launched in 2002; ´Leadership for Learning´  called Carpe Vitam. It  started 

with principals in seven countries and eight sites, led by a team in 

Cambridge  (MacBeath et. al., 2009). The project went on for 3½ years with 

the aim of building capacity for learning-led and sustainable improvements 

among the principals and teachers who participated in the project and 

supporting them in finding their own agency. The main theme of the 

project was to get an insight into continuous improvement – something 

that never ends – and explore differences rather than points of similarity to 

understand the work being done in the different sites. Issues in the project 

concerned understanding of learning, leadership in different context and 

the relationship between leadership and learning. A narrative approach was 

used and high level discussions on practice. At the end of the project 

participants said that their views had been ‘reframed’ or ‘disembedded’  or 

gone ‘beyond one’s comfort zone’. Shared leadership differed in relation to 

context – it could be delegated, spontaneous or through teamwork. In their 

research they used vignettes and portraits to capture some of the issues 

arising as well as conversations with critical friends (MacBeath et al.,  2009).  

Five principles of learning grew from the practice and theory within 

which the project was fostered. To be useful they had to grow from within 

and ‘infuse’ thinking about learning and leadership. The final set of 

principles were (MacBeath et al., 2009) :  

1. a focus on learning,  

2. conditions for learning,  

3. dialogue,  

4. shared leadership and  

5. a shared sense of accountability. 

The interpretation of these principles depended on context, conditions 

and culture. 

In many ways, the Carpe Vitam approach parallels my own conviction 

about what schools and education stand for and that leadership and 

learning are the tools towards this end. I value the notion of a PLC working 
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hand in hand with the main elements of leadership for learning. I value 

‘teacher voice’. I prefer in my thesis to talk about leadership for learning 

when I am referring to the support the leaders strive to give when the 

school is developing as a professional learning community. The participants 

learn to take part in a PLC and it was my wish that it would be in that PLC, in 

the culture and context of a new compulsory school in Iceland, that learning 

would take place. My approach is not that of using what ‘policy elites’ pass 

on. I would like the ‘learning–leadership encounter [to be] a mutually 

supportive one, so that both areas emerge strengthened by their coupling 

… ‘ (Gronn, 2009, p. 310). 

As much as I fear the increased development towards counting 

outcomes from international ranking assessments that nourish 

competition, speed and standardization, I see a dilemma for schools and 

teachers in making visible an improvement in learning among students 

when professional learning communities are developed. New forms of 

assessment are needed. It is important that teachers become engaged in 

the change and have a strong commitment to it. Because, as Nehring and 

Fitzsimons (2011) indicate, the strategies that a PLC practice demands are 

indeed counter to that of the practices of a mainstream teacher. Having the 

confidence to show uncertainty and vulnerability and seek strength from 

others has been shown to be beneficial to professional growth (Kelly, 2013).  

In sum, school leadership influences the learning of students (Leithwood 

et al., 2010) and has been shown to play a crucial role in educational 

change and improvement of schools (Fullan et al., 2006; Harris, 2008; 

Hopkins et al., 2014). Leadership for learning reflects on and builds up 

common knowledge and improved practice about learning in an interactive 

collaboration and commitment with staff and students, in line with 

educational vision and policy (DuFour, & Marzano, 2009). Broad 

participation of stakeholders in a school indicates an understanding of the 

nature of leadership and a high level of leadership capacity (Lambert, 2006).   

2.5 The research questions 

Different interpretations and understandings of political, cultural and economic 

factors have caused tension, confusion and uncertainty in the educational field 

over the years. Issues include a focus on teaching and learning and different 

levels of learning, the cultural context and fixed principles (Fink, 2011; Gronn, 

2009; Whitty, 2010). There has been a growing tendency in educational policies 

to use outcomes from standardized, competitive, international assessments as 

a leading tool in educational reforms all over the world based on marketisation 
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and a neo-liberal approach (Blossing, Nyen, Söderström, & Hagen Tønder, 

2015; Whitty; 2010). According to Hargreaves and Shirley (2012), this approach 

is, however, not used by the most successful educational systems. On the 

contrary, the most successful systems emphasize collective responsibility 

rather than vertical accountability and data are used to inform teachers’ 

inquiry rather than for control. This could easily create tension between, on the 

one hand, globalized recommendations towards the neo-liberal approach and, 

on the other, research evidence pointing in the opposite direction.    

This tension is obvious in Icelandic educational policy. There is a new 

competence-based national curriculum that defines fundamental pillars for 

the educational system (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013). 

Simultaneously, there is a White paper from the Minister of Education 

(Hvítbók, 2014) that in many ways gives indications of strategies of using 

PISA results as a controlling factor in school reform in Iceland. That could 

result in a narrow perspective on learning and not in line with the current 

curriculum. As a consequence it may disturb improvement work in relation 

to the development of the schools (Blossing et al.,  2015).  

This research is rooted in theoretical views on learning across all levels; 

among students, school staff, school and community. School improvement and 

change, leadership for learning, leadership capacity and professional learning 

communities that involve collaboration and teamwork are all a means to the 

same end. That is, thinking and acting with the intention of developing and 

becoming stronger, both individually and together, and managing challenges in 

an effective way in an ever changing community are all pieces in the same 

jigsaw puzzle and depend on each other in a holistic way.  

Teamwork oriented to goals that focus on learning and collaboration can 

be an effective forum to improve skills and profession in practice, both 

among teachers and between teachers and leaders (Takahashi, 2011). In 

this research the most effective team was called a learning team which 

emphasizes learning both by students and teachers and aims for student 

progress and teacher and team development. Such a team demonstrates 

constant and committed cooperation, with efforts to strengthen all 

partners through constructive reflection and collective understanding of 

actual principles of practice (Figure 1) (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004). This form of 

teamwork, of the highest standard, was the aim of the work carried out by 

the school leaders. 

Supportive and shared leadership is one element in a PLC. To ensure a 

high level of learning for all, the leadership has to focus on how knowledge 

of learning may be used to increase professional practice in a school 
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context. The most desirable way to do that is by collaboration with the 

staff; to build up common knowledge with them, improve practice and 

discuss values and form a vision and a policy (DuFour, & Marzano, 2009). 

Leadership is powerless without a belief in learning as a driving and 

nourishing force. Together, learning and leadership promote and create 

new knowledge (MacBeath, 2006). Included in leadership with learning is 

collaborative learning, commitment, meaningful discussions, reflection and 

research focused on learning (Lambert, 1998, 2003). The criteria for 

leadership capacity (Lambert, 2006) (Figure 2), with the emphasis on broad 

involvement of stakeholders, collaboration, and collective responsibility, is 

in many ways similar to the characteristics of an effective PLC. For that 

reason I have worked with the idea that these two concepts; a professional 

learning community and leadership for learning, could effectively be 

fostered and implemented together; they complement one another. 

As leadership seems to be a driving force for school improvement it is 

necessary to understand what it involves. I am striving to understand what 

constitutes educational leadership, and a professional learning community. 

I wanted to contribute to leadership for learning in one school and reflect 

on the process. I was also curious about how people in the school 

understood the concepts learning and teaching and how these were 

supposed to lead to education, and how learning and teaching was 

integrated into everyday practice in the school.   

The support by the critical friend provided to the leaders and, in turn, by 

them to teachers was guided by the suggestion from Sigurðardóttir (2006) 

that teaching the techniques for improving collaboration was necessary in 

order to develop a PLC. Guided by these ideas, the literature review and the 

opportunities provided by the establishment of a new school, the two main 

research questions have been: 

 What does leadership for learning mean in the practice of the new 
school? 

 What supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

The project was carried out in several phases, each with its own research 

questions. An action research methodology was used in the research in my 

work as a critical friend and a member of the research team with the school 

leaders. The next four chapters concern different aspects of the method; its 

methodology, the context of the study, its design and methods and finally 

the validation and my role and position in the research together with 
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uncertainties, ethics, limitations and opportunities. The findings are 

presented after the four methodology chapters. 
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3 Methodology 

In 2006 a group of 24 stakeholders living in a rapidly growing district in an 

urban area in Iceland discussed the qualities that they would like to see in a 

new school planned for this district. As mentioned earlier, they followed 

the ‘design down’ approach (Copa, 1999).  

This preparatory group stressed that the school should aim at being a 

professional community of learners, that school practice should be 

characterized by collaboration, open-mindedness, respect and kindness so that 

individual differences were met and everyone in the school, both staff and 

students, could learn and develop. The group also emphasized that the school 

should be a part of the community. Staff was to be hired in line with these 

preconditions (Svanbjörnsdóttir, 2006). The principal was recruited in 2008, 

about a year before the opening of the new school, in order to start 

preparations, develop and expand the group’s vision, ideas and policy further 

and recruit staff (Svanbjörnsdóttir, Macdonald, & Frímannsson, 2010).  

3.1 Approaching the problem 

This thesis reports on my doctoral research project which began in late 

2009 and in which I wanted to investigate how this new school and its 

activities would develop under the leadership of the new principal and a 

head of department. I favoured using an approach based on action research 

as I felt that the ‘plan-do-reflect-act’ process would suit a project in which 

many small steps would be taken. Instead of only doing and acting, typical 

of development projects, I felt it was important to include planning and 

reflecting. I needed to be able to capture the small steps of activity which 

would be taken all over the school but even more importantly I felt that 

reflection would be the pedagogical key which would open an under-

standing of the process of understanding learning and developing a new 

school for the leaders, for other staff, for students and for myself. 

Thus, my doctoral research is built primarily on an action research 

approach but had some twists and turns as time went by and we reflected 

on our actions. The action research project with the school leaders involved 

several years of collaboration and reflection as I acted as a peer and critical 

friend. The leaders then engaged in reflection and action with the staff, 

particularly the teachers. I then turned my attention to evaluation research 
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on learning and the development of the professional learning communities 

as teachers learnt from the leaders and from others about their practice 

and how to use a differentiated approach for pupil learning (Figure 3).  

Figure 3  The research framework 

In the early stages of the research the main focus was on the school 

leaders as they planned the next steps and reflected on events. I was in the 

role of a critical friend and peer to them throughout the study but the 

frequency of our interaction decreased with time and I began to turn my 

attention to the teachers as the school’s activities began to take shape. 

Thus this research is designed in two parts:  

 as a collaborative venture between the school leaders, who were 
the actors, and myself, as the critical friend. Together we were in a 
search for the transformation of educational practice among staff in 
the new school such that there was a focus on learning. The school 
leaders worked in an action research framework as they sought to 
find and develop paths and possibilities in their practice with me and 
with the staff and students enhancing learning at all levels and a PLC 
in the school.  



Methodology 

61 

 in the spirit of evaluation research I studied the ways in which the 
staff and students and other actors engaged in learning, followed 
the example being set by the leader, worked in teams and were 
engaged in working in their teams. The evaluation findings were 
studied and reflected on by the schools leaders and myself. 

3.2 Action research  

Action research is research conducted in the field among people in practice 

and by people in action and practice, and was therefore found suitable for 

this research with the school leaders trying to understand the meaning of 

their practice and what supported and encouraged them.   

Action research is characterized by collaboration and a democratic 

process which aims to interweave theoretical knowledge with practical 

knowledge to find solutions to problems and develop practice. It concerns 

research in practice but not on practice and combines processes that may 

be seen as discrete entities, such as teaching, self-assessment and 

professional development. An employee can conduct research in his or her 

own practice, either alone or in collaboration with somebody else, to better 

understand and develop that practice with the researcher being part of the 

research. In action research the results are acted on immediately (Coghlan, 

& Brannwick, 2010).   

Action research is self-reflection in practice. The research questions are 

open and instead of beginning with a hypothesis the research starts with an 

idea that the researcher develops. The researcher expresses his or her 

hopes and expectations as goals in line with his or her own values and 

forms clear criteria corresponding to them. It is most important that the 

researcher explains what is done, why and what can be learned from this. 

Such research is often used in a context of learning and often begins with 

the question: How can I improve my profession? (McNiff, 2002). 

The main idea with action research is to learn in the job by focusing on it 

and finding out how it affects student learning. Participants, such as 

teachers, counsellors or leaders, become learners. They learn with the 

people they support. Discussions among peers are emphasized. The 

research never really ends as it is always possible to continue and improve 

practice. Record-keeping is an important part of the research as well as 

gathering data. It is possible to use both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches in action research even though qualitative approaches are used 

more often in education (Guðjónsson, 2009; McNiff, 2002). 
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In action research a theoretical approach is used in searching for 

possible solutions to important issues, in collaboration with those who have 

direct experience in the field. The research is a process of spiral cycles that 

generally are of four stages; planning, doing, reflecting and acting. In the 

beginning it is important to define a problem and after acting and 

observing, the data has to be scrutinized, reflected on and then acted on in 

a new and improved way based on the findings. The investigators move 

back and forth between the data collection and the defined focus. One 

cycle leads to the next forming a series of  spirals. In each main spiral there 

are smaller loops where individual processes are assessed and decisions 

taken for continuing the work (Coghlan, & Brannick, 2010; Creswell, 2012; 

Robertson, 2008).  

Action research gives information of the internal knowledge in a field, 

something an outside researcher cannot give in the same way. It may be 

difficult sometimes to assess practice in an unbiased way, in researching 

one’s own practice; therefore it could be important to have someone from 

the outside with you in the research, such as a critical friend. This approach 

was used in my work with the leaders, where they were researching their 

own work and I worked with them as a critical friend in a research team 

(Figure 3). I consulted with them on their action research as an outsider, 

researching their practice with them and assessing the results of their work 

by observing practice and interviewing stakeholders. 

One purpose of action research in schools is to uncover the everyday 

practice in schooling and make it visible (Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen, 1994). 

Action research can both have practical and participatory emphases. The 

practical one focuses mainly on local practice in schools or classrooms and 

on teacher development and student learning. The participatory approach 

is more concerned with studying social issues that constrain individual lives 

(Creswell, 2012). In this project the strategy was twofold. It was practical as 

we focused on the work of the leaders in the school as they worked at 

promoting learning and building new knowledge for that purpose. I 

reflected on my role and contribution in my diaries, with the school leaders 

as well as with my supervisors for second order inquiry and validation. This 

is in line with action learning as proposed by Møller (1998). The research 

strategy was also clear and used research questions, clear documentation, 

reflection at different levels and intensive data gathering. In terms of 

improving teamwork and a PLC the school leaders frequently reflected 

upon and used different experimentations with the teaching teams based 

on observations and ideas coming from the literature (Møller, 1998).  
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The major principles of practical action research have been identified as the 

roles of the researcher (teacher/leader) as a learner, as a reflective practitioner 

and one who is committed by his research to his professional development and 

to school improvement. This can either be done individually or with others and 

it is done systematically in a particular site by choosing a focus, taking a 

decision on what kind of data to collect, and then analysing and interpreting it. 

Finally, the researchers develop an action plan (Mills, 2011). Each study is 

conducted in order to build new knowledge and to use data to support the 

validity of results (McNiff, & Whitehead, 2010).  

In line with the spirals and cycles of action research there is a flow and 

interaction between the different positions in practical action research 

(Figure 3) and the researcher/leader has the authority and the choice to 

study his professional development (Mills, 2011).  

Practical action research is well-suited to ideas that learning can be 

improved in a professional way by searching for and transforming new 

knowledge in committed and collaborative engagement (Creswell, 2012; 

Hargreaves, & Shirley, 2012; Illeris, 2007; Sahlberg, 2011). Because of 

differences however in culture and language, definitions of concepts in the 

action research field are not always in agreement with one another and 

what I here refer to as practical by Creswell (2012) and Mills (2011) may be 

more like the ´praxis´ in use by Kemmis (2008).  

Different factors influence the choice of methodology to be used in 

research. There are five main approaches upon which research is based 

(Whitehead, & McNiff, 2006a; McNiff, & Whitehead, 2010):  

 The ontology approach concerns theories of being; how people 
experience themselves in connection to the environment and other 
people. That is to say, whether a person sees herself as being 
separate from others or as being a part of others and others being a 
part of her.  

 The epistemology approach refers to theories of knowledge, either 
knowledge that already exists or knowledge acquisition. It depends 
on the ontology beliefs how this is understood. If a person looks at 
herself as a part of others and assumes she learns in community 
with others the methodology of action research is appropriate. If 
not, and she finds it important to understand the truth as something 
else, as a variable, another methodology will be more suitable.  

 Methodology refers to theories of how things are done as a way of 
finding something out.  
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 The social purpose of research concerns what we want to 
accomplish in the social world and why and how we relate people to 
ourselves and to others.  

 A political approach concerns the power in promoting groups with 
different needs.  

There is a strong connection between ontology, epistemology, method-

ology approaches/value and a hope of achieving a social and political goal. 

They can both influence and assimilate each other (Whitehead, & McNiff, 

2006a; McNiff, & Whitehead, 2010).  

The epistemology of action research is rooted in the constructivist 

approach and a focus on  the ‘how’ in learning, where analysing, assessing 

and transforming are emphasized in the process of knowledge creation as it 

strengthens professionalism (Illeris, 2007; Schein, 2004). The importance of 

collaboration, scaffolding, interaction and problem solving connected to 

experience also has a strong influence and can be connected to a PLC 

(Bruner, 1997; Heikkinen et al., 2012; Vygotsky, 1935/1978; Warford, 2011). 

Reflection and the idea of the reflective practitioner play an important role 

in action research as it builds on the prerequisite that people create knowledge 

by learning from experience. Reflection has been an increasing part of the 

academic learning debate in recent years and it means scrutinizing oneself, 

assessing and asking critical questions to improve one’s profession 

(Aðalbjarnardóttir, 2007; Illeris, 2007; Schön, 1987). Schön talks about a 

teacher´s knowing in action, a tacit knowledge, when a person does something 

on the basis of something he knows or can do without being aware of it 

himself. There is a distinction between reflecting in action and reflecting on 

action. A teacher can be conscious of his actions while teaching and later 

consider why he did something and he then starts questioning things he had 

taken for granted earlier. This is when reflection in action takes place. After a 

lesson a teacher can reflect on whether he operated as planned in specific 

situations. That is reflection on action (Schön, 1987).  

In reflection, a conversation between thought and actions takes place and 

tacit knowledge becomes visible for further development and change. This can 

build knowledge thus constructing professionalism (Schön, 1987). When 

reflecting on action or conditions, thoughts go back in time and make it 

possible to see what was done but when reflecting in action it is possible to act 

immediately and change something. In the latter example it becomes possible 

to reconstruct while acting. Then the reflection concerns both the unforeseen 

and the known. The distinction between this type of reflection and other kinds 
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of reflection is the immediate feedback on the actions. It is one step to reflect 

in action and another to reflect on the reflection in action and describe it. Still 

another step is to reflect on results or descriptions as in action research. 

If action research conducted by teachers in a school is compared with 

more ´traditional´ educational research, one main distinction is the role of 

the teacher. In action research the teacher’s emphasis is on purposeful and 

systematic reflection, collection and analysis of data, publication of results 

and collaboration. In more ´traditional´ research the emphasis is on the 

researcher staying outside the research situation and remaining neutral 

unlike  in action research where the researcher is part of the research 

(Ebbutt, 1985). Action researchers can explain how the knowledge creation 

has been transformed from being embodied to being explicit. In doing a 

research project an aim is to create new knowledge and in presenting it the 

researchers claim that they have done so (McNiff, & Whitehead, 2010). 

Even though the emphasis in action research is on the ´self´, when a 

researcher asks how she can improve and develop what she is doing, the 

researcher expects that the answer also involves the attitudes of others and 

the impact on their learning. Rather than being isolated, the ´self´ is seen as 

part of the community with others asking the same questions. An 

interaction with the attitude of others and its impact is expected in their 

answers. A generalization or a focus on one right solution is not prioritized. 

Rather there is an expectation that personal theories are developed in 

order to learn from it and actively enable others to participate in that 

process with them (Whitehead, & McNiff, 2006b).  

From what has been mentioned here it can be said that action research 

is a form of research practiced in the field that is purposeful, focusing on 

the work of the school, in order to develop the school and improve its work.  

In an action research approach there is immediate action on results and 

reflections and criteria and values are highlighted in discussion. This is what 

has characterised my research. In my mind there is harmony between the 

fundamental ideas of action research, the development of a PLC and 

constructivism in learning. In all three, people learn together and from each 

other, adults and children alike, and therefore it can be assumed to give 

good results when striving for school improvement. 

3.3 Evaluation research 

In addition to the action research conducted with the leaders, a substantial 

part of this study can be likened to evaluation research, a vast and growing 

field, which has emerged as a strong approach in social and educational 
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research and in development studies around the world. Kemmis (1981) was 

one of the early and active proponents of developing evaluation theory. 

Patton (1997) has been a leading expert on utilisation-based evaluation, 

and he specifically explored evaluator roles as being active-reactive and the 

addressed the question of situational responsiveness.  

Evaluation research as an approach has been discussed by Gall, Borg and 

Gall (1996), who identified three differences from more traditional 

research. An evaluation project is specifically designed in order to provide 

information for decision-making. A second difference is the extent to which 

findings can be generalised, a dilemma not unlike that facing action 

research. But in both cases, in the present study, the purpose of the 

research was to support the activities of one school. That this was a new 

school added an extra flavour to the findings. The third difference identified 

by Gall, Borg and Gall is the relative emphasis on making judgements of the  

quality and value of the phenomenon being studied. This was not a point of 

particular emphasis in this project as the focus was on understanding and 

interpreting events, activities and decisions, rather than on comparison. 

Figure 4  Critical friend and evaluator 

I was always in the role of a critical friend with the two school leaders, 

helping them to reflect on their ideas and the progress being made in the 

school. Together we conducted action research (shaded areas, Figure 4). I 

stepped however into a different role, that of an evaluator, when I engaged 
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in fieldwork, as I went out into the school, observing classroom and hallway 

activities, and taking interviews with teachers and other staff, as well as 

with students and parents (non-shaded areas, Figure  4).  

This need to be in several roles was a limitation of the study but it arose 

because I was an individual doctoral researcher carrying out one project. On 

the one hand, it would have been ideal if I had had a counterpart who 

worked on the evaluation with the other members of the school while I 

worked with the leaders on the action research. On the other hand, it was 

also a benefit as it was up to me to find ways to collect all the data needed 

in order to explain and connect activities in the school and ultimately 

answer the research questions, and for this I needed to involve the leaders, 

staff, students and parents.  

In the action research and the evaluation research I had to be both 

responsive and reactive, and it was this interplay which had to be handled 

delicately to maintain the atmosphere of trust established in the first few 

months between myself and others. Without trust this field study would 

have been impossible. 

I will discuss the validity of this research in more detail in section six. 

Here it suffices to say that the evaluation activities in this research were 

designed in such a way that respondents/participants in this mixed 

methods approach took part in some activities, e.g. the translation of the 

questionnaire they would answer, and that I, the researcher, aimed at 

providing participants with my understandings and interpretations of 

developments, in keeping with the notion of democratic participation in 

mixed methods research (Torrance, 2012). 
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4 The context of the study 

Before discussing the new school and its mission, I will look at the 

development of the new school in which I carried out this research and 

which was based in a town which was experiencing growth among young 

families. A preparatory group, made up of a wide range of stakeholders, 

was appointed in 2006 to discuss what sort of school they would like to see 

in a district of the town which was growing rapidly. The group consisted of 

teachers, parents, students, personnel from leisure activity and culture 

centres, and local politicians. In May 2006 the conditions for the design of 

the building and its completion were submitted to the school board, but the 

discussion was postponed. 

Previously in Iceland, several new schools had followed the so-called 

‘design down’ process (Copa, 1999) and it was decided that the preparatory 

group in this case would follow the same route. I was an advisor at the 

Centre of School Development at the University of Akureyri, which was 

asked by the municipality to lead the group and provide assistance. I was 

given this task. The group of 24 representatives submitted its report in 2006 

(Svanbjörnsdóttir, 2006) and I returned to my duties as an advisor. 

In late summer 2008 the municipality hired the principal for the school 

which would start operations in 2009. The principal made an active start, 

consulting widely, and by December 2008 he had published the first 

newsletter of the school. It was aimed at potential parents (School, 2008) 

and in it he explained how the pupils would be organised in multi-age 

groups and teachers would work in teams which would include teacher 

aides. He included information on the physical layout to be used in the 

learning areas. Finally, he introduced the idea that the school would follow 

the programme called Positive discipline. Two more newsletters appeared 

in the spring. In the second one, in February 2009, he introduced the 

slogans for the school. The fourth letter was published in mid-August as the 

first pupils were being enrolled. 

The school started its operation in August 2009 and was officially 

opened in October 2009. In 2011 an extension to the building from 2008 

was put out to tender. The school had grown rapidly. In the following 

sections, a picture is drawn up of the policy and the mission of the school, 

participants and the school, the composition of the leadership team, and 
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the school teams. The school did not receive any special attention from the 

local authorities after it started operating.   

4.1 The policy and mission of the new school 

The policy of the school was characterized by a clear emphasis on inclusion 

and differentiation. The school used ´Positive discipline´ (Nelsen, Lott, & 

Glenn, 2000) as a policy in discipline and upbringing, but this policy is 

constructed upon a theory of self-discipline that consists of looking for the 

reasons and values for behaviour with the aim of adjusting it. By attributing 

attitudes of self-confidence, belonging and influence to students, the goal 

of the ideology is to develop a school culture characterized by care, mutual 

respect, friendliness and stability. In special class meetings students are 

taught and trained in these attributes. The class meetings also give students 

a chance to express their ideas and feelings in a safe environment where 

´mistakes´ are seen as a normal thing to learn from (Nelsen et al., 2000).  

The school’s mission and the norms of the school at the outset had been 

formulated in the report from the preparatory group (Svanbjörnsdóttir, 

2006). It was hoped that staff could meet the different needs of students. 

Everyone should experience well-being in the school, staff, parents and 

students should take part in decisions about the school, parents should be 

engaged in student learning, and communication in the school community 

was to be based on respect and care. The report also says that the school 

should build up individuals that could take advantage of what they learned 

and learn how to improve their learning further for their own best, and 

then not only in relation to academic issues. Therefore it was highlighted 

that there was a clear connection between teaching, learning and assessing 

and that these three factors are seen as aspects of one whole.  

At first the preparatory group formulated values to be used in 

developing the school: Respect, open-mindedness, collaboration, flexibility, 

and diversity (Icel. virðing, hlýja, samvinna, sveigjanleiki, fjölbreytni) 

(Svanbjörnsdóttir, 2006). These were reconsidered by the principal when he 

started preparing for the new school and ended in a slogan for the school, 

as: Differentiation, shelter, care, collaboration, vitality and everyone counts 

(Icel. námsaðlögun, athvarf, umhyggja, samvinna, táp og fjör og allir með) 

(slogans from the school web page).  

The principal was to support the school’s mission by focusing on 

continuing professional development, teamwork, and use of the ‘Positive 

discipline’ system with its class meetings, good information flow and use of 

all human resources in the school. In conclusion, the school policy says: 
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Everybody takes part; in learning, in work, in play, and in decisions (quote 

from the school web page). 

Indications of the school policy were visible on the school website and 

on walls in the school. It was also reflected on regularly by the leadership 

and at staff meetings and class meetings. The leaders were mindful of being 

visible in the school, of working with people in the field and of modelling 

the attitude and methods they expected from the school community (Paper 

1). The leaders paid close attention to what was going on in the school and 

they had a positive attitude towards solving problems (Paper 3). 

The leadership model for running the school was conceived of as being 

distributed and democratic with a clear vision and goal. There was great 

emphasis on teamwork and the goal was to develop learning teams 

throughout the school, collaborating through discussion and reflection on 

goals and progress. Goals from the curriculum, rather than textbooks, were 

to be the guiding factor in lessons. Creative thinking among students was 

not thought to be supported by the use of workbooks. The school day was 

considered to be a whole working day so homework after the school day 

was not highly prioritized on the ´to do´ list, except in the case of early 

readers; they took their books home to read with somebody.  

The school leaders, the school counsellor and the building manager 

shared a common work space. The space has walls of glass making the 

leaders and their work visible.  

During the first three years the school in question grew from 11 to 26 

teachers and from 150 to 295 students. It started with grades 1–7 and grew 

to grade 10 with one new grade for each year. In autumn 2012 (the 

beginning of the fourth year), there were 12 newly employed teachers and 

only four had been employed from the beginning. Three of the original 11 

had quit because they moved away and one did not adjust to the school 

vision and practice. One had study leave and two had maternity leave. 

Others had been in the school for a year or two. About 65% of the teachers 

in the school were women and 35% men. The school building was built in 

different stages because of economic problems in the municipality. The first 

part was ready for use in autumn 2009, the second part in August 2012, the 

third and last part was not completed when the research ended. 

4.1.1 School teams and a PLC    

The principal decided at the outset that the staff would work in teams. This 

proved to be a key decision when later the notion of a professional learning 

community was under discussion in the research team. From an earlier 
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point in time I was keen on the ideology of a PLC and introduced it through 

literature to the research team and they very soon saw a connection 

between that and their ideas about teamworking and practice they 

believed in for improving learning and the developing of the school. We 

read for example the book: Professional learning communities: Divergence, 

depth and dilemmas, edited by Stoll and Seashore Louis (2007).  

The principal had a 13-year background as a teacher and deputy 

principal and two years as a principal in a small school. The deputy principal 

was educated as a developmental therapist/social pedagogue (Icel. 

þroskaþjálfi) and special educator and had many years of practice, both in a 

compulsory school and other institutions. These two formed the leadership 

team which remained unchanged throughout the research period. 

The principal himself interviewed all the applicants to work in the 

school, some  of them more than once, as he hunted for the type of person 

that he wanted as staff in the school. This is discussed more in Paper 1.  

There were 17 applicants for department head and even before the 

deadline had passed 65 applications had been received for 11 teacher 

positions. The position of principal was advertised in late June 2008. 

There were six teaching teams in the school, with 3–7 teachers in each, 

one leadership team and one craft subject team. Then there was the 

research group with the leadership team and the critical friend (see Table 

2). Teacher aides were the only ones from the group of paraprofessionals 

who were included in teaching teams and had 2½ hours per week for 

meetings and collaboration with them. Thus a team included 4–9 members. 

Each team of teachers and teacher aides was responsible for a group of 30–

65 students in an open area with an arrangement of different work spaces. 

The craft subject team worked closely with the teaching teams. Each class 

consisted of two grades, except in 1st grade and 10th grade, which were 

taught separately. Students worked with themes or integrated topics at 

least one day a week. Every year the class composition changed as the older 

grade went up to the next group. One teacher from the team followed the 

older group and the other stayed with the younger group. This circulation 

was intended to create trust and stability for the students but required 

adaptive thinking, clear communication and the commitment of the 

teachers (Paper 3). 

The teachers who were hired the first year had around five years of 

experience. One had worked for 17 years and one had just qualified as a 

teacher. The teachers who were hired in the second year all had a few 

years’ experience and it was the same the next two years when only two 
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were newly qualified teachers. Those defined as other staff are different 

kinds of therapists, a school counsellor, a building manager, the head of the 

after school leisure activities and paraprofessionals such as teacher aides 

and school aides.   

Table 2  Teams in the school and the research group 

In the autumn of 2012 there were six teacher aides and eight school aides in 

the school. Nine other paraprofessionals worked in the school at that time. 

Teacher aides are employed in classes in which there are students who have 

been diagnosed as needing special support. The teacher aides are supposed to 

provide extra help in the classroom and take part in the pedagogical work 

alongside and under the leadership of the teachers. The goal of the work of the 

teacher aides is to increase student independence socially, educationally and in 

everyday practices in an inclusive mainstream school. They take care of 

students during the whole school day and after school they often follow 

students to organized leisure activities. Their immediate boss is the head of 

department but they worked mainly with teachers.  

The school aides took care of cleaning throughout the school day and 

the supervision of students outside classrooms. They thus have control in 

the corridors, help with the lunch meal and generally support students in 

break times in the school yard. The staff in this group formed teams with 

other staff in the school, apart from teachers and teacher aides. Their 

immediate boss is the building manager.  

In sum, the school´s mission was that everyone in the school should 

experience well-being and the policy emphasized a problem solving attitude 

and participation of all; in learning, work, play and decision-making. 
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Teamwork was used as a leading tool for that purpose and class meetings in 

line with the Positive discipline made a framework for goal oriented 

reflection and discussion with students. Most of the new employed 

teachers in the school had a rather short career in the profession, as did the 

principal in the role of a principal. 

In the next section the emphasis is on the research methods and the 

research questions; what was done and why, and the design and process of 

the research. It is highlighted how the research was constructed, how 

samples were selected and how information was provided on the criteria 

for the assessment.  
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5 Research design and methods 

This action research project lasted for three and a half years, from August 

2009 to December 2012. I both conducted research with the school leaders 

and provided them with information, guidance and support. Our goal was 

to develop leading and learning for all in order to influence and support the 

education of the students.  

5.1 The research questions 

I was concerned with understanding educational leadership and what lay 

behind leadership, a professional learning community and teamwork. I 

wanted to understand how teachers, leaders and other staff understood 

the concepts learning and teaching and how these were supposed to lead 

to learning in all aspects of school practice. 

I prefer in my thesis to talk about leadership for learning when I am 

referring to the support the leaders strive to give when the school is 

developing as a professional learning community.  

My main research questions were: 

 What does leadership for learning mean in the development of 
practice of one new school? 

 What supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

The main line of inquiry was developed in order 

 to understand how school leaders worked, why and with what result.  

The main goal of the development was to establish and maintain, with 

the school leaders, leadership for learning at all levels and develop a PLC.  

As mentioned earlier, the study developed into four phases and four 

papers related to the phases were written. The overall research questions 

and those for each phase of the research are shown in Table 3. 

5.2 Priorities of the action research group 

As a critical friend I aimed to: (1) support the leaders and (2) to give priority 

to developing leadership actions that could promote the development and 

maintenance of leadership of learning and a PLC in the school. The leaders 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

76 

were expected to work with teachers and the school community in the 

same way that I worked with the leaders. The different roles of leaders and 

myself in ‘the action research group’ were discussed and defined at the 

outset of the project and reviewed regularly.  

Table 3  The connection between the main research questions and sub-questions 

The main research questions (RQ) 

▪ What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice of one new school? 
▪ What supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

RQ in Paper 1 

What vision does the principal have regard-
ing his leadership role and school work 
during the preparation and start-up of work 
in a new school and what are his main tasks? 

What guided the employment of teachers 
and department head/deputy principal to 
work at the school? 

Keywords: leadership, preparation, new 
school, recruitment, vision 

RQ in Paper 2 

What attempts did leaders and teachers 
make in developing differentiation in the 
school as a goal of being a professional 
learning community and how successful 
were they in developing it in the school? 

Keywords: Action research, differentiation, 
reflection 

RQ in Paper 3 

To what extent did school leaders and 
teachers in a newly established school 
succeed in building up a PLC when leader-
ship for learning was emphasized?  

And: 
What contribution did teamwork make to 
building up a PLC when school leaders provided 
support through leadership for learning? 

Keywords:  action research, collaboration, 
leadership, professional development, 
teamwork 

RQ in Paper 4 

To what extent and in what way do 
students, parents and paraprofessionals 
experience a sense of community in the 
school?  And: How do they experience and 
view learning in the school? 

Keywords:  Learning, students, 
paraprofessionals, contribution, leadership, 
parents’ involvement 

An annual action plan was prepared and revised regularly. The action 

research group read articles to develop an understanding of the task and of 

theory of learning, a PLC and leading; its members discussed different 

meanings of concepts, criteria and statements in a questionnaire and matrices, 

and they experimented with ideas in practice. Collaboration techniques, 

reflection and teamwork were continuing issues during the period.  

The action research group considered the results of national tests and 

other research based data concerning the school, such as Skólapúlsinn, in 

deciding in collaboration with teachers/parents on what actions to take. I 

shadowed the leaders at staff meetings and observed them at work in the
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Table 4 Overview of contact/data collection (72 written reflections  
from leaders Jan 2010 – Dec 2012) 
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school. An overview of my contact with the school leaders and the school as 

a whole is presented in Table 4. This includes all meetings, site visits, 

interviews and observations.  

The leaders cared about making time for teams to meet and prepare. 

They visited the teachers regularly in areas where teachers worked with the 

students and commented on their practice and asked critical questions. 

They also followed them in team meetings.   

Communication was considered important. The school leaders sent a 

weekly letter to all the staff and monthly also to the homes and they 

reported on the current status and new goals, and introduced and 

reminded of instruments to use in ‘Positive discipline’ for the following 

week. They frequently highlighted the importance of learning and a clear 

definition of goals in learning and asked what they and the staff learned by 

this and what the students learned, with the ideology of PLC in mind.  

The principal conducted formal annual individual staff interviews that 

gave staff a chance to talk about strengths, weaknesses and leadership, as 

well as the setting of personal goals (Paper 3). Staff meetings were held 

weekly and were built up in the same way as class meetings with 

compliment circles and planned discussion in an atmosphere of solving 

problems and focus on learning.   

5.3 Action research activities 

The first months of the research, the research group mainly focused on the 

start of the school, recruitment and getting into a routine. From January to 

May 2010 we used Coaching educational leadership. Building leadership 

capacity through partnership (Robertson, 2008) as a guide to discuss the 

meaning of different concepts and the action plan. That was also helpful in 

framing questions and analysing our reflection and ideas. In the beginning 

of June that year we constructed the draft of the first action plan (Appendix 

B). That plan was then introduced to all staff, before school started in 

August, for discussion and comments. Staff was divided into working groups 

to discuss and give opinions that were used in improving the plan. The 

action plan was an important tool, both in the research and the daily 

practice in the school, and was updated regularly.  

In the action plan the research site was described for the current period 

and the goals of the project over the next period. It also made clear what 

needed to be done to reach the goals and how, which resources and criteria 

to use and how to carry out assessments. Concepts were also listed for each 

period and evaluated regularly in a search for a common understanding. 



Research design and methods 

79 

New concepts came in constantly and some concepts were part of the 

discourse all the time, with different angles; sometimes because of 

difficulties in reaching agreement on how they were to be understood, such 

as in the case of differentiation, teamwork, reflection and shared 

leadership, while others, such as a logbook or diary, were easier to agree 

on. At research group meetings we took decisions about the next steps in 

line with the action plan and assessed it at the same time and made 

comments on it. The school leaders followed up on that work with the staff. 

The research group discussed and reflected on the academic literature 

we read together. During the first two years of the research the research 

group met almost weekly. Later on, the meetings were more sporadic, 

approximately at 3–4 weeks’ interval. In the beginning of the meetings I 

usually introduced briefly what I had been focusing on concerning issues in 

the plan and then we discussed what we had read and speculated on 

whether it was of concern for the project, whether it was leading us in the 

right direction toward a PLC and, if so, how to transform it in the school and 

set goals and reflect on it. My contribution and initiative as the research 

went on decreased and that of the school leaders increased as planned.   

After we had worked together for a few months, the school leaders began 

to write down their reflections and send them to me by email the day before 

we met. They wrote their goals for the week, what they did to reach them in 

interaction with the school staff, how it had gone and why, and thought of 

other ways to improve their practice. We then used the reflections as a 

discussion base. The school leaders then worked further with the staff and 

tried to transform what we had done as the intention was to implement the 

practice on all levels in the school community and keep parents informed and 

activated in the practice of the school in line with the ideology of a PLC. I also 

wrote my reflections and sent them to the school leaders but I did not manage 

as well as they did in making it into a routine. But we reflected together on my 

diaries and the results from the evaluation part.  

The research developed into four phases, each of which is formulated 

and discussed in a peer reviewed paper2. The aim was that the papers 

should be published during the ongoing project and be used as a base for 

reflection in the action research cycle. Because of long delays in the 

publication process this did not turn out to be the case when it came to 

Papers 3 and 4. Instead the drafts were used for that purpose. 

                                                           
2
 The fourth paper has been accepted with minor revisions, 2015. 
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5.4 Gathering data for the evaluative work 

During the entire research period the process and practice were assessed 

by observations, interviews and reflections. The leaders followed the same 

model with the teachers that they were experiencing with me as a critical 

friend, and aimed to act in practice as they expected teachers to act in 

practice. It was hoped that when teachers worked in teams they would 

learn to support each other and receive support from the leaders, peers 

and others inside the school community. They would also receive support 

from specialists outside the school. Teachers were interviewed and 

observed in practice by me and observed by the leaders. Teachers also had 

regular discussions with the leaders.  

All staff in the school annually signed an informed consent form on 

participating in the action research project and the research was introduced 

annually in the parent association meetings. Ethical and confidential 

aspects were highlighted but there was also a statement that because of 

the community’s smallness it could be difficult to guarantee the school´s 

anonymity (Appendix A – Consent form/Upplýst samþykki). All data 

collection took place in the school.  

Besides the regular meetings with the school leaders, I interviewed them 

individually twice a year and shadowed them at staff meetings. This was 

done with the intention of getting a deeper understanding about ideas and 

expectations in the school and assessing the influence of the research. I 

interviewed teachers and students both individually and in focus groups, 

and parents and paraprofessionals in focus groups. Over time I made field 

observations at staff meetings and team meetings, and in classes, to get a 

picture of how things were working.  

The study used triangulation of data by using information (Creswell, 

2012) from observations and field notes both in learning spaces and other 

areas in the school, individual interviews with leaders, as well as individual 

and focus group interviews with teachers, other staff, students and parents. 

There were also records of discussions and reflections on meetings with 

leaders and from the regular school visits. The content of these records and 

reflections were assessed collectively at meetings. 

5.4.1 Individual interviews 

Purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2012) was used in selecting participants for 

interviews, i.e. participants with typical general and specific experience of 

the topic who were supposed to fit well in the research (Blöndal, & 
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Halldórsdóttir, 2013). The interviews were semi-structured with an average 

length of 45–50 minutes. They were conducted in the school by me. They 

were all transcribed, hand analysed and coded by me. Because the data 

base was small and personal I felt that I could be closer to the data by using 

hand coding rather than software.  

Prompts and topics in the interviews were in line with the general goal of 

the research. Various tools were used by me as the critical friend and evaluator 

to facilitate discussions with members of the school community. These tools 

include e.g. a leadership capacity matrix with an emphasis on reflective practice 

(Lambert, 2006, p. 13, Figure 2). The emphasis in Lambert’s leadership capacity 

matrix (Lambert, 2006) is on holistic collaboration and the responsibility of all 

stakeholders of reflecting and taking advantage of data. I also used a matrix for 

collaboration in teamwork (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004, Figure 1), where the highest 

stage in teamwork (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004) was to strengthen both teachers and 

students in constant and committed cooperation of actual principles of 

practice. Finally, I used a survey about a PLC (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003), built on 

statements in categories concerning leadership as values and vision, collective 

learning and application, personal practice, and supportive conditions.    

Questions in interviews were also based on items in the tools. The 

contents of the matrices and questionnaires also served as criteria for 

assessment, as discussed in section 5.4.4. 

The leaders were interviewed individually six times during the research 

period. In the interviews, leaders were asked to describe their main 

emphases in practice, to describe the character of the practice in the school 

and to reflect on their own actions and decisions. They were asked to 

reflect on practice that they would like to improve and express what they 

were pleased with and why (Appendix C – the question grid in interviews).  

Teachers representing all teaching teams were interviewed individually in 

autumn 2009 and in autumn 2011. In selecting the teachers, gender was 

considered as well as whether they were at an early stage in their careers or had 

more experience. In the interview they were asked to define the concept 

professional learning community and to describe how they were learning in the 

school. Then there were questions concerning collective learning and application 

in teams, about shared and supportive leadership and about values and visions. 

They were encouraged to give a description of a successful lesson and explain 

why they thought it to be so (Appendix C – the question grid in interviews).   

In order to hear their voice, students were also interviewed. Nine students, 

three from each of the grades that were assessed in the national assessment 

(4th, 7th, and 10th grade), were selected. The students in 7th and 10th grades 
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were tested three years earlier, when they were in the 4th and 7th grade during 

the school´s first school year. For the interview they were chosen randomly 

from a class list3, three from each grade, and it turned out to be one girl and 

two boys from each grade.  

Students were asked to describe the school day the day before, what they 

had done and why, to discuss different roles of persons in the school, to 

describe how they learned something and to explain their part in the life of the 

school. Also they were asked to explain if there was something in the en-

vironment that was helpful or a hindrance for learning (Appendix C – the ques-

tion grid in interviews). The parents of the same students were asked to take 

part in the group interviews that occurred in the afternoon of the same day.  

5.4.2 Focus group interviews 

After the individual interviews with teachers, a pattern of issues was 

evident, such as ambitious leaders, good morale, and happiness with 

teamwork, as well as complaints about additional workload and the lack of 

a culture in which teachers took initiative in leading. These themes were 

used as a base for interviews/discussions in focus groups. There it was 

explained that these issues had come up repeatedly and group members 

were asked if they agreed or if they had other opinions. 

Samples for the focus groups of teachers were selected by inviting all to 

take part who had not been interviewed individually. Those who were 

interested and could find time in their schedule took part. Twenty teachers 

participated in focus group discussions, three male and 17 female 

(Appendix C – question grid in focus group interviews).  

All paraprofessionals were requested to participate in the focus groups. 

Six teacher aides and eight school aides who volunteered and were 

interested and could find time in their schedule took part. Nine did not take 

part. One group was interviewed in spring 2010 and one in autumn 2012. 

They were asked about their role and responsibility and the communication 

in the school as well as their understanding of learning and teaching 

(Appendix C– question grid in focus group interviews). 

A decision was made in the school not to have the youngest children in 

1st–3rd grade in formal focus groups or interviews, but rather to talk to them 

more informally during on-site observations. The focus group of students 

                                                           
3
 Two students with special difficulties in communications were excluded from the list 

because it was concluded that it would be too problematic for them to take part in 
interviews like that. 
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therefore consisted of students in 4th to 8th grade in autumn 2010 and in 

spring 2011. In 2011 the 8th grade was the oldest group in the school. 

The students in the focus groups were in grades four to eight, five 

students in each group, four girls and six boys. They were chosen randomly, 

as for the individual interviews, two names from each grade. Parents were 

asked for permission for their children to participate in the interviews. 

Students were asked to describe the school day the day before we met, 

to discuss the different roles of persons in the school, to describe how they 

learned something and to explain their part in the life of the school 

(Appendix C – question grid in focus group interviews).  

The parents of the randomly chosen students, both in individual interviews 

and in focus groups, were asked to take part in focus groups. Parents of four 

focus group students participated in autumn 2010 and three fathers and seven 

mothers participated in two focus groups in autumn 2012 (representing nine of 

10 students, as both parents attended in the case of one student). Among 

other things parents were asked about their expectations towards the school, 

its policy and what practice seemed to characterize it. They were also asked to 

describe their communication with the leaders and teachers in the school and 

their expectations towards them (Appendix C – question grid in focus group 

interviews). 

5.4.3 Observations and shadowing 

Observations varied from 40 minutes to whole school days, both in learning 

spaces and other areas, and in staff meetings and team meetings. In 

observations, I used criteria from the literature, the guidelines for teamwork, 

action plans, and records from interviews and action research groups meetings. 

Field notes were taken in observations. 

I looked at the patterns in communication and listened to the 

conversations and the discourse. At the beginning of the field observations I 

was only a spectator but as time went by I sometimes asked teachers about 

their actions and their goals, and how they would be assessed, and if it 

could possibly be done in another way. I also asked what was done to reach 

specific goals. That gave me more information and a clearer picture than 

just by looking. In the same way I asked the students why they acted as 

they did, what they had learned from that and so on.  

5.4.4 Criteria for assessment and monitoring devices 

For monitoring and assessing the emerging results several devices with 

different criteria were used. They are: 
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 Leadership capacity (Lambert, 2006, p. 13, Figure 2) 

 Definition of different stages of collaboration  
(Krøll-Schwartz, 2004, Figure 1) 

 Survey/questionnaire about a PLC (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003, APPENDIX D) 

 National Assessments 2009 and 2012 (an overview  
of results, Appendix E) 

 The school pulse (Skólapúlsinn), a self-assessment tool. 

The definition of different stages of collaboration emphasizes longi-

tudinal and committed collaboration and development of a common 

understanding that can be reached by staff discussions around goals and 

methods in teaching and learning and collaborative learning. The same 

elements work among students and between staff and students. A brief 

survey on the way in which teachers were working together was used as a 

monitoring device for the research group.  

Because the national assessments are the only external assessments that 

could give some information about progress I found it interesting to use them 

and other results in the school, such as those from interviews and 

observations. It was also useful to consider the two groups of students who 

completed the assessment both in the first year of the school and again three 

years later. Then the same groups of students had participated two times 

(Appendix E).  

In the spirit of action research, the action plans and assessments tools 

used in evaluative work were presented and discussed with the staff, who 

were asked to study them and discuss formally how they understood them.  

A questionnaire on professional learning communities (Huffman & Hipp, 

2003) was built up with statements that could be confirmed with four 

alternatives; strongly disagree (SD), disagree (D), strongly agree (SA) and 

agree (A). It had 45 questions divided into six categories;  

1. shared and supportive leadership  

2. shared values and vision 

3. collective learning and application 

4. shared personal practice 

5. supportive conditions – relations 

6. supportive conditions – structure.   

The questionnaire was in English and had to be translated into Icelandic to 

be useful in the school community. I translated it first, and then discussed the 
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translation with the research group. Then the leaders discussed and analysed it 

formally with staff at meetings. The translation process was thus used as a tool 

in developing a common understanding of concepts and the main thinking 

behind the questionnaire. The same process was used concerning the 

definition of teamwork and the matrix of leadership capacity. The contents of 

the matrices were assessed collectively at meetings. The Icelandic translation is 

to be found in Appendix D.  

This translation work turned out to be a very important step and tool in 

the research as it involved everyone in the discussions about the values the 

school was trying to promote in the PLC and teamwork. In translating, they 

had to go to first principles and formulate it in the Icelandic language and 

its culture. This was difficult and involved a lot of debate on their own 

beliefs and interpretations, and led to a stronger understanding of certain 

issues and disagreement on others. This type of work was made possible 

because of the language issues as well as by formulating their ideas in both 

in Iceland and in Icelandic. 

 In April 2011, teachers (14 teachers/7 pairs) were paired two and two 

across teams to assess the PLC situation in the school, using the 

questionnaire. In April 2012, the questionnaire was sent to all staff 

individually – 17 teachers of 23 took part. It was not possible to fully 

compare the two assessments because the first was answered in pairs and 

the latter individually. The results could nonetheless give indications that 

were supported or rejected by other data in this research, such as 

interviews, reflections or observations (Paper 3). 

School leaders and a sample of teachers defined and set goals and 

criteria for achievement in teaching and learning. They defined learning as a 

process that leads to changes of competence and attitudes when 

individuals and groups adopt new knowledge or skills and take the initiative 

to develop them further. They argued that learning builds on earlier 

experience and knowledge, and attitudes in the community towards others 

with regard to active participation (Paper 2). In a similar way they 

understood teaching as a process, action or communication that pushes or 

leads to learning. They saw it as a pedagogical framework that encourages 

and supports the use of different tools for learning, such as discussions, 

clear goal settings, criteria, asking questions, creating a learning 

environment and connecting to experience. This was used alongside 

interviews, observations and reflections when assessing differentiation in 

the school as part of a PLC and published in Paper 2.  
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5.5 The phases and the written products 

As has already been mentioned, the papers written as the research 

proceeded were meant to have the role of an assessment and reflection 

tool for improvement for the ongoing research; a kind of formative 

assessment. That is the reason why I chose this path in my research instead 

of writing one monograph. I may prepare a handbook of the process used in 

this research to demonstrate how it went and with what results. My 

supervisors are co-authors in all my papers (see Table 5). 

Table 5 Overview of phases and Papers 

Phase and 
time period 

Date and title of Paper Publication 

I 
Aug-Dec  2009 

 

2010 

Preparing for learning in a new school: 
Principal’s priorities and selection of staff  

Translated from Icelandic. 

Að undirbúa nám í nýjum skóla: 
Áhersluþættir stjórnanda og 
mannaráðningar  

Tímarit um 
menntarannsóknir 

[Journal of Educational 
Research] 

 

II 
Jan 2010- 
June 2011 

2013 

Differentiation as a goal in a PLC: An 
experience of an action research project in 
one compulsory school. 

Translated from Icelandic. 

Einstaklingsmiðun sem markmið 
lærdómssamfélags. Reynsla af 
starfendarannsókn í einum skóla  

Fagmennska í skólastarfi 
(bókarkafli) 

[Professionalism 

in school practice] (book 
chapter) 

 

III  
Aug 2011- 
Dec 2012 

2015 

Teamwork in establishing a professional 
learning community in a new Icelandic 
school 

Online early publication, 
Feb 2015 

Scandinavian Journal of 
Educational Research 

IV 
Aug 2010- 
Dec 2012 

2015 

Views of learning and a sense of 
community among students, 
paraprofessionals and parents in 
developing a school culture towards a PLC.  

In press 2015 (n.d) 
Professional Development 
in Education 

Phase I 

The first phase of the research lasted from August to December 2009 and 

here the emphasis was mainly on practical things such as starting a new 
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school, organizing the learning environment, preparing learning tools, 

planning teams and thinking of developing attitudes. 

Phase II 

Phase two focused on preparation for the first action plan and thoughts of 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) concerning the 

school – even though we did not actually do a SWOT analysis at that time. 

The school leaders saw the proposal from the preparatory group as a great 

strength and the planned action research as an opportunity and support for 

the school to grow in the chosen direction. The large proportion of early 

career teachers was seen as the main weakness and the delay in the 

building as a threat.  

Phase III  

The main emphasis in phase three was on implementing and developing 

effective paths for collaboration and teamwork among leaders and teachers 

as well as the whole school. Frameworks were improved and reflected 

upon. The third paper mainly discussed the school leaders and the teachers’ 

point of view concerning collaboration in teamwork. Data for paper three 

was selected from eight individual interviews with the school leaders and 

seven interviews with teachers, five focus group interviews with 21 

teachers in all, nine days of observations in the school, 35 formal meetings 

with the leaders, and observations in three team meetings, guided by 

results from the PLC questionnaire in 2011 and 2012. 

Phase IV 

Initially, the plan was to use the fourth paper to discuss and evaluate the result 

of the research as a whole and give an answer to the research question but as 

the research developed the focus changed. As the action, vision and learning of 

leaders and teachers had received most attention in earlier papers it was 

important to develop wider perspectives on other aspects and look at other 

participants. Therefore, we focused on the central element in school 

improvement, which is student learning. In order to see whether the leaders’ 

efforts to develop practice in line with a PLC definition was successful we 

focused in this part on student voice and experience, reflected in that of 

parents and paraprofessionals. No flow and transformation between areas 

would be a sign that a PLC has not been established. In this article the results 

from the national assessment were observed alongside other data. Data was 

selected from focus group interviews with students, parents and 

paraprofessionals as well as from individual interviews with nine students in 
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grade four, seven and ten. By the end of the fourth phase, students in grades 

seven and ten, who had been assessed in the national tests the first year of the 

school, had been tested once again. The results from national assessments 

(Námsmatsstofnun, n.d.) and a self-assessment tool (Skólapúlsinn, n.d.) were 

also used as data as well as field observations in the school, discussions, 

reflection and a questionnaire about PLC from paraprofessionals.  

Even though the research is divided into four phases with one paper 

from each it must be noted that the phases and papers overlap. 
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6 Validation of the approach 

6.1 Change and development in my role as a researcher 

At that time the school started, in 2009, I had begun my doctoral studies 

and was keen to develop a doctoral project by working with the school 

leaders, supporting their ideas and development with topics, materials for 

discussion and opportunities for reflection, in the spirit of action research. 

In June 2009 I approached the principal and the department head about the 

possibility of me becoming a ‘critical friend’  to them. In my research I call 

these two the ‘school leaders’. They agreed to my suggestion and we 

started meeting weekly or at fortnightly intervals the first term or two 

where I would provide reading material on issues that seemed to be coming 

up in the organisation of the school. I did not follow them in their daily 

work. Ultimately, the three of us formed the ‘research team’ as teachers 

and other staff had been grouped into school teams.  

It was at an early stage in these meetings that we discussed the ideas of 

learning, the leadership needed for successful learning and the possibility of 

establishing a professional learning community. In turn, the leaders 

introduced this idea to the teams that were already working together with 

the different age groups and the Positive discipline approach. The focus and 

goal of the research was aimed at the internal practice of the school and its 

internal stakeholders, not the external stakeholders. 

I slowly reduced the frequency of my meetings with the school leaders 

as I planned and implemented evaluation research, taking interviews and 

carrying out observations with other teams and individuals in the school 

(see Table 4). Thus, I slowly changed my role of critical friend into that of an 

evaluator, collecting data from observations and interviews, and looking for 

responses to the leadership initiatives from others in the school. This 

information was reflected on by the leaders. 

The project was not about me recording my own development but 

rather about the leaders reflecting on theirs as the school took on a certain 

structure with different units having different functions and with a variety 

of processes linking parts of the structure. Nor was I a change agent. 

My role in the research was multiple. I was a critical friend, collaborator and 

a researcher at the same time. This could be difficult and it was important to be 
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aware of it and keep it in mind when trying to balance the different roles. I 

continually emphasized to myself, and my research group, the concepts of 

trust, respect and professionalism. When I worked with the school leaders in 

our regular meetings I was their colleague as well as a critical friend and a 

researcher. I was mostly a researcher when it came to evaluating and reflecting 

on how things were going and more like a colleague and critical friend when it 

came to learning/teaching and discussions about methods. I was a researcher 

in the interviews and observations and when I studied data from 

questionnaires and assessments.  

In Figure 4 my contact with school staff and students and my role are made 

visible, as I was a critical friend in the research team and an evaluator. I 

observed the practice of the leaders in the research team, teachers and other 

staff, both in teams and in work with students, and then also observed the 

students’ work. I interviewed leaders, staff, students and parents and assessed 

results of questionnaires, national assessments and matrices.  

The findings and progress of the research were presented regularly in 

diverse areas during the period, as listed earlier in Table 1. It was important 

for me to share and get discussions and reflections on the results as the 

research developed. It helped the process of preparing the presentations 

and discussed themes and actual questions. New points of view came up, as 

did further thoughts on the research. People who did not know 

circumstances and were not involved in the daily practice asked about or 

commented on things that either were complex and a struggle, such as 

teamwork and a high workload, or more straightforward, such as the 

schedule and communication. Having to explain the project and emerging 

findings helped me to formulate my own thoughts and gave me ideas 

As I am a part time doctoral student and a director for the Centre of 

School Development at the University of Akureyri, there are links between 

my job and my research as I work with several schools in the community 

and in other municipalities. This could have caused tension between me 

and the school leaders as they knew about my profession, but we discussed 

this and tried to be clear about the role in my job and the role in my 

doctoral research and I did not provide any other to support the school. It 

did, however, receive visits from other specialists for supporting and 

developing improved and  diverse practices, a common event in schools.  

School leaders and teachers in this school experienced a lack of interest 

from other schools in the municipality which argued that what was 

happening in the new school didn´t count because it got such a lot of  

external support and a special focus had been planned from the beginning. 
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They were right about the special focus but not about external support.  At 

the same time, however, schools from other places in Iceland asked to visit 

the school and learn about its practice.  

I experienced some of this negative attitude myself at a big school congress 

held in the municipality in autumn 2013, after the research project ended. There 

I gave a paper where I discussed this research. I felt something in the air and 

heard some comments that I connected to what I had heard from the school. 

Nobody though said anything to me directly at the conference or elsewhere.  

Under no circumstances will I try to deceive myself or others that I was 

totally objective in the research because I think that is totally impossible 

and maybe not desirable. With my experience and profession however I 

could ask critical questions that a person with a different experience and 

profession may not have asked. Those questions and my attitude influenced 

the research and its process.  

The local school authorities were interested in the research and wanted  

to reap some benefits from it, maybe in the shape of a product (booklet, 

recorded process) that could be used as a guide in strengthening the 

leadership in other schools in the municipality. In the beginning, there were 

ideas of conducting the research in two schools but that was assumed to be 

too extensive. In hindsight this was a good decision. 

The PLC was formalised bit by bit in the school, ending in an arrangement 

where meetings were scheduled three times a week for each team each with 

its own agenda. At one meeting the teams discussed teaching and lesson 

planning for the next two weeks, at another they discussed issues concerning 

students and the third was a confidential meeting during which they discussed 

and assessed the work of the team and the team members shared their 

reflections and gave and received feedback. This arrangement evolved and was 

in place by 2012. Since these meetings fell within the workday of the staff they 

kept their rights for continuing professional development (CPD). Also, the PLC 

was supported by discussions of learning goals in class meetings. 

6.2 The role of the principal – the key person 

When I considered all four papers and the answers I got to my questions, it 

became clear to me that the principal was the key person in this action 

research project. I had to consider his role in some detail.  

The principal was 37 years of age when the research started and in his 

early career as a principal. He was interested in the research from the very 

beginning and did not lose heart through the years. Only three or four times 

during the research period did we have to postpone meetings because of 
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illness or other unforeseen incidents. He was eager to shape a culture of 

collaboration and professional learning in the school and spent much time 

and energy on hiring people to the school who fitted the policy. He 

interviewed some applicants many times, trying to figure out the right 

personality, attitude, skills and experience. He believed in the power of 

discussion and collaboration and avoided top-down orders and being the 

one to give the answers. He expected staff to take responsibility and solve 

problems together, rather than wait for him to do that for them. He was, 

however, more than willing to discuss with them and take part in problem-

solving with them. He was tolerant and gave people many chances in their 

practice and may have been too soft or in some cases too willing to support 

them more than was good for them as professionals. But, as he said, he 

sometimes did not have a choice because some staff did not seem able to 

solve things by themselves. He was disappointed in such cases. 

The following words give a glimpse of him: responsible, enthusiastic, 

passionate, hardworking, and modest. He has a problem-solving attitude 

and meets problems or hindrances with equanimity and calmness. These 

words all fit well in the ideology of a PLC (Hargreaves, 2007). 

He read literature and reflected regularly on his practice and was 

positive towards ideas from me as well as from others and the literature 

and had the courage to try things out in practice. He wanted to be a role-

model for the staff and be known by the students, which he was in many 

ways since he had a clear vision and worked in different ways with staff and 

students. The interaction between him and his partner in the leadership 

team and the head of department worked without conflicts. They 

compensated each other as team members. He had expectations regarding 

them but he was clearly the one with the most power in the school.  

His weakness was that he was too willing to take part in all kinds of daily 

work of the staff and in the beginning he had difficulties in finding staff to lead 

projects. He had a heavy workload and worked on average about 70 hours a 

week. At the end of the research period the teacher leadership discussion had 

developed in a promising way and several teachers were ready to take on 

leadership roles. Another weakness was taking a high personal level of 

responsibility. He felt personally responsible for students’ results and it 

affected him seriously when the results were not as he expected and hoped. 

He often praised the opportunity of getting the chance to take part in 

the research with me and the research team. He found the participation to 

be a great support in the new role of leading a new school highlighting 

learning towards a PLC. 
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6.3 Validation 

Trustworthiness 

Validation is a difficult concept in qualitative research but it can be linked to 

the concept trustworthiness by referring to how accurate and honourable 

the results of research are and how they reflect the social act they are 

intended to give an image of. Validation has to do with how the researcher 

manages to convince himself and others that his research is built on a 

critical analysis of the data as a whole and not on selected and specially 

chosen data that may be seen as giving the ´right´ answers and is therefore 

biased and does not tell the truth (Silverman, 2005). 

In terms of making claims of knowledge and the trustworthiness of action 

research a framework for the assessment of validation should be developed, 

including both personal and social validation. The personal validation concerns 

checking the findings against one’s own values that can take different forms, 

such as ontological, epistemological, social and political.  

To avoid suspicion it is important to be aware of these values and how 

they may affect the results, and to make them visible to others. The social 

aspect concerns the outcome if the data is analysed and compared critically 

with other data, research and theories. It is also useful to validate research 

knowledge by triangulation of methods, or data, or participants or theories 

(McNiff, & Whitehead, 2010).  

Personal experience 

I also use my own experience in validation of the research. In one way or 

another, I have been working for nearly 25 years in the educational field. First, I 

worked as a teacher in the compulsory school for about 14 years and then for a 

couple of years as a pedagogue in a kindergarten. Finally, I worked as an 

advisor/consultant and now as the director for the Centre of School 

Development and a lecturer/teacher educator at the University of Akureyri. 

Over the last six years I have also been a part time doctoral student at 

the University of Iceland. As part of my work at my own university I have 

collaborated with and supported many teachers and schools in their school 

development activities, I have been an evaluator and assessed practice in 

schools, and I have supervised a number of students on their M.Ed. theses.  

This experience can be both a benefit and a constraint. I know and 

understand the educational system rather well, both its strengths and 

weaknesses. But I also carry with me some expectations or prejudices 

towards practices I see.  
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I can read the environment and the actions of other people and the 

context is closely related to me and my opinions and actions. I am keen on 

knowledge building aspects supported by reflection, collaboration, 

discussion and scaffolding and see it emerging to link new knowledge to 

experience. Therefore, action research methods suit me well as does the 

ideology of a PLC. However, I tend to be impatient when things are 

ineffective and when I experience that there is not a connection between 

what is said and what is done, for example, when teaching and assessment 

do not go hand in hand or when goals are not followed up because some 

school books that are handy but that may not be suitable for these goals 

are being used. I want to see the school as a community for all learners, a 

school for all, without segregation.  

I know that it takes a long time to develop changes in schools and 

therefore support, commitment and action plans are of great importance. 

The development process goes through three phases; initiation, 

implementation and institutionalisation (Fullan, 2007). I am also aware of 

the importance of weaving together learning and practice with hands-on 

activities and not having the activities external to practice (Darling-

Hammond, & Richardson, 2009). 

I have never been a school leader but I have worked with some over the 

years. In that work I have experienced their uncertainty regarding how to 

act in improving practice and developing changes in their school. There is 

often a tension between managerial and professional issues and the 

managerial ones have a tendency to take most of the time and leaders 

disappear from the teaching and learning activities in the school. This has 

been seen elsewhere in Icelandic research on principals' roles in 1991,  

2001, 2006 and 2014 (Hansen, & Lárusdóttir, 2014, p. 89). 

I came to this research with an open mind though I believed that this 

would be different from other schools I had known because the main lines 

of development were laid before the school started and all staff were 

employed because they appeared to be like-minded. Nonetheless, I 

wondered whether this was a promising path or not. I was not sure. 

Criteria for validity 

Several critical points that support the validity of an action research project 

have been identified by McNiff and Whitehead (2010):  

1. the research must have a clear purpose,  

2. it must have a clear but flexible plan,  
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3. the research has to include collaboration with others that 

participate in it,  

4. evaluation of data is of good quality 

5. how the results will be used in developing the profession and 

learning, is clear, and finally  

6. the research will be published officially for the purpose of critical 

reflection on it and so others can learn from it 

The validity of this project according to these points can be judged as 

follows: 

1. The purpose of this research is clear. It was to understand how the 

school leaders worked, why and with what results, in developing 

learning in their school. 

2. A detailed action plan was prepared each year in this research and 

revised at regular intervals according to developments in the 

school and the wishes of the leaders (see Appendix B). I collected 

data from observations, shadowing and interviews, and looked for 

responses from others in the school to the leadership initiatives. By 

observing and shadowing different sites of the school, such as 

classroom activities, class meetings, staff meetings and team 

meetings, and observing the open areas and walls in the school, 

the corridors, the dining room and the coffee room, I got a broad 

spectrum of data. I took field notes and asked people in the 

observed field about what I saw and what I did not see and 

discussed this also with the leaders and asked if they experienced 

this as I did or differently, and, if so, why. 

3. There was a clear collaboration between the school leaders and 

myself through peer coaching, reflection on goals and actions in 

regular meetings. 

4. I developed several matrices to guide my evaluation work with 

leaders and in classroom observations and interviews, drawing in 

particular on the work by Huffman and Hipp (2003), Lambert (2006) 

and Krøll-Schwartz (2004) on definitions of teamwork and different 

stages in their development. Much time and energy was spent on 

translating and discussing the meaning of statements in the 

questionnaire (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003), and teachers and school 

teams assessed the school on that, both in teams and also 

individually, thereby increasing their involvement in the project. 
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5. The results are used to develop the learning in the school and 

support continuing improvements of the professional learning 

community. In interviews, people were asked how they understood 

statements and declarations in all the matrices and were asked to 

describe whether they worked towards them or not and to reflect 

on what could be the next step to improve the practice in that term.  

6. I have made presentations on the progress of the research at different 

venues throughout the time that I was working on the project and 

four articles have been prepared on the research (Table 5). 

Social experience 

In a new school everyone is ´new´. I soon became rather well known to 

people and the situation in the school as I went there often over the 

research period. It was sometimes difficult to keep my distance with those 

working and learning in the schooI  as I was a familiar face and open to 

discussion. The school atmosphere was such that conversations were a 

normal part of the school day. Therefore the third threat (see 6.4) of 

ensuring professional distance in the school was present.  

What supported me in my endeavour and gave me distance were the 

regular conversations and opportunities for reflection I had with my own 

supervisors, especially when writing the articles. The reflections functioned 

as a second-order inquiry (Møller, 1998) as I was the one who had selected 

the data and had been in the field. I had to explain to them what I did, and 

why, answering critical and demanding questions from them concerning my 

analysis and simultaneously reflecting on my own actions. These reflections 

diminished my anxiety and empowered me in my research role. I alone was 

responsible for the reliability of the findings. Therefore I reflected on the 

findings and my conclusions,  and I scrutinized the data again and again and 

discussed them with the research group (myself and two school leaders) 

(see Table 2), seeking confirmation or a second opinion. Thus they in turn 

became my critical friends. The contact with so many different persons with 

diverse backgrounds and the many cycles in the action research spiral 

broadened my views and served as a learning opportunity for me, and I 

found that I became surer of my actions with time.   

6.4 Uncertainties, ethics, limitations and opportunities  

The research was conducted in a newly established compulsory school in an 

urban area outside the capital area in Iceland. In a small country such as 

Iceland there can be ethical problems when it comes to the anonymity of 
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the school when publishing findings in articles/papers. This issue was voiced 

and discussed with school leaders and the staff in the school. The results of 

that discussion were that this project did not threaten confidentialities as 

such but was rather seen as part of staff development and if the discussion 

was official the other schools could take advantage of the professional work 

in the research school. To ensure the ethical demands of the research 

concerning: respect, non-maleficent/indemnity (Icel. skaðleysi), goodwill 

(Icel. velgjörðir), and justice (Icel. réttlæti), participants were informed of 

the purpose and goal of the research and promised full confidentiality and 

anonymity (Kristinsson, 2013). Thus, teachers are never named and very 

little information is revealed on their experiences prior to joining the 

school. The practice of the teachers is under investigation and not the 

teachers themselves. To prevent misunderstanding or unexpected 

happenings a formal contract was made and a statement was signed by 

myself and the staff in the school on commitments, and the work process 

was clearly specified (Appendix A). When students were interviewed 

parents had always given permission beforehand. The research was 

reported to the local school authorities and the Data Protection Agency 

(Icel. Persónuvernd). Student scores were not linked to individuals. 

To support the legitimacy and credibility of the research and minimize 

several threats a holistic approach to the research, data gathering and 

reflection was promoted. This was done 1) by selecting samples that gave a 

broad picture of the population, 2) by using triangulation, 3) by being 

concerned with maintaining professional distance and 4) by avoiding early 

termination of research.  

In all, the school was under consideration for three and a half years. In 

the beginning the intention was to conduct the research for three years but 

that changed because of certain circumstances and events. This also led to 

more data being collected. I participated in the project as a critical friend in 

a research team with the school leaders. I consulted with them in their 

action research as an outsider, researching their practice with them and 

assessing the results of their work by observing and interviewing. 

Most of the teachers were either interviewed individually or in focus groups 

but a smaller proportion of paraprofessionals, students and parents was 

interviewed. That might have been a threat to the holistic approach but the 

triangulation of data and of informants hopefully covered gaps. To avoid bias 

staff were chosen for individual interviews according to gender, experience and 

field. All those who were not interviewed individually were invited to take part 

in focus group interviews. The same was true for paraprofessionals. All adults 
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had a chance to take part. In the first year, five teachers of 11 were interviewed 

as well. Six paraprofessionals were interviewed, from a group of 13 employed 

at the school at that time. The last year, 21 teachers of 26 were interviewed 

and 8 paraprofessionals out of 22 took part in focus group interviews. Both 

school leaders were interviewed individually every semester of the research, in 

total seven times each. 

Because of the delay of the construction of the school building and 

preoccupations of the teachers, together with other unforeseeable factors 

at the start of the school, I started the interviews later than planned in the 

beginning. Therefore, a threat from early termination of the research was 

present as my analytical system had not been fully developed and the data 

collection and analysis was late for the first paper. However, lengthening 

the research by one semester, from three years as first planned, to three 

and a half years, and awaiting results from the national assessments for the 

second round for those who participated in 2009 and 2012 was a strength 

concerning the whole picture and closed the circle well.  

The limitations of the research are that it only concerns one school that 

moreover is new. It was expected that in the beginning a lot of energy 

would go into getting started and finding pathways for daily practice and 

that there would be limited time to think of professional issues and school 

improvement. It was also expected that people who had been hired by the 

school and approved of the policy were required to follow that vision at 

first. When recruiting new staff to the school later on the composition of 

the group changed. New people with different views from those at the 

starting point then joined the staff group. Also, the vision and attitude of 

those who had been in the school from the beginning could take on a new 

shape with new staff. It was interesting to have the opportunity to follow 

and take part in the development of a new school as such an opportunity 

does not arise all that often.  

One could ask why a new school was chosen for this research and 

wonder whether it is easier to get information about leadership there than 

in an older school where practices have been developed over a longer time. 

The main reason for this choice was curiosity, the chance to follow the 

gestation and early development of a school where a preparatory group 

had conceived and delivered ideas on how it could be done. There, 

everything had to be organised from scratch; policy making, recruitment, 

organisation of teaching, and working on new learning processes. Many 

such tasks involve the school leaders and my assumption was that they 

would be more visible than in an older school.  
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Before I go to a critical discussion of the overall findings, conclusion and 

niche of the research, I will in the next chapter summarise findings from the 

four papers. 





Findings from the four research papers 

101 

7 Findings from the four research papers 

When discussing this research with colleagues, practicing teachers and 

school leaders in other schools, I was frequently met with comments such 

as: How interesting. It must be easier to improve and implement new 

practice and habits in a new school where the vision is clear already and 

when staff is employed according to criteria in line with the vision.  

And: That will be interesting to see. Now the time has come to find out. 

In this section I summarise the four research papers constituting the main 

research and address the four research sub-questions (RQ) from each paper 

before going on to present and discuss the overall findings (see table 6).  

7.1 Phase I – the early days  

Paper 1 

Svanbjörnsdóttir, B., Macdonald, A., & Frímannsson, G. (2010). Að 
undirbúa nám í nýjum skóla: Áhersluþættir stjórnanda og manna-
ráðningar [Preparing for learning in a new school: Leader’s priorities 
and recruitment of staff]. Tímarit um menntarannsóknir [Journal of 
Educational Research], 7, 43–59.  

The main goal of the phase was to understand and elicit the attitude of the 

principal towards the leadership role, the issues which needed to be 

addressed and what was uppermost in the principal’s mind when he 

recruited teachers and a department head to work in the new school. 

The early steps of establishing a new school are described in this paper. 

Three years before the school was established, in 2006, a group of 

representatives from the community and the employment sector 

developed a proposal on the characteristics which the school should have.  

 It was stressed early that within the school there would be a 
learning community which would emphasize the diversity and the 
varying needs of students through cooperation and consultation.  

In 2009–2010 there were 150 students in the school, a principal, a head of 

department, 11 teachers, and other staff, a total of 25. Data was gathered 

through interviews and field visits. Interviews were taken with the department 

head, five teachers and the principal. A purposive sample was chosen.  
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 The principal was employed about a year before the opening of the 
school in order to make preparations and recruit staff. 

Much effort was put into preparing the groundwork of the school so that 

it would be successful. Goals and standards were developed for assessing 

progress which the principal used in developing a school policy in 

cooperation with the newly formed parents’ committee. He also had the 

time to read up on developments and trends in schools and to acquaint 

himself with the work of other schools. In addition, he saw to recruiting 

staff and other practical matters in relation to organisational affairs and the 

building of the school.  

 The principal said that he wanted to be visible, be a professional 
participant in the work of the school and use consultation as a 
weapon when looking for solutions.  

Table 6  The main research questions, Papers, sub-questions and keywords 

The main research questions 

▪ What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice of one new school? 

▪ What supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

RQ in Paper 1 (2010)  
The early days 
What vision does the principal have 
regarding his leadership role and school 
work during the preparation and start-up of 
work in a new school and what are his main 
tasks? 

What guided the recruitment of teachers 
and department head/deputy principal to 
work at the school? 
Keywords: Leadership, preparation, new 
school, recruitment, vision 

RQ in Paper 2 (2013)  
Learning about differentiation 
hat attempts did leaders and teachers make 
in developing differentiation in the school as 
a goal of being a professional learning 
community and how successful were they in 
developing it in the school? 
Keywords: Action research, differentiation, 
reflection 

RQ in Paper 3 (2015)  
Does teamwork and collaboration work? 
To what extent did school leaders and 
teachers in a newly established school 
succeed in building up a PLC when 
leadership for learning was emphasized? 
What contribution did teamwork make to 
building up a PLC when school leaders 
provided support through leadership for 
learning? 
Keywords: Action research, collaboration, 
leadership, professional development, 
teamwork 

RQ in Paper 4 (accepted 2015 with minor 
revisions) (in press)  
The larger learning community 
To what extent and in what way do 
students, parents and paraprofessionals 
experience a sense of community in the 
school?  How do they experience and view 
learning in the school? 
Keywords: Learning, students, 
paraprofessionals, contribution, leadership, 
parents’ involvement 
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There were many applications for the positions of teachers and the 

department head. The principal said that he was looking for interested 

people with a broad range of competence who could identify with the 

emerging school policy, and could work with others in open teaching and 

learning spaces with the needs of students as a guiding principle. The 

importance of finding the right people to build up the school community 

with an emphasis on learning, teamwork and well-being was stressed. The 

choice of staff was made very carefully with many interviews with 

applicants, the majority of whom did not have much experience. 

 The school principal considered professional work within the school 
to be the most important aspect of his job.  

The principal was an active participant in the life of the school and 

worked with staff within the school to find solutions with consultation and 

cooperation as a guiding principle. He encouraged the support of 

individuals and the engagement of all, thus showing characteristics for 

leading and learning at all levels within the school.  

 The leader emphasized learning and he had clear expectations and a 
vision and invited discussion with teachers and worked with them.  

The school started well but not everything had worked out as hoped. 

The building activities were delayed, which caused chaos and delays at the 

start of the school year, and there had been some complications in teacher 

teamwork.  

 The overall findings indicate that the conditions for developing a 
learning community and being more cooperative were present but 
for the school to grow and flourish it would be important to nurture 
the vision and develop it further within the school community. 

7.2 Phase II – learning about differentiation 

Paper 2 

Svanbjörnsdóttir, B., Macdonald, A., & Frímannsson, G. (2013). Einstakl-
ingsmiðun sem markmið lærdómssamfélags. Reynsla af starfendarannsókn 
í einum skóla. [Differentiation as a goal in a professional learning 
community. The experience of an action research project in one 
compulsory school]. In R. Sigþórsson, R. Eggertsdóttir, & G. H. Frímannsson 
(Eds.), Fagmennska í skólastarfi [Professionalism in the work of a school] 
(pp. 55–76). Reykjavík: Háskólinn á Akureyri & Háskólaútgáfan [The 
University in Akureyri & The University Press].  
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In Phase II the focus was on preparing teachers for and increasing their 

possibilities of working with differentiation in cooperation with each and 

every student and his or her parents. The goal was to understand the 

development of differentiation in the work of the school.  

Differentiation is a well-known concept in debates on education but it is 

difficult to find a definition acceptable to all. The concept is closely related 

to the idea of inclusion. Its meaning has developed and changed over the 

years, and different terms have been used. There has been an emphasis on 

inclusion in Iceland since the 1974 legislation on compulsory school (Lög um 

grunnskóla, 92/2008) and this was reinforced in 2011, in the new national 

curriculum guide (Mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2011), which 

states that each and every child shall receive their education according to 

their needs. Differentiation is one way of meeting such requirements.  

 In order to work with differentiation, there must be a common 
understanding of the concept that expresses itself in practice and a 
frame of mind. Differentiation requires holistic commitment and the 
participation of everyone in the school community. 

The research team that guided the action research consisted of the two 

school leaders and the author of this research. Taking steps to build up a 

professional learning community was emphasized in order to support 

teachers. Data on the actions taken with regard to differentiation and the 

response was acquired through field visits, interviews, and regular 

reflection over a period of one and a half years. 

 Leaders and teachers worked in teams towards leadership that 
supported learning. 

The actions taken by the leaders in the action research project seemed 

to have an impact on the teachers and increased their self-assurance with 

regard to their practice. Discussions among teachers about goals and 

methods in the work of the school became more focused; the teachers 

tried out observations and peer coaching and experienced the benefits of 

learning with and from each other.  

 Teachers needed diverse support to work with differentiation, and 
there were signs of conflict between old views and new practices in 
the school.  

 Thus it was concluded that there was a need for continued support 
for teachers when it comes to learning how to ask critical questions 
about differentiation in practice, reflecting, learning from 
experience, collaborating and experimenting in practice. 
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7.3 Phase III – does teamwork and collaboration work?  

Paper 3 

Svanbjörnsdóttir, B., Macdonald, A., & Frímannsson, G. (2015). 
Teamwork in establishing a professional learning community in a new 
Icelandic school. Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research. Publ. 
on-line 16th February 2015. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2014.996595 

In phase III I was aiming at finding out more about how leaders and 

teachers work together to form a PLC and I was trying to develop my 

practice in the role of critical friend. I wanted to understand how school 

leaders and teachers build up a PLC through teamwork in a newly 

established school when leadership for learning was emphasized. I also was 

interested in finding out what contribution teamwork made in building up a 

PLC when school leaders provided support through leadership for learning. 

The focus of this paper is thus on how leaders and teachers used 

teamwork in developing a professional learning community in a new 

compulsory school in Iceland. Collaboration is a critical issue in schools as it 

can improve practice that supports student achievement (Roy, & Hord, 

2006; Senge et al., 2012). Results from the TALIS 2008 study show that 

Icelandic teachers are below international averages regarding joint teaching 

and supporting each other (OECD, 2009).   

The paper reports on the construction of a PLC in the school in 2011–

2012, in which leadership for learning was being emphasized, through 

action research, and the role played by teamwork in developing the PLC.  

 From the outset teamwork in the school was emphasized and the 
goal was to support and develop learning teams that collaborated 
through discussion and reflection on goals and progress.  

The teachers and paraprofessionals worked together in teams. Thus a 

teaching team included 4–9 members responsible for a group of 30–65 

students in an open area with different work spaces. The leadership team 

includes just the principal and a head of department. They participated in a 

research group with a critical friend. 

The data was triangulated (Creswell, 2012) by using information and 

field notes, individual interviews with leaders and teachers and focus group 

interviews with teachers. Records of discussions and reflections on 

meetings with leaders and from school visits were used for this purpose.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2014.996595
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 Each team had to have three planned and formal meetings a week 
with an agenda both on student learning and adult learning as well 
as confidential issues. 

 This study showed signs of an emerging collaborative structure 
among some teams but also a lack of feedback among peers.  

 Teachers expressed difficulty in putting into practice their growing 
sense of professionalism. 

Teachers were very occupied with ´other urgent´ things concerning the 

students that popped up all the time and they had to deal with.  

 The leadership team and one teaching team were close to meeting 
the criteria for a ´learning team’.  

The leadership team confirmed that the guidance from the critical friend 

supported them greatly in their professional development and gave them 

courage to try things out in practice.  

 The research findings suggest that peer coaching should be 
supported to encourage staff to engage in critical reflection and 
transforming practice.  

7.4 Phase IV – the larger learning community  

Paper 4 

Svanbjörnsdóttir, B., Macdonald, A., & Frímannsson, G. (2015b). Views 
of learning and a sense of community among students, parapro-
fessionals and parents – in a new compulsory school that is developing 
its culture towards a PLC. Accepted with minor revisions 2015 in the 
journal Professional Development in Education. 

By phase IV I wanted to cast my net wider and look at other stakeholders in 

the development of the school.  

In this paper the main focus is on what happened to students, parents, 

and paraprofessionals with regard to learning and a sense of community 

when school leaders tried to develop a PLC in a new school. The importance 

of the involvement and participation of students, parents and all staff in 

pedagogic questions in schools is now a significant issue because it has 

been shown that involvement is a factor that improves the development of 

ownership of the professional learning community at the same time as it 

improves student performance (Deforges, & Abouchaar, 2003; Harris, & 

Goodall, 2008; Hoy, 2012; Mitra, Lewis, & Sanders, 2013). 
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The paper draws on findings from my study in one compulsory school in 

Iceland over a period of 3½ years. Data were acquired by the first author 

through interviews, observations, reflections and questionnaires, and 

results from national assessments, in order to investigate the effect on 

students, parents and paraprofessionals of the support given to and 

provided by the school leadership with regard to reflection on learning and 

leadership support for the staff.  

 There were signs in the practice of the school of the involvement of 
students, parents and paraprofessionals. 

 Teachers and leaders, however, dominated the community and did 
not give clear enough messages about cooperation and reflection to 
others.  

Students talked about diverse teaching methods and the positive 

attitude of staff. The students seemed to be able to decide how and when 

they learned while teachers took decisions about what they learned. 

Paraprofessionals did not feel informed enough about the discipline 

methods used or the teaching practice.  

 Paraprofessionals were stuck in a school culture where teachers did 
not share responsibility with others in the classroom and did not 
consult with others such as teacher aides. 

 The school should find a structure to involve the school aides in the 
teams thus promoting diversity.  

 The leaders and teams have to explore their collaboration to 
promote discussions, not least with students.  

 Leaders should include parents in critical reflection on the school 
policy and search for ways to increase parents´ participation in a 
structured and formal manner as has been done with the teams.   
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8 Critical discussion 

The intention of this research was to understand how school leaders looked 

for paths to build leadership for learning through emphasizing the 

acquisition of techniques with the purpose of promoting learning in a broad 

sense towards a professional learning community. 

I was concerned with understanding educational leadership and what 

lay behind leadership, a professional learning community and teamwork. I 

wanted to understand how teachers, leaders and other staff understood 

the concepts learning and teaching and how these were supposed to lead 

to learning in all aspects of school practice.  

My main research questions were: 

 What does leadership for learning mean in the development of 
practice of one new school? 

 What supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

I begin with discussing the overall findings concerning the research 

questions and then I draw some conclusions, identify some implications and 

highlight the niche served by this research. 

8.1 What does leadership for learning mean in the practice of 
the new school? 

When looking back and zooming in on significant lines of inquiry and processes 

of the research, a short answer to the question above is that it means a strong 

commitment, enthusiasm and resilience in school leaders in the role of leading 

learning. Also evident is the need for paths of a clear vision and goals, academic 

structure and process, in collaboration and reflection at diverse levels by 

forming and reforming issues (Hallinger, 2011). Based on results concerning 

theory and practice in the school over the research period, some issues popped 

up more frequently than others and emerged as leading themes or traits 

connected to learning. They show both similarities and differences to other 

research. The themes are: 1) constructing a new school (physically and 

culturally), 2) goal oriented teamwork used as a tool in cultivating a PLC, and 3) 

problem solving and a collaborative attitude in leading, resulting in a morale of 

harmony in the school.  
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8.1.1 Constructing a new school  

There were many urgent issues that took time when constructing a ´new 

school´. It was about more than a building (Nehring,  & Fitzsimons, 2011). It 

concerned development and improvement included in the daily practice of 

collaboration, reflection and trying things out in hands-on action (Darling-

Hammond, & Richardson, 2009). It was a school yet without its own school 

curriculum, self-evaluation plan and professional development plan which 

are required by the Icelandic compulsory school law (Lög um grunnskóla, 

2008). It was also without customs and had to deal with a steady need for 

recruitment because of changes and the growth of the school, as well as 

maternity/paternity leave. This affected and disturbed the clarity and 

continuity of the development. But in this research the intention of 

developing a PLC was transparent as it was known by all in the school and it 

was not subversive as in the case of Nehring and Fitzsimons (2011) where 

meetings and support were not intertwined in the practice of the school.  

A SWOT analysis by the staff in the spring of 2012 showed them to have 

clear ideas of their job and its strengths and weaknesses:  

 As strengths they identified issues such as flexibility, teamwork and col-
laboration, good morale and a low level of hierarchy in the staff group.  

 As weaknesses they identified the absence of a clearer policy on 
assessment, too many projects going on simultaneously, the lack of 
traditions and an absence of consistency, and not having school 
aides included in the teams with teachers and teachers aides. 

 Opportunities were found in new staff, further developmen of 
formal learning discussions with students and more team thinking.  

 Threats were too many new staff, a new and big building that can 
lead to the isolation of teachers, big student groups and too much 
eagerness/enthusiasm of leaders to develop the school towards a 
professional learning community.  

The importance of both the management and the leadership roles of the 

principal became clear in the research, even more than expected, and they 

overlapped each other. In recruitment of staff the principal had to use his 

managerial role related to his position and authority of hiring staff for the 

school, but the leadership role also was of great importance because it was 

crucial to hire the right person for the school policy and values, and  for  the 

vision of the school (Bush et al., 2010; Gurr et al., 2014; Schein, 2004). In 

interviews with staff it became clear that the values of the principal had 

influenced them in their practice. 
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8.1.2  Goal oriented teamwork used as a tool in cultivating a PLC 

The school leaders and many teachers saw the potential in working with the 

three dimensions of professional capacity, human, social, and decisional, 

developed by Hargreaves and Fullan (2012). A few teachers, however, just 

wanted clear directions from school leaders about difficult decisions in 

learning. They focused on technical and measurable parts of learning or 

found it important to focus on results as a cause. When reflecting on the 

data in terms of the theories, the cause is to be found in the different 

interpretations of political, cultural and economic factors among teachers 

(Gronn, 2009; Whitty, 2010).  

Early on in the school, there were two distinct understandings of a PLC. 

Either it was understood as a professional option, growth from within,  or 

as a ´cause and effect´ in improving achievement by training in concrete 

methods, techniques or tools (Hargreaves, 2007). The latter attitude is 

related to and affected by the marketising values that Sahlberg (2011) calls 

GERM because it has a narrow and inflexible vision on learning and uses 

data as a control factor and not as a source to learn from and use to 

transform new knowledge (Hargreaves, & Shirley, 2012; Illeris, 2007).  

Some individuals saw teamwork as a way to relieve each other‘s burdens 

in different subjects or tasks that had to be done; that one in the team 

would be responsible for maths while someone else could take care of 

literacy and so on. According to the definition of different stages of 

teamwork, these individuals were at stage 2 (Project team. Consultant and 

coordination) (Kröll-Schwartz, 2004). They acted on special methods to lead 

the practice instead of focusing on learning for all with differentiation, in 

line with a warning by Tomlinson et al. (2008). They did not have the frame 

of mind needed for the PLC for professional growth.  

This caused a continued and growing discussion over the years, reflected 

in interviews with teachers, and in the last year of the research certain 

dimensions became clearer. When reflecting on this with the school leaders 

we could connect this to a more trust with regard to discussion in the 

school (Harris, & Jones, 2010) and that the national assessment results for 

the school that had not been as good as expected. The school used data 

from inquiries to inform decisions and practices (Lambert, 2006). The 

national assessments and Skólapúlsinn were to be two sets of information 

alongside other data from daily practice.  

I agree with Nehring and Fitzsimons (2011) when they say that there is a 

distinction between a general mainstream school and a PLC ideology and 

that it is easier said than done to break the barriers of culture and move 
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toward common responsibility, shared and adaptive learning and colla-

boration in open spaces even though it all sounds like the right thing to do. 

By using peer-coaching, research literature groups and teamwork in 

supporting the main characteristics of a PLC as reported in a questionnaire 

(Huffman, & Hipp, 2003), and those listed by Roy and Hord (2006), bit by bit 

the organisation of teamwork became more structured and the goal of the 

teaching teams became clearer. The practice was also closely connected to the 

adoption of the Positive discipline approach (Nelsen et al., 2000) and the 

learning discussion in staff meetings was in line with the learning discussion in 

class meetings with students. Even so, new knowledge and practice among 

teachers/staff took a long time to transform into students’ actions and practice 

and was not really evident until the very end of the research period which had 

started at the same time as the school (three and a half years earlier). 

By the end of the research, the teamwork had been structured as three 

different team meetings a week with an agenda focusing on learning for 

students and learning for the adults and confidential discussions. Work had 

been done on building up trust, by expressing feelings, reflecting and showing 

strengths and weaknesses. It was evident from interviews and observations 

that structuring the teamwork was a promising path to follow for learning at all 

levels and for improving the fundamentals of a PLC (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003). 

The growing trust allowed staff to show vulnerability (Kelly, 2013). A balance 

across the three areas of capital for developing high professional capacity 

(Hargreaves, & Fullan, 2012) was being found, though it was still challenging to 

develop decisional capacity among teachers who were not used to having 

responsibility for decision-making. A non-hierarchical atmosphere was 

encouraged in the teams and no experiments were made in appointing heads 

of the teams or formal change agents as in some other projects (Blossing, 2013; 

Nehring, & Fitzsimons, 2011). The school leaders felt that a fruitful way 

forward would be to share and rotate roles in team meetings. It was then 

up to members to decide how they shared different roles in their team 

meetings, such as leading, planning the meeting and writing minutes. There 

were no permanent positions and nobody could assert delegated power or 

a permanent leading role. The assumption was that everyone should 

contribute. In practice however some contributed more than others and 

were quicker to take on a leadership role. The fact that the meetings had 

different functions also meant that more roles were available and this made 

an opportunity for more distributed participation in the teamwork. 

There was a general agreement about teamwork as a driver in school  

developments and that was also something staff knew when they were 
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recruited to the school, and many had applied for a job in the school 

because of this approach. Both leaders and teachers were active in 

teamwork and found it supportive. There is a growing tendency in Icelandic 

schools for team teaching (Óskardóttir et al., 2014) but the kind of agenda 

used in this school seems not to be generally used in Iceland. Two teams in 

this research were near to meeting the stringent criteria defined by Krøll-

Schwartz (2004) for teamwork and real collaboration (stage 4, learning 

team), and some others were on stage 3 (Figure 1). 

The school developed fruitful and supportive techniques and avenues 

for improving the growth of a PLC, as called for by Sigurðardóttir (2006). 

Teamwork has become the hallmark of the school and teams are seen as 

basic units in fostering collaboration, reflection and learning in a broad 

perspective in line with the school’s policy and vision (Prytula, 2012; Roy, & 

Hord, 2006). Teachers saw the teamwork as a supportive condition (Marsh 

et al., 2014) but in some circumstances there was only basic compliance 

with the school policy (stage 1, Figure 1). The most effective teams, those 

reaching stage 4 (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004), resulted from changes in members’ 

actions and improved professionalism. 

8.1.3 Problem solving and collaborative attitudes in leading, 
resulting in a morale of harmony in the school   

There was not an emphasis in this research on developing guiding principles for 

leading learning as in the ´Carpe Vitam´ project (McBeath et al., 2009). It was 

rather on finding and forming paths that suited this school and its context, as in 

the ´Carpe Vitam´ project (Gronn, 2009) and through supportive and shared 

leadership in a PLC as a guiding framework (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003; Roy, & Hord, 

2006). The path that the school leaders trod was nonetheless in many ways 

similar to that of the ´Carpe Vitam´ as they maintained a constant dialogue with 

the staff, a focus on learning and conditions for learning and responsibility taken 

by all (McBeath et al., 2009). The staff discussed meanings of concepts and the 

transformation of them in diverse sites, both in formal meetings with an agenda 

and in daily practice, but did not expect an answer to all questions. They acted as 

reflective practitioners and improved their professionalism while striving towards 

making tacit knowledge and doubts evident (Aðalbjarnardóttir, 2007; Horn, & 

Little, 2010; Illeris, 2007; Schön, 1987). 

The leaders regularly visited the teachers, observing their work in 

practice, both when they worked with students and in team meetings and 

preparation time, and asked critical questions. The reactions to such visits 

were positive from some but negative from others. New research in the 
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Icelandic context, in which 22 principals were interviewed and asked about 

their emphasis and values in practice, shows that it is not common for 

principals to visit teachers in teaching areas and give them feedback  Only 

two of the 22 interviewed confirmed that they did this. About half of the 

group left that responsibility in the hands of heads of departments and 

through this there was some discussion around the issue of teaching. Other 

leaders did not prioritize this activity (Sigurjónsdóttir, & Hansen, 2014). 

With the emphasis on performing as transformational leaders to support 

learning through distributed leadership with participation on all levels 

(Lambert, 1998 & 2006; Mulford, 2006), the school leaders were keen on 

discussing and debating the importance of everyone taking responsibility 

for leading particular activities in the school in line with the school policy. 

They interpreted this as shared leadership (Møller, 2009). The school 

leaders saw this as part of teacher practice in the school and strove for this 

to grow from within counting on initiatives from teachers to take action and 

lead. The teachers, however, waited for the school leaders to formally ask 

them to take on leadership. The leaders even gave space in the schedule for 

this. This stubborn misconception disappointed the school leaders because 

they thought they had communicated their ideas on this very clearly. This 

had an inhibitory effect on the shared engagement in leading the school.  

This different understandings and interpretation of distributed and 

shared is well known in similar cases between different cultures and 

expectations (MacBeath, & Townsend, 2011b). It took about two years for 

the school to make this dilemma visible and discussable, and to find, bit by 

bit, a way to deal with it. The teams as a whole took on the role of leading 

thus sharing it with the school leaders‘ team.  

How school leaders acted on learning and leading was closely related to their 

practice in the spirit of key ideas found in constructivism and cultural historical 

activity theory such as ideas on the zone of proximal development in children‘s 

learning (Vygotsky, 1935/1978) and for adults (Warford, 2011). They were aware 

of the gap between theory and practice and fixed obstacles among staff, often 

related to culture (Engeström, Engeström, & Suntio, 2002). The leaders saw the 

importance of support to decrease this gap. In collaboration with the staff, they 

searched for scaffolding tools to bridge it (Bruner, 1997); encouraged peer-

coaching (Heikkinen, Jokinen, & Tynjälvä, 2012), and held staff meetings with a 

similar agenda as class meetings. There were discussions of the meaning of 

concepts and learning (Nelsen et al., 2000), goal oriented team work (Kröll-

Schwartz, 2006), and a problem solving approach encouraging involvement in 

critical and analytical questions (Engeström, Engeström, & Suntio, 2002).  
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The school leaders acted as a ´teachers’ teacher´, were deeply reluctant 

to use top-down orders and thought in terms of give-and-take when finding  

solutions to problems (Hauge et al., 2014; Helstad, & Møller, 2013). 

However, there was an imbalance in the give-and-take interplay with more 

weight on giving than taking on behalf of the leaders. They may have been 

too true to their mission of a non-hierarchical attitude in leading and 

avoided using their managerial position in setting boundaries (Bush et al., 

2010) and ´managing dilemmas´ (p. 259), which a Norwegian principal 

expressed as the meaning of leadership (Møller, 2009). The balance 

between leadership and management is a challenge to be met.   

Another challenge for the new school is to find an avenue for improving 

leading, learning and growth for all members of the school; 

paraprofessionals, teachers, leaders, students and parents (Bolam et al., 

2007). This was the focus underlying this research but despite good will and 

intention from the school leaders to involve all participants, the teachers, 

together with the students, got the most attention and support, while the 

paraprofessionals got the least, especially the school aides.  

The school tackled well the challenge concerning ´learning to be´ as one 

of the main pillars of learning identified by UNESCO to help people to 

understand themselves and build up self-confidence (Delors, 1996; 

UNESCO, 2009). The leaders in this research project managed with their 

manner to foster a good morale in the school, with trust and respect, and 

gave time in the schedule for teamwork and collaborative learning for 

school teams (Huffman, & Hipp, 2003). Most stakeholders seemed to have 

found their niche in the school. When coming in from the street the 

atmosphere in the school was friendly and unstressed and data confirmed it 

to be a workplace where people could thrive even though they had debates 

on issues of learning, or maybe because of that. Data also confirmed the 

good climate and support in the school. Teachers in Icelandic schools using 

teamwork as a primus motor give more positive messages of thriving in 

their jobs than teachers in schools that do not (Óskarsdóttir et al., 2014). 

8.2 What supports and encourages leadership for learning? 

When searching for answers on the meaning of leadership for learning in  

the first research question, some issues popped up concerning the second 

question on what encourages leadership for learning. Some of the factors 

identified were double edged and could be both supportive and a 

hindrance. These are now discussed. 
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Goodwill and guidelines from the municipality 

Both the preparatory group and the timely appointment of the principal 

showed goodwill and understanding from the municipality in shaping the 

culture of the school and also gave the new principal a good start in shaping 

what lay ahead. Some other schools seemed to think however that the new 

school had received too much attention. 

Choice of staff and involvement of the principal in recruitment  

The principal took an active part in the recruitment of staff, choosing 

carefully those who seemed to have the right credentials. Many applicants 

were early career teachers and were enthusiastic and proud of being 

chosen for the job. The school may have benefitted if some teachers had 

been more experienced. Although the principal was also in an early career 

stage in his own role, his tenacity to develop the school and remain true to 

its mission had an influence on the way the staff cooperated with him.  

A critical friend and participation in the action research  

The leaders appreciated having a critical friend, who helped and supported 

them in having an action plan and in revising it, reading the research 

literature, and reflecting and acting on ideas. The stability of the school 

leaders and continuity and regular meetings were also supportive factors in 

creating a PLC. It was also benefical to have someone to reflect with and 

confide in; someone from outside who was not in the everyday 

environment. The leaders repeatedly mentioned these as vital factors. Also, 

as an action researcher, I served as a critical friend/peer at a micro level 

with the leaders, which is an alternative to the change agents seen in 

Swedish research of school improvement (Blossing, 2013). 

Stability of the leadership team 

The fact that the leadership team remained unchanged over time was also 

a constructive factor supporting the emotional, rational, organisational and 

family factors that are seen to be important for influencing the learning of 

students (Leithwood et al., 2010). The leaders were more secure in their 

roles the longer the research went on, and had a deeper understanding of 

the literature as they worked with it and reflected on it. 

The principal as a problem solver 

The demands made on the school leaders, especially the principal, were 

tremendous as he was expected to be a problem solver in all areas. He took his 
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role seriously. The ambition of developing a school culture towards high 

professional standards and learning for all motivated the leaders, but 

sometimes with too much enthusiasm and eagerness (Hargreaves, 2007). The 

leaders had open minds about problem solving and solutions and maintained a 

steady belief in the value of discussions and reflection concerning the ´how´ in 

learning (Bruner, 1996; Dewey, 1938/2000; Schein, 2004).  

Commitment to differentiation  

The leaders’ deep commitment to differentiation served as a constant 

encouragement to work with the teamwork approach. The leaders were aware 

that the teachers and paraprofessionals needed guidance and support in 

lifelong professional learning (Heikkinen et al., 2012). This influenced the 

practice of the leaders and the principal’s choice of a developmental therapist 

as a head of department and deputy principal was seen to have a constructive 

effect on working with differentiation within the school. 

Positive discipline as a parallel activity to the PLC  

The direct involvement of students in the development of the school 

culture was strengthened by the implementation of Positive discipline as it 

gave students and staff the structure and the opportunity to discuss 

different sites of learning in a safe environment. Students were enabled to 

show vulnerability (Kelly, 2013). 

Acknowledging the contribution of teacher aides  

Teacher aides were given responsibility and time to participate in teacher 

teams and lesson planning. Such an opportunity to contribute to school 

practice is unusual in Iceland. Being able to attend the meetings gave the 

teacher aides more confidence and they were better prepared for 

participating in classroom activities. 

Intentions and actions  

It turned out that even though teachers endorsed the leaders’ views when 

being recruited, for example, on professionalism as collaboration, or on 

discussion and reflection to meet the different needs of students, they did 

not all act that way once hired and this caused difficulties and conflict in 

teamwork and progress. This is in line with results showing incongruence 

between teachers´ beliefs and intentions concerning inclusion and their 

actual actions and behaviour in classrooms (Gunnþórsdóttir, 2014).  
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That the principal was aware of this possibility from the outset probably 

supported this finding. The high proportion of early career teachers had an 

effect as it is known that they may be eager to take part in reform even if 

they lack the ability to put theories into action (Drake, 2002; Hargreaves, & 

Fullan, 2012). Even though some experienced making the vision a reality as 

a heavy workload as they learned to work in teams, they were also 

improving their practice in working in new kind of learning spaces. 

Practical value of staff involvement in the research 

Staff involvement in the evaluation research helped develop a sense of 

participation, for example, by taking part in the process of translating the 

questionnaire and reflecting on evaluation tools. Working with the matrices 

was of great support to their own understanding. The nature of partici-

pation forced the staff to think and act on their values and visions. The 

assessment tools and matrices and the interviews and observations I used 

provided support for developing leadership of learning similar to the tools 

and design in the Norwegian study by Hauge et al. (2014).  

Rapid growth of the school and belief in its vision 

The leadership team faced many hurdles on this journey and resources 

were stretched with new employees and a bigger school in the third year. 

Those who started in the beginning seemed in general to have had a 

stronger commitment to the vision and were proud of their school. 

Relatively few were not so committed to the vision but they sapped a lot of 

energy out of the leaders and may have caused delays in development. On 

the other hand, this also widened perspectives and helped provide a 

deeper understanding in the long term, as it can be helpful not only to have 

followers in a group but also dissidents (Fullan, 2007).  

8.3  Conclusion  

By the end of the research pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place, 

student achievement and learning became more prominent in the 

discourse and school data was used more purposefully and frequently to 

inform development and practice (Jensen, & Møller, 2014).  

The inconsistency between what was said and how it was acted on can 

be compared to an iceberg. What is seen, the top, and what is not seen, 

under the surface, can differ. The established traditions and culture in 

school were kept well hidden at first as the newly recruited staff were 

supposed to start from scratch in the new school. There was a tension 
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though between the old and the new, as could also be seen in some 

Swedish research (Blossing, & Ekholm, 2008).  

Researchers in Flanders considered factors that can affect how new 

teachers can be supported in taking a differentiated approach to their 

teaching (De Neve, Devos, & Tuytens, 2015). The study showed that work 

resources, such as autonomy and collaboration in a PLC setting, can support 

professionalisation. The researchers identified four key aspects of a PLC 

which could support new teachers – deprivatised practice as collaboration, 

reflective dialogue arising from self-awareness, the assumption of collective 

responsibility and, finally, a shared vision and shared values. A major finding 

in the Belgian research and in this Icelandic study is that a school must 

optimise collegial support and a shared sense of responsibility at the same 

time as teacher autonomy is respected. 

Blossing et al. (2015) have recently published their findings on school 

types and the capacity for improvement which were identified as part of an 

assessment of new educational policies introduced in the mid-2000s in 

Norway. When comparing the leadership in this research and that identified 

in the Blossing research, it seems that the school in this research is to a 

certain extent aligned with a ‘team-driven school’. This means that teachers 

and school leaders have ‘created the idea of a collaborative and creative 

teacher team’ (p. 38) unlike the profession-driven school where teachers 

see themselves ‘as independent of their colleagues’ (p. 60) and the pupil is 

not in the foreground. One risk of a profession-driven school is that the 

teams can become too independent and that the teachers become the 

‘experts’ and stop looking for new ideas from outsiders. The school is run 

for teachers not pupils.  

What is significant in this research is that the school leaders are keen on 

reflecting with teachers about their profession and practice and visit the 

teachers in their workplace, their classrooms and team meetings. With 

teachers they have structured an agenda for different kinds of team 

meetings every week, emphasizing the learning of students, the learning of 

the teachers/adults and the building up of trust. Since these meetings fell 

within the workday of the staff they kept their rights to continuing 

professional development (CPD). It is a new school but the staff and pupils 

brought their culture and previous experiences with them. 

This investigation is unusual in that the context is a ‘new’ school rather 

than an established one and it thus presented an almost unique 

opportunity for studying the development of a school. In this context ‘new’ 

has many consequences, especially with regard to administrative and 
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professional infrastructure. A new school has yet to develop self evaluation, 

a school curriculum and a related plan for continuous professional 

development (CPD) for teachers (Lög um grunnskóla, 2008). These three 

artefacts are missing in a new school. The extent to which the PLC approach 

could replace school self-evaluation or CPD is not known. It usually takes 

several years for a school curriculum to be developed as school resources 

are built up, opportunities within the building and its surroundings and 

among staff are identified, and progression and continuity are ensured as 

the school expands, both in pupil number and in size. In this school the 

curriculum can be seen in the structure and process; it is acted though not 

written. The deep commitment to students is evident. 

The development of a new school is seen to go through three different 

stages until it has attained its goals (Fullan, 2007). This school has mainly been 

in the first stage (initiation) but has worked hard on improving its 

implementation (second stage) with clear actions but it has not come to 

maturity and institutionalisation (stage three). That is a later stage yet to come. 

When reviewing my findings I see many qualities and characteristics of a 

PLC in line with findings from other research (Huffman, & Hipp, 

2003;Nehring, & Fitzsimons, 2011; Roy, & Hord, 2006, Stoll, & Seashore 

Louis, 2007). What is noteworthy with a PLC in this research is the specific 

emphasis on structure as a supportive condition that grew from within the 

new school from the initiation stage. Teamwork was highly structured with 

an agenda and minutes for every meeting, three meetings a week, all 

included in the workday. The leaders required that one meeting be 

dedicated to a ´reflective dialogue´ on strengths and weaknesses 

concerning the team members themselves, both personally and 

professionally. This insistence on self-awareness and reflection was 

probably the most difficult step with which the staff and the teams had to 

comply. Dialogue and reflection was also important in class settings where 

teachers and their students engaged in formal dialogue about social 

activities and student learning. The latter took a long time to implement but 

by the end of the third year this was part of school practice and would be 

seen as an implementation stage by Fullan (2007). In the next and most 

mature stage, the stage of institutionalisation, it is important to keep these 

characteristics in focus, in particular the need for highly structured 

teamwork and to consistently engage in reflective dialogue, both among 

adults in the school but not less between adults and students. Thus, two 

new and deep qualities of a PLC appeared in the new school; highly 

structured teamwork and formal confidential dialogues. 
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We might also ask what might have happened if there had not been a 

preparatory group and an early appointment of a principal and if the 

recruitment process of teachers and staff had not been as it was. Also it is 

of interest that the municipality did not continue its particular support of 

the development process.  





Reflections and implications 

123 

9 Reflections and implications 

In this final section I find it important to reflect on this project and I will 

discuss the structure and process in the research, its twists and turns, my 

role, the significant findings, and the potential for improvements and future 

studies. The project was constructed at my initiative to document and 

reflect on the development of the internal community of the new school.  

9.1 Twists and turns of the research project 

In my research papers I tried to capture some of the issues and complexities 

in establishing a new school and developing a professional learning 

community. The questions formulated in the papers were also thought of as 

support in answering the main research questions, and they turned out to 

fulfil that role. The papers can be seen as short clips from processes that 

carry on for longer periods but they give a picture of the twists and turns of 

the research project. I found it important to catch an early glimpse but of 

course the start phase did not last for only three months. Then it seemed 

natural to pay attention to and stay for a while with the start of the process 

of developing differentiation and focus on the understanding of the 

concepts of learning and teaching among staff in the school. It took a lot of 

time, energy and resilience to reach a level of comprehension of the 

ideology of teamwork with the underlying query – does teamwork work? 

And practice it. Thus, it was natural to consider the expansion of this in 

paper three. Finally, to understand and give an idea of how things were 

connected, influenced each other, were experienced and affected students’ 

learning, the fourth paper with a view of other stakeholders made sense at 

the end of the research period. In a way, a large loop in the cycle of the 

school was closed by this. The phases and findings in the four papers can be 

seen as describing the first big loop of the start of the new school. 

The emphasis on implementing and developing effective pathways for 

collaboration, teamwork, discussion, reflection and leadership among 

leaders and teachers as well as the whole school was more or less an 

ongoing and interwoven theme in all phases of the research. Also, the 

emphasis on meeting different needs with differentiation was more 

complicated than I suspected. The emphasis and energy of the school 

leaders became focused first and foremost on teachers. Frameworks were 
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improved and reflected on. Ongoing reflection and a search for the right 

key to open doors to meet different needs characterized the practice 

through the years. The definition of a learning team (stage 4, Figure 1) was 

used as a signpost and different angles of discussion, rubrics and 

instructions were formulated and used as tools to guide progress towards 

becoming a learning team.  

In line with action research methodology the papers were used as a base 

for reflection within the school community for assessing and improving 

practice. The first one served as a motivation for the school leaders and 

teachers in their aims for improvement. The school leaders took advantage 

of it when they were recruiting for the school later on and tried to have the 

criteria for the job more formative. The same happened after the second 

and third phase. When reading the papers the leaders found that they had 

been given some kind of confirmation of their actions and a clearer picture 

of their daily practice and this guided them in their work. They were aware 

of the importance of clear messages, the importance of reflection, 

discussion, leadership and goal orientations in practice, teamwork and 

collaboration and communication with staff, students and parents. The 

fourth paper was not ready in draft form until engagement with the leaders 

had ended but hopefully it can serve as support to them now and it has 

already aroused interest in other venues of school development.  

By the end of the action research, many teaching teams were making 

progress towards being a learning team, with the leadership team leading 

the way. But when practice was assessed with the matrices used for 

evaluation and guidance it is apparent that not all pieces in the puzzle have 

fallen into place and the school cannot be described as being fully mature 

as a professional learning community and the work towards this will remain 

an ongoing process. When considering the leadership capacity matrix 

(Figure 2) there were some skilful leadership capacity skills (Lambert, 2006) 

to be found among the principal and his deputy and the teachers but these 

appeared more limited among students and parents. The vision of the 

school as a PLC in the spirit of differentiation was not clear to everyone, but 

inquiry-based use of information was being used to inform decisions and 

practice. Student achievement was not high but was improving steadily. 

The positive progress of the results between 7th and 10th grade students in 

the national assessments in 2009 and 2012, as well as students’ comments 

on their school, gave indications that the school was on the right route. 

Because of the short lifetime of the school it is difficult to say whether 

reflective practice consistently leads to innovation. 
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As my role was multilevelled and non-traditional it will be given some 

consideration in the next section. 

9.2 My role as a critical friend 

As the critical friend I was the one who often took the initiative and led the 

way in the research group. I had ideas of literature readings, planned the 

meetings, and documented all the minutes and worked with the leaders on 

action plans for the school. On a monthly basis I stopped and assessed with 

the leaders the status of the action plan in order to reconsider and decide 

on the next steps. I was an outsider but also an insider as I came close to 

daily practice and felt the heartbeat in the ‘rising’ culture coming into some 

conflict with the deep-rooted traditions. I did not work directly with 

teachers, paraprofessionals or students but they cooperated with me in 

evaluating the work. In a way I had some threads in my hand but at the 

same time I did not. It was the leaders’ responsibility to follow up on what 

we reflected on in the research group. They were to work on practice with 

different stakeholders in the school. I couldn’t control how discussions and 

actions concerning teamwork and collective understanding of concepts 

developed. Sometimes I thought: “Why did they not say this more clearly or 

use observation?” – in team meetings, for example. Or I thought: “Yes – 

that was smart” – about their way of connecting the Positive discipline 

program so tightly to the goal of the teaching and learning policy of the 

school and their use of similar discussion methods in class meetings as in 

staff meetings. I worked closely with the key person in the school, the 

principal, and learned about his complicated situation in practice. The 

leadership team was in many ways similar to the P-team in recent 

Norwegian research (Hauge et al., 2014) discussed earlier, but the leader-

ship team here dealt with all stakeholders in the school, not just teachers.  

9.3 A struggle with the significant findings 

Reflecting on and figuring out interwoven and significant threads in the 

findings and keeping the key concepts of the research in mind led to some 

difficulties in understanding the many concerns in the project. The findings 

are so multilevel and complex and have both cognitive and emotional 

implications. I noticed tensions between habits of mind and an eagerness to 

participate in the research, as well as between ingrained culture and a 

professional willingness to change. It is hard in development work to 

change habits of mind and the conservative views of a part of the 

community. This is perhaps not unlike what could occur to an orchestra 
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practicing and adapting the 5th symphony of Beethoven in a new 

orchestration. Just as it takes time for an orchestra to learn and coordinate 

a new orchestration of a piece, it takes time for a school community to 

change attitudes, habits of mind and practice for a new vision and 

emphases in learning. Yet we know that the players have the necessary 

skills to achieve an outcome envisioned by the conductor. 

I did sense a change in orchestration, as expected, with leading and 

learning coming in more strongly and an increasing acceptance of the 

ideology of a PLC. This was also as expected but it takes time to get all staff 

to commit to and take responsibility for a leading role in the school. This 

appeared when assessing the leadership capacity by using the criteria in 

Figure 2 (Lambert, 2006). We have learned that the involvement of all 

stakeholders must be broadened in the school, as well as collaboration and 

collective responsibility in all levels. 

The school made a great effort at implementing and practicing in teams 

and used teamwork as a tool for change (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004). That was 

done in terms of transforming learning with metacognition and trying to 

understand the reason and the principles and meaning of the actions 

(Mezirow, 2003) by building up a collaborative culture emphasizing 

personal and professional learning processes for teachers and students. An 

effort was made to strengthen all partners through constructive reflection 

(Figure 1) (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004). I think this was a good decision because it 

demanded engagement and participation in practice. There the action 

research approach was useful. It was interesting to see the result of it 

slipping in at the end of the research when the efforts finally became visible 

in the older students (Paper 4). 

Sahlberg (2011) assumes that most of the world is going the wrong way 

in education by following the GERM and assumes that the Northern 

countries have the opportunity to follow another path. I also believe that. 

We must then take collective responsibility, as Hargreaves and Shirley 

suggest (2012), and we have to ‘practice what we preach’. If we consider 

the learning pillars proposed by Delors et al. (1996) and UNESCO (2009), 

and the fundamental pillars in the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide 

(2011), we see the school as a community of process (Senge et al., 2000; 

2012) that can be shared and led by anyone. We have to practice new roles 

and attitudes and emphasize empowerment, responsibility and 

participation in implementing changes and think of leading to learn and 

learning to lead as inseparable issues (Caldwell, 2012). Many in this new 

school did not dare to change and avoided leadership roles. Such 
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teachers/staff may already possess measures of social capital but the 

decisional capital, needed to work as a leader, has yet to mature to the 

level of professional capital proposed by Hargreaves and Fullan (2012).  

9.4 Potential (and implications) for further improvement 

My participation in this research has taught me a great deal and I have a 

deeper understanding and even more respect for the complicated field in 

which school leaders are involved. It needs a lot more than goodwill and inten-

tion, a clear vision and goals, academic structure and processes, and people to 

change and improve a school culture. It also requires people with a broad 

experience, commitment and a deep understanding, and a frame of mind that 

supports reflection, feedback, collaboration and communication. Resilience is 

yet another crucial factor; it is important to have the tenacity to go on.  

This research was limited just to one school. But the long timeframe 

invited a different sort of research opportunity and built up trust. As the 

researcher I could be in the role of an evaluator as well as that of a critical 

friend to the leaders as the evaluation in the study was used as a tool for 

development. The relationships within the research team were free of 

stress and criticism and characterized by loyalty to each other and to the 

vision of the school. This goodwill sometimes put me in the dilemma of not 

being critical enough in reflection with the school leaders (Møller, 1998). 

A lesson learned from this research is confirmation that 3½ years is a 

short time in the life of a school, particularly regarding the process of 

developing and transforming new knowledge and its application, or of 

reconstructing a teaching culture. Five to ten years is a more realistic time 

frame (Fullan, 2007). Nonetheless, 3½ years is quite a long time to be in 

stable contact with school leaders and a school and enough time to learn 

something about the infrastructure and to understand its function. 

The turnover of the staff and an increase in the number of teachers 

needed, as well as many early career teachers, had an impact on the 

project. Even though only one, or possibly two, of those who left the school 

did so because they did not fit in with the school’s ideology, they, as others, 

took with them knowledge and skills that would have been useful for the 

school and had to be rebuilt with new staff. 

What was novel in this research is that the structure of the new school 

was carefully planned with the intention of building the best conditions for 

success in developing a PLC which involved all stakeholders in a school. In 

addition, the school leaders participated in practical action research over 

the three first years of the school in practice.  
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I am convinced that the research supported the practice of the leaders, 

thereby affecting thinking in the new school. This type of practice including 

teamwork should influence the future attitude to responsibility and 

interactive collaboration among all staff, students and parents in the 

school’s development towards a more mature professional community in 

the near future.  

9.5 Further studies 

I wonder if transformation could be analysed and improved further in the 

school by combining the action research method with an approach based 

on cultural historical activity theory that emphasizes problem solving in a 

societal context as a key issue in learning (Engeström et al., 2002). By using 

an object oriented unit to analyse multi-layered mechanisms of school 

changes that could be considered as complementary (Engeström, 2008) it 

might be possible to lift a micro-focused analysis towards a more macro- 

level one in order to offer and develop a conceptual framework for school 

change (Edwards, 2008). Perhaps team workshops could serve as a tool for 

reflection and decision making, as occurred in the Norwegian upper 

secondary research mentioned earlier which used cultural historical activity 

theory in working on change (Hauge et al., 2014).  

Some of the data collected in the different phases was not used in the four 

papers. It will be used in continuing work and discussed in other papers or 

when other opportunities arise. For example, the induction of beginners to its 

culture could be researched further. This builds on the discussion in Paper 1. 

The influence of the paraprofessionals on learning and developing a PLC 

in this research (Paper 4) gives reason to be optimistic about further 

possibilities in the work of schools and is worth further research.  

The research could be extended to consider in more detail links between 

the school and the community as wished for in the paper from the 

preparatory group. A creation of a network to reach other schools could be 

important for schools in smaller municipalities to avoid isolation and 

stagnation, and support development. 

Most surprising for me was the inertia in educational culture when faced 

with change. The culture teachers brought with them was underestimated, 

not least by early career teachers entering a new school. This could form 

the basis of interesting cross cultural research. 
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APPENDIX A – Consent form 

Consent form (translated from Icelandic) 
Presented for acceptance to all staff autumn 2009, 2010 and 2011.  

Leading learning 

In autumn 2009 research and developmental work in the form of action research 
will start with Birna María Svanbjörnsdóttir, a doctoral student at the School of 
Education at the University of Iceland, and the school leaders at (…) school in (…) 
municipality. The research will last for a three-year period with the aim of 
observing what is included in leadership for learning, how to develop it and 
whether it will support the implementation and development of a professional 
learning community. The school leaders and teachers will be interviewed regularly, 
a school policy developed, concepts defined, observations made in the practice of 
the school, academic reading circles organized, and school leaders shadowed, 
reflected on and documented.  Norms/criteria will be developed, based on 
interviews and outcomes from national assessments. Grades will not be connected 
to individuals at any stage of the research nor will specific information and personal 
names from interviews be mentioned.   

The plan is to write academic articles about the research and its results for 
publication in peer reviewed journals. The articles will be a base for Birna’s 
dissertation. All that is written will be shown to interviewees before it is published.  

The emphasis is on research that is conducted with the school leaders but not 
on them. All information will be regarded as confidential. Because of the smallness of 
the community it could nonetheless be difficult to assure the school’s anonymity. 
Participants are free to withdraw their participation whenever they choose.  

Statement: 

I do not object to results from the research being published in an essay or journal 

articles.   

(Municipality), October 2009            

_________________________________________________________________ 

Birna Svanbjörnsdóttir                                      Employee of the school 
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APPENDIX C – Question grid 

Question grid for interviews 

The principal, September 2009 

Describe how you want to see the practice in the school. 

 What would characterize it? Why? 
How can that be enhanced? 

What is involved in your role as a principal?  

What kind of leadership styles do you believe in? Why? 
 How will they appear in practice?  
 How do you think have formed your ideas? Why? 

Describe a succesful teaching lesson.  

How would you define the concepts learning and teaching?  

What is the policy of the school?    

How did it develop? 

To what extent does it reflect your ideas and those of the working group and in  
which ways does it not?  

Do you have expectations concerning special practice in school schedule,  
financial planning and policy development?  

 How will you assess whether the practice is in line with the policy?  

How qualified do you think you are in leading the new school? Why? 

 How has the preparation for the new school been acted out?  

How would you define the concept ´a school that learns´?  

What were the criteria used for the employment of teachers and head of department to the school 
from a group of many applicants?  

What expectations do you have of teachers and heads of department; your colleagues?  

What characterizes your communication and collaboration in the school?  
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Both school leaders, 2010  

Which expectations do you have towards this action research; Leadership for learning in a new school?  
What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice of the school and how can it be 
supported or encouraged? 
What is the policy of the school and how is it reflected in teaching and practice in the school? 
How does the practice of school leaders reflect the school policy? 
What characterizes the communication in the school? What should characterize it and how could that 
be enhanced? 
What do you think has been successful and helpful in enhancing the goals?  
Can you see something in the actions of teachers, other staff, parents or students that indicate that the 
research has had some influence?  
Can you point at something that has not turned out to be as successful as you expected?   
How is the information flow in the school?  
How do people learn together in this school? 
What characterizes this school? 
What are the next steps? 

2011  

What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice of the school and how can it be 
supported or encouraged? 
What kind of tools and methods do you (school leaders) use in promoting your own and other 
leadership capacities and with what results?  
How is the leadership distributed in the school? 
What has characterized your practice? 
Which goals have you specially been striving for? Why? 
How has it succeeded? Why? 

 How do you know that?  

How could it be done in a different way?  
How engaged are the parents and the students in the school work?  
What are the next steps? Why? 
Do you have something else you want to report?  
(Trying to find out if there was a connection between what school leaders mean in their policy and 
ideas and the ideas teachers in the school believe to be their ideas and policy and, if it was so, how 
should it be described) 

2012  

How would you describe your practice in the school? 
What have you done to enhance the goals of the research? 
Are your actions in line with your expectations? 
What has characterized your practice? 
What has been successful? Why? 

 How do you know that? 

What could be done in another way? 
There has been an emphasis on what and how teachers practice /learn/develop their professional 
reflections on students’ practice. Can you see changes in that regard? Do you think that what teachers 
do to improve their practice is transformed to that of students? Why do you think that?  
To what extent does staff act professionally in special issues in the school? What characterizes your 
style as a leader? 
Is there something special you see as an advantage in yourself? 
What takes the most time? 
Is there something else you find important to mention concerning the research or its results?  
What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice in the school and how can it be 
supported or encouraged? 
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Teachers (new, old, focus groups), 2009 
What characterizes the experience of starting a new school year in a new compulsory school?  
Is there a difference in starting here compared to other places? 
Could you describe that? 
How have the school leaders supported you, or not?  
What expectations do you have of diverse stakeholders in the school? Of yourself, colleagues, school 
leaders, students, and parents in the beginning of a new school year?  
What is involved in your work as a teacher? 
What is learning and teaching? 
Describe a successful teaching lesson. 

2010 
How was it to start work at the school this autumn? 
How have the school leaders supported you - or not? 
What expectations do you have of diverse stakeholders in the school? Of yourself, colleagues, school 
leaders, students, and parents in the beginning of a new school year?  
What leadership style do you think the principal subscribes to? What supports that? 

What expectations does he have of you?  
Why were you employed to the school?  

What is involved in your work as a teacher? 
What is learning and teaching? 
Describe a successful lesson.  

2011 
What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice of the school and how can it be 
supported or encouraged? 
How do you define the concept professional learning community?  
How do you learn in this school?  
What expectations do you have of diverse stakeholders in the school? Of yourself, colleagues, school 
leaders, students, and parents in the beginning of a new school year?  
How do school leaders in this school show leadership for developing a professional learning 
community?  
How do you undertake leadership in the school?  
What is included in teachers’ teamwork?  
What results does it give? Why? 
What is learning and teaching? 

What characterizes your teaching style and why? 
What are the criteria to learning to be enhanced? 

Describe a successful lesson. 

2012 
What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice of the school and how can it be 
supported or encouraged? 
What expectations do you have of diverse stakeholders in the school? Of yourself, colleagues, school 
leaders, students, and parents in the beginning of a new school year?  
What characterizes the practice of the school and how has it changed from the beginning? 
How do you define the concept professional learning community?  
How do you learn (together) in this school?  
How do school leaders in this school show leadership for developing a professional learning 
community?  
How do you undertake leadership in the school?  
What is included in teachers’ teamwork?  
What results does is give? Why? 
What is learning and teaching? 

What characterizes your teaching style and why? 
What is the criteria to learning to be enhanced? 

Describe a successful lesson. 
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For focus group interview 2012 

What does leadership for learning mean in the development of practice in the school and how can it be 
supported or encouraged? 
The concept professional learning community seems to be well known in the school. Do you agree with 
that?  
What does the concept mean in practice?  
In interviews with the teachers in November they seemed in general to have the opinion that the 
leaders were ambitious in developing a PLC but that they were possibly too eager in that regard and 
emphasized too many projects simultaneously. Can there be a connection between the projects and do 
they lead to the same goal? What do you say about that?  
Some inconsistency also came up in the interviews. Some felt that the leaders managed too much 
while others believed them not to manage enough. What do you think?   
To what extent is the culture in the school characteristic of those who undertake leadership? What 
encourages such a culture? 
In general, teachers seem to like the teamwork but the practice supported and trained there does not 
transform to the students to any major extent. Is this correct? How can that be promoted? 
Which are the strengths and weaknesses of the ´planning´ (goal setting) system used in the school?  
What is the position of the teacher aides in the teamwork and classroom work?  
How do people learn? 
 

Paraprofessionals 

2010  

How was it to start work here this autumn? Was the policy clear? Did you do what you were expected 
to do?  
What does your work include? 
How have the school leaders supported you or not supported you?  
What expectations do you have of different stakeholders in the school? 
What characterizes the communication between you and the school leaders?  
 What expectations do you have of them specially? 
 Why were you employed to the school?  
What is learning and teaching in your minds? 
Describe successful communication between you and students.  

2012  

How can your practice in the school be described? 
What is included in your work and how do you collaborate?  
Is the policy of the school clear about practice? What is the policy?     
What expectations do you have of different stakeholders in the school? 
What characterizes the communication between you and the school leaders?  
 What expectations do you have of them specially? 
 Why were you employed to the school?  
 What is learning and teaching in your mind?  
 How do you learn in this work? 
 How does the teamwork go and why?  
T o what extent do you collaborate and how are you supported in your roles? 
Describe successful communication between you and the students. 
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Students 

Focus groups 2010 and 2011 

Why are you in the school?  
What is important in school?  
Describe the school day yesterday.  
What did you do, how did you do it and why?  
What does it mean to learn?  
How do you learn?  
What is the role of teachers and other staff?  
What is the role of the principal?  
What is the role of students?  
Is there anything more you want to mention about the school and learning that you find important? 
 

Individual interview 2012  

Describe the school day yesterday.  
What did you learn, how and why?   
What does it mean to learn?  
Is there anything in the learning space/environment, by the teachers/staff or yourself that emphasizes 
how you learn and understand? Do you find any methods better/more useful than others? Why?   
How do you influence the school practice and how it is structured? 
How do you take part in it?  
When you were assessed in the national assessments a few days ago did you find what you had 
learned in school useful? Why/why not? How?   
What is the role of teachers?  
What is the role of the principal?  
What is the role of students?  
Is there anything more you want to mention about the school and learning that you find important? 

 

Parents, 2010  and 2012 (same grid for all focus groups) 

What expectations do you have of the school?  
What is the school policy and how is it visible?  
What is characterisitic of the practice of the school?  
What teaching methods are most frequently used?  
What expectations do you have of different stakeholders in the school? 
What expectations do they have of you? 
What characterizes the communication between you and the school leaders and teachers?   
(What is teaching and learning in your mind?) 
How are you engaged to the school? What have you got to say about your children‘s schooling?  

Do you want to have something to say about it? 
How could that be improved? 
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APPENDIX D – Questionnaire for a PLC 

Matstæki fyrir lærdómssamfélag 

Huffman, J. og Hipp, K. (2003). Reculturing schools as professional learning 

community.Oxford: Scarecrow Education. http://bbaplc.wikispaces.com/file/ 

view/School+LC+Assessment.pdf  

Birna María Svanbjörnsdóttir þýddi og staðfærði í samvinnu við 

stjórnendur og starfsfólk skólans 

Staðhæfing Kvarði 

Sameiginleg og styðjandi forysta Mjög 
ósammála 

Ósammála Sammála Mjög 
sammála 

1. Starfsfólk tekur virkan þátt í umræðum 
og tekur ákvarðanir um flest mál er 
varða skólann 

    

2. Skólastjóri nýtir ráðleggingar annarra 
við ákvarðanatöku 

    

3. Starfsfólk hefur aðgang að 
lykilupplýsingum (hverjar eru þær?) 

    

4. Skólastjórnendur beita fyrirbyggjandi 
aðgerðum og vekja athygli á þáttum í 
skólastarfi sem þarf að styðja 

    

5. Starfsfólk fær tækifæri til að koma á 
breytingum 

    

6. Skólastjórnendur deila ábyrgð og vekja 
athygli á nýbreytni- aðgerðir 

    

7. Skólastjórnendur dreifa valdi og forystu 
með starfsfólki  á lýðræðislegan hátt   

    

8. Lögð er áhersla á að styðja og næra 
forystu meðal starfsfólks (umræður um 
forystu) 

    

9. Ákvarðanataka á sér stað í gegnum 
nefndir og samræður milli stiga og 
viðfangsefna 

    

10. Starfsfólk, foreldrar og nemendur 
ábyrgjast í sameiningu nám nemenda 

    

  

http://bbaplc.wikispaces.com/file/%20view/School+LC+Assessment.pdf
http://bbaplc.wikispaces.com/file/%20view/School+LC+Assessment.pdf
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Staðhæfing Kvarði 

Sameiginleg gildi og sýn Mjög 
ósammála 

Ósammála Sammála Mjög 
sammála 

11 Til staðar er fyrirkomulag vinnu sem 
stuðlar að ígrundun, samræðu og 
samvinnu til að móta sameiginlegan 
skilning á gildum meðal starfsfólks 

    

12. Sameiginleg gildi styðja viðmið um 
hegðun til að leiðbeina um kennslu og 
nám 

    

13. Starfsfólk hefur þá sýn að nám 
nemenda sé grundvöllur skólaþróunar  

    

14. Ákvarðanir eru teknar í samræmi við 
gildi og sýn skólans 

    

15. Til staðar er sameiginlegt ferli til að þróa 
sameiginlega sýn meðal starfsfólks 

    

16. Markmið skólans einblína á nám nemenda 
umfram námsárangur og árgang 

    

17. Stefna og áætlun er í samræmi við sýn 
skóla 

    

18. Starfsfólk, foreldrar og nemendur láta 
markvisst í ljós miklar væntingar til að 
auka námsárangur nemenda 

    

Staðhæfing Kvarði 

Sameiginlegt nám og beiting Mjög 
ósammála 

Ósammála Sammála Mjög 
sammála 

19 Starfsfólk vinnur saman að því að auka 
þekkingu, færni og úrræði og bæta nýrri 
þekkingu við starf sitt 

    

20. Allir starfsmenn eru meðvitaðir um 
mikilvægi skólaþróunar og leggja sitt að 
mörkum til hennar (s.s. eru virkir í 
samstarfi, sýna frumkvæði til 
endurmenntunar  og sýna forystu) 

    

21. Allir starfsmenn skipuleggja og vinna 
saman að því að leita lausna í því að 
mæta mismunandi þörfum nemenda 

    

22. Í skólanum er hvatt til samvinnu og 
opinna samræðna á skipulagðan hátt 

    

23. Allir starfsmenn eru virkir í samræðum 
sem endurspegla virðingu fyrir 
mismunandi hugmyndum sem leiða til 
áframhaldandi rannsókna 

    

24. Fagleg starfsþróun beinist að námi og 
kennslu 

    

25. Starfsfólk skólans, foreldrar og 
nemendur læra saman og bæta við 
nýrri þekkingu til að leysa vanda 

    

26. Starfsfólk skóla finnur til 
ábyrgðar/skuldbindingar til að starfa á 
þann hátt sem eflir nám nemenda  
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Staðhæfing Kvarði 

Samvinna við faglegt starf á vettvangi Mjög 
ósammála 

Ósammála Sammála Mjög 
sammála 

27 Stuðlað er að jafningjafræðslu og 
hvatningu meðal starfsfólks 

    

28. Starfsfólk veitir jafningjum endurgjöf 
sem tengist kennslu 

    

29. Starfsfólk deilir óformlega með sér 
hugmyndum og tillögum til að bæta 
nám nemenda 

    

30. Starfsfólk endurskoðar verkefni 
nemenda til að miðla og bæta 
kennsluna 

    

31. Tækifæri eru til staðar til að styðja og 
leiðbeina 

    

32. Einstaklingar og teymi fá tækifæri til að 
beita þekkingu og deila með sér 
niðurstöðum vinnu sinnar 

    

Staðhæfing Kvarði 

Styðjandi aðstæður - samskipti/samband Mjög 
ósammála 

Ósammála Sammála Mjög 
sammála 

33 Samskipti meðal starfsfólks og 
nemenda einkennast af umhyggju sem 
byggist á trausti og virðingu 

    

34. Til staðar er traust og virðing sem 
hvetur til þess að þora að taka áhættu  

    

35. Vakin er athygli á góðum árangri í 
skólanum 

    

36. Allir í skólanum eru einhuga um að 
innleiða menningu sem einkennist af 
þróun 

    

Staðhæfing Kvarði 

Styðjandi aðstæður - uppbygging Mjög 
ósammála 

Ósammála Sammála Mjög 
sammála 

37 Tekinn er frá tími til að auðvelda 
samvinnu 

    

38. Gert er ráð fyrir samvinnunámi  og 
samvinnu á vettvangi  hjá öllum í 
skólanum, starfsfólki og nemendum 

    

39. Til staðar er fjármagn til starfsþróunar     

40. Viðeigandi tæknibúnaður og 
kennsluefni er aðgengilegt fyrir 
starfsfólk 

    

41. Veittur er stuðningur til 
sérfræðiþekkingar og til áframhaldandi 
náms 

    

42. Aðstaðan í skólanum er hrein og 
aðlaðandi  

    

43. Vinnuaðstaðan í skólanum skapar 
nálægð sem auðveldar starfsfólki 
samvinnu 

    

44. Innan skólans er virkt upplýsingaflæði 
sem heldur öllum upplýstum  

    

45 Í skólasamfélaginu er virkt 
upplýsingaflæði sem tryggir að allir fái 
nauðsynlegar  upplýsingar 

    



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

162 



APPENDIX D – Questionnaire for a PLC 

163 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

164 

 



APPENDIX E – Results from national assessments 

165 

APPENDIX E – Results from national assessments 

 





APPENDIX F – Papers 1, 2, 3 and 4 

167 

APPENDIX F – Papers 1, 2, 3 and 4 





Paper 1. 

169 

Paper 1.

Paper 1 





Paper 1. 

171 

  

Að undirbúa nám í nýjum skóla:
Áhersluþættir stjórnanda og mannaráðningar

Birna María Svanbjörnsdóttir
Háskólanum á Akureyri, Miðstöð skólaþróunar,

Allyson Macdonald
Háskóla Íslands, Menntavísindasviði

og
Guðmundur Heiðar Frímannsson

Háskólanum á Akureyri

Þróun og mótun skóla er flókið ferli sem felst í því að byggja upp færni til að efla nám nemenda. Nám
og kennsla er í brennidepli í allri skólaþróun en margir óskilgreindir þættir hafa áhrif þar á.
Skólastjórnendur hafa þar mikið að segja. Það sem einkennir skilvirka skóla er meðal annars náms -
árangur, dreifð forysta og samvinna. Rannsóknin sem hér er um rætt er hluti af starfendarannsókn með
starfsfólki í nýjum grunnskóla í þéttbýli. Skólastjóri var ráðinn til starfa til skólans tæpu ári áður en
eiginlegt skólastarf hófst. Meginmarkmið rannsóknarinnar er að skilja og varpa ljósi á sýn skólastjóra
á forystuhlutverkið í upphafi starfsins, hvaða viðfangsefni biðu hans og hvað hann hugsaði þegar hann
réð fólk til starfa. 

Gögnum um sýn og viðfangsefni var safnað með viðtölum og vettvangsathugunum. Mikið kapp
var lagt á að undirbúa jarðveg hins nýja skóla þannig að þar gæti farið fram farsælt skólastarf.
Skólastjóri vann að stefnumótun skólans í samvinnu við nýmyndað foreldraráð. Hann fékk einnig
tíma til að lesa sér til um strauma og stefnur í skólamálum og kynna sér fyrirkomulag í öðrum skólum.
Auk þess sinnti hann mannaráðningum og hagnýtum þáttum sem lutu að skipulags- og byggingar -
málum. 

Skólastjóri sagðist vilja vera sýnilegur, faglegur þátttakandi í skólastarfinu og leita lausna með
samræðu að vopni. Skólanum bárust margar umsóknir um störf en sóst var eftir áhugasömu og fjöl -
hæfu fólki sem gæti samsamað sig stefnu skólans og unnið í teymum í opnum rýmum með þarfir nem -
enda að leiðarljósi. Vandað var til verka við ráðningar og tekin fjölmörg viðtöl við hæfa umsækjendur
en þeir sem sóttu um voru flestir fremur reynslulitlir. Skólastarf er farið af stað en ekki hefur allt
gengið upp eins og áformað var. Byggingarframkvæmdum seinkaði og það olli ringulreið og töfum á
áætlaðri faglegri samvinnu kennara. Vísbendingar eru um að í skólanum séu aðstæður til að þróa
námssamfélag og samvinnu.

43Tímarit um menntarannsóknir, 7. árgangur 2010

Hagnýtt gildi: Rannsóknin færir fræðasamfélaginu nýja þekkingu á því hvaða þáttum þarf að
sinna við upphaf og undirbúning skólastarfs í nýjum skóla og hvað þarf að hafa í huga þegar
ráða á fólk til starfa. Hún varpar ljósi á ýmsa þætti sem huga mætti nánar að og veita stuðning í
því sambandi. Má þar nefna mikilvægi þess að væntingar skólastjórnenda til skólastarfsins og
forystuhlutverksins séu skýrar og ráðningarferli skipulagt og úthugsað.
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Haustið 2006 var myndað teymi til að undirbúa
hönnun nýs grunnskóla í þéttbýli utan höfuð -
borgarsvæðisins. Áætlað var að skólinn tæki til
starfa haustið 2008 en upphafi skólastarfs
seinkaði um eitt ár í hluta skólahúsnæðisins.
Teymið hafði hug á að fara þá leið í hönnun
skólans sem notuð hafði verið við hönnun
nokkurra skóla á Íslandi undanfarið, þ.e. „undir -
búningsferli hönnunar, frá hinu almenna til hins
sérstæða“1 (e. The Design Down Pro cess)
(Gerð ur G. Óskarsdóttir, 2001). Til samstarfs
við teymið voru fengnir fulltrúar hópa úr
samfélaginu. Þessi hópur myndaði vinnuhóp
sem undir stjórn fyrsta greinarhöfundar leitaðist
við að móta sameiginlega sýn á það hvað æski -
legt væri að einkenndi starf þessa nýja skóla. 

Helstu niðurstöður vinnuhópsins voru þær
að áhersla yrði lögð á að allir yxu, þroskuðust og
lærðu í þessum skóla; bæði nemendur og
starfsfólk. Einnig að starfshættir einkenndust af
samvinnu, víðsýni, virðingu og hlýju þar sem
komið væri til móts við ólíkar þarfir einstakl inga
og að tekið yrði mið af því að skólinn væri hluti
af stærri heild eða samfélagi. Enn fremur var
lögð áhersla á að starfsfólk skólans yrði ráðið á
forsendum skólans (Birna María Svan björns -
dóttir, 2006). Tíð notkun hugtaka eins og
samvinna, ólíkar þarfir, sveigjanleiki, sjálfs -
vitund, tengsl við samfélag, virðing og hlýja gef -
ur til kynna að leiðarstef skólans gæti verið
námssamfélag (e. professional learning comm -
unity) þar sem nýta mætti hugmyndafræði ein -
staklingsmiðaðrar kennslu. Skólastjóri var ráðinn
til starfa til skólans tæpu ári áður en eiginlegt
skólastarf hófst. Ári síðar réð hann 25 starfsmenn
til skólans, þ.e. deildarstjóra, sem er staðgengill
skólastjóra, og ellefu kennara auk tólf annarra
starfsmanna, úr stórum hópi um sækj enda. 

Að mörgu er að hyggja þegar farið er af
stað með nýjan skóla og vert að huga að því
hvaða viðfangsefni skuli hafa forgang við
undirbúning og upphaf skólastarfs hjá skóla -
stjóra sem tekur til starfa á undan öðru starfs -
fólki skólans og hverjar væntingar hans og sýn

eru á forystuhlutverkið og skólastarfið. Vænta
má að mannaráðningar skipi þar stóran sess
auk ýmissa hagnýtra og faglegra þátta. Í þeim
tilgangi að öðlast skilning á þessum þáttum var
leitað svara við rannsóknarspurningunum: 
• Hver er sýn skólastjóra á stjórnunarhlutverk

sitt og skólastarf við undirbúning og upphaf
skólastarfs í nýjum skóla og hver eru helstu
viðfangsefnin? 

• Hvað lá til grundvallar við ráðningu kennara
og deildarstjóra til skólans? 

Rannsóknin er tilviksrannsókn sem fram fór í
ein um skóla. Tekin voru einstaklingsviðtöl við
skólastjóra, deildarstjóra og fimm kennara skól -
ans. Auk þess átti sér stað óformleg samræða
við skólastjóra og gerðar voru vettvangs -
athuganir í skólanum. Greint verður frá helstu
þáttum sem rannsóknir sýna að einkenni ráðn -
inga mál, stjórnunarhætti og árangursríkt skóla -
starf og námssamfélag og dregnar ályktanir af
niðurstöðunum.2

Fræðileg umfjöllun
Þróun skóla er flókið ferli sem felst í því að
byggja upp færni innan skólans til að efla nám
nemenda. Um miðjan sjöunda áratug síðustu
aldar var álitið að árangur nemenda væri
einkum háður félagslegum bakgrunni þeirra.
Smám saman komust menn að því að skólarnir
sjálfir höfðu mikið um árangurinn að segja og
að skólastjórnendur eða forystan hefði óbein
áhrif á námsárangur nemenda (Stoll, 2009). Það
sem hefur mest áhrif á árangur nemenda að
mati Reeves (2009) er kennsla, fagleg starfs -
þróun, samvinna og tími. Allar helstu rannsóknir
á skilvirkni skóla sýna að skólastjórnandi hafi,
með sýn sinni og forystuaðferðum, mikið um
það að segja hvort breytingar og þróun gangi
eftir eða ekki (Fullan, 2007). Það á ekki síður
við um nýja skóla.

Það sem einkennir skilvirka skóla er t.d. að
þar er námssamfélag, dreifð forysta, miklar
væntingar til nemenda og kennara og samvinna
starfsfólks (Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir, 2006).

44 Birna María Svanbjörnsdóttir, Allyson Macdonald og Guðmundur Heiðar Frímannsson

Tímarit um menntarannsóknir, 7. árgangur 2010

1 Þýðing Gerðar G. Óskarsdóttur, 2001. 
2 Greinin er byggð á rannsókn sem er hluti doktorsverkefnis fyrsta höfundar. Doktorsrannsóknin hófst

haustið 2009 og er rannsóknar- og þróunarvinna í formi starfendarannsóknar. Rannsóknin miðar að því að
skoða hvort forysta til náms stuðli að námssamfélagi, í hverju hún felst og hvernig megi standa að henni.
Leiðbeinendur eru: Allyson Macdonald og Guðmundur Heiðar Frímannsson.
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45Að undirbúa nám í nýjum skóla

Tímarit um menntarannsóknir, 7. árgangur 2010

Nemendur geta náð góðum námsárangri án
þess að hægt sé að rekja það beint til starfsins í
skólanum, t.d. fyrir eigin burði eða með stuðn -
ingi frá fjölskyldu (MacGilchrist, Myers og
Reed, 2004). Schein (2004) telur áhrif stjórn -
anda á störf og sérkenni stofnunar hvað mest á
fyrstu árum hennar því sú stefna og sýn sem
lagt er upp með í upphafi eigi gjarnan ræt ur að
rekja til hans og hann geti valið fólk til að fylgja
henni. 

Mannaráðningar eru taldar lykilatriði fyrir
faglega þróun skóla og því mikilvægt að skóla -
stjóri sé virkur í ráðningarferlinu. Þaulhugsuð
áætlun og skipulag ráðninga er grundvöllur þess
að ráða skilvirka kennara til skóla (Schaefers og
Terhart, 2006).  

Í 1. mynd eru sett fram tengsl þátta í starfi
skólans og sérstaklega þeirra sem þarf að huga
að í nýjum skóla. Skólinn sem er til athugunar í
þessari rannsókn stefnir að því að stofna náms -
samfélag og tileinka sér einstakl ings miðaða
kennslu í viðleitni sinni til að auka og efla
námsárangur innan skólans. Sumir þessara þátta
eru teknir til umræðu hér á eftir. 

Forysta til náms
Áherslur í skólastjórnunarfræðum snúast gjarn -
an um tvær leiðir í forystu. Annars vegar er það
sú sem hefur verið kölluð valdaforysta (e.
transactional) og leggur áherslu á sterka mið -
stýringu og stjórn á skólakerfinu og formgerð
þess. Hins vegar er um að ræða svokallaða
áhrifaforystu eða framsækna forystu (e. trans -
formational) þar sem lögð er áhersla á að dreifa
valdi og áhrifum meðal starfsfólks. Þeir sem
beita framsækinni forystu leggja áherslu á sam -
eiginlega ákvarðanatöku, hafa væntingar um
góða frammistöðu nemenda og eru opnari fyrir
menningarlegum breytingum en þeir sem að -
hyllast þá fyrrnefndu (Anna Kristín Sigurðar -
dóttir, 2006; Sergiovanni, 2006). 

Framsækin forysta virðist hafa bein áhrif á
skuldbindingu kennara til umbóta í skólastarfi
og þá vinnu sem þeir eru tilbúnir að leggja á sig
til slíkra umbóta. Þetta leiðir svo af sér aukinn
innri hvata hjá kennurum og hefur áhrif á
kennsl una og framkomu við nemendur sem síð -
an skilar sér í auknum árangri nemenda (Geijsel,
Sleegers, Leithwood og Jantzi, 2003). Skóla -
stjórnendur sem vinna í anda framsæk innar
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forystu veita einstaklingsstuðning og vits muna -
lega hvatningu, skapa andrúmsloft og menningu
trausts og virðingar, dreifa forystu og hvetja
kennara til virkrar þátttöku og ábyrgðar. Þeir
vinna að sameiginlegri sýn og markmiðum allra
innan skólans og vænta mikils af nemendum
og starfsfólki (Mulford, 2006). 

Hægt er að beita framsækinni forystu með
mismunandi áhersluþáttum. Þó megináherslan
sé á valddreifingu eru aðrir þættir einnig mikil -
vægir, s.s. að leggja áherslu á nám, kennslufræði
og sjálfbærni. Dæmi um þetta er dreifð forysta
(e. distributed leadership) (Harris, Leithwood,
Day, Sammons og Hopkins, 2007), forysta til
náms (e. leadership for learning) (DuFour og
Marzano, 2009; MacBeath, 2006), kennslu -
fræði leg forysta (e. instructional leadership)
(Hopkins, 2003), uppeldisfræðileg forysta (e.
peda gogical leadership) (Sergiovanni, 1998),
hugsmíða forysta (e. constructivist leadership)
(Lambert, 2003) og sjálfbær forysta (e. sustain -
able leadership) (Hargreaves og Fink, 2006).

Forysta til náms leggur áherslu á að til að
tryggja nám nemenda á háu stigi þurfi að íhuga
hvaða nám hafi átti sér stað og hvernig nýta megi
vitneskju um nám til að efla faglegt skóla starf og
auka námsárangur nemenda. Mestur árangur er
talinn nást ef skólastjórar vinna með kennurum
að því að byggja upp sameiginlega þekkingu,
bæta og efla starfshætti, ræða gildi og móta sýn
og stefnu (DuFour og Marzano, 2009). MacBeath
(2006) bendir á að forysta sé lítils megnug þegar
ekkert nám á sér stað og að námið sé það sem
næri hana og efli. Hann telur að saman geti nám
og forysta stuðlað að því að skapa nýja þekkingu
og gera nem endur að virkum neytendum þekking -
ar. Í sama streng tekur Lambert (1998,  2003).
Hún segir forystu snú ast fyrst og fremst um að
læra saman og að byggja í sameiningu upp skuld -
bindingu, sam eigin lega sýn, skilning og þekkingu
með sam ræðum, ígrundun og rannsóknum með
áherslu á nám. Hún leggur áherslu á að forysta
þurfi að eiga sér stað á öllum stigum innan skól -
anna; ekki síður hjá kennurum og nem end um en
hjá skólastjórnanda, og að byggja þurfi upp hæfi
til forystu í skólum (Lambert,1998). 

Námssamfélag
Ýmsar vangaveltur hafa verið uppi um það
hvernig stofnanir læra. Vænta má að stofnanir

læri í gegnum einstaklinga en það að ein stakl -
ingar læri þarf þó ekki að vera trygging þess að
stofnanir læri. Senge o.fl. (2000) hafa lagt mikla
áherslu á að í skólum sé lifandi náms samfélag
og gera ráð fyrir fimm eftirfarandi þáttum eða
lögmálum sem séu forsenda þess að skóli læri.
Þau eru: persónuleg færni (e. personal mastery);
að sameiginlega sýn (e. shared vision) sé að
finna meðal allra innan stofnunarinnar; að mótað
sé starfslíkan (e. mental models) sem felur í sér
ígrundun á eigin viðhorfum og annarra; að fram
fari teymisnám (e. team learning) sem feli í sér
samskipti og samræður starfsmanna sín á milli
og við aðra; og að til staðar sé kerfissýn (e.
system thinking) sem er fólgin í því að skilja
breytingar og átta sig á því hvernig hlutir
tengjast innbyrðis (Senge o.fl., 2000).

Hugtakið námssamfélag (e. professional
learning community) má skilgreina sem faglega
starfsþróun í námsstofnun en til að geta komið
til móts við mismunandi þarfir í kennslu og
veitt leiðsegjandi mat þarf stöðug þróun að eiga
sér stað. Mikilvægt er að námið eigi sér stað
bæði hjá hverjum og einum og í samfélagi og
samvinnu við aðra (Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir,
2006; Fullan, Hill og Crévola, 2006). Um er að
ræða námssamfélag þegar samhugur er innan
stofnunar eða skóla um það að byggja stöðugt
upp nýja þekkingu og nýta hana á vettvangi.
Þar vinnur fólk náið saman út frá mótaðri náms -
sýn sem allir skilja á sama hátt. Allt starfsfólk
hefur miklar væntingar til nemenda og ber
sameiginlega ábyrgð á námi þeirra en einnig
hvað á annars námi, það rannsakar starf sitt og
ígrundar það í þeim tilgangi að efla það og
stuðla að auknum námsárangri hjá nemendum
(Lambert, 2003; Stoll o.fl., 2006).

Niðurstöður rannsóknar á samstarfi kennara
í nokkrum grunnskólum á höfuðborgar svæðinu
sýndu að það sem kennarar kölluðu samstarf
féll fremur undir skilgreininguna samráð og
skilaði þeim ekki þeirri faglegu starfsþróun sem
nauðsynleg er til að koma á námssamfélagi
(Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir, 2006). Anna
Kristín bendir þó á að fagmennska kennara sé
að breytast með breyttu samfélagi, frá því að
einskorðast við einstaklingshyggju kennarans
yfir í samvinnu og samræðu kennara um
skólastarfið með áherslu á nám nemenda. 
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Nám og einstaklingsmiðuð kennsla 
Þar sem nám er meginatriði í öllu skólastarfi er
mikilvægt að skilja hvernig nám fer fram. Í
þeim skóla sem hér um ræðir skal einstaklings -
miðuð kennsla höfð að leiðarljósi og athygli
því beint að hugmyndafræði hennar. 

Skilgreina má einstaklingsmiðaða kennslu
sem viðleitni kennara til að laga kennslu, náms -
að ferðir og námsumhverfi að mismunandi getu,
áhuga og þörfum hvers einstaklings í námshópi,
samhliða því sem leitast er við að styrkja
nemendahópinn sem heild. Ekki er um að ræða
eina aðferð heldur hugarfar sem styðst við
margvíslegar lausnir. Lögð er áhersla á að auka
sjálfsvitund nemenda og ábyrgð þeirra á eigin
námi (Tomlinson, 2004).

Algengast er að rökin fyrir þeim kennslu -
háttum sem falla undir einstaklingamiðaða
kennslu séu sótt til hugsmíðahyggjunnar og fjöl -
greind arkenningar Gardner. Gengið er út frá því
að auka megi hæfni barna í námi með því að sjá
þeim fyrir auðugri námsreynslu (Ingvar Sigur -
geirs son, 2005; Rúnar Sigþórsson, 2004; Tom -
lin son, 1999).

Til að auka líkurnar á að nemendur læri á
sem árangursríkastan hátt getur kennari haft
áhrif á það sem kennt er, aðstoðað nemendur
við að tengja námið fyrri reynslu og þekkingu
til að það verði þeim merkingarbært og lagað
námsumhverfið að þörfum þeirra. Að auki geta
kennarar sett sig inn í námshæfi (e. readiness)
nemenda, áhuga þeirra og námssnið (e. learning
profile) til að geta brugðist við mismunandi
þörfum þeirra (Tomlinson, 2003).

Samkvæmt námskenningum hugsmíða hyggj -
unnar er litið á nám sem félagslega athöfn þar
sem samskipti og samspil við aðra ein staklinga
gegnir lykilhlutverki. Ekki er gert ráð fyrir að
nám geti átt sér stað nema fyrir tilstuðl an og
virkni nemandans sjálfs í þekkingaröflun (Falken -
berg, 2007). Til að búa til þekkingu er mikilvægt
að tala saman, rökræða um hlutina og setja þá í
samhengi (Bruner, 1996). Hlutverk kenn arans er,
í samstarfi við nemanda, að átta sig á hæfileikum
nemandans og fyrri reynslu til að þeir geti í
sameiningu fundið leiðir til að byggja raunhæft
ofan á þær (Dewey, 1938/ 2000). 

Hugsmíðaforysta byggist á kenningum hug -
smíðahyggjunnar. Þar er gert ráð fyrir því að
fullorðnir og börn læri á sama hátt. Allir hafi fyrri

reynslu sem þeir tengja við það sem þeir læra
hverju sinni og úr verður ný þekking og færni.
Hugsmíðaforysta krefst samspils allra í
samfélaginu og þá er hlutverk forystunnar að sinna
gagnkvæmu námi í samfélagi (Lambert, 2003). 

Mannaráðningar og nýr skóli
Mannauður, þ.e. rétt fólk á réttum stað, er talinn
undirstöðuatriði í hröðum vexti og þróun
fyrirtækja en mannaráðningar krefjast mikils
undirbúnings, skipulags og vinnu. Skilgreina
þarf í hverju starfið felst, hver eru sérkenni
þess, hvaða eiginleikum starfsmaður þarf að
búa yfir og hvað umsækjandi þarf að vita áður
en hann tekur starfið að sér. Mikilvægt er að sá
sem sinnir ráðningunum sýni umsækjendum
hollustu og taki á sig ábyrgð á því hvernig til
tekst og dragi úr skekkju í ráðningum með því
að gefa áreiðanlega og eftirsóknarverða mynd
af starfinu sem á að ráða í (Delli, 2003; Torring -
ton, Hall og Taylor, 2008). Í skrifum Schein
(2004) kemur fram að áhrif stjórnanda á störf
og sérkenni stofnunar eru talin hvað mest á
fyrstu starfsárum hennar því sú stefna og sýn
sem gengið er út frá í upphafi er gjarnan frá
hon um komin og hann er í aðstöðu til að velja
fólk til að vinna eftir henni. 

Mannaráðningar eru taldar lykilatriði fyrir
faglega þróun skóla og því mikilvægt að skóla -
stjóri og jafnvel kennarar séu virkir í ráðningar -
ferlinu, en ekki eingöngu utanaðkomandi aðilar.
Það er talið ýta undir  ábyrgð skólastjóra og
kennara á ráðningunni. Ef skólastjórar og kenn -
arar sjá um ráðningarnar geta þeir með þekk -
ingu sinni á sviðinu vakið áhuga um sækj enda á
starfinu og ráðið fólk út frá persónu legum
eiginleikum þess með tilliti til sérkenna skóla.
Um leið eru þeir skuldbundnir til að bregðast
við niðurstöðum ráðninganna, að styðja við
bakið á nýráðnum kennurum og við halda og
þróa áhuga og þekkingu þeirra á starfinu
(Schaefers og Terhart, 2006). 

Í rannsóknum Crosby (2000) og Dipoye
(1992) kemur fram að undirbúningur fyrir ráðn -
ingar kennara felist yfirleitt í viðtölum. Viðtölin
eru hornsteinn ráðningarferlis því að þar eiga
sér oft stað fyrstu kynni umsækjanda og þess
sem stendur að ráðningunni. Þar hittast þeir
aug liti til auglitis og það á sér stað félags legt
sam spil þeirra í milli (Delli, 2003). Þættir sem
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hafa áhrif á það hvort umsækjandi kemst áfram
í ráðningarferli eru t.d. það hvort sá sem tekur
við talið og stendur að ráðningunni laðast að
um sækjanda og líkar við hann á einhvern hátt,
hvort umsækjandi hefur reynslu eða sér fræði -
kunn áttu sem hentar því starfi sem sótt er um
og hvort hann líkist viðmælanda, svo sem hvað
varð ar kyn eða aldur. Kinicki o.fl. (1990) benda
á að þessi hughrif í viðtölum virðast oft hafa
meira að segja um framgang ráðninga en eigin -
legir kostir (e. credentials) umsækjanda (Delli,
2003). Aðrir þættir sem einnig hafa áhrif á
fram gang viðtala og ráðningarferlis eru þjálf un
og reynsla þess sem tekur viðtölin, form við tal -
anna, stjórnunarlegir þættir og aðstæður í skól -
um og samfélagi hverju sinni. Sértækar kröf ur
um sækjanda, fötlun hans eða veikindi draga
gjarnan úr líkum á því að hann sé ráðinn (Delli,
2003). 

Coleman (1985) og Galbo o.fl. (1986) kom -
ust að því að við ráðningu kennara sé algengt
að höfð séu að leiðarljósi fjögur meginviðmið
(Broadley og Broadley, 2004). Það er að
persónu legir eiginleikar séu við hæfi, að siðferði
og hátterni samræmist stefnu eða menningu
skólans, að viðkomandi fullnægi kröfum um
nám og loks að hann hafi á valdi sínu þá
þekkingu og færni sem til þarf. Rannsóknir
Ralph o.fl. (1998) gefa þó til kynna að vægi
viðmiðanna séu mismikil og virðast tvö fyrstu
viðmiðin vega þyngst (Broadley og Broadley,
2004). Talið er mikilvægt að kennarar sem
ráðnir eru til starfa hafi reynslu af því að vinna
með nemendum, séu fjölhæfir og tilbúnir að
kenna mismunandi námsgreinar og uppfylli
kröfur sem felast í stefnu skólans. Einnig er
talið mikilvægt að kennarar séu tilbúnir að stýra
áhugasviðshópum, séu samfélagslega virkir,
hafi reynslu af starfi með foreldrum og hafi
jákvæða persónulega eiginleika (Broadley og
Broadley, 2004; Schaefers og Terhart, 2006).
Þegar ráðnir eru til starfa nýútskrifaðir kennarar
virðist helst litið til þess að þeir séu samstarfs -
miðaðir og að þeir setji nemendur í brennidepil
(Broadley og Broadley, 2004).

Það skiptir máli fyrir skilvirkni skóla hvaða
hug myndir og væntingar starfsfólk hefur um
og til náms og hvort þær samræmist stefnu
skólans og þeirra sem fyrir eru í skólanum. Ef
ekki er sam ræmi milli starfsmannastefnu og

menntastefnu skóla er spurning hvernig gengur
að ná þeim náms mark miðum sem skólinn setur
sér. Því er mikil vægt að vanda til verka við
ráðningar, ekki síst þegar ráðið er frá grunni í
heila stofnun eins og hér um ræðir.

Aðferðir
Meginmarkmið rannsóknarinnar var að skilja
og varpa ljósi á sýn skólastjóra á forystu hlut -
verkið og skólastarfið í nýjum skóla, hvaða við -
fangsefni biðu hans og hvað hann hugsaði þegar
hann réð fólk til starfa. Rannsóknin er tilviks -
rannsókn sem gerð var í einum skóla. Í rann -
sókninni var stuðst við viðtöl og vett  vangs-
 athug anir. Við val á úrtaki var notað til gangs -
úrtak (e. purposive sampling). Í tilgangsúrtaki
eru valdir viðmælendur sem hafa dæmigerða
almenna og sértæka reynslu af viðfangsefninu,
þ.e. ekki dæmigerða reynslu, og eru taldir henta
vel markmiði rannsóknarinnar (Katrín Blöndal,
2004; Sigríður Halldórsdóttir, 2003).  

Haustið 2009, þegar skólinn tók til starfa,
voru nemendur 150 talsins í 1.–7. bekk. Hann
er opinn skóli með opnum rýmum þar sem gert
er ráð fyrir teymisvinnu kennara. Skólahús -
næðið var ekki tilbúið þegar skólastarf hófst. Í
skólanum eru 25 starfsmenn. Það eru skóla -
stjóri, deildarstjóri, ellefu kennarar og tólf
starfsmenn sem hafa að aðalstarfi annað starf
en kennslu, s.s. skólaliðar, iðjuþjálfi, for -
stöðumaður frístundaheimilis, umsjónarmaður
húsnæðis og stuðningsfulltrúar. Í síðastnefnda
hópnum eru ellefu konur og einn karlmaður.
Kennararnir ellefu starfa í fjórum teymum, þ.e.
1. bekkjar teymi, teymi 2. og 3. bekkjar, teymi
4. og 5. bekkjar og teymi 6. og 7. bekkjar. Í
hverju teymi starfa tveir til þrír kennarar.
Íþrótta kennari starfar þvert á teymi. Sjö kenn -
arar af ellefu í skól anum eru konur og algengast
er að starfs reynsla kennara sé fimm til sjö ár.
Einn kennari hefur áber andi lengstu starfs -
reynsluna, sautján ár, og einn kennari er nýút -
skrifaður. Í stefnu skólans er mikil áhersla lögð
á smiðjur þar sem unnið er út frá áhugasviði
nemenda og er sveigjanleiki hafður í fyrirrúmi
til að mæta mismunandi þörfum nem enda. Í
stefnunni kemur einnig fram að stuðla skuli að
umhyggju og virðingu með jákvæðri aga stefnu
(e. positive discipline), samvinnu og teymis -
kennslu, að foreldrar og nemendur taki þátt í á -
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kvörð unum og að foreldrar séu virkjaðir til
þátttöku.3

Með tilliti til skipulagsins í skólanum,
kynja  skiptingar starfsfólks og starfsreynslu var
ákveðið að tala við að minnsta kosti einn kenn -
ara úr hverju teymi, tvo karlmenn og þrjár
konur. Einnig var ákveðið að hafa með í úrtak -
inu reyndasta og óreyndasta kennarann. Fyrsti
höfundur tók einstaklingsviðtal við skólastjóra,
deildarstjóra og fimm kennara. 

Skólastjóri var spurður spurninga eins og
hvert hann teldi vera hlutverk sitt, hvaða
væntingar hann hefði til samstarfsmanna sinna
og hvernig hugmyndavinnunni frá vinnufundum
2006 hefði verið fylgt eftir við mótun sýnar
skólans. Einnig var spurt í hverju starf hans
hefði falist þetta tæpa ár áður en raunverulegt
skólastarf hófst og hvaða hugsun og væntingar
lægju að baki ráðningu kennara og deildarstjóra.
Til að sjá hugmyndir skólastjóra í víðara sam -
hengi og ganga úr skugga um hvort samræmi
væri milli sýnar og væntinga skólastjórnanda
og hugmynda deildarstjóra og kennara um sýn
hans og væntingar til þeirra voru tekin ein stakl -
ingsviðtöl við deildarstjóra og fimm kennara. 

Viðtölin voru öll tekin í september 2009 til
janúar 2010 á vinnustað viðmælenda að þeirra
ósk. Nokkur óformleg viðtöl voru auk þess
tekin við skólastjóra. Viðtölin hófust með opinni
og víðri rannsóknarspurningu með nokkrum
undirspurningum. Viðtölin voru öll hljóðrituð
og afrituð undir dulnefni. Kennararnir kallast
hér, K1, K2, K3, K4 og K5 en skólastjórinn og
deildarstjóri eru nefndir svo. 

Til að kynnast aðstæðum, upplifa andrúms -
loftið og fá mynd af starfinu voru einnig gerðar
sex vettvangsathuganir á fyrstu tveimur mán -
uðunum eftir að skólinn tók til starfa. Ein
heimsóknin stóð í eina og hálfa klukkustund,
þrjár voru rúmlega klukkustundar langar og
tvær hálftíma langar. Gengið var um skólann,
setið, horft og spurt og spjallað við nemendur,
kennara, skólastjórnendur og annað starfsfólk í
skólanum. 

Til að tryggja siðferðilegar kröfur rannsókn -
ar innar um virðingu, skaðleysi, velgjörðir og
réttlæti voru viðmælendur upplýstir um tilgang

og markmið rannsóknarinnar áður en viðtölin
áttu sér stað og þeim heitið algjörum trúnaði og
nafnleynd (Sigurður Kristinsson, 2003). Skrifað
var undir upplýst samþykki og rannsóknin
tilkynnt til persónuverndar. 

Nefndar hafa verið fjórar meginógnanir við
réttmæti eða trúverðugleika eigindlegra rann -
sókna. Í fyrsta lagi að það vanti fyllri mynd af
fyrirbærinu, í öðru lagi að það sé skekkja í úr -
taki, í þriðja lagi að fagleg fjarlægð rann sakanda
sé ónóg og í fjórða lagi að um sé að ræða
ótímabær rannsóknarlok (Sigríður Hall dórs -
dóttir, 2003). Hér er einungis um að ræða
helming kennara og því hætta á að fyrsta ógnun -
in sé til staðar. Til að forðast ógnun tvö voru
viðmælendur m.a. valdir með tilliti til kyns,
reynslu og starfsvettvangs. Þeir hófu allir nýlega
störf í nýjum skóla og er því mögulegt að
fjarlægðin sé ekki næg og ógnun þrjú til staðar.
Vegna seinkunar á framkvæmdum við byggingu
skólahúsnæðis og annríkis kennara vegna
ýmissa ófyrirséðra þátta í upphafi skóla starfs
drógust viðtöl á langinn og þau áttu sér ekki öll
stað alveg í upphafi skólans eins og fyrirhugað
var í fyrstu. Því er ógnun fjögur til staðar, þ.e.
að greiningarferlið hafi ekki verið fullþróað og
meiri tíma hefði þurft til að lifa með gögnunum. 

Niðurstöður
Skólastjórinn samsamaði sig sýn vinnuhóps frá
2006 um skólastarfið og taldi skýrslu hans hafa
legið til grundvallar stefnumótun skólans, þar
sem lögð var áhersla á að skólinn væri athvarf
þar sem allir væru með og komið væri til móts
við mismunandi þarfir með samvinnu, um -
hyggju og gleði í skólastarfinu. Hann vill vera
sýnilegur og virkur þátttakandi í hinu daglega
skólastarfi og leggur áherslu á dreifða forystu,
samræðu og lausnaleit. Áherslur í starfi og
undir búningur eiginlegs skólastarfs gefa mynd
af viðfangsefnum, viðhorfum, sýn og vænt -
ingum í starfi hins nýja skólastjóra við upphaf
skólastarfs í nýjum skóla. Ráðningamál skipa
þar stóran sess. 

Áherslur skólastjóra í starfi 
Skólastjórinn taldi hugmyndir sínar um skóla -
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starf litaðar af hugsmíðahyggju og af uppbygg -
ing arstefnunni. Uppbyggingarstefnan er aðferð
sem þróuð hefur verið til að sporna gegna
agavanda í samfélaginu. Hún felst í því að
byggja upp sjálfsaga og ábyrgð hjá einstakl -
ingum með samræðum um lífsgildi og eigið
sjálf. Hún varar við umbunum en hefur að
leiðarljósi að setja skýr mörk um hegðun og
þróa leiðir til að halda sig innan þeirra marka
(Gossen, 2006, 2007). Einnig sagðist skólastjór -
inn aðhyllast jákvæða agastefnu (e. positive
discipline) sem leggur áherslu á bekkjarfundi
sem kennslutæki í samskiptum. Agastefnan
leggur áherslu á að leita orsaka hegðunar og að
horft sé á þörfina á að tilheyra, og varar við
umbunum og refsingu (Nelsen, Lott og Glenn,
2000). Skólinn ætlar að hafa þessa stefnu að
leiðarljósi í starfi sínu en að mati skólastjóra á
hann enn langt í land með að innleiða hana. 

Skólastjórinn taldi nám og kennslu vera
samspil kennara og nemenda og snúast um
„...að virkja nemendur þannig að þeir séu sjálfir
að pæla í hlutunum.“ Honum finnst kennslu -
stund hafa heppnast vel þegar nemendur ná
„...að grafa sig niður í eitthvert viðfangsefni og
maður er að ýta hinu og þessu að þeim og þau
grípa. Þá er hægt að koma svo mörgu inn.“
Skólastjóri sagðist hafa lagt áherslu á það í
gegnum tíðina að hafa gaman í vinnunni. Hann
sagðist fá mikið út úr því að vinna og sagðist
vilja að það væri ekki bara hann sem upplifði
þetta. Hann sagðist langa mikið til að ná því
fram í skólanum að öllum liði vel, að þar væri
ríkjandi gleði, vingjarnlegt, opið og traust and -
rúmsloft, að komið væri til móts við mis mun -
andi þarfir og að börnin lærðu; að hægt yrði að
segja um skólann að hann væri „skóli sem
lærir“. Líðan og nám er samfléttað í huga skóla -
stjóra og hann sagði: „Maður hefur rekið sig of
mikið í gegnum tíðina á leiða krakka. Þeir
vantreysta fullorðnum. Ég legg mikla áherslu á
að byggja upp traust.“ Þessu taldi hann vera
hægt að koma á með hreinskilnum sam ræðum,
samvinnu og uppbyggjandi sam skiptum. 

Deildarstjóra og flestum kennurum fannst
stefna skólans vera skýr og stjórnun skólastjór -
ans leiðbeinandi. Þannig sagði K2 að sér hefði
fundist „verkstjórn skólastjórans svo markviss
... hún var svo skýr og ég vissi nákvæmlega að
hverju ég væri að ganga. Það kom mér eiginlega

svolítið á óvart. Ég var búinn að fá uppskrift -
ina.“ K3 sagði jafnframt að skólastjóri setti línu
sem fylgt væri eftir og legði á sig ábyrgð sem
umsjónarkennara. Þetta fannst K3 gott og hann
vildi hafa þetta svona. Deildarstjóri sagði að
skólastjórinn miðlaði vel hugsunum sínum,
breytti í samræmi við það sem hann segðist
standa fyrir, og að skólastefnan væri skýr. Hann
sagði um skólastefnuna: „Ég máta mig svo vel
inn í hana því þetta er einmitt það sem ég hef
verið að hugsa um svo lengi.“ K3 sagði hins
vegar um stefnuna að hún væri „kannski ekki
alveg skýr hér... Þetta er ekki alveg niður njörv -
að. Ég held hann sé ennþá að reyna að finna út
úr hlutunum.“

Aðspurður hvernig hann teldi sig í stakk
búinn að takast á við það verkefni að veita
nýjum skóla forystu sagði skólastjóri það
leggjast vel í sig. Hann sagðist þó vera að takast
á við viðfangsefni sem hann hefði ekki prófað
áður heldur bara lesið um, þ.e. að vinna í opnu
rými þar sem áherslan væri á teymiskennslu og
samvinnu. Hann sagði samvinnuna vera þau
vinnubrögð sem lögð væru til grundvallar í
skólanum, bæði hjá nemendum og kennurum,
og hann sagðist treysta fólkinu í kringum sig.

Skólastjóri sagðist vilja vera stjórnandi sem
starfaði með fólkinu „á gólfinu“ og vonaði að
fólk upplifði hann þannig og sagði: „Ég er
meðvitaður um að loka mig ekki inni, loka mig
ekki inni í pappírsflóðinu.“ Hann sagði enn -
frem ur: „Ég sé stefnu mína algjörlega endur -
spegl ast í hugmyndum vinnuhóps ... áður en ég
réð mig skoðaði ég það. Ég hefði sennilega
aldrei farið inn í þessa vinnu nema af því að
mér hugnuðust þessar hugmyndir. Sá bolti var
á lofti og ég greip hann.“ 

Í vettvangsathugunum mátti sjá að skóla -
stjór inn gekk í tilfallandi verkefni, fór í forfalla -
kennslu og vann með teymum að innleiðingu
ákveðinna kennsluaðferða. Hann var vel sýni -
legur og þátttakandi í starfinu og var á sífelldu
vappi um skólann. Kennarar staðfestu þennan
sýnileika skólastjórans og sögðu hann mikinn
þátttakanda í öllu skólastarfinu. Þeir töldu það
nauðsynlegt og mikinn kost.  

Skólastjórinn sagðist vilja nota samræðuna
sem verkfæri, stuðla að því að fólk læsi saman
og lærði saman og lagði upp með að kynna
starfsfólki eigin sýn og kenningargrunn. Mikil -
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vægt var þó að hans mati að fara varlega í
sakirnar og gefa hlutunum tíma til að þróast.
„Auðveldlega er hægt að slá fólk út af laginu ef
maður fer of mikið á flug ... Það er auðvelt að
setja kennara í vörn með hugtakinu einstaklings -
miðuð kennsla.“

Samhljómur var meðal starfsmanna um að
auðvelt væri að leita til skólastjórans, hann ynni
með fólki við að leita lausna og væri sýnilegur
í skólastarfinu. Allir voru sammála um að
skólastjórinn væri boðinn og búinn að styðja
starfsfólk, væri hluti af hópnum, leitaði lausna
með starfsfólki, ætti samræðu við það en sýndi
því jafnframt traust og legði mikið í þess hend -
ur. Þannig sagði K5: „Mér fannst skólastjórn -
endur sýna það strax að þeir voru boðnir og
búnir að hjálpa okkur í þessu, ótrúlega þolin -
móðir þó að aðstæður voru eins og þær voru.
Við hjálpuðumst öll að en þau komu manni á
réttu brautina.“ 

K4 sagði ennfremur: „Við höfum fengið
mikið svigrúm til að þróa þetta og búa þetta til
en alltaf innan faglegs ramma. Það er alltaf
verið að ýta manni inn á einhverja braut en
ekki verið að segja manni hvað á að gera. Mér
finnst [skólastjóri] ýta þessu mjög vel af stað
og ég hef fengið allan þann stuðning sem ég
hef þurft, hvort sem það er persónulegur stuðn -
ingur eða einhver vandamál innan teymisins.“

K3 og deildarstjóri bentu hins vegar á að
skólastjóri hefði haft mjög mikið að gera og
væri upptekinn og að hann væri meðvitaður um
að minni tími hefði farið í leiðbeinandi starfs -
hætti en hann teldi æskilegt. K3 taldi að innra
starfið hefði verið látið sitja á hakanum því svo
mikill tími hefði farið í ytra starfið. Hann sagði
skólastjórann meðvitaðan um að þess vegna
hefði farið minni tími í leiðsögn hans fyrir
starfsfólk, svo sem um teymisvinnu. 

Undirbúningur eiginlegs skólastarfs
Skólastjórinn, sem tók til starfa í október 2008,
er kennaramenntaður og með diplómapróf í
stjórnun. Hann hefur 13 ára starfsreynslu sem
kennari, deildarstjóri og aðstoðarskólastjóri í
nokkrum skólum og rúmlega tveggja ára
reynslu sem skólastjóri. Hann sagði tímann fram
að setningu skólans hafa verið eins og námsleyfi
á köflum, þó að ýmislegt hefði farið á annan
veg en fyrirhugað var. Að mati skólastjórans

var það mikið metnaðarmál fyrir bæjarfélagið
að búa vel að skólanum en aðstæður í þjóð -
félaginu urðu til þess að um tíma var óljóst
hvort fresta þyrfti framkvæmdum enn frekar. Í
desember var tekin ákvörðun um að halda
upphaflegri áætlun. Skólastjórinn sagði mikinn
tíma hafa farið í umræður um skólann. Hann
lýsti fyrstu mánuðum sínum í starfi með
eftirfarandi orðum: „Fyrsti mánuðurinn fór
eiginlega í að tala við foreldra í hverfinu. Þegar
ég mætti á svæðið var byrjað að byggja skólann
og fólk þyrsti í að fá svör. Jú, það var skýrslan
frá vinnuhópnum, sem var gott, en það þurfti
meira. Það var þrýst dálítið á mig. Kynningar -
fundir með foreldrum. Fólk þurfti að fá svör.
Svo fór ég í skólaheimsóknir í ... í þrjár vikur,
upplifði ég mig sem kennaranema. Fá þetta í
blóðið, tala við fólk, svara tölvupósti, setja upp
heimasíðuna.“ 

Kosið var í foreldraráð sem tók þátt í því
með skólastjóranum að móta stefnu fyrir
skólann og það tók einnig þátt í ráðningarferli
deildarstjóra. Skólastjóranum fannst mikill
stuðningur í þessu. Hann tók samtals um 80
starfs viðtöl, mörg við suma. 

Þegar starfsfólk mætti til starfa í skólann í
byrjun ágúst var skólinn eitt allsherjar bygg -
ingarsvæði þar sem iðnaðarmenn unnu baki
brotnu við að koma öllu í stand. Ryk, hávaði og
vinnuvélar réðu ríkjum. Kraftur kennara og
annars starfsfólks fór því þessa fyrstu daga
mikið í að færa til ýmiss konar byggingarefni,
þrífa ryk og koma fyrir skólagögnum eftir því
sem rými tæmdust, og hin faglega vinna þurfti
að sitja á hakanum. 

Mikið áreiti var á skólastjórnendur (skóla -
stjóra og deildarstjóra) fyrstu vikurnar; það
vantaði hitt og þetta, þeir þurftu að hitta iðn -
aðar menn og meta aðstæður, kaupa bækur,
athuga um sundrútuna og taka við uppþvotta -
vélum og skjávörpum sem voru að koma, svo
dæmi séu nefnd. 

Fyrirhuguð hafði verið þriggja vikna fagleg
vinna með kennurum áður en skólastarfið hæfist
með nemendum um haustið en vegna seinkunar
á frágangi skólahúsnæðis fór sú vinna fyrir lítið.
Eins fór fyrir lestri fræðiefnis sem lýtur að
stefnu og sýn skólans. Hins vegar höfðu náðst
þrír góðir vinnudagar um vorið með nýráðnum
kennurum og deildarstjóra. Þar hafði skólastjór -
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inn kynnt starf sitt fram að þeim tíma og mikil
og góð umræða hafði átt sér stað um stefnu og
sýn skólans, vinnubrögð, agastefnu og skipu -
lags- og húsnæðismál. Þetta taldi skólastjórinn
að hefði haft mikið að segja um það hversu vel
gekk að hefja skólastarf þrátt fyrir erfiðar
aðstæður um haustið. Kennarar minntust einnig
á að þessir dagar hefðu verið ómetanlegir.

Mannaráðningar
Skólastjórinn sá um ráðningar kennara en fékk
foreldraráð til liðs við sig þegar ráðinn var
deildarstjóri til skólans. Umsóknir um kennara -
stöðurnar voru 68 talsins og sautján um deildar -
stjórastöðuna. Tekin voru viðtöl við um sækj endur
og til að átta sig sem best á þeim, hugmyndum
þeirra og sýn þurfti í sumum tilvikum að taka
fleiri en eitt og jafnvel fleiri en tvö viðtöl. Í
auglýsingu um kennara stöður var lögð áhersla á
að umsækj endur byggju yfir ríkri samskiptahæfni
og gætu komið til móts við alla nemendur í
aldurs blönduðum hópum og opnum rýmum.
Einnig að þeir væru fjölhæfir og gætu unnið í
teymisvinnu. Tekið var fram að deildarstjóri
myndi starfa náið með skóla stjóranum að stjórnun
og stefnumótun skólans og vera staðgengill hans
auk þess að sinna kennslu. 

Til að undirbúa ráðningu kennara hafði
skólastjórinn að auki nokkur viðmið í huga sem
hann taldi nauðsynlega forsendu til að kenna
við skólann. Hann hafði þau til hliðsjónar við
gerð viðtalsramma sem hann studdist við í við -
tölunum. Viðmiðin sem skólastjórinn hafði í
huga, fyrir utan það að kynjaskipting væri jöfn,
voru að umsækjandi:
• hefði sýn sem samræmdist sýn hans og

vinnuhóps og þar af leiðandi stefnu skólans,
• væri barngóður,
• hefði getu og vilja til að vinna með öðrum,
• vildi vera umsjónarkennari,
• sýndi starfinu áhuga,
• væri fjölhæfur og gæti bæði kennt bóklegar

greinar og verk- eða listgreinar (vegna
smæðar skólans),

• hefði styrkleika sem gæti vegið upp veikleika
annars,

• væri faglega sterkur og „kynni“ til verka á
sínu sviði,

• hefði reynslu af kennslu.
Skólastjórinn sagðist hafa haft svipuð viðmið

við ráðningu deildarstjóra en þar hefði hann
einnig lagt ríka áherslu á að viðkomandi hefði
styrk leika sem myndu vega upp hans eigin veik -
leika þannig að þeir stæðu sterkir saman. Það
sem réð úrslitum um ráðningu deildarstjóra var
hvernig hugrenningartengsl þeirra voru og til -
finning hans um hvernig þeir gætu unnið saman.

Þó að umsóknir um stöðurnar væru margar
duttu að sögn skólastjórans allnokkrar sjálfkrafa
út þegar þær voru skoðaðar með tilliti til framan -
greindra viðmiða. „Maður er fljótur að skera
niður með þetta í huga.“ Tekin voru viðtöl við
40 umsækjendur um kennarastöður. Margir þeirra
sem sóttu um höfðu tiltölulega litla reynslu og
góðar umsóknir frá karlkennurum voru mun færri
en frá kvenkennurum. Niður staðan varð sú að í
ellefu kennarastöður voru ráðnir fjórir karlar og
sjö konur. Tveir kennarar voru reynslulitlir og
einn var með um sautján ára reynslu. Flestir
voru með fimm til sjö ára reynslu.

Skólastjórinn lagði sig fram um að ráða
„rétt“ fólk til starfa við skólann. Hann sagði
ómetanlegt að hafa haft foreldraráð með sér í
viðtölum fyrir ráðningu deildarstjóra en vegna
fjölda umsókna var það fyrirkomulag of tíma -
frekt og flókið í framkvæmd þegar kom að
ráðn ingu kennara. Skólastjórinn sagðist hafa
lagt áherslu á að gera fólki ljóst hvaða vænt -
ingar hann hefði til þess og starfshátta þess. Í
ljósi reynslu sinnar við ráðningar í fyrri störfum
var skólastjórinn meðvitaður um að oft kæmi
ekki upp rétt mynd af einstaklingum í viðtali;
ekki væri hægt að treysta því blint sem fólk
segði um sjálft sig í viðtölum og eins gæti
samspilið á vettvangi haft þau áhrif að það sem
gengi upp við aðrar aðstæður gengi ekki upp
þarna og öfugt. Hann sagðist nú þegar hafa
rekið sig á þetta. Dæmi væru um að einhverjir
þeirra sem sögðu í viðtölunum að þeir vildu og
gætu unnið á ákveðinn hátt réðu ekki við það
þegar á reyndi eða hefðu aðra sýn á verklag og
leiðir en samstarfsfólk þeirra í þeim efnum. Við
þetta sköpuðust verkefni til að vinna að í sam -
einingu og finna leiðir til lausna. 

Hann sagðist einnig hafa óttast að efnahags -
ástandið í þjóðfélaginu gæti haft áhrif á hvernig
fólk kæmi fyrir í viðtölum og velti fyrir sér
hvort umsækjandi í brýnni atvinnuþörf myndi
grípa til þess ráðs að segja ósatt til að auka lík -
urnar á ráðningu. Hann sagðist hafa reynt að
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ráða fólk sem hugsaði á svipaðan hátt og í sam -
ræmi við stefnu skólans, væri á svipaðri bylgju -
lengd. Það hefði svo komið í ljós þegar á reyndi
að það var ekki alveg alltaf tilfellið.

Deildarstjóri og kennarar sögðu ljóst að
skólastjórinn hefði stuðst við ákveðinn ramma
og leitað eftir ákveðinni sýn og eiginleikum hjá
starfsmönnum í ráðningarviðtölum, svo sem
fjölhæfni þeirra og vilja til að vinna með öðrum.
Viðmælendur vissu af hverju þeir höfðu verið
ráðnir til starfa við skólann. Hjá þeim öllum
kom fram að þeir væru sveigjanlegir í hugsun,
vildu vinna með öðrum og gætu gengið í öll
störf. Jafnframt að þeim þætti það spennandi
verkefni að taka þátt í að skapa og þróa nýjan
skóla frá grunni. Undantekningarlaust gáfu
viðmælendur í skyn ánægju með starf sitt í
skólanum og með störf skólastjórans.

K5 sagðist hafa fundið það greinilega í ráðn -
ingarviðtalinu að skólastjórinn var að leita að
einhverju ákveðnu í fari hans, s.s. hvort hann
gæti unnið með öðrum og hvort hann gæti tekið
gagnrýni. Hann sagðist hafa getað mátað sig
inn í þennan ramma og hefði þar að auki haft
góð meðmæli annars staðar frá. K4 taldi
ástæðuna fyrir ráðningu sinni vera meðal annars
þá að hann hefði mikla og fjölbreytta lífs -
reynslu, og „... svo hef ég sjálfstraust. Ég á
auðvelt með að tjá mig og koma fram og svona,
vinna með hluti, búa til eitthvað úr þeim og
koma þeim frá mér.“ 

Deildarstjóri taldi sig hafa verið ráðinn til
starfa vegna þess að hann hefði mikla og góða
reynslu sem nýttist í starfi hans. Einnig sagðist
hann hafa sömu sýn á skólastarfið og skóla -
stjór inn og taldi þá hafa mismunandi styrkleika
svo að þeir gætu vegið hvor annan upp. K3
sagð ist hafa þann hæfileika að geta samsamað
sig öðrum, væri næmur fyrir tilfinningum ann -
arra og gæti sett sig í spor annarra. K1 sagð ist
vera fjölhæfur og geta kennt meira en bekkjar -
kennslu. Hann sagðist jafnframt vilja mikla
sam vinnu en hefði orðið fyrir vonbrigð um með
þann þátt hingað til. Hann sagði: „Ég hélt við
mynd um vinna meira saman öll. Ég sá alltaf
fyrir mér að við sem vær um með ...krakk ana...
mynd um vinna saman sem eitt teymi en þannig
hefur það ekki orðið. Ég er svolítið von svikinn
með það. Það hefur bara verið samvinna kenn -
ara tveggja árganga.“ Hann sagðist ekki vita af

hverju þetta hefði orðið svona en taldi húsnæðið
eiga þar hlut að máli, það væri of stórt til að
þau gætu ráðið við þetta.

Umræða
Meginmarkmið rannsóknarinnar var að skilja
og varpa ljósi á hvaða viðfangsefni hafa forgang
við undirbúning og upphaf skólastarfs í nýjum
skóla og hvaða viðhorf og sýn liggur þar að
baki. Rannsóknarspurningarnar eru: 
• Hver er sýn skólastjóra á stjórnunarhlutverk

sitt og skólastarf við undirbúning og upphaf
skólastarfs í nýjum skóla og hver eru helstu
viðfangsefnin? 

• Hvað lá til grundvallar við ráðningu kennara
og deildarstjóra til skólans? 
Niðurstöður gefa til kynna að skólastjórinn

sé virkur þátttakandi í daglegu skólastarfi og
vinni með starfsfólki innan skólans við að finna
lausnir með samræðu og samvinnu að leiðar -
ljósi. Hann leggur áherslu á nám, einstaklings -
stuðning og virkni allra og leggur þannig drög
að forystu til náms og námssamfélagi eins og
Lambert (1998), MacBeath (2006) og Anna
Kristín Sigurðardóttir (2006) skilgreina þá þætti.
Starfsfólki og nemendum líður vel í skólanum
og má gera ráð fyrir að skólastjórinn hafi mikið
um það að segja (Geijsel o. fl., 2003; Fullan,
2007; Warrican, 2006). Með því að veita ein -
staklingsstuðning og vitsmunalega hvatningu,
skapa andrúmsloft trausts og virðingar og hvetja
kennara til virkrar þátttöku og ábyrgðar sýnir
skólastjórinn vilja til að beita framsækinni for -
ystu (Mulford, 2006). Hann hefur skýrar vænt -
ingar og sýn og kallar eftir umræðu um hana
við kennara og vinnur með kennurum. Til að
skólinn megi vaxa og dafna er mikilvægt að
leggja rækt við sýnina og þróa hana áfram í
skólasamfélaginu (Tubin, 2008).

Skólastjórinn lítur á faglegt innra skólastarf
sem mikilvægasta hlutverk sitt í starfi. Hann
segist ekki vilja loka sig inni í „pappírsflóðinu“
og vísar þannig til skrifræðishluta starfsins sem
hann minnist að öðru leyti ekki á. Hann segist
aðhyllast hugsmíðahyggju, vilja standa fyrir
skýrri stefnu, vera á gólfinu með fólkinu, taka
þátt í daglegu starfi og finna lausnir með kenn -
ur um með samræðu og stuðningi. Þessar hug -
myndir hans eru í samræmi við hugmyndir
skólastjóra um hlutverk sitt og starfshætti sem
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fram koma í TALIS-rannsókninni (2009)4

(Ragn ar F. Ólafsson og Júlíus K. Björnsson,
2009). Áhugavert væri að skoða hvort sú sé
raunin á vettvangi, hvort skólastjórnendur taki
virkan þátt í daglegum störfum með kennurum
og eigi við þá samræðu og leiti lausna með
þeim um kennslufræðileg málefni.  

Samhljómur er í megindráttum í ummælum
viðmælenda um störf og stefnu skólastjóra og
viðmið hans við ráðningar. Kennarar og deild -
arstjóri vissu af hverju þeir höfðu verið ráðnir og
nefndu gjarnan að það væri vegna þess að þeir
væru fjölhæfir, gætu unnið með öðrum, hefðu þá
sýn sem passaði og væru áhugasamir um að taka
þátt í að byggja upp nýjan skóla. Kennarar lýstu
skólastjóra og starfi hans að mestu á svipaðan hátt
og hann sjálfur; að það væri gott að leita til hans,
að hann gerði kröfur og sýndi traust, að hann væri
vel sýnilegur, að hann gengi í öll störf og að hann
kallaði eftir samræðu og sameigin legri lausnaleit.
Einum kennara fannst þó stefnan óljós og taldi
skólastjóra hafa haft takmarkaðan tíma til að sinna
innra starfinu með kennurum því áreiti vegna ytri
þátta væri mikið. Annar kennari lýsti vonbrigðum
sínum með minni sam vinnu kennara en hann hafði
gert sér vonir um. Það kom líka fram hjá deildar -
stjóra og skóla stjóra að faglegt starf hefði þurft að
sitja á hakan um vegna aðkallandi ytri þátta. Þeir
höfðu áhyggjur af þessu. Þetta eru þættir sem lúta
að því að byggja upp náms samfélag og þróa
einstaklings miðaða kennslu og því brýnt að
bregðast við þeim. Skólastjóri sagði að unnið væri
að því að finna lausnir á þessu, til dæmis með
auknum stuðningi í teymum og markvissri
samræðu og ígrundun til að móta sameiginlegan
skilning og þróa færni.

Það mátti skynja vonbrigði og áhyggjur í rödd
og fasi stjórnanda varðandi ringulreiðina sem
seinagangurinn í byggingarframkvæmdum olli.
Miðað við allan þann undirbúning og þá fyrir -
hyggju sem viðhöfð var hefði þetta ekki þurft að
vera svona að hans mati. Hann fann fyrir þörf á
faglegri umræðu til að móta og slípa leiðir í
skóla starfinu. Engu að síður var hann ánægður
með hvernig til hafði tekist og var vongóður um
framhaldið og þakkaði það áhugasömu og já -

kvæðu starfsfólki sem hann sagðist hafa trú á og
einnig þeim ramma sem var utan um skólann.
Það má þó velta fyrir sér hvernig stendur á því að
hin faglega umræða, sem þó hlýtur að vera
grundvöllur skólastarfs ins, skuli lúta í lægra haldi
fyrir hagnýtum þáttum.

Við ráðningu kennara og deildarstjóra til
skólans voru tekin viðtöl, jafnvel fleiri en eitt
við hvern umsækjanda. Skólastjórinn tók öll
viðtölin við kennara en foreldraráð var með
honum við ráðningu deildarstjóra. Af orðum
skólastjórans að dæma, um að hann hafi trú á
starfsfólki sínu, má ætla að vel hafi tekist til
með ráðningarnar. Sá varnagli sem skólastjórinn
hafði slegið, þ.e. að viðtölin gætu gefið ranga
mynd af umsækjendum, reyndist þó á rökum
reistur. Skólastjórinn skuldbindur sig þó til að
styðja við þar sem þess þarf eins og Schaefers
og Terhart (2006) telja nauðsynlegt. Kennarar
og deildarstjóri voru einhuga um að svo væri.

Sjá má að skólastjórinn réð fólk sem hugn -
aðist sýn hans og vinnubrögð en það samræmist
því sem einkennir mannaráðningar samkvæmt
Delli (2003). Fjölhæfni, áhugi, samvinnuhæfni
og sveigjanleiki með þarfir barnsins að leiðarljósi
réð úrslitum um ráðningu, fram yfir mikla reynslu
og jafna kynjaskiptingu (Broadley og Broadley,
2004). Umsóknirnar stýrðu því þó að einhverju
leyti þar sem fáir reyndir einstaklingar sóttu um
og góðar umsóknir frá karlmönnum voru fáar. 

Skýr skilaboð í auglýsingu, viðmið og við -
tals rammi bera þess greinileg merki að ráðn -
ingarferlið var skýrt og rík áhersla var lögð á að
ráða rétt fólk til starfa og styrkleikar umsækj -
enda ígrundaðir. Það er í samræmi við niður -
stöður um mikilvægi þess að fá inn hæfileikaríkt
fólk og byggja upp mannauð í skólanum
(Torrington o.fl., 2008). Skólastjóri virðist þó
ekki síður hafa horft til ýmissa persónulegra
þátta í fari umsækjenda en hæfni þeirra eða
reynslu (Delli, 2003). Velta má fyrir sér hvers
vegna fólk með tiltölulega litla reynslu sótti í
mun meiri mæli um störf í skólanum en reynt
fólk. Hugsanlegt er að efnahagsástandið hafi átt
þátt í því; að þeir óreyndari hafi misst vinnuna
eða ekki verið komnir með vinnu og að þeir
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reyndari hafi ekki viljað segja starfi sínu lausu
upp á von og óvon. Einnig gæti hugs ast að þeir
sem minni reynslu hafa séu óhræddari og
áhugasamari um að prófa eitthvað nýtt. Þeir eru
e.t.v. ekki heldur búnir að festa sig í ákveðnum
vinnubrögðum og kennslu og því sveigjanlegri.

Tanner og Lackney (2006) og  Weedall,
(2002) hafa gert greinarmun á því við stofnun
skóla hvort hann sé einungis nýr eða nýr og
bryddar upp á nýbreytni (e. innovative) (Tubin,
2008). Með nýjum skóla er átt við skóla sem
stofnað er til vegna þess að samfélagið þarf
nýj ar skólabyggingar og hefðir og væntingar
miðast við það sem almennt hefur tíðkast í
skólum sem fyrir eru í menntakerfinu. Nýr skóli
sem sýnir nýbreytni einkennist meira af
frumkvöðlahugsun þar sem venjur og væntingar
skilja sig verulega frá því sem þekkist í þeim
skólum sem fyrir eru. Í nýjum skólum er byrjað
á því að huga að fjármagni og byggingum áður
en ráðið er inn fólk og mótuð sýn. Sýnin er þá
afsprengi menntakerfisins og þróast á nokkrum
árum. Í skólunum sem kenndir eru við nýbreytni
er sýnin grundvöllur alls og starfsfólk ráðið inn
með hana í huga. Leiðbeinandi hlutverk skóla -
stjóra um uppeldisfræðilega sýn er þó hið sama
í báðum tilvikum. Illa mótuð sýn og lítt reyndir
stjórnendur auka líkurnar á að skólinn verði
ekki eins og væntingar stóðu til (Tubin, 2008). 

Staðsetja mætti þann skóla sem hér um ræðir
mitt á milli þessara skilgreininga. Samfélagið
þurfti nýjan skóla og stofnað var til hans af
skólayfirvöldum en til þess voru farnar óhefð -
bundnar leiðir. Ljóst er að mikið kapp var lagt
á að undirbúa jarðveg hins nýja skóla til að þar
gæti átt sér stað farsælt skólastarf í takt við
ríkjandi þarfir og óskir, fyrst með því að koma
á vinnuhópi og síðar með því að ráða skólastjóra
til starfa við skólann tæpu ári fyrir formlega
skólasetningu. Viðfangsefni skólastjóra voru
margþætt fram að skólasetningu en mikill tími
fór í umræður við foreldra, stefnumótun og
mannaráðningar. 

Hargreaves fjallar um mikilvægi þess nú á
21. öldinni að efla samstarf og gagnvirkt nám
skóla og samfélags. Hann telur nauðsynlegt að
skólinn nýti sér þá auðlind sem foreldrarnir eru
og leiti eftir raunverulegu samstarfi við þá um
sjálft skólastarfið, nám barnanna og uppeldis -
lega þætti þar sem báðir aðilar gefa og þiggja

(Hargreaves, 2000). Þennan þátt bar ekki mikið
á góma í máli skólastjóra um stefnu hans og
sýn og mætti huga nánar að honum. 

Lokaorð
Þegar hér er komið sögu er lítil reynsla komin á
starfið í skólanum. Fyrstu viðbrögð skóla stjóra
voru að áhugasamt og fjölhæft fólk á sömu
bylgjulengd hefði ráðist til starfa við skólann og
hann upplifði gott andrúmsloft í skólanum. Vett -
vangsathuganir staðfestu þetta; rólegt og þægilegt
yfirbragð var komið á skól ann svo stuttu eftir að
hann tók til starfa. Ekki var annað að sjá en að
nemendum og starfsfólki liði vel í skólanum og
voru allir af vilja gerðir til að takast á við þau
viðfangsefni sem biðu þeirra. 

Fagleg vinna er þó komin styttra á veg í
skól an um en væntingar skólastjóra voru um,
meðal annars vegna seinagangs í verklegum
framkvæmdum við byggingu. Hann sagðist
einnig sjá að fáeinir beittu öðrum vinnu brögð -
um og virtust hafa aðra sýn en þeir gáfu í skyn
í viðtölunum og sumir þyrftu meiri stuðning
við starfið. Hann sagði að unnið væri að því að
finna lausnir á þessu eftir ýmsum leiðum en
þetta eru þættir sem lúta að uppbyggingu náms -
samfélags og einstaklings miðaðri kennslu. 

Forvitnilegt verður að fylgjast með hvernig
skólanum reiðir af til lengri tíma litið og hvort
þar eigi eftir að mótast samfélag náms og
samvinnu með framsækinni forystu, en vísbend -
ingar eru um að forsendur séu til þess.

Abstract
Preparing for learning in a new school: The
principal’s priorities and selection of staff
Developing a school is a complex process
which involves building skills that will increase
student learning. Teaching and learning are at
the core of all school development but many
undefined factors are influential.  In schools
which are thought to have achieved a measure
of success in meeting the needs of students and
confronting change, and thereby increasing
student achievement, strong co-operation and
shared responsibility are found as well as the
active participation of all those in the school,
learning at all levels and a united vision. Much
is expected of the teachers and students. The
vision and management style of school leaders
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and the human resources in the schools play a
large part in development.

Here research in a new compulsory school in
an urban area is described. Three years before
the school was established a working group of
representatives from the community and the
employment sector developed a proposal on the
characteristics of the new school. It was stressed
that the school would be an example of a learning
community which would emphasise diversity, co-
operation and consultation that would meet the
varying needs of students. The principal was
employed about a year before the opening of the
new school in order to make preparations and
employ staff. The main goal of this research was
to understand and illuminate the attitude of the
principal towards his leadership role and the
issues which need to be addressed in building a
learning community. This article on the first stage
of the study presents an understanding of what
was upper most in the principal´s mind when he
set about employing teachers and a department
head for the new school. In its first year of activity
there were 150 students in the school, a principal,
a head of department, 11 teachers and other staff,
making a total of 25. Data was gathered through
interviews and field visits. Interviews were taken
with the principal himself, the department head
and five teachers, constituting a purpose sample.

A lot of effort was put into preparing the
groundwork of the school. The working group
prepared goals and standards for success which
the principal used in developing a school policy
in co-operation with the newly formed parent
committee. The principal also had the time to
read up on developments and trends in schools
and to acquaint himself with the work of other
schools. In addition he saw to employing staff
and practical matters in relation to organisat -

ional affairs and the building of the school. The
principal said that he wanted to be visible, a
professional participant in the work of the
school and to use consultation as a weapon for
achieving solutions. There were many applicat -
ions for the positions of teachers and the
department head. The principal said that he was
looking for interested people with a broad range
of competence who could identify with the
school policy and could work with others in
open spaces, with the needs of students as a
guiding principle.

The importance of finding the right people
to build up the school community with an
emphasis on learning, teamwork and well-being
was stressed. The choice of staff was carried
out very carefully with many interviews with
applicants, the majority of who did not have
much experience.

The school principal considers professional
internal school work to be the most important
aspect of his job. He is an active participant in the
life of the school and works with his staff within
the school to find solutions with con sultation and
co-operation as guiding principles. He emphasises
learning, the support of indi viduals and the
engagement of all, thus showing leadership for
learning and learning at all levels within the
school. He has clear expectations and a vision
and he invites discussion with teachers and works
with them. The school year started well but at
first not everything worked out as hoped. 

Construction was delayed, causing chaos
and delays in the beginning, and there have
been some complications in achieving teacher
teamwork. There are however indications that
the conditions for developing a learning comm -
unity and co-operation are present. 
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The development and shaping of schools is a complex process which aims at creating skills to 
improve the education of pupils. Learning and teaching is the core of all school development and in it 
various undefined factors are influential. The dual role of school principals as managers and leaders is 
important. Characteristics of efficient schools include educational achievement, distributed 
leadership and co-operation. The research which is being reported on here is part of an action 
research project with staff in a new urban compulsory school. A school principal was employed 
almost a year before the school became operational. The main aim of the research is to understand 
and illuminate the view the principal has of the leadership role in the beginning of his term, what 
tasks awaited him and what he was thinking of when he employed new staff. Information on the 
vision of the principal and his main tasks were collected in interviews and during field observations. 
Considerable effort was made to prepare the new school so it could provide a good learning 
environment. The principal worked on school policy in co-operation with a newly formed parent 
council. He also got time to read on new trends in school development and get acquainted with the 
organisation of other schools. In addition he was responsible for the employment of new staff and 
the practical aspects of planning and construction. The principal said he wanted to be a visible, 
professional participant in the school work and seek solutions through discussions and debate. Many 
people applied to work at the school which sought interested staff with a broad range of 
competences which could identify themselves with the policy of the school and take part in 
teamwork in open spaces, guided by the needs of the students. Care was taken when employing new 
staff and many interviews taken with qualified applicants. Those who applied were rather 
inexperienced. The school has started operating but things have not gone as planned in all respects. 
Construction work was delayed, which caused confusion and delay in the planned professional co-
operation of teachers. Indications are that there are conditions in the school to develop a learning 
community and co-operation. 

 
Practical value: The research brings new knowledge to the academic community on factors to be 
considered at the beginning of a new school and in its preparation of work in a new school and what 
has to be kept in mind when new people are hired. The paper sheds light on various factors which 
should be considered more closely and provide support in this context. Amongst these are the 

                                                           
1 Translated by Marín Rós Tumadóttir 
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importance of the expectations of the leaders with regard to the work of the school and the 
leadership role being clear and that the recruitment process is well organised and thought out. 

 
In the autumn of 2006 a working group 

was formed to prepare the design of a new 
compulsory school in an urban area outside 
the capital area. It was planned that the 
school would start operating in the autumn of 
2008 but this was delayed by a year in part of 
the school building. The group intended to use 
the approach in the design of the school that 
had been used in a few recent schools in 
Iceland, i.e. the preparation process of design 
from the general to the specific, the so-called 
“design-down” process (Óskarsdóttir 2001). 
The group established co-operation with 
representatives of different groups in society. 
It formed a working group which, under the 
coordination provided by the first author of 
this article, tried to form a common view of 
what would be the desirable characteristics of 
the work in this new school. 

The main conclusion of the working group 
was that there should be a special focus on 
that everyone should grow, develop and learn 
in this school, students and staff alike. The 
work ethic should be characterised by co-
operation, broad-mindedness, respect and 
warmth where different needs of individuals 
should be met and consideration given to the 
fact that the school was part of a larger 
community. It was also emphasised that it is 
the prerogative of the school principal to hire 
the staff he wants to have to fulfil the vision of 
the school being developed by the work group 
(Svanbjörnsdóttir 2006). Frequent use of 
concepts like co-operation, different needs, 
flexibility, self-awareness, connection to 
community, respect and caring, indicates that 
the school could be a professional learning 
community where the ideology of 
differentiation could be used in learning and 
teaching. The principal was employed almost a 
year before the school started operations. A 
year later he hired 25 staff, one department 

head and 11 teachers in addition to 12 other 
staff drawn from a large group of applicants. 

Many things have to be considered when 
a new school starts operation, but it should be 
considered what tasks should be given priority 
during the preparation and start of school 
operations by the principal, who starts work 
before the other school staff, and what 
expectations and view should be given to the 
leadership role and work of the school. It is to 
be expected that recruitment of staff is 
important in this context apart from profess-
ional and practical factors. In order to gain an 
understanding of these issues the following 
research questions were formulated: 

• What vision does the principal have 
regarding his leadership role and school 
work during the preparation and start-up 
of work in a new school and what are his 
main tasks? 

• What guided the teachers and assistant 
principal towards working at the school? 

This research is a case study which took 
place in one school. Individual interviews were 
conducted with the principal, the department 
head and five teachers of the school. In 
addition, informal conversations were had 
with the school principal and field 
observations were carried out at the school. In 
this article the main factors found in research 
in new schools are discussed, such as 
characteristics when hiring staff, the dual 
managerial-leadership tasks2, effective school 
work and the developing learning community. 
Conclusions are drawn from the results. 

                                                           
2 Hereafter we refer only to leaders or leadership 
although we are aware of managerial demands. 
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Theoretical discussion 
School development is a complex process 
which aims to build capacity within the school 
to strengthen the learning of students. In the 
mid-sixties it was thought that student 
achievement was reflected in particular in the 
social background. Gradually it was realised 
that the schools themselves had an important 
influence as well and that principals as 
managers and leaders had an indirect 
influence on student learning (Stoll, 2009). 
Reeves (2009) contends that the most 
important factors influencing student 
achievement is teaching, professional 
development, co-operation and time. All 
major research on the efficiency of schools 
shows that the school principal has with his 
vision and leadership a lot to say about 
whether changes and development takes 
places or not (Fullan, 2007). This also applies 
to new schools. What characterises efficient 
schools is for instance that there is a learning 
community, distributed leadership, high 
expectations to students and teachers and 
cooperation amongst staff (Sigurðardóttir, 
2006).   

Students can achieve good learning 
results without it being attributed directly to  
school work, i.e. for instance because of own 
abilities or with support of family (MacGilcrist, 
Myers & Reed, 2004).  

Schein (2004) contends that the influence 
of leaders on the operations and characteri-
stics of institutions is greatest during the first 
years because as the policy and vision laid 

down in the beginning is usually attributable 
to the leader who can select people who 
support it.  

Employment of staff is considered to be a 
key attribute for the professional develop-
ment of schools and therefore it is important 
that the principal is active in the employment 
process. Careful planning and organisation of 
employment is a pre-requisite for employing 
efficient teachers to the school (Schaefers & 
Tearheart, 2006). Connections between 
different parts of the work in schools and in 
particular those that should be considered in a 
new school can be seen in Figure 1. The school 
in this study aims to establish a learning 
community and implement individually based 
teaching to promote and strengthen learning 
results within the school. Some of these 
factors will be discussed below. 

  

 
Figure 1 Leadership for learning in a new 
school 

Leadership for learning 
Discussion on school leadership often revolves 
around two main ways for leadership. On the 
one hand there is transactional leadership 
which emphasises strong central management 
of the school system and its organisational 
structure. On the other hand there is the so-
called transformational leadership where the 

emphasis is on distributing power and 
influence among staff. Those who follow 
transformational leadership emphasise 
common decision-making and have 
expectations of good achievement, and are 
more open to cultural changes than those who 
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follow transactional leadership (Anna Kristín Sigurðardóttir, 2006; 

Sergiovanni, 2006). Transformational leader-
ship appears to directly influence commitment 
of teachers to school reforms and the work 
they are willing to perform for such reforms. 
This in turn results in increased internal 
incentive with teachers and influences 
teaching and interactions with students which 
then results in improved student achievement 
(Geijsel, Sleegers, Leithwood & Jantzi, 2003). 
School leaders who work in this spirit of 
transformational leadership provide individual 
support and intellectual incentive, create an 
environment and a culture of trust and 
respect, distribute leadership and encourage 
teachers to active participation and 
responsibility. They work towards a common 
vision and goals, all within the school, and 
have high expectations from students and 
staff (Mulford, 2006).  

It is possible to implement trans-
formational leadership emphasising different 
factors. Although the main emphasis is on 
power distribution, other factors are also 
important, such as emphasis on education, 
pedagogy and sustainability. An example of 
this is distributed leadership (Harris, 
Leithwood, Day, Sammons & Hopkins, 2007), 
leadership for learning (DuFour & Marzano, 
2009 MacBeath, 2006), instructional 
leadership (Hopkins, 2003), pedagogical 
leadership (Sergiovanni, 1998), constructivist 

leadership (Lambert, 2003) and sustainable 
leadership (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006).  

Leadership for learning emphasises that 
in order to ensure a high level of learning by 
students there is a need to consider what 
learning has taken place and in what way one 
can use knowledge about learning to 
strengthen professional school work and 
improve student achievement. The greatest 
learning achievement is thought to be 
achieved if school leaders work with teachers 
to build common knowledge, improve and 
strengthen working practices, discuss values 
and form a vision and policy (DuFour & 
Marsano, 2009). MacBeath (2006) points out 
that leadership is inefficient when no learning 
takes places and it is the learning which 
fosters and strengthens it. He is of the opinion 
that together, learning and leadership can 
contribute to the creation of new knowledge 
and make students active consumers of 
knowledge. Lambert (1998, 2003) is of the 
same opinion. She says that leadership is 
primarily about learning together and building 
up a common commitment, vision and 
understanding through discussion, reflection 
and research, with an emphasis on education. 
She places emphasis on that leadership must 
be present at all school levels, no less with 
teachers and students than with school 
leaders, and on that there is a need to build 
leadership in schools (Lambert, 1998). 

Professional learning community 
There are different views on how institutions 
learn. It is to be expected that institutions 
learn through individuals but individual 
learning does not necessarily constitute a 
guarantee of institutional learning. Senge et 
al. (2000) have strongly emphasised a living 
learning community in schools and assume 
the following five principals which are pre-
requisite for school learning. They are 

personal mastery, but there is a shared vision 
among all within the institution that a mental 
model is developed which included reflection 
on own attitudes and that of others, that 
there is team learning based on interaction 
and discussion among staff and others and 
that there is system thinking which is based on 
understanding changes and the interconnect-
edness of things (Senge et al., 2000).   
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The concept professional learning comm-
unity can be defined as professional develop-
ment as the work in learning institutions but 
in order in able to meet different needs in 
teaching and provide guidance as continuous 
development has to take place. It is important 
that learning takes places both individually 
and in community and co-operation with 
others (Sigurðardóttir, 2006; Fullan, Hill & 
Crévola, 2006). 

This is a professional learning community 
when there is solidarity within the university 
or school and the creation of new knowledge 
and applying it in the field. There people work 
closely together based on a vision of 
education which everybody understands in 
the same way. All staff have high expectations 
to students and are collectively responsible for 
the studies and also for each other‘s learning. 

They research their work and reflect on it in 
order to strengthen it and promote improved 
learning achievement of students (Lambert, 
2003; Stoll, 2006).  

The results of research on the co-
operation of teachers in some compulsory 
schools in the Reykjavík area showed that 
what some teachers called co-operation was 
more akin to consultation and did not result in 
the professional development which is needed 
to establish a professional learning community 
(Sigurðardóttir, 2006). However, Sigurðar-
dóttir points out that the professionalism of 
teachers is changing in a changing society 
from being confined to a more individual 
approach towards more co-operation and 
discussion among teachers emphasising 
student learning. 

Learning and differentiation  
Since learning is the main feature in all school 
work it is important to understand how all 
learning takes place. The school, which is the 
focus of this research, promotes 
differentiation and therefore the focus will be 
on the ideology of individualised learning.  

Differentiation, sometimes referred to as 
individualised instruction, can be defined as 
the attempts of teachers to adapt teaching, 
learning methods and the learning 
environment to different abilities, interests 
and needs of each individual in a learning 
group, at the same time as they seek to 
strengthen the group as a whole. It is not a 
question of one method but rather of an 
attitude which relies on many different 
solutions. There is an emphasis on increasing 
the self-awareness of students and their 
responsibility for their own learning 
(Tomlinson, 2004). 

The most common arguments for 
teaching styles which come under different-
iation come from the constructivist and 

multiple-intelligence theory of Gardner. The 
premise is that the learning skills of children 
can be increased by providing rich learning 
experiences (Sigurgeirsson 2005; Sigþórsson, 
2004; Tomlinson, 1999). To increase the 
likelihood that students learn in the most 
effective way the teacher can influence or 
distort, assist students to link their studies to 
earlier experience and knowledge so that it 
could become meaningful to them and adapt 
the learning environment to their needs. In 
addition, teachers can familiarise themselves 
with their readiness to learn, their interests 
and learning profile to be able to respond to 
their different needs (Tomlinson, 2003).  

According to the constructivist learning 
theories learning is a social activity where 
interaction and communication with others 
plays a key role. Learning can only take place if 
the student is active in knowledge acquisition 
(Falkenberg, 2007). In order to create new 
knowledge it is important to talk together, 
debate things and put them into context 
(Bruner, 1996). The role of the teacher is, in 
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co-operation with the students, to understand 
the skills of students and their former 
experiences so that they in co-operation can 
find ways to build on them in a realistic 
fashion (Dewey, 1934/2000).  

Constructivist leadership is based on the 
theory of constructivism. It is assumed that 
adults and children learn in the same way. 

Everyone bases their learning by connecting it 
to previous experience resulting in new 
knowledge and skills. Constructivist leadership 
requires the contribution of everyone in 
society and it is the role of the leader to 
promote mutual learning in society (Lambert, 
2003).  

Recruitment of staff and a new school 
Human capital, that is the right people in the 
right place, is considered to be a fundamental 
pre-requisite for the rapid growth and 
development of companies but employing 
staff requires careful preparation, organi-
sation and work. The job has to be defined, 
what characterises the job, what qualities the 
members of staff must have and what the 
applicant has to know before he/she takes on 
the job. It is important that he/she who is 
hiring staff shows applicants support and 
respect and assumes responsibility for the 
process and reduces mistakes in hiring new 
people by providing a reliable and desirable 
description of the position that needs to be 
filled (Delli, 2003; Torrington, Hall & Taylor, 
2008). The influence of the leader on the work 
and characteristics of an institution is thought 
to be greatest during the first years because 
the policy and vision which is set in the 
beginning can often be attributed to him/her 
and he/she is in a position to work according 
to it (Schein, 2004). 

Recruitment of staff is considered a key 
factor in the professional development of 
schools and therefore it is important that the 
principal of school and the teachers also take 
an active part in the hiring process and not 
just outsiders. This is considered to increase 
the responsibility of the leaders and the 
teachers for the hiring. If they are responsible 
for hiring, leaders and teachers can use their 
knowledge in their area to arouse the interest 
of applicants and hire people based on their 
individual characteristics with regard to the 

characteristics of the schools. At the same 
time they are obliged to react to the results of 
the hiring to support newly hired teachers and 
maintain and develop their interest and 
knowledge of the job (Schaefers & Terhart, 
2006).  

Research by Crosby (2000) and Dipoye 
(1992) reveals that preparation for hiring 
teachers is usually through interviews. 
Interviews form the cornerstone of the hiring 
process. Because of the interviews the 
applicant and the person responsible for the 
hiring get acquainted for the first time and 
social interaction between them also occurs 
for the first time (Delli, 2003). Factors which 
influence whether the applicant advances in 
the hiring process are for instance whether 
the person conducting the interview is 
attracted to the applicant and likes him/her in 
some way, whether the applicant has 
appropriate experience or knowledge for the 
job and whether he/she is similar to the 
interviewer, i.e. with regards to gender and 
age. Kinicki et al. (1990) say that the 
impression people make on their interviewees 
often seem to influence the hiring more than 
the credentials of the applicant (Delli, 2003). 
Other factors that could also influence the 
process of hiring is the experience of the 
person taking the interviews, the structure of 
the interviews, managerial factors and current 
conditions in the schools and communities. 
Special needs of an applicant, his/her disability 
or an illness, often reduce the likelihood of 
employment (Delli, 2003).  
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Coleman (1985) and Galbo and others 
(1986) found out that when teachers are hired 
it is common that four main criteria have the 
greatest influence (Broadley & Broadley, 
2004). These are that personal characteristics 
are appropriate, that moral values and 
behaviour are in accordance with the policy 
and culture of the school, that the person in 
question fulfils the academic requirements 
needed and finally that he/she masters the 
knowledge and skills needed. However the 
research of Ralph et al. (1998) indicates that 
these criteria can be of differing weight and 
that the first two are the most important 
(Broadley & Broadley, 2004). It is considered 
important that teachers who are hired have 
experience in working with students, have a 
wide range of capabilities and are willing to 
teach different subjects and fulfil the demands 
implicit in school policy. It is also considered 
important that teachers are willing to manage 

specialist groups, are active in the community, 
have experience of working with parents and 
have positive personal characteristics 
(Broadley & Broadley, 2004; Schaefers & 
Terhart 2006). When newly graduated 
teachers are hired it appears that the main 
criteria is that they are student oriented 
(Broadley & Broadley, 2004). 

The ideas staff has about learning and 
whether they are in line with school policy and 
those who are already teaching at the school 
have a consequence for the efficiency of the 
school. If recruitment policy and the learning 
policy of the school are not in line there is a 
question of how learning goals set by the 
school can be achieved. Therefore it is 
important to take good care when hiring staff, 
in particular when new staff is employed for a 
whole institution as is the case in this 
instance. 

Method 
The main objective of the research was to 
understand and illuminate the vision of the 
principal regarding his leadership role and the 
operation of a new school, what tasks awaited 
him and what he was thinking when he hired 
new staff. The research is a case study based 
on one school. It is based on field observations 
and interviews. Purposive sampling was 
applied where interviewees were selected 
who had typical, general and specific 
experiences of the subject, that is, not typical 
experience. They were thought to fit well with 
the objectives of the research (Blöndal, 2004; 
Halldórsdóttir, 2003). 

When the school started operations in the 
autumn of 2009 there were 150 pupils in 
grades 1–7. This is an open school with open 
spaces where teachers are expected to work 
in teams. The school buildings were not 
completed when the school work started. 
There are 25 members of staff in the school. 
These include the principal, head of 

department, 11 teachers and 12 staff whose 
main work is work other than teaching such as 
support staff, an developmental therapist 
(Icel. þroskaþjálfi), head of the afterschool 
programme, general caretaker and special-
needs support. In this last group there are 11 
women and one man. The 11 teachers work in 
four teams, that is one team for grade 1, one 
for grade 2 and 3, one for grade 4 and 5, and 
one for grade 6 and 7. There are two to three 
teachers in each team. Of the 11 teachers, 7 
are women. Most teachers have 5–7 years’ 
experience. One teacher has by far the most 
experience, with 17 years, and one teacher is 
a new graduate. There has been an emphasis 
on workshops where work is based on the 
interest of pupils and flexibility, i.e. the work is 
flexible to meet the different needs of 
students. The policy also states that care and 
respect should be promoted through positive 
discipline, co-operation and team teaching, 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

198 

  
 Preparing for learning in a new school  

8 
 

that parents and pupils take part in decisions 
and that parents are engaged in participation.  

Based on the organisation in the school, 
the gender distribution of staff and work 
experience it was decided to interview at least 
one teacher from each team, three women 
and two men. It was also decided to include 
both the most experienced and least 
experienced teacher. The first author 
interviewed the principal, the department 
head and the five teachers individually. 

The principal was asked questions like 
how he described his role, what expectations 
he had of his co-workers and how the 
idological work from the work meetings in 
2006 was reflected in developing a vision for 
the school. Also there were questions about 
what his work had consisted of in the year 
before his school started operating and what 
thinking and expectations guided the 
recruitment of teachers and the department 
head. In order to put the ideas of the principal 
in a wider context and to establish if there was 
a coherence between the vision and the 
expectation of the principal and the ideas of 
the department head and teachers and his 
visions and expectations to them interviews 
were taken with the department head and five 
teachers. 

All interviews were conducted in 
December 2009 to January 2011 at the work 
place of the interviewees at their request. In 
addition some informal interviews were 
conducted by the principal. The interviews 
started with an open and wide research 
question with some sub-questions. All 
interviews were recorded and transcribed 
under a code. The teachers are here referred 
to as K1, K2, K3, K4 and K5. The principal and 
department head (the leaders) are identified 
as such.  

In order to experience and get to know 
conditions, experience the atmosphere and 
get a better idea of the work in the school, six 

fieldwork observations were also made during 
the first months of the school’s operations. 
One of the visits took an hour and a half, three 
took an hour and one took half an hour. The 
observer walked around the school, sat, 
looked and asked, spoke to pupils, teachers, 
the department head and other members of 
the school.  

To guarantee moral criteria about 
respect, no harm, kindness and justice 
interviewees were informed about the aims 
and objectives of the research before the 
interview took place and they were promised 
complete confidentiality and anonymity 
(Kristinsson, 2003). Informed agreements 
were signed and the research was reported to 
Data Protection Agency (Icel. Persónuvernd). 

Four main threats to the validity of 
qualitative research have been identified: 
firstly that a complete description of the 
phenomenon is missing, secondly that there is 
a bias in the sample, thirdly that the pro-
fessional detachment of the researcher is not 
complete and fourthly that the research 
terminates too soon (Halldórsdóttir, 2003). In 
this case only half of the teachers were 
interviewed and therefore there is a chance 
that the first threat was present. With regard 
to the second threat interviewees were 
amongst other factors selected based on 
gender, experience and role. They had all 
recently started work in the new school and 
therefore it is possible that the distance is not 
sufficient and that the third threat was 
present. Because of delays in completing the 
school buildings and the heavy load on the 
teachers due to unforeseen factors in the 
beginning of the school year, interviews were 
delayed and they were not all conducted at 
the beginning of the school year as had 
originally been the plan. Therefore threat 
number four is present, the analytical process 
was not fully developed and more time would 
have been needed to live with the data.   
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Results 
The school principal adopted the view of the 
working group from 2006 about the school 
work and felt that the report of the group had 
laid the foundation for the development of 
the strategic plan of the school where the 
emphasis was that the school should be for all 
and different needs were met through co-
operation, care and joy in the school work. He 
wanted to be visible and an active participant 

in the daily practice of the school and 
emphasised distributed leadership, discussion 
and seeking solutions. Emphasis in the work 
and preparation for the real school work 
illustrate the tasks, attitudes, vision and 
expectations in the work of the new principal 
as the new school started operating. Hiring of 
staff is an important issue.  

Areas of emphasis in the work of the principal  
The principal felt that his work in the school 
was influenced by constructivism and 
restitution theory (Icel. uppbyggingarstefna). 
Restitution is a method that has been 
developed to counter disciplinary problems in 
society. This policy is built of supporting self-
discipline and responsibility with individuals 
through conversation about values and self. It 
cautions against rewards but has as a guiding 
principle to set clear boundaries regarding 
behaviour and ways to stay within those 
boundaries (Gossen, 2006/2007). The 
principal added that he conformed to positive 
discipline which emphasises class meetings as 
a teaching tool in interaction. The disciplinary 
policy seeks to find the root causes of 
behaviour and especially looks at the need for 
belonging and cautions against the use of 
rewards and punishments (Nelsen, Lott & 
Glenn, 2000). The school intends to have this 
policy to guide its work but according to the 
principal it is still far from being implemented.  

The principal felt that learning and 
teaching could be defined as the interaction 
between teachers and pupils and revolved 
around... “engaging pupils so they themselves 
are thinking about things”. He thinks that a 
lesson has been successful when pupils 
manage to “... to dig into some task and one is 
pushing this and the other that and they catch 
it. Then it is possible to introduce so many 
things”. 

The principal said that he had always 
emphasised the importance of enjoying the 
job. He said that he found work rewarding and 
wanted others to feel like this. He wanted to 
achieve a state in the school where everybody 
felt good and the atmosphere was 
characterised by a young and friendly, open, 
trusting atmosphere, that different needs 
were met and that children learned and it 
could be said about the school that it was a 
“school which learns”. Well-being and learning 
are intertwined in the mind of the principal 
and he said: “I have too often in my career 
encountered bored children. They don‘t trust 
adults. I try hard to build up trust.” He felt that 
this could be achieved through honest 
discussion, co-operation and constructive 
interaction. 

The department head and most of the 
teachers felt that the policy of the school was 
clear and that the principal provided good 
guidance. In this respect a teacher, K2, said 
that: “the management of the principal was so 
clear ... and I knew exactly what I was getting 
involved in. It actually surprised me a bit. I had 
been given the recipe”. K3 also said that the 
principal outlined the direction which was to 
be followed and gave him responsibility as a 
supervisory teacher. This K3 felt was good and 
he wanted to have it this way. The 
department head said that the school 
principal was good at communicating his 
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thoughts and that his work reflected well what 
he stood for and the school policy was clear. 
He said about the school policy: “I fit so well 
into it because this is exactly what I have been 
thinking about for such a long time”. K3 said 
about the policy that “it was not perhaps quite 
clear here... this was not quite fixed, I think 
he‘s still trying to find out about things”. 

When asked how ready he felt to take on 
the task to lead a new school the principal said 
it felt good. He said though that he was taking 
on tasks which he had not done before; only 
read about, that is, to work in an open space 
with the emphasis on team teaching and co-
operation. He said that co-operation was the 
guiding principle for the school both for 
students and teachers and he said he trusted 
the people around him. 

The principal said he wanted to be a 
manager who worked with people “on the 
floor” and hoped that people experienced him 
in that way and said “I‘m conscious about not 
closing myself off, closing myself not behind 
the paperwork”. He also said “I see my policy 
totally reflect in the ideas of the working 
group... before I signed the contract I 
examined it. I would probably never have 
gotten into this job if I had not liked these 
ideas. I accepted the challenge”. 

During field observations I could see the 
principal take on work that needed to be 
done, he was a substitute teacher and he 
worked with teams in introducing certain 
teaching methods. He was a visible and active 
participant in the work and was continuously 
seen around the school. The teacher 
confirmed the visibility of the principal and 
said that he was very active in all school work. 
They felt that was necessary and highly 
advantageous.  

The principal said he wanted to use 
dialogue as a tool. He encouraged people to 

read and learn together and he started by 
talking to staff about his own view and 
theoretical background. It was, however, 
important in his view to tread carefully and 
give things time to develop. “It is easy to 
throw people off if one goes too fast... It is 
easy to get the teachers on the defence by 
using the concept of differentiation”. 

Staff agreed that it was easy to seek 
assistance from the principal, he worked with 
them to find solutions and was visible to them 
in the work of the school. All agreed that the 
principal was always willing and ready to 
support staff, he was part of the group, sought 
solutions with staff, engaged in a dialogue 
with them but at the same time trusted them 
and gave them responsibilities. Thus K5 said: 
“I found that the school leaders immediately 
showed that they were willing and available to 
help us in this, incredibly patient even though 
conditions were as they were, we all worked 
together to get things on the right track.” 

K4 added: “We have had a lot of leeway 
to develop this and make it but always within 
a professional framework. One is always being 
guided into a certain direction but is not told 
what to do. I think [the principal] has started 
this very well and I have got all the support I 
have needed, be it personal support or some 
problems within the team”. 

K3 and the department head pointed out, 
however, that the principal had been very 
busy and occupied and that he was aware that 
less time had been given to guiding staff than 
was preferable. K3 felt that the professional 
pedagogical work had suffered because so 
much time had gone into external and more 
practical work. He said that the principal was 
aware that because of this he had given less 
guidance to staff on for example teamwork. 
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Preparation for actual school work 
The principal, who started work as the school 
leader in October 2008, is a qualified teacher 
and has a diploma in management. He has 13 
years of experience as teacher, department 
head and vice-principal in various schools and 
just over two years’ experience as a principal. 
He said that the time before the school 
opened was a bit like study leave although 
some things had not gone as expected. The 
principal was of the opinion that it was a 
matter of pride for the community to give 
good support to the school but the situation in 
society was such that for a while it was 
unclear whether the construction work would 
be delayed even further. In December it was 
decided to follow the original plan. The 
principal said that a lot of time had gone into 
discussions about the school. He described his 
first months on the job in the following way: 
“The first month mainly went into talking to 
parents in the neighbourhood. When I arrived 
in the area, building activities had started at 
the school and people were keen to have 
some answers. The working group report was 
good but more was needed. I was pressured a 
little bit. Information meetings were held with 
parents. People needed answers. Then I went 
visiting schools for... 3 weeks, I felt like a 
trainee teacher. Get this into the blood, talk to 
people, and answer emails, constructing a 
website”.   

A parent council was elected and together 
with the principal it participated in developing 
a policy for the school and it also took part in 
hiring a department head. The principal felt 
that this was a great support. He took about 
80 interviews with applicants and some 
applicants were interviewed several times. 

When staff came to work at the school at 
the beginning of August the school was one 
big building site where construction workers 

worked hard to get everything finished. Dust, 
noise and machines reigned supreme. Much 
of the energy of the teachers and other staff 
during those first days went into moving all 
sorts of building materials, cleaning dust and 
arranging study materials as space became 
available and the professional work had to be 
put aside.  

The principal and the department head 
got little peace the first weeks. This and that 
was needed, they had to meet with the 
builders and assess the conditions, buy books, 
check the bus for the swimming lessons, 
receive dishwashers and projectors which 
were being delivered, to name but a few 
examples. 

Three weeks of professional work with 
the teachers were planned before school 
started in the autumn, but because of delays 
in completing the construction not much was 
done in that regard. The same thing happened 
when it came to the reading of scholarly 
articles on policy and school vision. On the 
other hand newly appointed teachers and the 
department head had had three good work 
days in the spring. There the principal 
presented what work he had done until then 
and an extensive and good discussion had 
taken place about the policy and the vision of 
the school, work procedures, disciplinary 
policy, the organisation and housing matters. 
This principal thought it had had a great 
influence on how well the school work was 
initiated in spite of poor conditions in the 
autumn. The teachers also mentioned that 
these days had been invaluable.  

Hiring of staff 
The principal was responsible for hiring 
teachers but sought the assistance of the 
parent council when a department head was 
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hired for the school. In all there were 68 
applicants for the teaching positions and 17 
applied for the position of the department 
head. Applicants were interviewed in order to 
evaluate them, their ideas and vision, and in 
some cases a second and even a third 
interview was conducted. In the 
advertisement for teaching positions it was 
emphasised that applicants should be skilled 
in communicating with others and should be 
able to meet the needs of all pupils in groups 
of mixed ages and in open spaces. Also they 
should have diverse talents and be able to 
work in a team. It was specified that apart 
from having teaching responsibilities, the 
department head would work closely with the 
principal in leading the school and formulating 
policy and would be responsible when the 
principal was not on-site.  

In preparing for the hiring of teachers the 
principal had some additional criteria in mind 
which he felt were necessary to teach at the 
school. He used these when making a 
framework which he used during the 
interviews. The criteria that the principal had 
in mind apart from the equal number of each 
gender was that the applicant should:  

• Have a vision which was in agreement 
with his vision and that of a work group 
and consequently the policy of the school 

• Be good with children 
• Have the ability and capacity to work with 

others 
• Should be class teachers (Icel. umsjónar-

kennari) 
• Be interested in the job 
• Be talented and be able to teach both 

academic and art and craft subjects 
(because of the small size of the school) 

• Have strengths which would complement 
the weaknesses of others 

• Be strong professionally and know how to 
operate in their area 

• Have teaching experience 

The principal said that he had similar 
points in mind when hiring a department 
head, but in that case he had also emphasised 
that the person in question would have 
strengths which would complement his own 
weaknesses, so that they would make a strong 
team. The decisive factor in hiring a 
department head was how the dialogue 
between them developed and his feeling 
about how they could work together.  

Even if there were many applicants the 
principal said that many of them were 
discounted automatically when they were 
viewed with the aforementioned points in 
mind. “One is quick to reduce the numbers 
with this in mind”. Interviews were conducted 
with 40 applicants for the teaching positions. 
Many applicants were relatively inexperienced 
and good applications from male teachers 
were much fewer than from female teachers. 
This resulted in the hiring of four men and 
seven women. Two teachers had limited 
experience and one had 17 years of teaching 
experience. Most of them had taught for five 
to seven years.  

The principal tried to hire the “right” 
people to work at the school. He said that it 
had been invaluable to have the parent 
council with him when hiring the department 
head but because of the number of 
applications it was too time consuming and 
complicated to use this system when it came 
to the hiring of teachers. The principal said 
that he had emphasised making it clear to 
people what expectations he had of them and 
their work. In the light of the experience of 
hiring staff in earlier jobs the principal was 
conscious that often one did not get the right 
picture of an individual during an interview, 
one could not rely totally on what people said 
about themselves during interviews and also 
the interaction in the workplace could 
influence that what might work in other 
situations might not work there and the other 
way around. He said that he had already 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

202 

  

Translation Paper 1 

203 

  
 Preparing for learning in a new school  

13 
 

encountered this. There were examples of 
some who said during interviews that they 
wanted and were able to work in a certain 
way but were not able to do so when it came 
to the crunch or had a different view on how 
to do their work than their colleagues. This 
had to be resolved by working together to find 
solutions.  

The principal said that he was also afraid 
that the economic situation in the society 
could influence how people presented 
themselves in interviews and speculated 
whether an applicant in dire need for a job 
could resort to not telling the truth to increase 
the probability of employment. He said that 
he tried to recruit people that thought in a 
similar way and in sync with the vision of the 
school, i.e. were on the same wavelength. 
When push came to shove it turned out that 
this was not always the case. 

The department head and the teachers 
said that it was clear that the principal relied 
on specific criteria and looked for a specific 
vision and capabilities in staff in the 
recruitment process, such as the ability to 
multitask and their willingness to work with 
others. Interviewees knew why they had been 
employed at the school. All of them were 
flexible in their thinking, wanted to work with 
others and could multi-task. Furthermore, 
they thought it was exciting to take part in the 
project of creating and developing a new 
school from the ground up. Without exception 
the interviewees showed satisfaction with 
their job at the school and with the principal. 

K5 said that it was clear during the hiring 
process that the principal was looking for 

something specific in his character, that is to 
say, whether he could work with others and 
handle criticism. He said that he could fit into 
that frame and also had good 
recommendations from other places. K4 
deduced that the reason for him being hired 
was that he had wide-ranging and diverse 
experience and “... I have self-confidence. I am 
at ease with saying my opinion and in 
presenting ideas to a large group of people, 
working with things, making something of 
them and delivering them”. 

The department head thought he had 
been hired to his job because he had a lot of 
good experience that would help him with his 
job. He also said that he had the same vision 
for the school as the school principal and 
thought they had different strengths that 
would complement each other. K3 said he had 
the talent to persuade others, was aware of 
others’ feelings and could put himself in other 
people‘s shoes. K1 said he had diverse talents 
and could teach more than just basic 
classroom teaching. Furthermore, he said he 
wanted lots of cooperation but had been 
disappointed with that aspect. He said “I 
thought we would all work together more. I 
always had a vision of us in which the children 
would all cooperate more as a team but that 
has not happened. I was disappointed with 
that. There has only been cooperation 
between two year groups”.  He said that he 
did not know why this was but suspected that 
the housing had a role to play as it was too 
large for them to handle it. 

Discussion 
The main objective of the study was to 
understand and illuminate what tasks were 
given priority during the preparation and 
initiation of the work in a new school and 

what attitude and vision it was based on. The 
research questions are: 

• What view does the principal have on his 
managerial role and school work during 
the preparation and initiation of school 
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work in a new school and what are the 
main tasks? 

• What criteria were used when hiring 
teachers and a department head to the 
school? 

The results indicate that the principal is 
an active participant in the daily work in the 
school and that he works together with the 
staff of the school in finding solutions through 
discussion and co-operation with the staff. He 
emphasises learning, individual support and 
the participation of all and in that way he 
provides the foundation for leadership for 
learning and a learning community in the way 
Lambert (1998), McBeath (2006) and 
Sigurðardóttir (2006) define these factors. 
Staff and students feel comfortable in the 
school and one can assume that the role of 
the principal is considerable in that regard 
(Geijsel et al., 2003, Fullan 2007, Warrican 
2006). By providing individual support and 
intellectual stimulus, creating an environment 
of trust and encouraging teachers to active 
participation and responsibility shows that the 
principal wants to provide transformational 
leadership (Mulford, 2006). He has clear 
expectations and a vision and calls for a 
debate about it with the teachers and works 
with the teachers. For the school to grow and 
develop, it is important to emphasise this 
vision and develop it further in the school 
community (Tubin, 2008). 

The principal sees professional work 
within the school as the most important role 
of his job. He says that he does not want to 
get closed in under the “paper avalanche” and 
in that way he refers to the administrative 
part of the job which he does not refer to in 
any other way. He says that he is a proponent 
of constructivism, wants to represent a clear 
policy, be on the floor with the people, take 
an active part in daily work and find solutions 
with the teachers through conversation and 
support. These ideas of his are in line with 

ideas of principals about the role and work 
practices which are reported in the TALIS 
study (2009) (Ólafsson & Björnsson, 2009). It 
would be interesting to explore if it is really so 
in the field, whether leaders participate 
actively in the daily work with the teachers, 
consult them and seek solutions in 
educational matters. 

Overall, there is a good agreement in 
what interviewees say about the work and 
policy of the principal and the criteria he used 
in hiring staff. Teachers and the department 
head knew why they had been hired and often 
mentioned that they had been hired because 
they could do many different things, could 
work with others, had an appropriate vision 
and were interested in taking part in building 
up a new school. The teachers described the 
principal and his work mostly in a similar way 
as he himself did; that he was approachable, 
he made demands and showed trust and he 
was quite visible, that he could take on any 
task and that he called for discussion and a 
common search for solution. One teacher, 
however, felt the policy was unclear, and 
thought the principal had limited time to 
engage in the internal work of the school with 
the teacher because external interference was 
great. Another teacher said he was 
disappointed because the co-operation among 
teachers was less than he had hoped. The 
principal and the department head also felt 
that professional work had suffered because 
of urgent external factors. This worried them. 
These are factors that had led to the creation 
of a learning community and the development 
of individually based teaching and therefore it 
was urgent to attend to these factors. The 
principal said that they were working on 
finding ways to solve this, for instance through 
increased support through teamwork and 
focused discussion and reflection to create 
common understanding and develop skills. 

One could sense disappointment and 
worry in the voice and behaviour of the 
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principal because of the confusion the delay in 
the building work created. Considering all the 
preparation and foresight he felt this had not 
been inevitable. He felt there was a need for a 
professional debate to design and refine ways 
in the school work. Even so he was pleased 
with the results and optimistic about the 
future and attributed it to interested and 
positive staff who he said he had faith in and 
also to the framework for the work in the 
school. One can wonder, however, why the 
professional debate, which has to be the 
foundation for the work in the school, should 
suffer because of practical factors.  

When recruiting teachers and department 
heads for the school, the principal took 
interviews, sometimes more than once, for 
each applicant. The principal took all the 
interviews with teachers but the parent 
council was with him when hiring the 
department head. From what the principal 
said about the faith he had in his staff one can 
assume that hiring had gone well. The proviso 
the principal had made, that the interviews 
could give the wrong impression of the 
applicants, proved to be well founded. The 
principal is committed to give support when 
needed, like Schaefers and Terhart (2006) feel 
is necessary. The teachers and the department 
head were all in agreement that this was so.  

It is evident that the principal hired 
people that liked his vision and work methods 
and this is in agreement with what 
characterises the hiring of staff according to 
Delli (2003). Talents, interests, willingness to 
co-operate and flexibility guided by the needs 
of the child were the key factors guiding the 
hiring of staff and were more important than 
experience and gender equality (Broadley & 
Broadley, 2004).  However, the applications 
influenced this to some extent when few 
experienced individuals applied and good 
applications from men were rare.  

A clear message in the advertisement, 
and guidelines and frameworks for interviews 
clearly show that the process of the hiring was 
clear and there was a strong emphasis on 
hiring the right people for the job and the 
strengths of the applicants considered. This is 
line with results of the importance of hiring 
talented people and building up human capital 
in schools (Torrington et al., 2008). Even so, 
the principal appears also to have considered 
some personal attributes of the applicants no 
less than their talents or experience (Delli, 
2003). One can reflect on why many more 
people with relatively little experience than 
people with experience applied for jobs in the 
school. It is possible that the economic 
situation played a role, the less experienced 
ones had lost their job or did not have a job 
because the more experienced ones were less 
keen to change jobs. It is also possible that 
those with less experience were less afraid of 
and more interested in trying something new. 
They may also be more flexible as they have 
not developed a fixed routine in their 
teaching. 

Tanner and Lackney (2006) and Weedall 
(2002) distinguish between new schools that 
are just new and schools that are new and 
innovative (Tubin, 2008). By a new school we 
mean a school that has been established 
because the society needs new school 
buildings and traditions and expectations 
reflect what is prevailing in the school system. 
A new school which is also innovative is more 
characterised by an entrepreneurial approach 
where customs and expectations deviate to a 
considerable degree from what is known in 
existing schools. In new schools capital and 
buildings are considered before people are 
hired and a vision developed. The vision is 
then the offspring of the educational system 
and is developed over a few years. In 
innovative schools the vision is the basis for all 
and the staff is hired with the vision in mind. 
The leading role of the principal when it 
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comes to pedagogy is the same in both cases. 
Poorly developed vision and inexperienced 
leaders increase the probability that the 
school will not meet expectations (Tubin, 
2008). 

The school in this study can be situated 
between these two situations. The community 
needed a new school and it was established by 
school authorities but not in a traditional way. 
It is clear that a lot of effort was put into doing 
the groundwork for the new school so it 
would be capable of being a good school in 
line with present needs and wishes, first 
through the establishment of a working group 
and then by hiring a principal almost a year 
before the formal opening of the school. The 
tasks of the principal were varied until the 

opening of the school and a lot of time was 
allocated to discussions with parents, 
formulating policy and hiring of staff. 

Hargreaves discusses the importance in 
the 21st century of strengthening cooperation 
and interactive learning between schools and 
communities. He thinks it is necessary that the 
school uses the resources that the parents 
constitute and seek real cooperation with 
them when it comes to the work of the school, 
education of the children and pedagogical 
factors where there is a give and take from 
both parties (Hargreaves, 2000). This factor 
was not mentioned much by the principal 
when he discussed his policy and vision and 
deserves some closer consideration. 

Closing remarks 
At this time there is still only limited 
experience of the work in the school. The first 
reaction of the school principal was that 
interested and talented people on the same 
wavelength had been recruited and he 
experienced a good atmosphere in the school. 
Field observations confirmed this. A calm and 
comfortable environment had been 
established in the school in such a short time 
after it started operating. It appeared that 
both students and staff felt well in school and 
everyone was eager to tackle the tasks that 
awaited them. 

However, professional work had not 
progressed as far in the school as the principal 
had hoped, in part because of delays in the 

construction work. He said he could also see 
that some teachers approached their work 
and had a different view than they had 
indicated in their interviews and some needed 
more support. He said that work was in 
progress to find solutions on this in various 
ways and these were factors that lead to the 
creation of a learning community and 
differentiation. 

It will be interesting to observe how the 
school develops in the long run and whether a 
learning community based on cooperation and 
transformational leadership will develop but 
indications are that the pre-requisites are in 
place. 
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einstaklingsmiðun sem  
markmið lærdómssamfélags 

reynsla af starfendarannsókn í einum grunnskóla

einstaklingsmiðun er vel þekkt en illa skilgreint hugtak úr skólamálaumræðu. 
Hugmyndin á bak við það er nátengd hugmyndinni um skóla fyrir alla. merk-

ingin hefur þróast og breyst í gegnum tíðina og mismunandi hugtök verið notuð. 
lögð hefur verið áhersla á skóla fyrir alla á íslandi síðan í löggjöf um grunnskóla 
árið 1974 (nr. 63/1974). í lögum um grunnskóla (nr. 91/2008) og í Aðalnámskrá 
grunnskóla 2011 er kveðið á um að hvert og eitt barn fái kennslu við hæfi. ein-
staklingsmiðun er svar við því hvernig framfylgja má þessum kröfum. 

til að sinna einstaklingsmiðun þarf að ríkja sameiginlegur skilningur á hug-
takinu og vinnubrögð og hugarfar þurfa að vera í samræmi við hann. einstak-
lingsmiðun gerir kröfur um heildræna skuldbindingu og þátttöku allra sem að 
skólastarfinu koma.

í þessari grein verður sjónum beint að starfendarannsókn í einum grunnskóla 
sem unnin var til að undirbúa kennara og efla möguleika þeirra til að sinna ein-
staklingsmiðun í samvinnu við hvern nemanda og foreldra. kennurum til stuðn-
ings var lögð áhersla á að byggja upp lærdómssamfélag og að stjórnendur og 
kennarar tileinkuðu sér forystu sem stuðlaði að efldu og bættu námi. gögnum 
um innleiðingu einstaklingsmiðunar var safnað á reglulegum ígrundunarfundum 
og með viðtölum og vettvangsathugunum og stóð gagnasöfnun yfir í eitt og hálft 
ár.

rannsóknarvinnan reyndist hreyfa við kennurum og auka öryggi þeirra í starfi. 
Umræða meðal þeirra um markmið og leiðir í skólastarfi varð markvissari, þeir 
prófuðu sig áfram með vettvangsathuganir og félagastuðning og sáu ávinning 
í því að læra með og af hver öðrum. Þeir þurftu mismunandi stuðning og vís-
bendingar eru um að togstreitu gæti milli gamalla viðhorfa og nýrra vinnubragða 
í skólanum. ljóst er að halda þarf áfram að styðja kennara í að spyrja sig og aðra 
gagnrýninna spurninga um skólastarfið, ígrunda, læra af reynslunni, vinna saman 
og prófa sig áfram.
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í skýrslu sem unnin var fyrir UnesCO, Nám: Nýting innri auðlinda (e. Learn-
ing: The Treasure Within) (Delors o.fl. 1996), var fjallað um hina nýju sýn á 
menntun á 21. öldinni í ljósi þeirrar miklu þekkingar og verkkunnáttu sem nú er 
aðgengileg og mikilvægt er að fólk læri að nýta sér. talið var nauðsynlegt að búa 
fólk undir að stunda nám allt lífið og lögð áhersla á að menntun sé í eðli sínu 
bæði persónuleg og samfélagsleg þróun. sett voru fram ferns konar markmið 
eða námsstoðir fyrir menntun á 21. öldinni og í endurskoðaðri stefnu UnesCO 
(2009) var bætt við fimmtu stoðinni sem snýr að sjálfbærni. Þannig ætti menntun 
að felast í eftirtöldum atriðum:

• Að læra að öðlast þekkingu (e. learning to know).
• Að læra að öðlast færni (e. learning to do).
• Að læra að vera (e. learning to be).
• Að læra að lifa í sátt og samlyndi við aðra (e. learning to live together).
• Að læra að móta sjálfan sig og samfélagið (e. learning to transform oneself 

and society).
 (Delors o.fl., 1996, UnesCO, 2009)

í skýrslunni var lögð áhersla á mikilvægi þess að samþætta námsgreinar fremur 
en að aðskilja þær. Jafnframt var lögð áhersla á mikilvægi gagnrýninnar hugsunar, 
beitingu fjölbreyttra náms- og kennsluaðferða og sameiginlegra ákvarðana. 

stoðirnar fimm ríma í stórum dráttum við almennan hluta Aðalnámskrár leik-, 
grunn- og framhaldsskóla frá 2011 (mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013) 
en þar eru settir fram sex grunnþættir í íslenskri menntun: læsi, sjálfbærni, lýðræði 
og mannréttindi, heilbrigði og velferð, jafnrétti og sköpun. grunnþættirnir hafa 
sín sérkenni en eru jafnframt samfléttaðir. menntun á meðal annars að efla gagn-
rýna, sjálfstæða hugsun og hæfileikann til þess að bregðast við nýjum aðstæðum 
og ennfremur að hjálpa nemendum að tjá skoðanir sínar, takast á við breytingar 
og taka virkan þátt í lýðræðissamfélagi, innan og utan skóla (mennta- og menn-
ingarmálaráðuneytið, 2013). í 24. gr. laga um grunnskóla er jafnframt kveðið 
á um áhersluþætti sem skulu hafðir að leiðarljósi í menntun og starfsháttum 
grunnskóla en þeir eru sjálfsvitund, siðgæðisvitund, félags- og borgaravitund, 
félagsfærni og líkamleg og andleg velferð hvers og eins (lög um grunnskóla nr. 
92/2008).

Þó að flestir geti eflaust fallist á mikilvægi grunnstoðanna í stefnu UnesCO, 
grunnþáttanna í Aðalnámskrá og áhersluþáttanna í grunnskólalögum er vandi að 
gera þessa þætti að veruleika. Hvernig uppfyllir skólasamfélag þau skilyrði sem 
þarf til að nemendur öðlist námsvitund og félagsfærni, verði læsir í víðum skiln-
ingi og verði virkir þjóðfélagsþegnar? til eru margar kenningar um hvernig fólk 
lærir og í samræmi við þær mótast hugarfar og aðferðir til að uppfylla skilyrði 
til náms. ekki er nóg að beita ákveðnu vinnulagi eða kennsluháttum sem leið 
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til einstaklingsmiðunar ef grundvallarskilning á hugmyndafræðinni og hugarfar 
og færni til að beita þeim aðferðum skortir. að öðrum kosti er hætt við því að 
tilskilinn árangur náist ekki og kennsluhættirnir hafi jafnvel þveröfug áhrif. Vís-
bendingar eru um að kennara skorti þá þekkingu, færni og undirbúning sem þarf 
til að uppfylla skilyrði um að mæta þörfum allra í námi (amalía Björnsdóttir og 
kristín Jónsdóttir, 2010; Hermína gunnþórsdóttir, 2010).

Þó svo að margir þættir hafi áhrif á námsárangur hefur verið sýnt fram á að 
kennarar eru stærsti áhrifavaldurinn á nám nemenda. einnig virðist framsækin 
forysta í skólum stuðla að skólaþróun þar sem hún vinnur með kennurum við 
að efla þá í starfi og hlúa að aðstæðum til náms og kennslu (amalía Björnsdóttir, 
Baldur kristjánsson og Börkur Hansen, 2011; Heck og moriyama, 2010). einn 
höfunda þessarar greinar vann í tvö ár við að innleiða og þróa einstaklingsmiðun 
í fimm grunnskólum á akureyri árin 2007–2009. sú vinna skilaði þeim árangri 
að kennurum fannst þeir eflast í starfi og hafa þróað starfshætti sína til að geta 
mætt þörfum nemenda. kennurum fannst þeir vera orðnir faglegri og meðvitaðri 
um markmið og árangur. sumir þeirra töldu sig þó fyrst í lok tímabilsins skilja 
hvað væri í raun átt við með einstaklingsmiðun og voru ekki búnir að átta sig á 
hvernig þeir gætu þróað hana hjá sér og nemendum sínum (Birna maría svan-
björnsdóttir, 2009).

Hér verður sagt frá vinnu í einum nýjum grunnskóla sem tók til starfa haustið 
2009 samtímis rannsókninni en henni lauk formlega í desember 2012. Ákveðið 
var að vinna að því að stofna lærdómssamfélag (e. professional learning com-
munity) sem umgjörð til að efla kennara í skólanum eins og greint er nánar frá í 
annarri grein í bókinni.1 Faglegt lærdómssamfélag er þegar samhugur ríkir innan 
stofnunar eða skóla um að afla stöðugt nýrrar þekkingar og nýta hana í starfi. í 
lærdómssamfélagi vinnur fólk náið saman út frá mótaðri námssýn sem allir skilja 
á sama hátt. allt starfsfólk hefur þar miklar væntingar um frammistöðu nemenda 
og ber sameiginlega ábyrgð á námi þeirra en einnig hvert á annars námi. Það 
rannsakar starf sitt og ígrundar það í þeim tilgangi að efla það og stuðla að 
auknum námsárangri hjá nemendum (anna kristín sigurðardóttir, 2010; lambert, 
2003; stoll o.fl., 2006). 

í rannsókninni var stjórnendum veittur kerfisbundinn stuðningur, í þeim til-
gangi að þróa skilning, hugarfar og vinnubrögð í samræmi við einstaklingsmiðun 
í skólastarfinu. skólastjórnendur unnu í framhaldi af því á vel skilgreindan hátt 
með kennurum að því að stofna og þróa áfram lærdómssamfélag. leitast var við 
að fá kennara til þess að vinna á sama hátt með nemendum og stuðla þannig 
að aukinni einstaklingsmiðun. Fyrsti höfundur þessarar greinar myndaði rann-
sóknarhóp með tveimur skólastjórnendum og var einnig í hlutverki stuðnings-
aðila þeirra og rannsakanda þegar hann safnaði gögnum um kennslu og nám á 
vettvangi.

1  anna kristín sigurðardóttir, skóli sem lærdómssamfélag.



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

214 

  

58

FaGmennsKa í  sKólastarF i

Hér verður fyrst fjallað um hugtök sem viðkoma efninu, þ.e. starfendarannsókn 
og ígrundun, og í framhaldinu gerð grein fyrir því hvernig einstaklingsmiðun 
getur verið markmið í lærdómssamfélagi. ekki verður farið ítarlega í sögulegan 
aðdraganda og bakgrunn einstaklingsmiðunar eða mismunandi hugtakanotkun 
í gegnum tíðina. eftir að sniði og umfangi rannsóknarinnar hafa verið gerð skil 
verður greint frá niðurstöðum um viðleitni stjórnenda og kennara til að þróa 
einstaklingsmiðun í skólanum sem markmið lærdómssamfélags og hvernig hefur 
tekist til við að þróa hana í skólanum.

Tvö hugtök 

Starfendarannsókn til skólaþróunar
starfendarannsókn (e. action research) er, eins og heitið gefur til kynna, rann-
sóknaraðferð sem starfsfólk framkvæmir á eigin vinnusvæði. grunnhugmyndin 
er að læra í starfi og að beina athyglinni að eigin starfsháttum og áhrifum þeirra á 
aðra, t.d. nemendur og samkennara. Hvort sem um er að ræða kennara, ráðgjafa 
eða stjórnendur verða rannsakendur óhjákvæmilega að námsmönnum. Vinnu-
brögðin eiga því að einkennast af samvinnu og lýðræðislegu ferli í starfi sem 
miðar að því að tvinna vísindalega þekkingu saman við hagnýta þekkingu til að 
leita lausna á vanda sem upp getur komið í starfi og þróa starfshætti (Coghlan 
og Brannick, 2010). 

lykileinkenni starfendarannsókna er að vinna á kerfisbundinn hátt að því að 
rýna í eigið starf og bæta það. rannsóknarspurningar eru opnar og byrja ekki 
með tilgátu heldur hugmynd sem rannsakandi þróar áfram. rannsakandi setur 
fram hverjar vonir hans og væntingar eru, hvernig þau markmið ríma við gildi 
hans og í kjölfarið býr hann til skýr viðmið í samræmi við þau. mikilvægt er að 
rannsakandi útskýri hvað hann gerir, af hverju hann gerir það og hvaða lærdóm 
hann dragi af því. Þessar rannsóknir eru gjarnan notaðar á vinnustöðum þar sem 
áhugi er fyrir því að breyta starfsháttum og þróa þá. Því byrja þær oft á spurn-
ingunni: Hvernig bæti ég starf mitt? Hægt er að nota bæði eigindlegar og megind-
legar aðferðir í starfendarannsóknum þó eigindlegar aðferðir séu algengari. í 
þeim er mikið lagt upp úr samræðum og gert ráð fyrir að hægt sé að þróa nýja 
þekkingu með samræðum jafningja auk þess sem rík áhersla er lögð á öflun 
gagna og skráningu þeirra. Þessar rannsóknir eru því öflugt tæki til að þróa á 
faglegan hátt starf og stofnanir (Hafþór guðjónsson, 2008; mcniff, 2002).

í starfendarannsóknum er leitað lausna á mikilvægum þáttum með þeim sem 
hafa beina reynslu af viðfangsefninu. starfendarannsóknir fela í sér stöðugt spíral-
ferli þess að skilgreina vanda, bregðast við honum, rannsaka, vinna úr gögnum, 
túlka, ígrunda rannsóknarniðurstöður, skipuleggja starfshætti og starfa á nýjan 
eða endurbættan hátt. einn hringur í spíralnum leiðir til hins næsta. í hverjum 
spíral er auk þess annar spírall þar sem hvert ferli er ígrundað og metið og teknar 
ákvarðanir um framhaldið (Coghlan og Brannick, 2010; robertson, 2008). 
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Ígrundun í og um starf
ígrundun (e. reflection) skipar stóran sess í starfendarannsóknum en hún felst 
í því að líta í eigin barm, skoða og meta sjálfan sig sem fagmann og spyrja sig 
gagnrýninna spurninga til að efla eigin fagmennsku (sigrún aðalbjarnardóttir, 
2007). schön (1987) talar um að kennari búi yfir dulinni þekkingu í starfi (e. 
knowing in action) þegar hann gerir eitthvað á grundvelli einhvers sem hann 
þekkir án þess þó að gera sér grein fyrir því. gerður er greinarmunur á því að 
ígrunda í aðstæðum og um aðstæður. meðan á kennslu stendur getur kennari 
orðið meðvitaður um gerðir sínar og velt fyrir sér af hverju hann hafi gert eitt-
hvað og sett spurningarmerki við það sem hann hefur áður tekið sem gilt án 
þess að velta því sérstaklega fyrir sér. Þá á sér stað ígrundun í starfi (e. reflection 
in action). eftir að kennslustund lýkur getur kennari á hinn bóginn ígrundað 
hvort hann hafi brugðist rétt við aðstæðum (e. reflecting on action). Þá á sér stað 
ígrundun um starf. 

með ígrundun á sér stað ákveðin samræða milli hugsunar og aðgerða, hin 
dulda þekking verður sýnileg og þá er hægt að þróa hana og breyta til að öðlast 
nýja þekkingu og byggja þannig upp fagvitund og fagmennsku (schön, 1987). 
Þegar ígrundað er um starf eða aðstæður er hugsað til baka og reynt að sjá hvað 
var gert en þegar ígrundað er í aðstæðum er enn hægt að bregðast við og breyta. 
í seinna tilfellinu er hægt að endurmóta aðferðir meðan vinna á sér stað. Þá er 
hugsað bæði um hið ófyrirséða og hið þekkta. Það sem aðgreinir þessa tegund 
ígrundunar frá öðrum er krafan um tafarlaus viðbrögð í formi aðgerða. eitt er 
því að ígrunda í starfi og annað að ígrunda ígrundunina í starfinu og lýsa henni. 
enn annað er að ígrunda niðurstöðurnar eða lýsingarnar eins og í starfendarann-
sóknum. 

Einstaklingsmiðun sem markmið lærdómssamfélags

Einstaklingsmiðun
einstaklingsmiðun (e. differentiation) vísar til margvíslegra þátta í starfi kennara 
við að búa þannig um kennslu og nám að það gagnist nemendum með mismun-
andi námsþarfir svo þeir geti átt samleið með þeim sem eru með þeim í bekk eða 
hóp (rúnar sigþórsson, 2008, bls. 83). rík áhersla er lögð á að það sé kennarinn 
sem beri ábyrgð á kennslunni og leiti leiða með nemendum og foreldrum til að 
styrkja nám og félagslega stöðu hvers nemanda innan skólans (tomlinson og 
imbeau, 2010).

mismunandi hugtök og orðasambönd hafa í gegnum tíðina verið notuð yfir 
kennsluhætti sem miða að því að mæta mismunandi þörfum nemenda. Dæmi 
um það er „námsaðgreining“, „námsaðlögun“ og „fjölþrepakennsla“. í skólaum-
ræðunni um þessar mundir hefur hugtakið „einstaklingsmiðað nám“ gjarnan 
verið notað sem þýðing á enska hugtakinu „differentiation“ (ingvar sigurgeirs-
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son, 2005). Hér var valið að nota hugtakið „einstaklingsmiðun“ en það varðar 
frekar kennsluna en námið og má segja að það lýsi betur þeim vinnubrögðum 
og hugsunarhætti sem liggur til grundvallar hugtakinu. Þó má velta því fyrir sér 
hvort nám hljóti ekki alltaf að vera einstaklingsbundið og hvers vegna þurfi þá 
að kenna það við einstaklingsmiðun (Jón torfi Jónasson, 2008). Hugtakið ein-
staklingsmiðað nám birtist fyrst sem skýr meginstefna í starfsáætlun fræðslumála 
í reykjavík 2002 (ingvar sigurgeirsson, 2005, bls. 11). Þar er lögð áhersla á sveigj-
anlega kennsluhætti, samvinnu nemenda og þrepaskipt verkefni til að koma til 
móts við mismunandi nemendur í fjölmenningarlegu samfélagi (Fræðslumiðstöð 
reykjavíkur, 2002). Það vísar til kennsluaðferða og skipulags skólastarfs þar sem 
lögð er áhersla á áhuga, þarfir, frelsi og ábyrgð sérhvers nemanda (gerður g. 
óskarsdóttir, 2003). 

einstaklingsmiðun getur átt sér stað í hvaða námshópi sem er, burtséð frá 
húsakynnum eða rými, en birtingarform hennar er einkum það að nemendur séu 
meðvitaðir um að þeir glíma við ákveðin viðfangsefni af því að þau styðja þá í að 
ná ákveðnum markmiðum sem þeir stefna að (tomlinson, Brimijoin og narvaez, 
2008; tomlinson og imbeau, 2010). Verkefnin geta verið af margvíslegum toga 
og eru sniðin að þörfum nemenda eftir því hvernig þeim hentar best að læra 
hverju sinni. Ýmis samþætt þemaverkefni sem krefjast skapandi og gagnrýninnar 
hugsunar og lausnaleitar eru dæmi um það. allir geta tekið þátt í þeim en nem-
endur takast á við verkefnin á mismunandi hátt á eigin forsendum. 

einstaklingsmiðun gerir þá kröfu til kennara að þeir kynnist nemendum sínum 
vel félagslega og vitsmunalega og geti gripið til viðeigandi aðgerða til að ná 
markmiði í kennslu í samræmi við þarfir nemenda. kennarar þurfa að búa yfir 
þeirri sannfæringu að allir nemendur geti náð árangri ef þeir fá viðeigandi stuðn-
ing og nægan tíma (Houtveen, van der grift og Creemers, 2004). 

margir þættir hafa áhrif á hvort skólastarf skilar árangri og í nýjustu rann-
sóknum á skilvirkni skólastarfs er lögð aukin áhersla á að finna hvernig þessir 
þættir hafa áhrif hver á annan. Forysta skólastjórnenda gegnir mikilvægu hlut-
verki í skólaþróun en hún getur haft áhrif á störf kennara og haft í kjölfarið áhrif 
á nemendur (Heck og moriyama, 2010). skólastjóri sem leiðir einstaklingsmiðun 
í sínum skóla nálgast kennara skólans að mörgu leyti eins og kennari nemendur. 
Hann miðlar grundvallarskilaboðum einstaklingsmiðunar til kennara og leggur 
áherslu á að engir tveir kennarar séu eins þótt þeir eigi margt sameiginlegt. 
Jafnframt leggur hann áherslu á mikilvægi þess að allir vinni saman að grund-
vallarmarkmiðum skólastarfsins (tomlinson, o.fl., 2008). 

Færni kennara til að beita einstaklingsmiðun
í rannsóknum á því hvernig bæta megi árangur skólastarfs og útskýra tengsl og 
samvirkni milli mismunandi þátta í skólastarfi, þ.e. nemenda, kennara, náms-
umhverfis og skólakerfis, hefur verið sýnt fram á hversu mikil áhrif vinnubrögð 
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kennara hafa á námsárangur nemenda. Hægt er að flokka færni kennara í starfi í 
fimm stig. Fyrsta stigið krefst minnstrar færni og það fimmta mestrar. kennarar á 
fyrsta og öðru stigi hafa á valdi sínu einföldustu grunnþætti í beinni kennslu. Þeir 
fylgja daglegum venjum um fyrirkomulag í kennslustundum, skipuleggja hvað 
eigi að kenna í hverjum tíma, halda nemendum við verkefnavinnu og stjórna 
matsverkefnum. kennarar á 4. og 5. stigi geta aftur á móti beitt aðferðum sem 
menntasýn 21. aldar krefst og fjallað var um framar í greininni. í töflu 1 má sjá 
helstu einkenni hvers stigs (kyriakides, Creemers og antoniou, 2009).

Tafla 1: Flokkun á færni kennara eftir stigum

1. kennarar hafa frumkvæðið og segja nemendum hvað á að gera og hvernig.

2. kennarar eru aðeins farnir að fikra sig áfram með að fá nemendur til að taka 
þátt í eigin námi. 

3. starf kennara á þessu stigi einkennist af því að nám og námsmat er samofið 
og leiðsagnarmati og aðferðum hugmyndafræði hugsmíðahyggju er beitt til að 
auðga námið. nemendur eru á skipulegan hátt virkjaðir til þess að taka þátt í 
námi og kennslu. 

4. 
og 
5.

kennarar á fjórða og fimmta stigi eru færir um að laga kennsluna að mismun-
andi þörfum nemenda og geta boðið upp á mismunandi yfirferð og viðfangs-
efni eftir því sem hentar ólíkum nemendum og beitt viðeigandi kennsluháttum 
hverju sinni.

greina má tengsl milli árangurs nemenda og á hvaða stigi kennarar eru staddir á 
þann hátt að námsárangur eykst eftir því sem kennarar eru ofar á þessum kvarða. 
Vísbendingar eru um að kennarar færist ekki sjálfkrafa á milli stiga heldur þurfi 
að veita þeim viðhlítandi stuðning til þess (kyriakides o.fl., 2009) t.d. með því að 
gefa þeim tækifæri til að læra saman, prófa sig áfram og ígrunda starf sitt. 

að ígrunda og endurskoða faglegt hlutverk sitt getur orðið til þess að kennari 
skilji betur eigin aðgerðir og kennslu og áhrif þeirra á nemendur (Duncan, 2011). 
samkvæmt skilgreiningu myndast í lærdómssamfélagi traust sem auðveldar kenn-
urum að vinna saman að því að efla eigið sjálfstraust og komast að samkomulagi 
um starfshætti og skuldbinda sig til þess að reyna að bæta árangur nemenda 
(lee, Zhang og Yin, 2011). innan lærdómssamfélags geta rúmast margvísleg 
markmið og getur einstaklingsmiðun verið eitt þeirra. Þannig er það í þeim skóla 
og rannsókn sem hér er beint sjónum að. annars vegar er þar krafist virkrar þátt-
töku þeirra sem að skólastarfinu koma, hins vegar er talið nauðsynlegt að skilja 
þá grundvallarhugsun sem liggur að baki einstaklingsmiðun til að geta þróað 
eigin aðferðir og komið til móts við þær kröfur sem í henni felast (tomlinson, 
Brimijoin og narvaez, 2008; tomlinson og imbeau, 2010). 

með því að styðja stjórnendur í að byggja upp menningu til náms (þ.e. lærdóms-
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samfélag) í skólum mætti líta á hana, ásamt þeirri skólaþróun og starfsþróun sem 
felst í henni, sem verkfæri í höndum skólans og kennara til þess að koma til móts 
við kröfur nýrrar menntastefnu á 21. öld (anna kristín sigurðardóttir, 2010).

Snið og umfang rannsóknar 
rannsóknin sem hér er greint frá er hluti af stærri starfendarannsókn sem einn 
greinahöfunda gerðist þátttakandi í haustið 2009 með stjórnendum nýs grunn-
skóla. Heildarrannsóknin stóð frá ágúst 2009 til desember 2012 og var megin-
markmið hennar að vinna með stjórnendum við að efla forystu sem stuðlaði að 
uppbyggingu og þróun lærdómssamfélags.

markmið þess hluta rannsóknarinnar sem hér er greint frá var að skoða hvernig 
mætti þróa hugsunarhátt og vinnubrögð í skólanum til þess að efla færni kennara 
til að vinna að einstaklingsmiðun í samvinnu við nemandann sjálfan og foreldra. 
Áherslan í þessari grein er fyrst og fremst á störf skólastjórnenda og kennara frá 
janúar 2010 til júní 2011.

Snið rannsóknar
snið rannsóknarinnar var margþætt og skiptist í fimm hringi í spíralnum:

1. rannsóknin hófst á því að skipaður var rannsóknarhópur sem í sátu 
tveir skólastjórnendur og einn meðrannsakandi sem stýrði og hélt 
utan um vinnu hópsins. Þessi hópur myndaði fyrsta hringinn í spír-
alnum. Hlutverk meðrannsakanda fólst einnig í að styðja og sinna 
fræðslu til stjórnendanna tveggja. 

2. skólastjórnendur teygðu sig áfram yfir í næsta hring og unnu með 
kennurum og öðru starfsfólki skólans við að útfæra þær hugmyndir 
og vinnubrögð sem rædd höfðu verið og unnið með í rannsóknar-
hópnum. 

3. Þriðji hringurinn einkenndist af samspili kennara sín í milli og við 
nemendur og foreldra. kennarar kenndu saman í teymum og hittust 
þrisvar í viku á teymisfundum.

4. inngripið í fjórða hring spíralsins fólst í því að meðrannsakandi 
fylgdist með skólastarfinu í vettvangsathugunum og með viðtölum 
til að fá mynd af því hvernig vinnan í hringferlunum skilaði sér á 
vettvangi.

5. Bakland meðrannsakanda voru hinir höfundar þessa kafla og leið-
beinendur meðrannsakanda. saman mynduðu þeir fimmta hring-
inn.

skólastjórnendur unnu markvisst að því að þróa starfshætti sína og hafa áhrif á 
vinnubrögð kennara og annarra í skólanum. til þess öfluðu þeir sér fræðslu, lásu 
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fræðigreinar, ígrunduðu í starfi og um eigið starf og áttu samræður sín í milli og 
við starfsfólk í samvinnu við og með stuðningi meðrannsakanda. Þeir prófuðu 
sig áfram með vinnubrögð með starfsfólki sínu í þeim tilgangi að efla nám í skól-
anum. Unnið var eftir framkvæmdaáætlun sem var reglulega endurskoðuð. 

rannsóknarhópurinn átti saman ígrundunarfundi, að jafnaði vikulega. skóla-
stjórnendur skráðu ígrundun sína reglulega og skiluðu til meðrannsakanda. 
einkum snerist hún um að leita svara við spurningum á borð við: að hverju 
stefndi ég? Hvað gerði ég? Hvernig gekk? af hverju? Hvernig get ég gert þetta 
öðruvísi? rannsóknarhópurinn fór svo yfir ígrundanirnar í sameiningu og tók 
ákvarðanir um næstu skref út frá þeim og í samræmi við framkvæmdaáætlun. 
meðrannsakandi skráði fundargerðir eftir hvern fund en þær voru svo bornar 
undir hópinn til samþykktar á næsta fundi. auk þessara vikulegu funda með 
skólastjórnendum tók meðrannsakandi formleg einstaklingsviðtöl við þá tvisvar 
á skólaári til að fá betri innsýn í hugmyndir þeirra og væntingar um framgang 
og árangur starfsins. einnig gerði hann vettvangsathuganir á kennarafundum, 
starfsmannafundum og í kennslustundum þar sem hann fylgdist með framgangi 
teymisvinnu kennara og kennsluháttum og starfi nemenda og spurði spurninga 
um það sem fyrir augu bar. til að hægt væri að bregðast við niðurstöðum þeirrar 
vinnu og vinna frekar með þær greindi meðrannsakandi jafnóðum á ígrundunar-
fundunum frá því sem hann hafði séð, skynjað og heyrt í athugunum sínum um 
skólann og í viðtölum. 

meðrannsakandi tók einnig formleg viðtöl, bæði einstaklingsviðtöl og rýni-
hópsviðtöl, við valda skólastarfsmenn utan kennara, nemendur og foreldra til að 
kynnast væntingum þeirra og viðhorfum um nám og kennslu og rýndi í hverju 
breytingar á störfum kennara og stjórnenda hefðu skilað til nemenda. af vett-
vangsathugunum og úr ígrundunum stjórnenda mátti þannig draga upp ákveðna 
mynd af störfum kennara.

Skólinn og teymisvinna
Þegar undirbúningur hófst að stofnun skólans var mótuð sú stefna að þar yrði 
lögð áhersla á að allir yxu, þroskuðust og lærðu, bæði nemendur og starfsfólk. 
einnig að starfshættir skyldu einkennast af samvinnu, víðsýni og virðingu þar 
sem komið væri til móts við ólíkar þarfir einstaklinga (Birna maría svanbjörns-
dóttir o.fl., 2010). skólinn ætti að vera opinn og kennarar vinna þar saman í 
teymum þvert á árganga. Áhersla yrði lögð á smiðjur þar sem unnið væri út frá 
áhugasviði nemenda og sveigjanleiki hafður í fyrirrúmi. 

Fyrsta skólaárið voru nemendur 150 í 1.–7. bekk og starfsmenn 25. Haustið 
2011 voru starfsmenn 35 talsins og nemendum hafði fjölgað í 200. skólinn óx um 
einn árgang þar til hann var orðinn heildstæður, með nemendur frá 1. upp í 10. 
bekk haustið 2012. 

Vinnubrögðin í skólanum áttu m.a. að felast í því að kennarar ynnu í teymum 
og lærðu saman og hver af öðrum. Þeir skyldu leita eftir ráðgjöf og samvinnu við 
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sérkennara og bera sameiginlega ábyrgð á að mæta mismunandi þörfum nem-
enda án þess að taka þá út úr hinu almenna kennslurými til sérkennara. einnig 
var ætlunin sú að skilgreind markmið með skólastarfinu ættu að stýra kennslunni 
fremur en námsbækur. lögð var áhersla á að allir bæru ábyrgð á nemendum í 
skólanum og ef nemendur ynnu ekki eins og til var ætlast eða samið hafði verið 
um væri það á ábyrgð þess sem sinnti barninu þá stundina að leita lausna á þeim 
vanda með barninu en ekki senda barnið frá sér til einhvers annars, t.d. skóla-
stjóra, og ætla honum að leysa vandann. litið var á einstaklingsmiðun sem heild-
ræna skuldbindingu um kennslu og samvinnu, samræðu, ígrundun og þátttöku 
allra sem að skólastarfinu koma. Hún var því hvorki bundin við ákveðnar náms-
greinar, ákveðna nemendur eða ákveðið starfsfólk né heldur einungis bundin við 
ákveðna einstaklinga eða hópa.

Gögn og greining þeirra
niðurstöðurnar sem hér er greint frá eru byggðar á greiningu á fundagerðum frá 
ígrundunarfundum, skráðum ígrundunum stjórnenda, viðtölum og vettvangsat-
hugunum á tímabilinu janúar 2010 til júní 2011. niðurstöðunum er skipt í þrjú 
þemu: 1) vinnubrögð við breytingastarf, 2) hugtakaskilning og 3) hlutverk kenn-
ara og hlutverk nemenda. í lokin er rætt um stöðuna í heild og hvernig megi 
bregðast við henni. Yfirlit yfir gögn sem liggja til grundvallar er í töflu 2.

Tafla 2: Gögn sem liggja til grundvallar frá janúar 2010 til júní 2011

37 fundargerðir af fundum rannsóknarhóps og 47 skriflegar ígrundanir stjórnenda.

eitt rýni-
hópsviðtal 
við annað 
starfsfólk 
en kennara, 
mars 2010.

tvö rýni-
hópsviðtöl 
við nemend-
ur, október 
2010 og 
mars 2011.

eitt rýni-
hópsviðtal 
við foreldra, 
október 
2010.

Fjögur ein-
staklings-
viðtöl við 
stjórnendur, 
nóvember 
2010 og 
mars 2011.

sex formlegar vett-
vangsathuganir 
meðrannsakanda í 
skólann dreift yfir 
allt tímabilið. Þar var 
einnig spjallað við 
kennara og nem-
endur um það sem 
fyrir augu bar.

í rýnihópsviðtali við annað starfsfólk en kennara voru sex þátttakendur sem 
gáfu kost á sér þegar óskað var eftir sjálfboðaliðum í viðtalið. Þeir voru spurðir 
hvaða merkingu hugtökin nám og kennsla hefðu í huga þeirra og í hverju störf 
þeirra fælust. Þeir voru líka beðnir að lýsa hvað einkenndi góð samskipti við 
nemendur.

nöfn þátttakenda í rýnihópsviðtöl nemenda voru dregin af handahófi úr bekkj-
arlistum, tvö nöfn úr hverjum bekk frá 4. til 8. bekkjar, annað til vara. Þess var 
gætt að kynjaskipting væri jöfn og leyfi fengið frá foreldrum áður en leitað var 
til nemenda. Viðtöl við nemendur voru bæði tekin að morgni í skólanum og 
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þeir beðnir um að lýsa skóladeginum deginum áður, hvað þeir hefðu gert og af 
hverju. einnig voru þeir spurðir út í mismunandi hlutverk aðila í skólanum og 
beðnir um að segja frá hvernig þeir lærðu sjálfir.

síðar sama dag var tekið rýnihópsviðtal við foreldra þeirra barna sem rætt 
hafði verið við fyrr um daginn, að undanskyldum foreldrum eins barns sem for-
fölluðust. Foreldrum var í sjálfsvald sett hvort móðir, faðir eða báðir foreldrar 
tækju þátt. í öllum tilfellum voru það þó mæðurnar sem mættu til viðtalsins.

Foreldrar voru m.a. spurðir um hvaða væntingar þeir hefðu til skólans, hver 
væri stefna hans, hvaða starfshættir virtust einkennandi og hvaða kennsluhættir 
væru helst notaðir. einnig voru þeir beðnir að lýsa samskiptum sínum við stjórn-
endur og kennara og væntingum til þeirra. í viðtölum við stjórnendur voru þeir 
m.a. beðnir um að lýsa hvað einkenndi starfshætti í skólanum, hvort þeir vildu 
breyta þeim og þá af hverju og hvernig ætti að vinna að því. 

í vettvangsathugununum var framkvæmdaáætlun höfð að leiðarljósi.

Niðurstöður: Hringferli hugsana í rannsókninni
í þeim tilgangi að varpa ljósi á og reyna að skilja hvernig gekk að þróa vinnu-
brögð og hugarfar í skólanum í átt til einstaklingsmiðunar – sem markmiðs lær-
dómssamfélags – verður hér greint frá niðurstöðum og rætt um þær út frá þremur 
þemum, þ.e. vinnubrögðum og viðbrögðum og því að tileinka sér hugtök og 
hlutverk kennara og nemenda.

Vinnubrögð og viðbrögð
Frá janúar 2010 til maí 2011 hittist rannsóknarhópurinn því sem næst vikulega, 
fyrst til að leggja línurnar fyrir komandi vinnu og síðan til að fylgja henni eftir, 
ígrunda hana og meta. samhugur var um að skólastjórnendur skyldu leggja sig 
fram um að vera fyrirmynd kennara í vinnubrögðum og að meðrannsakandi 
veitti þeim stuðning til þess. Þeir unnu að því að kynna og skýra eigin sýn og 
hugmyndir í skólanum og lögðu sig fram um að kynnast starfsfólki sínu með því 
að eiga markvisst við það samræður um viðhorf og vinnubrögð sem styddu ein-
staklingsmiðun. Áhersla var lögð á að kennarar og stjórnendur lærðu saman og 
ígrunduðu starf sitt. skólastjórnendur voru með fasta tíma vikulega með kennslu-
teymum skólans þar sem rædd voru fagleg vinnubrögð og kennslufræðilegar 
áherslur í starfi. Framan af gekk misvel að halda þeim umræðum gangandi því 
þeirrar tilhneigingar gætti að fjalla frekar um tækni- og skipulagsþætti. Þessum 
umræðum var reynt að fylgja eftir í kennslu þannig að þær yrðu ekki orðin tóm. 

Á vorönn á fyrsta starfsári skólans sóttu allir kennarar og stjórnendur hans 
tveggja mánaða námskeið um einstaklingsmiðun.2 kennslustundir voru 12, og 
skiptust í fjórar þriggja tíma lotur en áhersla var lögð á að eftir hverja þeirra próf-
uðu kennarar sig áfram með það sem þeir hefðu lært og útfærðu við raunveru-

2  námskeiðið var á vegum miðstöðvar skólaþróunar við Háskólann á akureyri.

einstaKl inGsmiðun sem marKmið lærdómssamFélaGs 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

222 

  

66

FaGmennsKa í  sKólastarF i

legar aðstæður og gerðu grein fyrir tilraunum sínum á námskeiðinu um hvernig 
gekk og hvernig mætti gera betur. Byrjað var á að fara almennt yfir bakgrunn 
einstaklingsmiðunar, námskenningar, stefnur og útfærslur og í framhaldi af því 
rýnt í stefnu skólans og ræddar leiðir til að framfylgja henni. rætt var hvað fælist 
í einstaklingsmiðun og hvað hún væri ekki og lögð áhersla á að hún væri ekki 
aðgreining í námi. Fjallað var um markmið, viðmið og mat á kennslu í einstak-
lingsmiðun, unnið í sérfræðingahópum og gerðar tilraunir með útfærslur á sam-
ræðum til náms, samvinnunámi, lausnaleitarnámi og verkefnavinnu bæði innan 
skólabyggingarinnar og úti í náttúrunni. markmiðið var að nýta námskeiðið til að 
koma af stað umræðu og ígrundun um nám og kennslu, móta sameiginlega sýn 
og vinna með stefnu skólans til að læra saman og stefna að sama marki. 

stjórnendur þurftu mikið að kljást við kröfu frá kennurum um að þeir fengju 
skýr skilaboð um hvað þeir ættu að gera eða kenna frekar en hvernig ætti að 
gera það. leitað var leiða til að efla faglega samvinnu um hvernig mætti fara að 
til að ná ákveðnum markmiðum. stjórnendur settu sér eitt afmarkað markmið á 
viku og hugleiddu það markvisst og skráðu hvert þeir stefndu, hvernig gekk og 
hvernig þeir ætluðu að halda áfram. til að byrja með reyndist skólastjórnendum 
erfitt að finna tíma fyrir þessa greinandi hugsun en þegar þeir byrjuðu að skrá 
hana kom gagnsemi hennar í ljós og um leið áttu þeir auðveldara með að finna 
henni farveg. skólastjóri greindi kennurum frá þessum vinnubrögðum og af-
rakstri þeirra og hvatti þá til að gera hið sama. 

Vinnan í teymunum gekk misvel og samstarfsörðugleikar ágerðust í einu teymi 
vegna þess að kennarar þar höfðu í grunninn mismunandi sýn á hvernig best 
væri að haga kennslunni í opnum rýmum og gekk erfiðlega að tileinka sér sam-
vinnutækni sín í milli. í þessu teymi töluðu kennarar sjálfir lítið saman og kenndu 
nemendum heldur ekki að vinna saman. í vettvangsathugunum og í viðtali við 
nemendur kom í ljós að kennarar áttu ekki markvisst við þá einstaklingsbundnar 
samræður um námið, markmið og leiðir og viðmið um árangur. skólastjórnendur 
vörðu nokkrum tíma með teyminu í að leysa örðugleikana og í að ræða og 
ígrunda hvernig koma mætti til móts við mismunandi námsþarfir nemenda og 
þarfir kennara til að eflast í starfi. Ákvörðun var tekin um að leggja ríka áherslu 
á að kennarar ræddu um það sem þeir legðu starfi sínu til grundvallar og skýrðu 
markmið sín með kennslunni og leiðir til árangurs í henni.

í framkvæmdaáætluninni sem gerð var í lok fyrsta skólaárs var sérstaklega lögð 
áhersla á að kennarahópurinn öðlaðist sameiginlegan skilning á hugtökum eins 
og lærdómssamfélagi, skuldbindingu, ábyrgð, samvinnu, samráði, félagastuðn-
ingi og ígrundun. síðar bættust við hugtökin námsaðlögun og námsstíll. Áhersla 
var lögð á leshringi, félagastuðning og leiðarbókarskrif og að kennarar gerðu 
vettvangsathuganir hver hjá öðrum. Á öðru starfsári skólans lögðu stjórnendur 
mikla vinnu í að styrkja teymin við að móta vinnubrögð og viðhorf starfsmanna 
til þess að efla eigið nám með það fyrir augum að bæta einnig nám nemenda. 
stjórnendur miðluðu því sem þeir lásu og því sem þeir ígrunduðu og ræddu á 
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vikulegum fundum sínum áfram til kennara jafnóðum og væntu þess að það 
endurspeglaðist í starfi hinna síðarnefndu með nemendum. stjórnendurnir skipt-
ust á að vinna með teymunum en tóku einnig þátt í skólastarfinu. Þeir leituðu 
eftir félagastuðningi frá skólastjórnendum í öðrum skólum og gerðu vettvangsat-
huganir hver hjá öðrum. Á sama hátt fóru kennarar í heimsókn hver til annars 
þvert á skiptingu þeirra í mismunandi teymi, fylgdust með kennslutímum og 
ræddu saman um leiðir. til að undirbúa það höfðu þeir hist og komið sér saman 
um hvað þeir skyldu skoða hjá hver öðrum og hvernig þeir skyldu greina frá því 
sem þeir sáu og lærðu. Þeir hittust svo aftur eftir heimsóknina til að fara yfir hana 
og ákveða næstu skref.

Á fyrri hluta annars skólaárs kom fram að nýir starfsmenn í skólanum voru 
vonsviknir yfir því að sjá ekki þau breyttu vinnubrögð í kennslunni sem þeir 
höfðu vænst. Þeim þóttu ýmsir samkennarar líta á samvinnu og samræðu um 
skólastarfið sem sóun á tíma sem færi ella í að undirbúna kennslu, aðhyllast 
verkaskiptinu t.d. eftir námsgreinum og hneigjast til að skipta nemendum í hópa 
eftir námsgetu. Á kennarafundi kom til sterkra skoðanaskipta og brugðust ein-
hverjir kennarar illa við þegar sú gagnrýni kom fram að kennslubækur ættu það 
til að stýra náminu.

í lok annars skólaárs mátu skólastjórnendur og meðrannsakandi stöðuna í skól-
anum út frá settum viðmiðum um árangur í framkvæmdaáætlun og báru hana 
undir starfsfólk. Fundargerðir, ígrundanir skólastjórnenda, vettvangsathuganir og 
viðtöl voru öll skoðuð í ljósi þeirra viðmiða. niðurstöður þeirra gáfu til kynna 
að mikill tími og kraftur hefði verið lagður í að þróa hugarfar og vinnubrögð til 
að auka nám og samábyrgð kennara, svo sem með því að efla teymishugsun 
og vinnubrögð tengd henni. sum teymin voru komin ágætlega á veg en önnur 
skemur að því er virtist vegna margra samverkandi þátta eins og samskiptaörðug-
leika og mismunandi bakgrunns en einnig vegna öflugra fagmanna sem treyst var 
til að leiða ákveðna hópa (fundargerð, október, 2010). almennt virtist viðhorf til 
teymisvinnu þó frekar jákvætt og sameiginlegur skilningur á merkingu hugtaka 
að aukast. Heimsóknir kennara hver til annars höfðu í nokkrum tilvikum skilað 
áþreifanlegum árangri og vakið þá til umhugsunar um eigin vinnubrögð, svo 
sem í sambandi við áætlanakerfið og samvinnuaðferðir. kennarar spurðust oftar 
fyrir um hvar þeir gætu fundið lesefni um ákveðna þætti sem þeir vildu bæta og 
fagleg umræða á fundum var orðin markvissari en í upphafi. skólastjórnendur 
sögðust verða varir við greinandi samræðu meðal kennara í vinnuherbergjum 
þeirra þar sem þeir ræddu markmið og leiðir í nýlokinni kennslustund eða þeirri 
næstu á eftir. sjá mátti að þróun hafði átt sér stað í starfi og teymishugsun kenn-
ara. Þeir höfðu formlega dagskrá fyrir teymisfundi, skráðu fundargerðir og ræddu 
og mátu kennslufræðileg mál saman. að mati stjórnenda virtist aftur á móti ekki 
hafa tekist að yfirfæra teymishugsunina á starfið með nemendum og enn vantaði 
upp á að vinnubrögð og aðferðir sem ræddar voru í teymum væru vel sýni-
legar í vinnu kennara með nemendum. stjórnendur höfðu á þessum tíma skráð 
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ígrundun sína vikulega út frá ákveðnum markmiðum eða spurningum og rætt 
hana jafn oft á fundum í rannsóknarhópnum. kennarar og annað starfsfólk höfðu 
ekki gert það á sama hátt en skrifaðar höfðu verið fundargerðir eftir fundi í 
sumum kennarateymum. 

Að tileinka sér hugtök
til þess að vinnan við einstaklingsmiðun skili árangri er mikilvægt að fólk hafi 
sameiginlegan skilning á þeim hugtökum sem unnið er með. Upphaflega töldu 
flestir sig vita nokkurn veginn hvað einstaklingsmiðun væri en þegar líða tók á 
rannsóknartímabilið kom í ljós að sá skilningur sem kennarar lögðu í hana væri 
ekki hinn sami hjá öllum. nokkrum kennurum í skólanum fannst skólastjórn-
endur gera of miklar kröfur til þeirra en ekki styðja þá sem skyldi. Þeir töldu sig 
ekki hafa fengið nægilega fræðslu um teymisvinnu og sumir voru óöruggir um 
hvers konar kennsluhætti þeir ættu að viðhafa. Þeir kölluðu ákveðið eftir auknum 
stuðningi og sérkennslu og vildu fá að senda nemendur úr tímum til sérkennara. 
stjórnendur héldu hins vegar fast við þá stefnu að bjóða ekki upp á sérkennslu í 
hefðbundnum skilningi heldur í formi ráðgjafar, fræðslu og stuðnings við starfs-
fólk sem það gæti nýtt í vinnu sinni með nemendum. Á þann hátt var leitast við 
að mæta bæði þörfum nemenda og kennara. 

Ákveðinnar tregðu virtist gæta hjá kennurum þegar kom að því að lesa fræði-
legt efni, sérstaklega ef um var að ræða enska texta. Þeir sáu ekki alltaf tilgang 
með lestrinum og fannst hann jafnvel taka tíma frá kennslunni og undirbúningi 
hennar. smám saman urðu kennararnir þó jákvæðari í afstöðu sinni og greinilegt 
var að þegar þeir höfðu lesið saman fræðigrein fóru þeir að nota önnur orð og 
hugtök og prófuðu sig áfram með ýmsar leiðir sér til gagns.

Þrátt fyrir mikla umræðu og tilraunir við að þróa vinnubrögð til að efla lær-
dómssamfélag og mæta mismunandi þörfum nemenda breyttist ekkert sú til-
hneiging kennara að senda nemendur sem „trufluðu“ til skólastjóra sem átti þá 
að „leysa“ málin. inn á milli komu þó tímabil þar sem allir virtust vera með á 
nótunum en svo kom eitthvað skyndilega upp á, svo sem forföll vegna veikinda 
sem juku álag, þannig að „gömul“ gildi og viðhorf náðu aftur yfirhöndinni. Þá var 
farið til baka og aftur í það sem unnið hafði verið að og leitað nýrra leiða. Þannig 
einkenndist vinnan af því að stíga tvö skref fram og svo eitt aftur á bak og svo 
aftur tvö fram. Það krafðist þrautseigju og vilja að gefast ekki upp og í nóvember 
2010 dró úr krafti þróunarstarfsins í skólanum að mati skólastjórnenda og þurfti 
starfsfólk stuðning til að hafa sig upp á ný.

í október 2010 sagði skólastjórnandi í ígrundun sinni að kennarar virtust ekki 
allir tileinka sér samvinnutækni og teymisvinnu sem skyldi og þau vinnubrögð 
sem lagt var til að yrðu nýtt með nemendum. Hann taldi að hugsanlega hefðu 
kennarar ekki þann grunn sem þyrfti til að beita þeim vinnubrögðum og að því 
þyrfti að breyta áherslum í vinnu með þeim og grípa í auknum mæli beint inn 
í störf þeirra og aðstoða þá. einnig taldi hann að vera kynni að ekki hafi verið 
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unnið út frá námsgrunni kennaranna. Umræddur skólastjórnandi sagðist telja 
skólann vera kominn skemmra á veg en hann hefði óskað en hann vildi sjá 
„starfsmenn hvern um sig sem leiðtoga í eigin starfi, sjálfstæða, hugmyndaríka, 
leitandi og þyrsta í að búa til góðan og sífellt betri skóla“. enn fremur kvaðst 
hann vilja „sjá virka þekkingarleit, leshringi, jafningjastuðning, pælingar, ígrund-
anir og gagnkvæmar hvatningar“. 

Þegar líða tók á seinni veturinn og nær dró vorinu 2011 var sýnilegt að ýmislegt 
hafði áunnist hjá kennurum skólans í átt til einstaklingsmiðunar. Orðræða þar 
sem hugtakið lærdómssamfélag fór að ryðja sér til rúms og umræða um mark-
mið og leiðir fór vaxandi. í spjalli við meðrannsakanda í vettvangsathugunum og 
á teymisfundum með stjórnendum sögðu kennarar frá þeim aðferðum sem þeir 
höfðu prófað og hvernig þeir hefðu lært þær af öðrum með félagastuðningi, s.s. 
hvernig þeir ræddu markmið við nemendur og höguðu áætlunartímum með betri 
árangri og hvernig þeir héldu utan um bekkjarfundi. Þeir sögðu frá einhverju sem 
þeir höfðu lesið eða spurðu hvort einhver gæti bent þeim á efni til að dýpka 
skilning sinn á tilteknu efni.

í rýnihópsviðtali við foreldra kom fram að þeir voru meðvitaðir um að vinna 
skyldi að einstaklingsmiðun í skólanum og voru ánægðir með smiðjuvinnuna þar 
sem nemendum gefst kostur á að vinna með áhugasvið sitt. Þeir álitu kennara 
vera mislangt á veg komna í vinnubrögðum einstaklingsmiðunar og litu svo á 
að nám væri vinna sem ætti sér stað hvar og hvenær sem er, ekki síst í sam-
verustundum, jafnt hjá nemendum sem kennurum. Foreldrar töldu þó að mæta 
mætti þörfum nemenda enn frekar. 

í lok annars starfsárs (2011) mátti greina skýrari sýn skólastjórnenda á mark-
mið og gildi kennara í skólastarfinu til að þróa og breyta fyrirkomulagi í kennslu 
og námsmati og mæta þörfum nemenda betur. stjórnendurnir voru framsýnni í 
vinnu sinni, settu niður viðmið um vinnubrögð í teymisvinnu og nýttu markvisst 
niðurstöður fyrirliggjandi gagna, eins og kannanir til foreldra, við að bæta starfið. 
ígrundun skólastjórnenda gaf til kynna að kennarar væru farnir að skoða eigin 
vinnubrögð í auknum mæli og velta upp hugmyndum um hvernig betur mætti 
gera. skólastjórnendur gerðu ákveðnari kröfur um vinnubrögð nú en í upphafi 
og notuðu aðferðir bekkjarfunda úr agastefnu skólans á starfsmannafundum, s.s. 
með því að fara í hróshring3 og skoða mál frá mismunandi sjónarhornum með 
virkri þátttöku starfsmanna til þess að leita sameiginlega að lausnum við vanda 
sem upp kom í skólanum. eins og kemur fram hjá öllum aðilum sem talað var 
við og fylgst var með er jákvætt viðhorf og sveigjanleiki gagnvart nemendum 
áberandi í skólastarfinu.

meginmarkmið og væntingar sem bundnar voru við þriðja skólaárið voru að 
geta beitt kennsluháttum, leiðsagnarmati, hugsunarhætti og vinnubrögðum ein-
staklingsmiðunar í vinnu með nemendum á skólastarfið í heild sinni þannig að 

3  Þar hrósa starfsmenn hver öðrum fyrir vel unnin störf í anda agastefnunnar Positive Discipline.
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nemendum yrði tamt að tala um hvernig þeir lærðu og tækju þátt í því að leita 
leiða til að efla eigið nám.

Hlutverk kennara og hlutverk nemenda
Þegar skólinn tók til starfa haustið 2009 taldi skólastjórinn nám og kennslu vera 
samspil kennara og nemenda er snerist um að virkja nemendur þannig að þeir 
pældu sjálfir í hlutunum. Hann sagðist vilja nota samræðuna sem verkfæri og 
stuðla að því að fólk læsi saman og lærði saman (Birna svanbjörnsdóttir o.fl., 
2010). Þá lýstu stjórnendur einstaklingsmiðaðri kennslu og námi með orðum eins 
og sveigjanleika og fjölbreytni, að hjálpa nemendum að skilja og læra og að tala 
saman. einnig varð þeim tíðrætt um samþættingu og þemavinnu í skólastarfinu 
og að stuðla jafnt að samvinnu sem og sjálfstæðum vinnubrögðum. í lok annars 
starfsárs (2011) voru starfsmenn skólans sammála um að skilgreina nám sem 

ferli sem leiðir til breytinga á hæfni og viðhorfum með því að ein-
staklingur eða hópur tileinkar sér nýja þekkingu eða leikni og frum-
kvæði um að þróa hana enn frekar. nám þarf að byggjast á fyrri 
reynslu, þekkingu og viðhorfum viðkomandi í samfélagi við aðra 
með virkri þátttöku hvers og eins.

Á sama hátt litu þeir á 

kennslu sem ferli, athöfn eða samskipti sem ýta undir eða leiða til 
þess að nám eigi sér stað. Hún er kennslufræðileg umgjörð sem 
býður upp á og aðstoðar við notkun ýmissa verkfæra sem stuðla að 
námi, s.s. samræður, skýra markmiðssetningu, setningu viðmiða, að 
spyrja spurninga, skapa námsumhverfi og tengja við fyrri reynslu.

Þrátt fyrir ofangreinda skilgreiningu þar sem samræðan er tilgreind sem mikil-
vægt verkfæri í kennslu virtist hún enn ekki skipa stóran sess í kennslunni og 
lítið vera notuð til að þjálfa og kenna nemendum að tala um markmið og leiðir í 
námi og námsárangur. kennarar höfðu þó lagt mikla vinnu í að skýra markmiðin 
í mentor4 en skiptar skoðanir voru um hversu mikið vægi kennslubækur ættu að 
hafa í kennslunni.  Á starfsmannafundum lagði skólastjóri áherslu á að halda sýn 
skólans á lofti og að kennarar ræddu saman um nám og kennslu og leiðir til að 
vinna saman. 

í rýnihópsviðtölum við nemendur í október 2010 og mars 2011 kom fram 
að þeir litu á sig og skólastarfið „hefðbundnum“ augum. Þeir sögðust vera í 
skólanum til að læra og að þeir gerðu það með því að lesa fyrirmæli, spyrja 
sessunaut og síðan kennara og vinna verkefni sem kennarar settu þeim fyrir. 
Þeir töldu þetta bestu leiðina til að læra eitthvað. Hlutverk sitt í skólanum sögðu 

4  mentor er heiti á rafrænu upplýsinga- og námskerfi sem grunnskólar á íslandi hafa aðgang að.
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þeir vera að læra, hlýða kennurum, fara í frímínútur og borða nesti. Þegar þeir 
unnu í bókum og kláruðu bækur töldu þeir sig vera að læra. eins sögðust þeir 
læra þegar þeir gerðu heimavinnuna heima. Þeir sögðust vinna í „hringekjum“ 
þar sem allir vinna það sama og í áhugasviðssmiðjum og að þeir áætluðu út frá 
gefnum blaðsíðum í bókum í stað þess að tala um markmið og leiðir í námi. Þó 
kom fram að bekkjarfundir voru notaðir en umræðan á þeim snerist einkum um 
félagslega þætti og líðan. í seinna viðtalinu sögðu þó tveir nemendur að kenn-
ari spyrði þá hvað þeir hefðu lært í tímanum. Þeir nemendur sem talað var við 
sögðust ekki hafa neitt um skólastarfið að segja, heldur væru það bara nemendur 
í nemendaráði sem fengju einhverju um það ráðið. 

í vettvangsathugunum fyrsta starfsárið mátti sjá að nemendur voru misvirkir í 
vinnu, ekki vantaði kennara eða stuðningsfulltrúa á kennslusvæðinu en kraftar 
þeirra voru ekki nýttir í markvissa samræðu við einstaka nemendur eða litla 
hópa. kennarar skiptu nemendum gjarnan á milli sín þannig að til urðu nokkurs 
konar „bekkir“ með sinn kennarann hver og búnar til „vegglausar kennslustofur“ 
í rýminu. Þetta var gert því hóparnir voru taldir of stórir og nemendur of ósjálf-
stæðir og krefjandi til að hægt væri að líta af hinum nemendunum á meðan 
rætt væri einslega við einn nema. með þessu móti gátu kennarar ekki veitt hver 
öðrum nægan stuðning til að sinna mismunandi þörfum nemenda. Þegar leið á 
annað skólaárið dró heldur úr þessari viðleitni og í auknum mæli mátti sjá kenn-
ara vinna saman með nemendum í rýmunum. einnig fóru kennarar að ræða og 
skrá markmið með kennslunni í ákveðnum námsgreinum.

Um mitt annað skólaárið voru kennarar almennt búnir að setja niður skýr mark-
mið með kennslunni í stærðfræði og íslensku og farnir að nota þau til stuðnings 
kennslu og mati með nemendum. í byrjun vorannar 2011 kom fram í ígrundun 
beggja skólastjórnenda að það væri eins og skólabragurinn einkenndist af aukinni 
vitund kennara um hvert skyldi stefna og að markmið náms væru meira leiðandi 
en áður fremur en námsbækur í kennslunni. Það væri eins og losnað hefði um 
einhverja stíflu. gömul viðhorf virtust takast á við ný með nýjum vinnubrögðum 
að einhverju leyti. Dæmi þess sáust að nemendur fengu lista yfir markmið í ís-
lensku og ábendingar og hugmyndir um hvað þeir gætu gert til að uppfylla þau, 
ýmist með því að vinna ákveðnar blaðsíður í bókum eða gera eitthvað annað. 
kennari fylgdi þessum markmiðum eftir með umræðum.

Starfið framundan
einstaklingsmiðun er flókið og margslungið fyrirbrigði og líklega ekki á færi allra 
kennara að tileinka sér hana án þess að hljóta sérstakan stuðning (kyriakides 
o.fl., 2009). kennarar virðast ekki vera færir um að tileinka sér einstaklingsmið-
aða starfshætti fyrr en á 4. og 5. stigi. einnig eru vísbendingar um að kennarar 
flytjist ekki sjálfkrafa milli stiga heldur þurfi að fá stuðning til þess. Á svipaðan 
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hátt og Vygotsky (1935/1978) færði rök fyrir svæði hins mögulega þroska hjá 
börnum færir Warford (2011) rök fyrir svæði hins mögulega þroska hjá kenn-
urum og bendir á að þeir þurfi stuðning við að eflast í starfi og fá í hendur 
verkfæri til að byggja upp sjálfstraust og læra að greina, skipuleggja, hanna og 
ígrunda starfshætti sína, kennslu og nám. Heimfæra má túlkun Warford á þessa 
rannsókn þar sem það varð sífellt ljósara að þörfum kennara var ekki mætt. Þá 
vantaði grunninn til að byggja beint ofan á; brúin var of stutt eða stuðningurinn 
ekki nægur til þess að leiða þá milli þess sem þeir kunnu og þess sem ætlast var 
til af þeim. Því þurfti stöðugt að fara til baka og byggja við til að stytta bilið. Það 
er svo spurning hvort þeir hafi fengið rétta aðstoð og hvernig hefði átt að útfæra 
hana. í lok rannsóknarinnar má ætla að meirihluti kennara sé á þriðja stigi miðað 
við flokkun kyriakides o.fl. (2009) en að nokkrir geti fallið undir 4. stig. 

í Aðalnámskrá grunnskóla (mennta- og menningarmálaráðuneytið, 2013) er 
sú hugsun gegnumgangandi að grunnþættir í skólastarfi skuli efla námsvitund. 
en hve mikil ætli námsvitund kennara sé? Það reyndi á þá að lesa fræðitexta og 
að ígrunda starf sitt og þeim virtist það lengi framan af sóun á tíma á kostnað 
„undirbúningsins“ fyrir kennsluna. í lok annars árs tóku viðhorfin nokkuð að 
breytast en örfáir voru þó farnir að skrá ígrundun sína reglulega. markmiðin með 
kennslunni voru þó mikið endurskoðuð, sérstaklega í ákveðnum námsgreinum. 

Vinnan við starfendarannsóknina einkenndist af misjafnlega skilvirkum tíma-
bilum og miklum endurtekningum. gömul og gróin viðhorf sem hafa loðað 
við skólastarf eru lífseig, sérstaklega þegar kemur að sérkennslu og að senda 
nemendur til skólastjóra. af þessari vinnu má vera ljóst að nám á sér ekki stað í 
einni svipan heldur er síendurtekið hringferli sem fær smám saman á sig nýja og 
breytta mynd í samvinnu og samræðu við aðra. ekki nægja orðin tóm heldur þarf 
að prófa sig áfram með þau á vettvangi. Ýmis tækifæri voru vannýtt í skólanum, 
t.d. að nota bekkjarfundi til samræðna um markmið og leiðir í námi.

Of fáar niðurstöður rannsókna á einstaklingsmiðun á íslandi liggja fyrir til að 
hægt sé að alhæfa um þróunina og áherslur í skólastarfinu á vettvangi. Þó eru 
vísbendingar um að þær séu með svipuðu sniði og þróunin hefur verið annars 
staðar á norðurlöndum. Höfðað er til ábyrgðarkenndar nemenda með því að láta 
þá áætla það sem þeir ætla að vinna og meta vinnu sína samhliða því. Á norður-
löndunum hefur þróunin orðið meiri hjá nemendum á yngsta stigi og miðstigi 
en í efri bekkjum. Unnið er að því að beina áætluninni frá því að miðast við 
blaðsíðutöl í bókum yfir í að beinast að skýrum markmiðum með skólastarfinu 
og leiðum til að ná þeim. kennsla er í flestum tilfellum blönduð þannig að fyrst 
eru kennarar með stutta töflukennslu og síðan vinna nemendur sjálfir og kennari 
gengur á milli og aðstoðar. mikil þróun varð á faglegu starfi kennara um miðjan 
síðasta áratug í noregi og þar hefur grundvallaráhersla á námsefni minnkað og 
samræða og samvirkni nemenda aukist, einkum á yngsta stigi. Um svipað leyti 
þróaðist í svíþjóð „eigin vinna“ hjá nemendum og er hún orðin nokkurs konar 
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einkunnarorð einstaklingsmiðunar þar. Hún felst í því að nemendur vinna út frá 
eigin áætlunum eina til tvær vikur í senn og ákvarða hvað þurfi að gera og hve-
nær (Carlgren, klette, mýrdal, schnack og simola, 2006). 

ef skólayfirvöld hafa þann einlæga ásetning að koma á einstaklingsmiðun í 
námi er nauðsynlegt að fylgja því eftir alla leið með umgjörð í skólastarfinu sem 
styður við hana svo sem í forystu, skipulagi og námsmati. ef kennsluhættir og 
hugarfar einkennast af einstaklingsmiðun er ekki raunhæft að meta alla á sama 
tíma með sama mælitækinu eins og einkennir þá menntastefnu sem sahlberg 
kallar global educational reform movement (germ) og felst í því að steypa alla 
í sama mót með stöðluðum prófum (sahlberg, 2011). 

Það var ánægjulegt og lærdómsríkt að taka þátt í þessari starfendarannsókn 
með því framsækna og jákvæða fólki sem starfar við skólann. Án þess að láta 
deigan síga tókust kennarar og stjórnendur á við áskoranir og rákust á tálmanir 
sem ógnuðu öryggiskennd þeirra í starfi. andrúmsloftið í skólanum einkenndist 
þó umfram allt af hlýju, samstöðu og metnaði. ljóst er að efla þarf vinnubrögð 
og hugarfar einstaklingsmiðunar enn frekar til að hún standi undir nafni og sjá til 
þess að vinnubrögðin færist yfir til nemenda, foreldra og alls starfsfólks skólans. 

Hvað er til ráða? Við verðum að halda áfram að veita stuðning, spyrja gagn-
rýninna spurninga, ígrunda, læra af reynslunni, vinna saman, tala saman og prófa 
okkur áfram. Umfram allt að gefast ekki upp þótt á móti blási. 

abstract

Differentiation is a well-known but poorly defined concept in debate on 
education. the concept is closely related to the idea of inclusion. its mean-
ing has developed and changed over the years, and different terms have 
been used. there has been an emphasis on inclusion in iceland since the 
1974 legislation on compulsory schools (law 63/1974). another act con-
cerning compulsory schooling (law 91/2008) and the curriculum (2011) 
state that each and every child shall receive the education he or she needs. 
Differentiation is one way of meeting such requirements. in order to im-
plement differentiation, there must be a common understanding of the 
concept that expresses itself in practice and a frame of mind. Differentia-
tion requires holistic commitment and the participation of everyone in the 
school community. 

in this paper, the focus is on an action research project in one compul-
sory school, which was aimed at preparing teachers and increasing their 
possibilities of working with differentiation in cooperation with each and 
every student and his or her parents. Building up a professional learn-
ing community was emphasised in order to support teachers, and leaders 
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and teachers worked towards leadership that supported learning. Data on 
implementation was acquired through field visits, interviews, and regular 
reflection over a period of one and a half years.                      

the research seemed to have an impact on the teachers and increased 
their self-assurance with regard to their work. Discussions among them 
about goals and methods in the work of the school became more focused; 
the teachers tried out observations and peer coaching and experienced the 
benefits of learning with and from each other. they needed diverse sup-
port, and there were signs of conflict between old views and new practices 
in the school. thus it may be concluded that there is a need for continued 
support for teachers when it comes to asking critical questions about prac-
tice, reflecting, learning from experience, collaborating and experimenting 
in practice. 

Keywords: Action research, differentiation, reflection.
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Differentiation is a well-known but poorly defined concept in the debate on school matters. The 
underlying idea is closely linked to the idea of ‘school for all/inclusion’. The meaning has developed 
and changed over time and different concepts have been used. In Iceland the emphasis on ‘school for 
all/inclusion’ dates back to the law on compulsory schools from 1974 (Act 63/1974). In the law on 
compulsory schools (Act 91/2008) and in the National Curriculum Guide (2011) it is stated that each 
and every child should receive education according to its personal needs. Differentiation is a 
response on how to act in line with these demands. For differentiation to work there needs to be a 
common understanding of the concept and work methods and attitudes must correspond to these. 
Differentiation demands a holistic commitment and the participation of all those who are engaged in 
schoolwork. In this article the focus will be on an action research project in one compulsory school 
which was carried out to prepare teachers and strengthen their ability to work with differentiation in 
cooperation with each student and parent. To support the teachers the building of a professional 
learning community was emphasised and that leaders and teachers could assume leadership which 
contributed to stronger and improved learning. Data on the implementation of differentiation was 
collected during regular reflection meetings and during interviews and field observations. Data was 
collected over a period of one and half years.  

The research project seemed to influence the teachers and make them feel more secure in their 
jobs. The discussion among teachers on the objectives and methods in school work became more 
focused; they tried out observations in the field and offered collegial support and saw what could be 
gained by learning together and from each other. They needed different types of support and there 
were indications of conflict between old views of teaching and new ways of working in the school. It 
is clear that teachers need continued support in asking themselves and others critical questions 
about school work, to reflect, to learn from experience, to work together and to try things out 
themselves. 

                                                           
1 Translated by Marín Rós Tumadóttir 
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In a report which was commissioned by UNESCO, Learning: the treasure within (Delors et al., 
1996), a new vision of education for the 21st century was discussed in the light of the large quantity 
of knowledge and skills available today and the importance of people making use of these. It was 
considered important to prepare people for lifelong learning and it was emphasised that education is 
by its very nature both personal and social development. Four types of pillars of education for the 
21st century were presented and in a revised UNESCO policy (2009) a fifth pillar was added which 
relates to sustainability. Therefore education should be comprised of the following: 

• Learning to know 
• Learning to do 
• Learning to be 
• Learning to live together 
• Learning to transform oneself and society (Delors et al., 1996, UNESCO, 2009). 

In the report the importance of integrating subjects rather than keeping them separate iswas 
emphasised. At the same time the importance of critical thinking, the use of diverse learning and 
teaching methods and common decision-making was emphasised.  

The five pillars broadly correspond to the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for preschools, 
compulsory schools and secondary schools from 2011 (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2013) 
which presents six fundamental concerns in Icelandic education: literacy, sustainability, democracy 
and human rights, health and welfare, equality and creativity. The fundamental concerns have their 
own characteristics but at the same time are interwoven. Education is amongst others supposed to 
strengthen critical and independent thought and the ability to deal with new situations and also to 
help students express their views, deal with changes and take an active part in democratic society 
within and outside school (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2013). In the 24th paragraph in the 
2008 law on compulsory schools other aspects are listed that should also be emphasised in education 
and work methods in compulsory schools (Law on Compulsory Schools, Act 92/2008). 

Even if most could agree on the importance of the pillars in the UNESCO policy and the 
fundamental concerns in the national curriculum and the areas of emphasis in the law on compulsory 
schools, it is difficult to transform these into reality. How does school society fulfil the conditions 
required for students to gain learning awareness and social skills, become literate in the widest sense 
and actively participate in society? There are many theories about how people learn and according to 
them views and methods develop to fulfil the conditions for learning. It is not enough to practice 
certain ways of working and teaching methods as a path towards differentiation if a basic 
understanding of the ideology and methods and skills to apply those methods is missing. If not, there 
is a risk that the required achievement will not be reached and the teaching methods may even have 
the opposite effect. There are indications that teachers lack the knowledge, skills and preparation 
required to address the needs of all in learning (Björnsdóttir & Jónsdóttir, 2010; Gunnþórsdóttir, 
2010). 

Although many factors influence achievement in learning it has been shown that teachers have 
the greatest influence on student learning. It also appears that progressive leadership in schools 
contributes to school development when working with teachers to strengthen them in their work 
and improving conditions for learning and teaching (Björnsdóttir, Kristjánsson, &  Hansen, 2011; Heck 
& Moriyama, 2010). One of the authors of this article worked for two years on the adoption of 
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differentiation in five compulsory schools in Akureyri from 2007–2009. The result of this work was 
that teachers felt that they had improved in their work and had developed their abilities to meet the 
needs of students. The teachers felt that they were more professional and more conscious of goals 
and achievements. Some of them thought, however, that only towards the end of the period had 
they really understood what was meant by differentiation and that they had not yet realised how 
they could develop it for themselves and their students (Svanbjörnsdóttir, 2009). 

In this article research in one new compulsory school which started in autumn 2009 is described. 
The research study started in autumn 2009 and ended formally in December 2012. It was decided to 
work towards the establishment of a professional learning community (PLC) as a framework to 
strengthen teachers in the school as described in another article in this book2. A PLC exists when 
unity of purpose reigns within an institution or school that is continually increasing new knowledge 
and applying it in practice. People work closely together in a PLC based on a view of learning that has 
been developed and that everyone understands in the same way. All staff has great expectations 
with regard to student achievements and assumes shared responsibility for the learning of their 
students and their own learning. They research their work and reflect on it in order to strengthen it 
and contribute to improved learning achievements of students (Lambert, 2003; Sigurðardóttir, 2010; 
Stoll et al., 2006). 

During the study leaders were given systematic support in order to develop understanding and 
work methods appropriate for differentiation in schools. School leaders then worked with teachers in 
a well-defined way to establish and develop a PLC. An attempt was made to get teachers to work in 
the same way with students, thereby contributing to increased differentiation. The senior author of 
this article formed a research group with two school leaders in which she served as their mentor and 
she had the role of researcher when she collected information about teaching and learning in the 
field. 

Here concepts relevant to the subject will first be discussed, i.e. action research and reflection 
and thereafter it will be explained in what way differentiation can be a goal in a PLC. The historical 
development and development of differentiation will not be dealt with in any detail nor the different 
views of concepts over time. Once the design and extent of the research has been discussed, results 
will be presented on the attempts of leaders and teachers to develop differentiation in the school as 
a goal of a professional learning community and how successful they were in developing it in the 
school. 

Two Concepts 

Action research for school development 
Action research is, as the name implies, a research method in which staff conducts research in their 
workplace. The basic idea is to learn in one’s work and to pay attention to one’s own working 
methods and the effect they have on others, for instance students and colleagues. Where the 
researcher is a teacher, consultant or leader he will invariably become a student. The working 
methods should therefore be characterised by cooperation and the democratic process where the 
aim is to integrate scientific knowledge and practical knowledge in an effort to seek solutions to 
problems which can arise in work and to develop work methods (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010). 
                                                           
2 Sigurðardóttir, Anna Kristin. Skóli sem lærdómssamfélag. [School as a professional learning community] 
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The key characteristics of action research are to examine one’s own work and improve on it in a 
systematic fashion. The research questions are open-ended and do not start with a hypothesis but 
rather an idea which the researcher develops further. The researcher develops his hopes and 
expectations, and how these objectives fit with his vision before he constructs clear reference points 
in accordance with them. It is important that the researcher explains what he is doing, why he is 
doing it and what he has learned from it. This type of research is often used in work places where 
there is an emphasis on changing work methods and developing them. Therefore they often start 
with the question: How do I improve my job? It is possible to use both quantitative and qualitative 
methods in action research although qualitative methods are more common. These methods 
emphasise conversations and it is assumed that it is possible to develop new knowledge in discussion 
with peers, but there is also a strong emphasis on the collection and recording of information. Action 
research therefore is a powerful tool to develop work in an institution in a professional way 
(Guðjónsson, 2008; McNiff, 2002). 

Action research aims to find solutions to important issues together with others who have direct 
experience with the topic. Action research is like a continuous spiral process of defining a problem, 
reacting to it, conducting research, analysing information, interpreting it, evaluating the results and 
(re-)organising work and carrying it out in a new and improved fashion. One cycle in the spiral leads 
to the next. Within each spiral there is another where each process is considered and evaluated and 
decisions on how to continue are evaluated (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010; Robertson, 2008). 

Reflection on and about work 
Reflection is an important attribute of action research, and it requires one to look at oneself, observe 
and evaluate oneself as a professional and ask oneself critical questions to strengthen one’s own 
professionalism (Aðalbjarnardóttir, 2007). Schön (1987) talks about when teachers demonstrate 
knowing in action, that is when the teacher does something based on something he knows without 
realising it. A distinction is made between reflection in action and reflection about an action. While 
teaching, a teacher can become conscious of an action and reflect on why he/she has done 
something and question what he/she has previously accepted without particularly reflecting on it. In 
that case there is reflection in action. Once the lesson is finished the teacher can reflect if he/she 
acted correctly in a situation. In that case we have reflection on action.  

Through reflection a certain dialogue occurs between thinking and acting. Knowing in action 
becomes visible and then it can be developed and changed to create new knowledge and in that way 
promote professional development (Schön, 1987). When we have reflecting on action or a situation 
one reflects back in time and tries to see what was done and when there is reflection in action things 
can still be acted on and changed. In the latter case it is possible to change methods while work is in 
progress when one thinks both of the unforeseen and known. What separates this part of reflection 
from other types is the demand for immediate reaction in the form of action. It is therefore one thing 
to reflect in a job and another to reflect on the reflection in the job and describe it. It is also different 
to reflect on results or descriptions like in action research. 

Differentiation as an objective of a professional learning community 
Differentiation refers to several factors in the work of teachers about conducting teaching and 
learning in a way that is useful to students with different needs so that they can work together with 
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those who are in their class or group (Sigþórsson, 2008, p. 83). There is a strong emphasis on the 
teacher being responsible for teaching and finding ways with the pupils and parents to strengthen 
learning and the social situation of each student within the school (Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010).  

Different concepts and phrases have through time been used for teaching methods which are 
designed to meet different needs of students. Examples of these are adaptive learning, individualized 
and multi-level instruction. Currently in the educational debate in Iceland the English concept of 
differentiation has been translated as ‘individually adapted learning’ (Sigurgeirsson, 2005). In this 
paper the term ‘differentiation’ has been used but it refers more to teaching than learning and it can 
be said that it better describes methods and ideology on which the concept is based. It can be 
debated, however, whether learning will not always be individual and why, therefore, it has to be 
referred to as individual differentiation (Jónasson, 2008).  The concept of differentiation appears first 
as a clear policy in the work plan of the educational authorities in Reykjavík in 2002 (Sigurgeirsson, 
2005, p. 11). Here flexible teaching methods, cooperation with students and multiple levels of 
assignments are emphasized to accommodate different pupils in a culturally diverse society 
(Fræðslumiðstöð Reykjavíkur, 2002). It reflects the teaching methods and the organisation of school 
work where the emphasis is on interests, needs, freedom and the responsibility of each student 
(Óskarsdóttir, 2003). 

Differentiation can take place in any group of students irrespective of facilities or space and it is 
recognisable primarily in that students are conscious that they are working on certain problems 
because they provide means in reaching their aims and objectives (Tomlinson, Brimijoin, & Navarrez, 
2008; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). The assignments can be diverse and they are constructed with the 
needs of students in mind, always depending on what is most suitable for individual students. Some 
integrated thematic work which requires creative and critical thinking and problem solving work are 
examples of this. Everybody can take part but the students tackle the assignments in different ways 
on their own terms. 

Differentiation demands that teachers get to know their students well socially and intellectually 
and can use appropriate methods to achieve objectives in teaching in accordance with the needs of 
the students. Teachers have to harbour a conviction that all students can be successful if they get 
appropriate support and enough time (Houtveen, van der Grift, & Creemers, 2004). 

Many factors have an effect on whether school work is successful and the latest research on 
effective schools emphasises finding out how these factors influence one another. School leaders 
play an important role in school development as it can influence the work of teachers and 
subsequently the work of students (Heck & Moriyama, 2010).  A school principal who emphasises 
differentiation in the school approaches teachers in ways similar to how teachers approach students. 
The principal communicates the basic assumptions of differentiation to teachers and emphasises that 
no two teachers are the same even if they have many things in common. At the same time there is 
an emphasis on everyone working together towards the basic objectives of the school (Tomlinson et 
al., 2008). 

Teachers’ ability to apply differentiation 
Research on how to improve the work of the school and explain the relationship and synergy among 
different factors in school work i.e. students, teachers, the learning environment and school system, 
has demonstrated the influence that the working methods of the teachers have on achievement. 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

240 

  
Differentiation as a goal in a PLC 

 

6 
 

Teachers’ ability in their work can be divided into five stages. The first stage requires the smallest set 
of skills and the fifth the most. Teachers at the first and second stage master the simplest basic skills 
in direct teaching. They follow a daily routine in organising lessons, plan what to teach in each lesson, 
keep students busy with assignments and manage assessment projects. Teachers at the fourth and 
fifth stage, on the other hand, can apply methods which the vision of education for the 21st century 
demands and which has been discussed earlier in this article. Table 1 lists the main characteristics of 
each stage (Kyriakides, Creemers, & Antoniou, 2009)  

Table 1  Classification of teacher skills  

1 Teachers take the initiative and tell students what to do and how. 

2 Teachers are starting to try to get students engaged in their own learning. 

3 At this stage the job of the teacher is characterised by an integration of learning and 
assessment and the use of formative assessment and constructivist ideology to enrich 
learning. Students are engaged in a systematic fashion to take part in learning and teaching. 

4–
5 

Teachers on the 4th and 5th stage are able to adapt their teaching to different needs of 
students and can offer them different coverage and topics depending on what is appropriate 
for different students and apply suitable teaching methods.  

 

Student achievement and the stage reached by teachers were positively correlated in a research 
study. There are indications that teachers do not progress automatically from one stage to another. 
They need appropriate support to do so (Kyriakides et al., 2009), for instance by providing them with 
opportunities to learn together, try out new things and reflect on their work. 

To reflect on and review one’s professional role can lead teachers to a better understanding of 
their own actions and teaching and their effects on students (Duncan, 2011). According to the 
definition of a professional learning community trust is formed which makes it easier for teachers to 
work together and to improve their self-efficacy and reach agreement about working methods and to 
commit themselves to try and improve student achievement (Lee, Zhange & Yin, 2011). In a 
professional learning community many different types of goals can be found, differentiation being 
one of those. This is the case in the school being studied in this research. On the one hand active 
participation of everybody engaged in the school work is required and on the other hand it is 
deemed necessary to understand the fundamental principle on which differentiation is founded, that 
is, to be able to try out different methods to meet the demands on which differentiation is based 
(Tomlinson et al., 2008; Tomlinson & Imbeau, 2010). 

By supporting leaders in schools in building up a culture of learning, a learning community can 
be regarded, together with school development and development of work which it entails, as a tool 
for the school and teachers to adapt to demands of a new educational policy for the 21st century 
(Sigurðardóttir, 2010). 

Design and scope of research 
The research being reported on here is part of a larger action research project in which one of the 
authors became a participant in autumn 2009, together with school leaders. The larger research took 
place from August 2009 to December 2012, with the main objective being to work with school 
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leaders to strengthen leadership which promoted the establishment and development of a learning 
community.  

The aim of this part of the research, which is reported on here, was to examine how attitudes 
and work methods could be developed in the school to improve teachers’ ability to use 
differentiation in cooperation with the students and parents. The emphasis in this article is primarily 
on the work of school leaders and teachers from January 2010 to June 2011. 

Research design 
The design of the research was manifold and it was divided into five cycles in a spiral: 

1. The research started with the establishment of a research group which consisted of two 
school leaders and one co-researcher (the first author of this article) who directed and 
managed the work of the group. This group formed the first cycle in the spiral. The co-
researcher had the role of supporting and guiding the two school leaders. 

2. The school leaders stretched into the next cycle with teachers and other staff to implement 
their ideas and work methods which had been discussed and worked on in the research 
group. 

3. The third cycle was characterised by interaction among teachers and with students and 
parents. Teachers taught together in teams and had three team meetings a week. 

4. The intervention in the fourth cycle of the spiral was that the co-researcher monitored the 
school work through field observations and interviews to establish a picture of how the work 
was being expressed in the field. 

5. The co-researcher received support from the co-authors of this chapter who were also her 
thesis supervisors and together they formed the fifth cycle. 

School leaders worked purposefully towards the development of their work methods in order to 
influence the methods of teachers and others in the school. To do this, they sought knowledge, read 
research articles, reflected on their job and about their own position, engaged in discussions among 
themselves and with other staff in cooperation and with the support of the co-researcher. They tried 
out work methods together with their staff in order to strengthen learning in their school. They used 
an action plan which was regularly revised.  

The research group held reflection meetings once a week on average. The school leaders 
recorded the reflections on a regular basis and gave them to the co-researcher. The reflections 
mainly sought to answer questions such as: 

• What was I trying to achieve? 
• What did I do? 
• How did it work? 
• Why? 
• How could I do this differently? 

The research group then discussed the reflections together and took decisions on the next steps 
to be taken based on them and in accordance with the action plan. The co-researcher prepared 
minutes for each meeting and these were presented to the group for approval at the next meeting. 
In addition to these weekly meetings with the school leaders the co-researcher took formal individual 
interviews with them twice during the school year in order to gain better insight into their ideas and 
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expectations and the development and the results of the work. She also made field observations 
during teacher meetings, staff meetings and lessons where she observed the teamwork of the 
teachers and their teaching methods and the work of the students and asked questions about what 
she observed. To make it possible to react to the results of this work and use it for reflection 
meetings for further work she reported on what she had seen, heard and sensed in her observations 
in the school and during interviews.  

The co-researcher also conducted formal interviews, both individual and peer group interviews, 
with selected paraprofessionals of the school, students and parents to get to know their expectations 
and attitudes towards learning and teaching and examined the extent to which changes in the work 
of teachers and school leaders had reached the students. From the field observations and the 
reflections of school leaders a certain picture of the work with the teachers would thus emerge. 

The school and teamwork 
When preparations started for the establishment of the school a policy was formulated that 
everybody should grow, develop and learn, students and staff alike. Also, that work methods should 
be characterised by cooperation with an open mind and with respect and where different needs of 
individuals should be met (Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2010). The school should be open and the teachers 
should work together in teams across grades. The emphasis was on conducting workshops where the 
work was based on the interest of students and flexibility. 

 In the first school year there were 150 students in the 1st to 7th grade and 25 staff. In the 
autumn of 2011 the staff had increased to 35 and the students to 400. The school added one grade 
per year until it was composed of students from the 1st to the 10th grade in the autumn of 2012.  

The work methods in the school should, amongst others things, be reflected in teamwork where 
staff learn together and from each other. They were to seek advice and co-operation from special 
needs teachers and carry a collective responsibility for responding to the different needs of students 
without taking them out of their general teaching area to the special needs teachers. The intention 
was also that objectives of the school should define the work rather than the school books. It was 
emphasised that everybody in the school carried a responsibility for students and also if the students 
did not work as was expected or on what had been agreed. Whoever was engaged with a student at 
that particular moment was responsible, together with the child, for finding solutions rather than 
sending the child to somebody else, for instance the principal, and expect him to solve the problem. 
Differentiation was seen as a holistic commitment to teaching and cooperation, discussion, reflection 
and the participation of everybody who took part in the school work. It was therefore not linked to 
particular students or particular staff but only linked to particular individuals or groups. 

Data and data analysis 
The results that are described here are based on the minutes of the reflection meetings, the 
documented reflections of school leaders, interviews and field observations from the period of 
January 2010 to June 2011. The results are divided into three themes: 

1. Work methods to implement change 
2. Understanding of concepts 
3. The role of teachers and the role of students 
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Finally the situation as whole is discussed and how it could be dealt with. An overview of the 
data used is given in Table 2. 

Table 2 Data used in this study from January 2010 to June 2011. 

 Minutes of 37 meetings of research group and 47 written reflections of school leaders 

One focus group 
interview with 
paraprofessionals, 
March 2010. 

Two focus group 
interviews with 
students in October 
2010 and March 
2011. 

One focus group 
interview with 
parents in October 
2010. 

Four individual 
interviews with 
school leaders in 
November 2010 and 
March 2011. 

Six formal field 
observations by co-
researcher in the 
school spread over 
the whole period. At 
that time teachers 
and students were 
engaged in discussion 
about what was being 
observed. 

 

During the focus group interview with the paraprofessionals, six participants volunteered when 
a request for volunteers was put forward. They were asked about the meaning of the concepts 
learning and teaching and what their work entailed. They were also asked to describe what 
constituted good interactions with students. Names of participants in focus group interviews with 
the students were picked at random from the class registers, two names for each grade from the 
fourth to the eighth grade, the second name as a reserve. Care was taken to make sure that equal 
gender distribution was presented and parents were asked for permission before the students were 
approached. Interviews with the students were conducted during the morning time at the school and 
the students were asked to describe the previous day, what they had done and why. They were also 
asked about the different roles staff members had in the school and asked to describe how they 
themselves learned. 

Later that same day a focus group interview was conducted with the parents of the children who 
had been interviewed earlier that day with the exception of one parent who was unable to 
participate. The parents could decide whether it would be the mother, father or both that took part. 
However, it was the mothers in all cases who came for the interview.  

The parents were asked among other things what expectations they had of the school, what the 
school policy was, what work methods characterised the school and what teaching methods were 
mainly used. They were also asked to describe their interactions with school leaders and teachers 
and what expectations they had of them. 

In the interview with school leaders they were asked, amongst other things, what characterised 
the work in the school, whether they wanted to change those characteristics, and, if so, why and how 
it could be accomplished? 

During field observations the implementation plan was used as a guideline. 
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Results: Circular progress of thoughts in the study  
In order to shed light on and understand how successful the development of working methods and 
attitudes in the school was for differentiation – as an objective of a professional learning community 
– the results will be presented here and discussed based on three aspects, i.e. working methods and 
responses, adoption of concepts and the roles of teachers and students.  

Working methods and responses 
From January 2010 to 2011 the research group met almost weekly, first to plan the work week ahead 
and later as a follow up to the work, to reflect on it and evaluate it. All agreed that school leaders 
should strive to be role models for the teachers with regards to working methods and the co-
researcher should support them. They tried to present and clarify their own views and ideas in the 
school and made a special effort to get to know staff through targeted discussions about attitudes 
and working methods that supported differentiation. Special emphasis was placed on teachers and 
school leaders working together and this reflected on their work.  The school leaders had fixed times 
every week with teaching teams in the school where professional work methods and the pedagogical 
emphasis of their work were discussed. To begin with it was sometimes difficult to keep the 
discussion going given the tendency to rather focus on technical and organisational matters. An 
attempt was made to implement discussions concerning the teaching itself. 

In the spring semester of the school all teachers and school leaders attended a two month 
course on differentiation. There were 12 lessons divided into four three hour periods and after each 
period the teachers were to try out what they had learned in their own classroom and give feedback 
on their attempts in the course on how their teaching could be improved. The course started by 
giving a general overview of differentiation, learning theories, different schools of learning and 
implementation and thereafter the policy of the school was examined and different ways of 
implementing it were discussed. It was discussed what differentiation contained and what it was not 
and it was emphasised that it did not mean segregation in learning. The objectives, references and 
evaluation of teaching in differentiation was discussed, work conducted in expert groups and 
experiments made in improving communication for learning, problem-solving learning and project 
learning in different contexts inside and outside the school. The objective was to use the course to 
initiate a discussion and reflection about learning and teaching, form a common vision and work with 
the school policy to work together and have a common objective.  

The school leaders had to deal with demands from teachers that they should get a clear 
message about what they should do and teach rather than how it should be done. Ways were sought 
to strengthen professional cooperation and plan how certain goals could be reached. School leaders 
set themselves one clearly defined objective per week and reflected consistently on it and recorded 
what direction it had taken, how things were going and how they were going to continue. To begin 
with it proved to be difficult for the school leaders to find time for this analytical thinking but when 
they started to record it the usefulness of this approach became clear and at the same time they 
found it easier to implement it. The school principal explained these working methods to the 
teachers and the outcomes and encouraged them to do the same.  
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Work in some of the teams was better than in others and in one team there were problems with 
the co-operation because the teachers there had basically different views on how best to conduct 
teaching in open spaces and had experienced difficulties in adopting co-operating practices amongst 
themselves. In this team the teachers did not discuss things with one another nor did they teach the 
students to co-operate. During field observations and in interviews with students it came to light that 
the teachers did not engage in targeted discussions with individuals about the learning objectives 
and means and references for results. School leaders used some time with the team solving 
problems and discussing and reflecting on how the different learning needs of students could be met 
and the need for teachers to also learn while teaching. It was decided that special emphasis should 
be placed on that teachers would discuss what they based their work on and explain the objectives 
of teaching and ways in which to achieve results.  

In the work plan which was made at the end of the first school year special emphasis was placed 
on that teachers would gain a common understanding of concepts such as learning community, 
commitment, responsibility, co-operation, consultation, peer-support and reflection. Later the 
concepts of learning adaptation and learning styles were added. There was an emphasis on reading 
circles, peer-support and writing of guidelines and that teachers would observe the teaching of 
others. During the second year the school was in operation the school leaders put a lot of effort into 
supporting the team to develop working practices and encourage an attitude amongst staff to 
strengthen their own learning with the view of also improving student learning. School leaders 
shared what they read and their reflections and discussed this during weekly meetings with teachers 
and hoped that this would in turn be reflected in the work the teachers engaged in with the students. 
The school leaders took turns in working with the teams but also took part in working with the school 
practice. They sought peer coaching from school leaders in other schools and undertook field 
observations on each other. In the same way teachers visited each other outside their own teams 
and observed lessons and discussed different teaching methods. As part of their preparation they 
had met and agreed on what they should examine in the teaching of each other and how they should 
communicate what they saw and learned. They met again after the visit to go over what they had 
seen and decide on the next steps. 

During the first part of the second school year new staff in the school expressed their 
disappointment in that they did not see the changed working practices in teaching which they had 
expected. They felt that some of their fellow teachers viewed co-operation and consultation 
regarding school work as a waste of time which otherwise could be used to prepare the lessons; they 
preferred a division of labour by subjects and had a tendency to divide students into groups based on 
ability. At a teachers’ meeting there was a strong exchange of views and some teachers reacted 
strongly when the use of text books was criticised as they tended to guide the teaching 

At the end of the second school year the school leader and the co-researcher evaluated the 
situation in the school based on agreed criteria about the results of the work plan and presented 
their findings to the staff. Minutes of meetings, reflections of school meetings, school observation 
and interviews, were all examined in the light of these criteria. Results indicate that a lot of time and 
energy had been spent in developing attitudes and work practices to increase learning and common 
responsibilities of teachers for instance by strengthening teamwork and related practices. Some of 
the teams were doing well while others had made less progress, apparently because of related 
practices such as difficulties in communication and different backgrounds, but also because of strong 
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professionals who were entrusted to lead certain groups (minutes of a meeting October 2011). In 
general though the attitude to teamwork was rather positive and a common understanding on the 
meaning of concepts was increasing. In some cases the visits of teachers to each other had led to 
tangible results and made them reflect on their own work practices, for instance, in connection with 
planning systems and methods of cooperation. Teachers often asked where they could find reading 
materials about certain factors that they wanted to improve and professional discussion during 
meetings became more constructive than earlier. School leaders said they were aware of an 
analytical discussion among teachers in their work rooms where they discussed objectives and 
methods in recently completed lessons or in the following lesson. It was evident that development 
had taken place in their work and in a team spirit among teachers. They had a formal agenda for 
team meetings, recorded minutes and discussed and evaluated pedagogical issues. The school 
leaders on the other hand felt that the team spirit had not been successfully transferred to the work 
with the students and that work practices and methods which were discussed in the teams were not 
so visible in the work of teachers with students. At this time school leaders had recorded their 
reflections each week based on certain objectives or questions and discussed their reflections during 
the meetings of the research group. Teachers and other staff had not done this in the same way 
although minutes had been written on the meetings of some of the teacher teams.  

Adopting concepts 
In order for work with differentiation to bear fruit it is important that people have a common 
understanding of the concepts with which they are working. In the beginning most thought they 
knew roughly what differentiation was but as the research progressed it emerged that not all 
teachers had the same understanding of it. Some of the teachers thought that the school leaders 
made too high demands of them or did not give them enough support. They felt they had not had 
enough training about teamwork and some were unsure what sort of teaching practices they should 
adopt. They asked for increased support for special education and wanted to send students to special 
education teachers. School leaders, however, adhered closely to the policy of not offering special 
education in the traditional way but rather in the form of consultation, education and support to 
staff that they could use in their work with students. In that way there was an attempt to meet both 
the needs of students and teachers. 

Teachers appeared reluctant to read academic literature, in particular if it was in English. They 
did not always see the purpose in reading such articles and even felt it took time from teaching and 
preparing for lessons. Gradually though the attitude of teachers became more positive and it became 
evident that when they had read an academic article together they started using words and concepts 
and tested different ways in their teaching. 

In spite of much discussion and attempts to develop work practices to strengthen a learning 
community and respond to different needs of students there was still a tendency of some teachers to 
send disruptive pupils to the principal who was supposed to “solve” the problem. There were, 
however, periods when everybody seemed to be in sync but then something suddenly happened 
such as absences due to illness which increased the workload so that “old” values and attitudes 
resurfaced. Then things that had been worked with were reviewed and new ways sought. The work 
was thus characterised by taking two steps forwards, one backwards and then two forwards again. It 
required tenacity and strong will and according to the school leaders the progress of the 
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development work in the school slowed down in November 2010 and the staff needed support to 
move forward.  

In October 2010 the school leader noted that not all teachers had adopted co-operative 
techniques and teamwork to the required extent nor the work practices that they had suggested 
they use with students. He thought that perhaps the teachers did not have the foundation needed to 
apply these work practices and therefore there was a need to change the emphasis of the work with 
the teachers and he increasingly intervened in their work and assisted them. He also thought that 
possibly the work had not been based on the educational foundation of the teachers. The school 
leader in question said the school had not progressed as much as he had wished but he wanted to 
see “each member of staff as a leader in his own work, independent, a good imagination, searching 
and keen to do well and a continuously improving school”. He also said that he wanted to “see an 
active search for knowledge, reading circles, peer coaching, idea work, reflections and reciprocal 
encouragement”. 

Towards the end of the second winter, as the spring of 2011 approached, there were some 
visible results of differentiation that could be seen among teachers. Discourse about the concept 
‘professional learning community’ became more common as were discussions about objectives and 
ways to achieve them. In a conversation with the co-researcher (first author) during field 
observations and team meetings with school leaders, teachers said that they had learned about them 
through meetings, for instance, how they discussed objectives with students and organised planning 
sessions more effectively and how they managed class meetings. They talked about some things they 
had read about and asked if they could direct them to sources that would deepen their 
understanding of a particular topic. 

During a focus group interview with parents it emerged that they were conscious of work 
towards differentiation in the school and were pleased with the workshops where students got to 
work within their area of interest. They felt that some teachers were further along than others in 
practicing work methods in differentiation and viewed that education was work that could be 
relevant at any particular time and place, not least during unstructured class reflections both with 
and between students and teachers. However parents thought that the needs of students could be 
met even further. 

Towards the end the second school year (2011) a sharper vision of the school leaders could be 
detected and values of the teachers in the school work and in improving school practices and 
evaluation and better address the needs of students. The school leaders had a clear view of the 
future in their work; formulated reference points for work practices in teamwork used the results of 
available information in a consistent way such as parent surveys to improve their work. The 
reflections of the school leaders indicated that teachers were increasingly examining their own work 
practices and finding ways to improve it. The school leaders were more determined in their demand 
about work practices now and they used notes from the discipline policy of the school during staff 
meetings. For instance by complimenting3 each other and examining issues from different points 
with the active participation of staff in order to find common solutions to problems that came up in 
the school. All of those who were interviewed and observed were positive and flexible towards 
students. 

                                                           
3 There staff give  each other compliment in line with the Positive Discipline policy 
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The main objectives and expectations for the third school year were to be able to apply teaching 
practices, formative assessment, approaches and work practices in their work with students on the 
school work as a whole so that they would feel comfortable about how they learned and took part in 
looking for ways to strengthen their own learning. 

Roles of teachers and roles of students  
When the school started operating in the autumn of 2009 the principal thought that learning and 
teaching students should encourage them to think about things themselves. He said he wanted to 
use dialogue for teachers to teach together and students to learn together (Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 
2010). At that time school leaders described differentiation using words like flexibility and diversity, 
to help students understand and learn and talk together. They often also talked about integration 
and thematic work in schoolwork encouraging both co-operation and independent work practices. At 
the end of the second school year (2011) members of staff of the school agreed to define learning as 
“a process that brings about changes in abilities and attitudes whereby an individual or group adopts 
new knowledge in schools and takes initiative in developing it further.” Learning has to build on 
earlier experiences, knowledge and attitudes of the individual in question in a community with 
others and with active participation of each and every one. 

In the same way they viewed “teaching as a process, action or interaction which encouraged or 
resulted in learning taking place. It is a pedagogical framework which offers and assists with various 
tools that promote learning such as discussions, clear goal settings, formulating reference points, to 
ask questions, create a learning environment and connect to earlier experiences.” 

In spite of the definitions above where discussion is noted as an important tool in teaching, it did 
not appear to be important in the teaching and it was not used much to train and teach students to 
discuss objectives and avenues in learning or educational attainment. This was so even if the 
teachers had gone to great lengths to explain it in Mentor4 where there were divided views in the 
use of textbooks. In staff meetings the principal emphasised making the vision of the school more 
visible and that teachers should find ways to work together. 

In focus group interviews with students in October 2010 and March 2011 it was clear that 
students viewed themselves in a traditional way and they did so by reading a textbook, asking a 
friend and then a teacher and then working on the assignments that they teachers gave them. They 
thought this was the best way to learn something. Their role in school, they said, was to learn, obey 
the teachers, go out during break and eat their snacks. When they worked in books and finished their 
books they felt they were learning. The same could be said when they were doing their homework. 
They said they were working in “carousels” where everybody learned something and in interest- 
based workshops. And they made plans based on pages in books rather than talking about learning 
objectives and learning processes. They thought, however, that class meetings revolved primarily 
about social issues and how they felt. In the second interview two students said the teacher had 
asked what they had learned during the lesson. The students said they had no influence on the 
school work, it was only the students in the school council that had any influence. 

During field observations during the first school year it was observed that some students were 
more active than others. There was no shortage of teachers or support staff in the teaching area but 

                                                           
4 Mentor is a planning- and assessment tool frequently used in schools in Iceland 
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they were not used for constructive engagements for individuals or small groups. The teachers 
divided the students among themselves, creating some sort of classes each with their own teacher 
(class areas without walls were created in the space). This was done because the groups were 
thought to be too big and that the students were felt to be too dependent and demanding so that it 
became impossible to attend to other students individually. This way it was impossible for teachers 
to meet different needs of students. As the second school year progressed this tendency became less 
noticeable and teachers were increasingly working with students in their spaces. The teachers were 
also discussing and recording goals in certain subjects. 

Round the middle of the second school year teachers had generally set clear objectives for the 
teaching of Icelandic and mathematics and had started to use them to support the teaching and 
evaluation with the students. At the beginning of the spring term in 2011 reflections of both school 
leaders indicated that the school work was characterised by increased consciousness of teachers and 
how the objectives of learning guided teaching more than the textbooks. It was like something had 
been unblocked, new views seemed to challenge old ones and the new work practices were 
implemented to some extent. There were examples of student receiving lists of objectives in 
Icelandic and guidelines and ideas about how they could fulfil them either by working with certain 
pages in textbooks or doing something else. The teacher followed up on those goals in discussions. 

The work ahead 
Differentiation is a complicated and multi-faceted phenomenon that is probably difficult for some 
teachers to adopt without special support (Kyriakides et al., 2009). Teachers do not appear to adopt 
the work practices of differentiation until they reach the fourth or fifth stage (Table 1) but they 
needed support to do so. In the same way that Vygotsky (1935/1978) argued for the zone of proximal 
development in children, Warford (2011) argued for such a zone in teachers and points out that 
teachers need support to develop in their work and tools to build up trust in themselves and to learn 
to analyse, organise, design and reflect on their working methods, teaching and learning. It is 
possible to apply Warford’s interpretation to this research as it became more and more clear that the 
needs of teachers were not being met. A foundation was needed on which to build; the bridge was 
too short or the support insufficient to guide the teachers to find a way between that which they 
knew and that which was expected of them. Thus it was necessary to go back and build on the 
foundation to shorten the gap. It is also a question whether teachers received the right support and 
how it should have been provided. By the end of the research project it could be expected that the 
majority of teachers were on stage 3 according to Kyriakides et al. (2009) and that some would be 
found at stage 4. 

In the National Curriculum Guide for compulsory schools (Ministry of Education and Culture, 
2013) there is a pervasive argument that the fundamental pillars in the work of the school should 
strengthen the ability to learn. But what ability do teachers have to learn? It proved too difficult for 
teachers to read academic texts and to reflect on their work and for a long time it seemed to 
teachers that this was a waste of time taken from “preparation” for teaching. By the end of the 
second year attitudes were changing to some extent but still only a few were recording their 
reflections on a regular basis. The objectives of teaching had, however, been substantially revised, 
especially in some subjects. 
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The work on the action research project was characterised by varying periods of effectiveness 
and a lot of repetition. Old and established attitudes which are associated with the work of the 
school are tenacious, particularly when it comes to special education and sending students to the 
principal. From this work it is clear that learning does not change all at once, rather it is a recurring 
set of cycles which bit by bit began to take on a new and changed appearance through cooperation 
and discussions with others. Using the right words is not enough; instead one needs to try things out 
in the classroom. Some opportunities in the school were poorly used e.g. the use of class meetings 
for discussion on objectives and paths to learning. 

Too little research on differentiation is available in Iceland for any general conclusions to be 
drawn about development and emphases in the work of the school. There are, however, indications 
that they are similar in structure and development to other places in the Nordic countries. An appeal 
is made to the conscientiousness of students by expecting them to plan how they will work and at 
the same time evaluate their work. In the Nordic countries development has been more in younger 
and middle school children than in the older classes. Attempts are made to move the focus from 
page numbers in books to clear goals for the work of the school and ways to reach them. Mixed 
method teaching is found in most cases such that the teacher starts with some general input using 
the board and the students work by themselves and the teacher moves around the class helping 
when he/she can. Over the last decade there has been a lot of development in Norway on the 
professional work of teachers and a basic principle is that the content is reduced and discussion and 
cooperation of students has increased, especially in the younger grades. At about the same time in 
Sweden the so-called “own work” of students was being developed and it has become some kind of 
slogan for differentiation. “Own work” means that students work according to their own plans 1–2 
weeks at a time and make decisions on what to do and how to do it (Carlgren, Klette, Mýrdal, 
Schnack, & Simola, 2006). 

If the educational authorities have an honest aim with regards to differentiation in learning then 
it is essential that this is followed up with school settings that support it, such as leadership, 
organisation and assessment. If teaching methods and a frame of mind are aligned with 
differentiation it is not realistic to evaluate all students at the same time with the same assessment 
tool which is the characteristic of the educational policy which Sahlberg (2011) calls the Global 
Educational Reform Movement (GERM) and which aims at one form for all learners by using 
standardised assessments (Sahlberg, 2011). 

It was rewarding and fruitful to participate in this action research project with all the progressive 
and positive people who worked in the school. Without losing their will, teachers and leaders faced 
challenges and encountered hindrances which threatened their sense of workplace security. The 
school atmosphere was characterised above all else by warmth, solidarity and ambition. It is clear 
that the methods and frame of mind towards differentiation need to be strengthened further so that 
it covers all students, parents and staff. 

What can be done? We need to continue to provide support, ask critical questions, reflect, learn 
from experience, work together, discuss and continue to develop. Above all, to not give up even 
when we are sailing against the wind. 
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Teamwork in Establishing a Professional Learning Community in a
New Icelandic School

Birna María Svanbjörnsdóttir and Allyson Macdonald
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Gudmundur Heidar Frímannsson
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The focus of the action research reported here is on how leaders and teachers used
teamwork in developing a professional learning community in a new compulsory
school in Iceland. Collaboration is a critical issue in schools as it can improve practice
that supports student achievement. Results from the TALIS 2008 study show that
Icelandic teachers are below international averages regarding joint teaching and
supporting each other. Findings from this action research study showed signs of an
emerging collaborative structure among some teams but also a lack of feedback among
peers. Teachers expressed difficulty in putting into practice their growing sense of
professionalism. The research findings suggest that peer coaching should be supported
to encourage staff to engage in critical reflection and transforming practice.

Keywords: action research, collaboration, leadership, professional development,
teamwork

Learning to know, to do, to be, to live together and to transform oneself and society are
the main pillars of learning identified by UNESCO (2009). To achieve these, both learners
and teachers need to develop metacognition that is built upon critical reflection and discus-
sion about learning (Delors, 1996; UNESCO, 2009). Although teachers’ development and
learning are often seen as practices that occur outside the workplace, recent research indicates
these are more effective when embedded in their daily work (DuFour & Fullan, 2013). Adult
learning is under-researched, and in this study we address the complicated area of teacher
learning in the workplace (Colley, Hodkinson, & Malcolm, 2002; Horn & Little, 2010).

Collective learning is one aspect of a professional learning community (PLC) that has
been much studied in English speaking countries. It creates opportunities to improve profes-
sionalism, which in turn can improve student achievement (Seashore Louis, Leithwood,
Wahlstrom, & Anderson, 2010). Principals and teachers increasingly emphasize teamwork
in their work with teachers and students, respectively. The characteristics of a PLC are
well known but there is less knowledge on how to implement one (Caldwell, 2012;
Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2004). What we do know is that a PLC has to be
adapted to its current context in a collective and democratic manner, as emphasized in the
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“fourth way” towards school reform (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012; Harris, 2011) and that a
functional PLC will depend on collective learning, supportive conditions, and shared practice
(Roy & Hord, 2006). This could be reached through teamwork in building up a learning team
and professional collaboration (Krøll-Schwarz, 2004).

The concept “professional learning community” is closely related to concepts such as a
“learning organization” and “professional development” (Sigurðardóttir, 2010). Prytula
(2012) describes a PLC as an environment of trust where people work together, have
common goals, create opportunities for reflection, become engaged in dialogue, and are
accountable for results. Sigurðardóttir (2010) points out the importance of providing a learn-
ing-based environment in daily practice to build up the collaboration necessary to enhance a
PLC in school and develop shared responsibility. In the Teaching and Learning International
Survey (TALIS) 2008 (OECD, 2009) Icelandic teachers scored the highest compared with
other countries when asked about constructivism in teaching, but they are below average
when it comes to teaching together, reflecting, or supporting each other. They are not used
to a culture of feedback from colleagues or leaders (Ólafsson, Macdonald, & Pálsdóttir,
2012).

The current research took place in a new school during the period 2009–2012. It is
part of a bigger action research project. Action research is a collaborative and democratic
methodology intended to mix scientific knowledge with practical knowledge, to find sol-
utions and improve practice (Coghlan & Brannick, 2010). It is about learning in practice,
paying attention to what is done and why, and figuring out how to improve student learn-
ing—teachers become learners (McNiff, 2002). In the project, “leadership for learning”
was emphasized as it is considered to be transformational and distributed and could lay
the grounds for building a PLC (DuFour & Marzano, 2009; MacBeath, 2006, Spillane
et al., 2004).

Preparation for the new school began in 2006, when a committee of 24 representatives
from the community developed a proposal for the desired characteristics of the school in
which it was stressed that the school would aim at being a PLC. The principal was employed
about a year before the opening of the new school in order to start preparations and employ
staff (Svanbjörnsdóttir, Macdonald, & Frímannsson, 2010). The work of the preparatory
committee was led by the mentor, the first author of this paper. It was completed before
the research started.

The action research project was embarked on at the same time as the school, in August
2009, and ended in December 2012. The mentor and the new school leaders formed a
research team and the mentor provided the leaders with guidance and conducted research
with them. The overall purpose was to nurture “leadership for learning” so that the leaders
could work with teachers to support their learning in the same way that the mentor
worked with the leaders. Also it was expected that teachers would work with students in a
similar way.

In this paper, we focus on the extent to which leaders and teachers used teamwork in
establishing a PLC in the new school and the nature of the teamwork.

The paper consists of four sections. First, we consider the theoretical perspectives
connected to educational effectiveness research and student achievement. Then, we
discuss methodology, including the context, participants, and collection and analysis of
data, before we go into the findings regarding teachers’ and leaders’ practice, with an empha-
sis on the use of teamwork. Finally, we discuss the significance of the findings and argue that
there are indications of emerging collaboration among leaders and some teachers. Difficulties
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were encountered in transforming knowledge in an unfamiliar culture of feedback and taking
advantage of such knowledge in daily practice.

Theoretical Perspectives

In this project, the mentor and the leaders wanted to investigate signs of teamwork, col-
laboration, leadership, and teachers’ practice in their quest for a professional learning com-
munity. The goal was to improve professional development and commitment to learning at
all levels, leaders, teachers, students, and other staff, through developing teamwork in the
work of the school. The project is based on theoretical premises concerning educational
effectiveness research, which for over 50 years has focused on factors that impact on
student learning and how to improve learning. Educational effectiveness research has concen-
trated on explaining the aspects of teaching, the curriculum, and the environment that affect
student outcomes. Interest, however, within the field has evolved over time and the current
drive is to find ways to improve and develop the work of the school (Creemers, Kyriakides,
& Sammons, 2010).

Studies have shown that the teacher is a key factor influencing student learning, and that
educational leadership contributes to school improvement and student learning through its
influence on teacher motivation and working conditions (Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Heck &
Moriyama, 2010; Seashore Louis et al., 2010). Recent Icelandic research indicates that a
culture of teaching practice that aims to improve student understanding, supported by clear
educational leadership, positively influences student outcomes (Björnsdóttir, Kristjánsson,
& Hansen, 2011). Other recent research (Takahashi, 2011) indicates the benefit of collabor-
ation among teachers, and between teachers and leaders, suggesting it creates opportunities in
developing professionalism collectively. Studies have shown that a PLC has had a positive
impact on teaching practice and student achievement (Seashore Louis et al., 2010) and the
culture of a PLC can build up the capacity to promote and sustain learning for all in the
school community (Bolam, McMaholm, Stoll, Thomas, & Wallace, 2005; Roy & Hord,
2006; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2008).

In a study in Iceland (Sigurðardóttir, 2010), the notion of a PLC was used to build up the
capacity to improve student achievement, and the results indicated a strong relation between
the schools’ level of effectiveness and meeting the criteria for a PLC (p. 405). Kruse and Sea-
shore Louis (2007) found when implementing and sustaining a PLC across a school district,
that time was the major influence factor, along with an emphasis on teaching and learning,
clear leadership, and resilience. This was also confirmed in a process of implementing a
PLC in eight middle schools (Wells & Feun, 2013).

Developing a technique or model to build up collaboration is considered important and
necessary to enhance professional development and to support a PLC in schools (Sigurðar-
dóttir, 2006). Mörk and Sigþórsson (2011) introduced practices based on a development
model of “school IQ” to institutionalize a PLC in a kindergarten. The model was an effective
guide for clarifying vision, holding straightforward discussions, reflecting and learning, and
supported collaboration, responsibility, care, respect, and distributed leadership.

In Iceland, teachers in an upper-secondary school participated in a formal action research
group and focused on their professional development with the purpose of improving stu-
dents’ learning. They encountered diverse tensions in their work but the main result was
that their practice moved from a practice of teaching primarily in one direction from
teacher to learner, to more learner-focused interaction between teachers and students
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(Þorgeirsdóttir, 2010). Research being conducted among teacher educators in Toronto pro-
vided support by increasing capacity both individually and collaboratively. The groups
shared their teaching methods on a website and contributed to each other’s learning/develop-
ment via audio-visual materials, case studies, and utilizing each other’s strengths (Peskin,
Katz, & Lazare, 2009).

Goal-oriented teamwork where participants have different roles and responsibilities can
be a forum for collaboration and shared practice and, therefore, could be a useful tool in
building a PLC. Teamwork can be ranked from an emphasis on compliance with regard to
student learning only (Stage 1, Figure 1), to an emphasis on learning for both students and
teachers (Stage 4, Figure 1).

The most effective team in practice is called a learning team (Figure 1, Stage 4), and it
emphasizes goals for progress for the students, the teachers, and the team. Such a team
demonstrates constant and committed cooperation, with efforts to strengthen all partners
through constructive reflection and collective understanding of actual principles of practice.
The least effective team (Stage 1) shows only coordination rather than actual collaboration,
and has no focus on teachers’ learning (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004). There are findings that
suggest that school atmosphere and recognition by leaders of their own metacognition influ-
ences and nurtures the metacognition of learning and practice of teachers (Prytula, 2012).

Teachers are able to transform teaching and learning in schools by developing good
methods of giving feedback, having a clear purpose, and focusing on intention, people,
and process in their work (Duignan, 2012). It is important for teachers to deepen their exper-
tize in routine conversations directed at finding solutions (Horn & Little, 2010). Through
such conversations, teachers are challenged to develop their teaching practices and use
new approaches (Darling-Hammond & Richardson, 2009). The concept of professional
capital introduced by Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) is a function of three important
factors: human capital, social capital, and decisional capital. In order to develop their exper-
tize and transform the profession, teachers must develop their professional capital. Human
capital is characterized by passion and moral commitment. Social capital is comprised of
interaction, relationships, and trust among teachers. Decisional capital is a new concept
and is connected with experience and the ability to make decisions in complicated situations.
There is an unavoidable interplay among the three factors and it takes many years with
purposeful exercise, reflection, and collaboration to achieve mastery and develop
high-level professional capital. A clear connection can be seen between these ideas and
the ideology of a PLC with the focus on sharing, supporting, and learning together that
demands all these types of capital.

Educational leaders influence student achievement, but the impact depends on the fields
in which they engage, for example, teacher development, goal setting, or ensuring a suppor-
tive environment. Leaders have the strongest impact when they promote and participate in
teacher learning and development (Robinson, 2008), influence teacher motivation and
working conditions, and strengthen the professional community. Collective leadership also
has a stronger impact than individual leadership (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). Leaders can
create an atmosphere and culture of trust and respect, share leadership with teachers, and
encourage them to participate and take responsibility (Mulford, 2006).

A longitudinal study investigating the institutionalization of knowledge in 35 Swedish
comprehensive schools showed that in schools with a commitment to improving the
quality of work and the internal structure, the leadership was forceful and challenging,
with a clear goal and intention to shape collaborative teacher teams (Blossing & Ekholm,
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2008). Transformational leadership, working collectively, and in a collaborative way,
affected teacher commitment towards improving their professionalism (Geijsel, Sleegers,
Leithwood, & Jantzi, 2003). In Norway the improvement of leadership professionalism by
using data produced good results (Jensen & Møller, 2013).

Figure 1. Definition of Different Stages of Teamwork (Krøll-Schwartz, 2004).
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Transformational leadership can take different forms. Leadership for learning is one of
them, and can be seen as an important part of a PLC. It emphasizes the necessity of discussing
and reflecting on knowledge and learning, and supports learning at all levels—students, teachers,
and other staff—individually and collaboratively (DuFour &Marzano, 2009; MacBeath, 2006).

In studying and explaining effectiveness, Heck andMoriyama (2010) used an “added-year”
effect to measure learning. Collaborative leadership was one of the variables, defined by three
components: shared governance, collaborative decisions on academic improvement efforts, and
evaluating school improvement. The conclusion was that collaborative leadership had an indir-
ect effect on schooling and can be influential in educational effectiveness.

MacBeath (2006) studied leadership and learning as priority policy factors in school
development. Links were sought between the two factors and MacBeath framed a project
and built a conversational background about “leadership for learning.” Principals and
school board members agreed on several stages of leadership for learning. They highlighted
the importance of having a learning focus, learning conversations and dialogues, and of creat-
ing conditions favorable for learning. They came to the conclusion that learning and leader-
ship were bound together by the responsibility leadership takes for “organizing, producing
and creating knowledge…” (p. 45).

The studies mentioned above indicate that to improve student learning it is necessary for
teachers and leaders to develop professionally, both individually and collectively, to distri-
bute responsibility, and to take the initiative with regard to leadership. Collaborative tech-
niques can be adapted or developed to support didactical questions and to facilitate
discussions, reflections, and feedback in a constructive way. The findings discussed above
suggest that providing support for leadership for learning in schools can aid the development
of teamwork as part of a PLC, which in turn can lead to improved learning when it involves
real collaboration and goes beyond simple compliance and coordination.

In this research, we define a PLC as a school community that includes professional devel-
opment, supportive and shared leadership, collective learning and applications, shared values
and visions, supportive conditions, and shared practices among teachers and other staff.
These factors support knowledge building, trust, and commitment to students, and have
been shown to have a positive effect on schooling (Lee, Zhang & Zin, 2011; Roy & Hord,
2006). A PLC is seen as a transformed school culture, where people reflect on practice in
interaction with social and policy contexts and gain new understandings that cause a funda-
mental change in attitude, thinking, and action (Servage, 2008). We are interested in the con-
struction of a PLC in a new school in which leadership for learning was being emphasized,
through action research, and the role played by teamwork in developing the PLC.

In this action research project, a mentor provided support to school leaders and the study
was guided by the following research questions:

(1) To what extent did school leaders and teachers in a newly established school
succeed in building up a PLC when leadership for learning was emphasized?

(2) What contribution did teamwork make to building up a PLC when school leaders
provided support through leadership for learning?

Methodology

An action research approach at two levels was used in this study. A mentor worked with
school leaders, who in turn worked with teachers. Reflection serves an important role in
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action research, and was a key to this research. School leaders reflected on their learning with
the mentor, supporting a conversation between thought and action and making tacit knowl-
edge visible for developing and changing. A distinction is made between reflecting in action
and reflecting on action. Reflection in action takes place when a practitioner is conscious
about his actions in practice and questions things he earlier had taken for granted in his prac-
tice. Reflection on action is when a practitioner later on reflects whether he had operated cor-
rectly in specific situations (Schön, 1991).

The research mentor served the role of both consultant and critical friend, through whom
reflection took place both in practice and from practice (Campbell & Groundwater-Smith,
2007). A mentor could have different foci: providing guidance to the members of the
school during changes, assisting people in their critical reflection, and providing expertize
on adult learning and the change process (Day & Townsend, 2007). The focus here was
on leadership for learning.

The Context

Preparation for the new school began in 2006, and the preparatory committee stressed
that when the school was operational it should aim at being a PLC. The research project
started at the same time as the school, in August 2009, and ended in December 2012. The
goal of the whole project was to develop a “leadership for learning” base to support a
PLC. In this paper, we report on the activities that took place in 2011 and 2012. Team-
work and collaboration were key issues during this period as the school worked at becom-
ing a PLC.

During the first three years, the school grew from 11 to 26 teachers and from 150 to 295
pupils in grades 1–7 up to grades 1–10. The principal was hired one year before the school
opened and an early emphasis was on hiring teachers that followed the school vision and
policy developed primarily by the preparatory committee and developed further by the prin-
cipal. Most applications came from less experienced teachers and in the first year of the
school and through the research period the majority of teachers had 5–7 years of experience
(Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2010). In autumn 2012 (the beginning of the fourth year), there were
12 newly employed teachers and only 4 teachers remaining from the first group. Others had
left for various reasons. About 65% of the teachers in the school were female and 35% male.
The leadership team was stable throughout the period, the principal was male and the deputy
principal female. The school leaders worked in a shared office space, just as the teachers and
students shared a teaching and learning space.

The teachers worked in teaching teams from the outset (Table 1). Paraprofessionals were
included in the teaching teams and had 2½ hours per week for meetings and collaboration
(Svanbjörnsdóttir, Macdonald, & Frímannsson, 2014). Thus a teaching team included
between four and nine members with between three and seven teachers in each. Each team
was responsible for two grades, except 1st grade and 10th grade, which were taught separ-
ately, and each had their own team. Each teaching team was responsible for a group of
30–65 students in an open area with different work spaces. There were up to six teaching
teams in the school and a craft subject team that worked closely with the teaching teams.
In addition to these teams, there was a research group consisting of the mentor and the leader-
ship team (Table 1).

Students worked with themes or integrated topics at least one day a week. Every year the
classes changed as the older grade went up to the next group. One teacher from the team

TEAMWORK IN ESTABLISHING A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 7

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 O
f A

ku
re

yr
i] 

at
 1

0:
35

 1
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

262 

  

followed the older group and the other stayed with the younger. This circulation was intended
to create trust and stability for the students.

From the outset, teamwork in the school was emphasized, and the goal was to support and
develop learning teams that collaborated through discussion and reflection on goals and struc-
tured and framed by items from the literature and an activity plan for every year. An overview
of contact with the school, leaders, and teachers in 2011 and 2012 is shown in Table 2.
During the first two years of the research project, the research group met almost weekly,
but in the third year at three-to-four-week intervals.

The process and practice were assessed by observations, interviews, and reflections. The
study used triangulation of data by using information (Creswell, 2012) from observations and
field notes, individual interviews with leaders and teachers, and focus-group interviews with

Table 1.
Teams in the School and the Research Group.

The action research group:

• Leadership team: the principal and the deputy principal

• The mentor

The school teams:

• Leadership team: the principal and the deputy principal

• 1st grade teaching team
• 2nd and 3rd grade teaching team

• 4th and 5th grade teaching team

• 6th and 7th grade teaching team

• 8th and 9th grade teaching team

• 10th grade teaching team

• The craft subject team (working closely with the teaching teams)

Table 2.
Overview of Contact

Spring 2011 Autumn 2011 Spring 2012 Autumn 2012

Individual interviews March 2011, 2
leaders

Nov 2011,
7 teachers

June 2012,
2 leaders

Nov 2012, 2 leaders

Nov 2011,
2 leaders

Focus groups Jan 2012, 1 group,
7 teachers

Nov–Dec 2012,
4 groups,
13 teachers

Formal observations in the
school and all classrooms

Jan 2011,
3 days

Nov 2011,
3 days

Sept 2012, 2 days

Nov 2012, 1 day

Reflection with the leadership
team and visits to the school

2011,
12 times

2011, 9 times 2012, 8 times 2012, 6 times

Observations in team meetings Dec 2012, 3 teams
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teachers. There were also records of discussions and reflections on meetings with leaders and
from school visits.

Purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2012) was used in selecting teachers for interviews. Tea-
chers representing all teaching teams were interviewed with semi-structured interviews. The
gender of teachers was considered, as well as their being in their early-career versus more
having experience. Interviews took place with seven teachers individually in 2011, three
male and four female (Table 2).

After interviews with a few teachers, a pattern of issues was evident, such as ambitious
leaders, good morale, and happiness with teamwork, as well as complaints of additional
workload and the lack of a culture in which teachers took the initiative to lead. These
themes were used as a base for interviews/discussions in focus groups. There it was explained
that these issues had come up repeatedly and group members were asked if they agreed or if
they had other opinions.

Teachers in the focus groups were asked to define the concept “professional learning
community” and to describe how they learnt together in the school. Then there were ques-
tions concerning collective learning and application in teams, about shared and supportive
leadership and values and visions. They were encouraged to give a description of successful
lessons versus planning and to explain why they thought so. Prompts and topics in the inter-
views were in line with the goal of the research. Various tools were used by the mentor to
facilitate reflection and discussions with members of the school community, such as a leader-
ship capacity matrix with an emphasis on reflective practice (Lambert, 1998, p. 13), as well as
a matrix for collaboration in teamwork (Figure 1) and a survey about a PLC (Huffman &
Hipp, 2003). Questions in interviews were also based on items in the tools. The content of
matrices was assessed collectively at meetings.

Samples for the focus groups were selected by inviting all to take part that not had been
interviewed individually. Those who were interested and could find time in their schedule
took part. In all, 20 teachers participated in focus-group discussions, 3 male and 17 female
(Table 2).

The interviews with teachers varied in length from 42–66 minutes. They were conducted
in the school by the mentor. They were all transcribed, hand analyzed, and coded by the
mentor. Because the database was not so big, the mentor felt that she could be closer to
the data that way. Data were analyzed from the transcribed interviews by noting themes,
counting frequencies of occurrence of ideas, and categorizing these units of meaning. The
themes and meaning were reflected on and scrutinized in connection with other data from
observations and meetings and examined and compared with the criteria in matrices,
action plans, and the survey used as an assessment tool in the research (Cohen, Manion, &
Morrison, 2000).

Meetings with leaders lasted around 70 minutes. The leaders were interviewed twice a
year. In the interviews, leaders were asked to describe their main emphases in practice and
the character of the practice in the school and to reflect on their own actions and decisions.
They were asked to reflect on their practice and say what they would like to improve, and to
express what they were pleased with and why.

Observations varied from 40 minutes to whole school days, with time spent both in teach-
ing environments and other areas. In analyzing the notes on the observations, the mentor used
the criteria from the literature, guidelines for teamwork, action plans, and records from inter-
views and action research groups meetings.
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Ethical Issues

The mentor who conducted the research with the school leaders is a part-time doctoral
student who is also employed in a school development department at the local university
and works on projects with the schools in the municipality as well as nationally. Different
roles of the mentor could have had an influence on the trust of school staff in the project.

The research mentor conducted the research with the leadership team. The mentor
initiated the collaboration with the school leaders since she had been involved in the prep-
aration of the school from the outset, acting as the representative from the local university.
However, she did not take part in decisions by the leaders about the school’s policy or prac-
tical emphases.

All staff in the school signed an informed consent form annually about participating in the
research. Ethical and confidential aspects were highlighted, but there was also a statement
that because of the community’s smallness, it could be difficult to guarantee the school’s
anonymity.

Summary of Methodology

This study builds on action research. The research mentor aimed: (1) to support the
leaders, and (2) to give priority to developing leaders’ practice that could promote the devel-
opment and maintenance of a PLC in the school. The leaders were expected in turn to trans-
form the way in which they worked with teachers and the school community.

The different roles of leaders and the mentor in “the action research group” were dis-
cussed and defined at the outset of the project and reviewed at regular intervals.

An annual action plan was prepared and reviewed regularly. The research group read
articles to develop an understanding of the task and of theory; they discussed different mean-
ings of concepts, criteria, and statements in a questionnaire; and they experimented with ideas
in practice. They considered the results of standardized tests and other research-based data
concerning the school in deciding what actions to take. The mentor shadowed the leaders
at staff meetings and observed them at work in the school (Svanbjörnsdóttir, Macdonald,
& Frímannsson, 2013).

Teachers were interviewed and observed in practice by the mentor, and observed by the
leaders. Teachers also had regular discussions with the leaders. The leaders followed the
same model with the teachers that they were experiencing with the mentor, and aimed to
act in practice as they expected teachers to act in practice. It was hoped that when teachers
worked in teams, they would learn to support each other and receive support from the
leaders, peers, and others inside the school community. They would also receive support
from specialists outside the school.

Major Findings

This research study considered: (1) the extent to which school leaders and teachers in a
newly established school succeeded in building up a PLC when leadership for learning was
being emphasized, and (2) the contribution teamwork made to building up a PLC when
school leaders provided support through leadership for learning.

It has been seen in the literature survey that when developing a PLC, teachers are
expected to work together. This could involve teamwork, which concerns how teams are
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put together and how they develop to promote learning and professional development. Team
activity can range from compliance to collaboration (Figure 1). Another important factor in
establishing a PLC involves the demands made of teachers by the school leaders with regard
to contributions, feedback, and the assumption of leadership roles. Both factors contribute to
an additional workload as teachers and leaders meet the challenge of building and shaping the
new school.

Here we analyze and discuss these factors from three different perspectives found in the
analysis of data on the development of a PLC in a new school. These are: (1) framework and
structures, (2) additional workload, and (3) interaction. We focus first on how framework and
structures supported the teamwork aimed for in the school and what stages of teamwork were
reached. Then we consider whether, and how, collective learning in teams appeared in prac-
tice in dialogues and feedback. Finally, we identify examples of supportive interaction and
relationships among teachers and leaders as evidence of a problem-solving attitude, collective
understanding, commitment, and trust, in line with criteria for “learning team” (Krøll-
Schwarz, 2004).

Framework and Structures

Schedules were structured by the leaders so the teachers had time and opportunity to plan
and work together, and to enable them to work in teams. There were gaps in the schedule at
the same time for all teachers in a team, and teammembers worked in the same area and in the
presence of each other. Teachers confirmed that they were given space for working together.
One said: “The school leaders are very good at planning the schedule so teams have time for
meetings and preparations.”

Teachers were given the opportunity to discuss schoolwork, goals, and learning with stu-
dents. During the research period, this was becoming routine in some teams and all teams had
20-minute discussion groups, at least three times a week, with all students. Also, there were
possibilities for teachers to work across teams in themes.

Guidelines were provided for teams and teamwork by school leaders. The leaders
observed and had regular meetings with the teams, visiting each team every third week.
Group meetings with all teachers were held once a week, in which the emphasis was on
democratic interaction with the teachers, hearing their opinions, working together to find sol-
utions, and discussing concepts and didactical questions, as well as the school vision and the
results of different assessments. School leaders were responsible for these meetings, and
organized them in such a way that they could be a model for the teachers. They planned
the meetings in a similar way to teachers preparing lesson plans. Teachers mentioned that
there were a lot of meetings, but that they gave results. Teachers varied in in their response
to this guidance. Some teachers still called for clearer decisions from the leaders about what
and how to do things, yet others found the leaders too dominating.

The school leaders sent a weekly letter to all staff with a status report and particular goals.
The leadership team conducted formal, annual, individual staff interviews, giving teachers a
chance to talk about strengths, weaknesses, and leadership, and also the setting of personal
goals. Teachers found the principal to be an “excellent listener.”

Overall, the structures and framework of the school provided support for teamwork. The
leaders participated in teacher teamwork regularly, but there were misunderstandings and
some reluctance when school leaders wished for volunteers for leadership within the
groups, both between teachers and leaders and among teachers.
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Additional Workload

Instructions from the leaders about teamwork indicated that teams were supposed to set
themselves clear goals and to explore new roles. Each team was to have three planned formal
meetings a week, with the following types of agenda:

. teaching and lesson plan for the next two weeks

. issues concerning students

. confidential meeting, assessment of the work in the team, the team members share
their reflections, get feedback and give feedback.

The mentor observed some of these meetings and noticed that they were differently
implemented. The teams didn’t have major problems in following the first two agendas.
The third agenda, however, seemed to be more complicated for the teams and some teams
did not fulfill what was required for that part. They said there were barriers, such as absentee-
ism, that prevented them from fulfilling the goals of reflection and feedback.

The teacher teams periodically showed increased interest and experimented in peer
coaching, and teachers made occasional observations of others, but they said they had not
followed them up adequately, nor had they reflected on their practice as regularly as the lea-
dership team. The school leaders noted how difficult it was to get teachers to reflect regularly
and answer critical questions. They said that they were confronting a teacher culture where
teachers were not used to reflecting on their own work. They felt that the teachers often
seemed to think they could do as they wanted, or were used to doing. From the beginning,
the leadership team encountered the difficulty of finding the right balance in follow-up,
support, and intervention in professional practice. What some teachers found adequate,
others found either too much or too little.

The school leaders collaborated closely and reflected on their work, individually and
together, gave feedback, and took decisions about next steps. They regularly discussed
goals with teachers about practice and emphases in teamwork. Teachers worked together
with students in open teaching areas and wanted to be supported by, and learn from, other
teachers. They found the teamwork supportive and did not want to go back to “isolated prac-
tice.” One teacher said: “We need support and to take care of each other.” When asked, in
2011, if they provided feedback to each other, opinions differed, but most expressed they
could do more of that. Despite the absence of feedback, many teachers saw the team as a
forum for mentoring and coaching. One said: “I like the professional reflection in my
team, you know, we set up a plan and then we discuss how it works and what we can do
better. I feel an ambition in the team, and shared responsibility.” No one disagreed that
there were opportunities for coaching and mentoring in the school.

Because pupil numbers of the school grew each year, several new teachers were
employed and the teams changed. One teacher had not been with the same teachers in a
team for more than a year and found it demanding to enter a new team each year because
she said: “Teamwork is complicated.” Another teacher, who had both the experience of fol-
lowing a person in a team from year to year, and beginning with everyone new in a team,
agreed that stability was important.

One teacher expressed how excited she was to begin working in this school because of
teamwork and the possibilities for collaboration, and she felt attracted to the policy and
vision to implement a PLC. When she began, she felt disappointed because it was not as
she had expected. People were different, just as in other schools. Some were ambitious
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and professional and others were not. She felt as if the planning took too much time at the
expense of discussing good teaching ideas and finding ways to promote them.

In building a PLC in the school, instructional skills in literacy programs and mathematics,
as well as positive discipline, had to be nurtured. Not all teachers saw the interconnection.
One teacher found the school leaders’ promotion of school development too extensive and
said: “There is so much new and I think all of us are learning it from scratch, such as team-
work… and how to build a new school.”Other teachers were of the same view, but some said
that the projects could not be separated from the ideology of a PLC, though they reflected that
maybe the connection had to be discussed and explained more clearly.

When considering whether people learnt together and from one another and whether they
developed their practice, one teacher said that she felt there were prerequisites for it in the
school and a tendency towards it, but when the school was running full force, then, “we
are more like hamsters in wheels rather than reflecting professionals. We seem to put all
our time and focus on practical and ‘urgent’ things with the students and put ourselves in
second place.” But they confirmed the leaders always emphasized the importance of discuss-
ing concepts and working with test results at meetings. Teachers were satisfied with what they
had done and learnt in the school over the years, even though they had been overloaded and
exhausted during some periods. They mainly described the school as a community of peers
and felt that the school leaders had to have a clear vision, policy, and overview of the devel-
oping process.

Everyone worked in a team and found this to be supportive and positive, even though
they did not all reflect on their own work regularly or give feedback as the school leaders
did or expected. Teachers complained, however, of an additional workload and expressed dif-
ficulties in developing their professionalism in daily practice.

Interaction

The school leaders felt that the chance to reflect and have regular and formal meetings
with the mentor helped them to know each other and build trust. They experienced a good
atmosphere and great ambition in the school, and the will to build and develop trust and
relationships. The leaders visited the teachers regularly in teaching and planning environ-
ments, and had formal and informal discussions with them about their feelings, strengths,
and weaknesses. In that way, the leaders got to know the teachers and tried to support
them in their development.

Teachers confirmed that the school climate and teamwork supported teachers in their pro-
fessional development, and new teachers found support from other teachers in the school. In
general, caring relationships seemed to exist among staff and students that were built on trust
and respect. One teacher said: “There is a good working morale in the school. Most of us have
similar attitudes to the policy of the school.” Another said: “We can criticize each other
without wounding each other. I am so much more aware of my goals and professionalism
now than before I came here.” However, one teacher said that she sometimes had trouble
finding her voice in the team when she did not agree with the others.

Teachers confirmed that the leaders knew what was going on in the school. They thought
it was a great advantage compared with leadership they had experienced in other schools:
“They are informed of difficulties and challenges in the learning areas. The school is personal,
maybe because the leaders are personal, and the principal is a great listener.” One teacher
said: “What symbolizes the leaders is the problem solving attitude. There is never a

TEAMWORK IN ESTABLISHING A PROFESSIONAL LEARNING COMMUNITY 13

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 O
f A

ku
re

yr
i] 

at
 1

0:
35

 1
8 

Fe
br

ua
ry

 2
01

5 



Leadership and teamwork in a new school 

268 

  

problem, only a solution. It is amazing how they have developed this attitude and thinking
style. Sometimes it can even be a bit irritating.” Another teacher said:

If you are just frustrated and in a negative mood because of something that happened in
the classroom and are just in a need to vent your irritation you don’t get a chance. It is just
what is the problem, why and what can we do to solve it?

But teachers in the school were tired, as discussed above, although the leaders felt that the
main burden still remained with them—they carried all the responsibility. If teams were in
some trouble, they seemed to have a tendency to let the leaders solve it, and if something
went wrong in the school, some had a tendency to blame the leaders and said that they did
not show enough initiative and allowed things to go on without taking action.

The leaders asked themselves again and again how often they needed to repeat to the staff
that they didn’t want to give top-down orders: “Does professionalism,” they asked, “not
include responsibility and initiative; giving space to novel thinking and experience inside
the school structure?”

The leadership team worked tightly together and built up a trusting relationship, as did
other teams, according to interviews and observations. However, there were some examples
of what might be called a “lack of trust” within teams that was reflected in a lack of commit-
ment and difficulties in solving problems. The problem solving attitude was mentioned as the
leaders’ strongest factor. However, teachers found the workload heavy and asked the leaders
to solve problems.

Discussion

The aim of this research was in line with educational effectiveness research (Creemers
et al., 2010) and finding ways to improve and develop work and learning in the new
school. The focus was on teamwork in daily practice supported through leadership for learn-
ing in fostering a PLC in an Icelandic school context. The main results suggest that leaders
and teachers were building up a PLC through active teamwork and co-teaching. This took
time as the PLC was not yet fully developed in the school three years after the school was
established. A lack of feedback from peers among teachers was significant and there were
some complaints about a heavy workload, perhaps because of new challenges in practice.
The mentor’s support to the leaders performed a major role and contributed to the stability
in the research team and the leadership for learning approach that supported the teachers.

Teachers expressed difficulty in acting on their professionalism in everyday practice,
which was likened to being “hamsters on wheels.” They found the teamwork supportive
and the leaders’ attitude to be one of problem solving. They relied on the leaders, but they
also blamed them when something went wrong, and demanded “correct” answers. The
results show that teamwork was developing in the school, with many sources of learning
together, but some frustration among individuals.

By the end of the research, the leadership team and one teaching team were close to
meeting the criteria for a “learning team,” the fourth stage of professional collaboration
(Figure 1). They collaborated closely for particular periods of time and set goals of progress
for both student learning and their own professional development. They utilized each other’s
strengths, worked towards common understanding, and had clear goals that they regularly
reflected on and discussed in a constructive way. Other teams were on the third stage of
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collaboration, so-called “teacher teams” (Figure 1), and still focused more on student learning
than on team learning. They had difficulties in engaging in reflection and did not provide
much feedback to others in their team.

Thus, it can be stated that teamwork did contribute to building up a PLC in the school
through support, reflection, and shared practice among teachers and school leader and by
highlighting goals, processes, and progress in learning for all (Krøll-Schwarz, 2004; Roy
& Hord, 2006). It influenced new understandings of practice that caused changes in thinking,
attitude, and actions for many teachers. There were, though, still shortcomings when it came
to reflecting purposefully and regularly on practice in interaction with social and policy
context as one fundamental factor in transforming the school culture towards a PLC
(Servage, 2008). Teacher interactions were in many cases a matter of coordination and con-
sultation in which information was exchanged (Stage 2) and were not characterized by
cooperation or collaboration in which teachers worked together (Stage 3 or 4).

The leadership team confirmed that the guidance from the mentor supported them greatly
in their professional development and gave them courage to try things out in practice. This
team remained unchanged from the beginning, unlike the other teams that had changed
from year to year as the plan to let one team member move with the students and the
others to stay did not work out in practice. This caused a lot of discussion among teachers,
who believed that stability in teams was a prerequisite for success. That could be one reason
for more success in the leadership team. On the other hand, despite the changes, one teaching
team was just as successful as the leadership team. A high level of self-efficacy could also
have something to do with it, as shown in Ólafsson et al. (2012). Responses to some items
in the TALIS survey from 2008 (OECD, 2009) show that even though Icelandic teachers
did not report a high level of activities that supported self-efficacy, they nevertheless reported
high levels of self-efficacy (p. 23). The fact that teachers with a high sense of self-efficacy
were likely to stay in the profession (Harris & Jones, 2010) could explain the success of
this teaching team. The teachers that formed this team were oriented towards professional
development and had high self-efficacy and collective efficacy (Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy,
2004). Even though there were some teachers in the other teams oriented towards pro-
fessional development, the co-workers and context might not have been as favorable for
them, reducing their collective efficacy. Also, the leadership team had what they called “out-
standing” regular and frequent support and reflection from, and with, the research mentor,
which the teaching teams did not.

The leaders highlighted learning and leadership according to MacBeath’s (2006) find-
ings. They also promoted and participated in teacher learning and development (Robinson,
2008) and influenced working conditions (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). But it cannot be con-
firmed from the data in this study that the leaders’ collaborative way of working affected tea-
chers’ commitment to improve their practice (Geijsel et al., 2003). There were teachers who
did not show full commitment to their own professional development. They experienced the
improvement process as an additional workload and excused themselves with absenteeism
when they were supposed to discuss confidential questions at team meetings concerning
reflection and feedback. Cranston’s (2009) study on principals’ conceptions of a PLC
showed similar findings on lack of critique. Despite shared and increasingly supportive col-
legiality, the teachers were not comfortable with criticizing each other’s teaching practices.
They seemed to “protect” each other from any form of critique. This is in line with one of
the TALIS findings in Iceland—that teachers would tolerate poor performance of other tea-
chers (Ólafsson et al., 2012).
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There was an obvious tension between the culture they were used to somewhere else, and
the development tasks facing them in the school. Instead of staff being expected to work
harder than they previously had they were supposed to “work smarter” (Kruse & Seashore
Louis, 2007, p. 111). One of the leaders said that he had been working in primary schools
for 15 years and had never seen the type of institution they were trying to develop in this
school. Nobody in the school had either, he believed. Teachers didn’t seem to take advantage
of the opportunities in the action research project, such as the schedule, the teamwork and
school leaders’ wishes for volunteers for leadership. They did not fully transform knowledge
and use it in their daily practice. This might indicate that they had changed and modified their
initial understanding and beliefs but had not yet integrated their newly acquired knowledge
into practice nor transformed it (Lee, 2010). The fact that many teachers were early-career
teachers may also have affected the results as they were eager to take part in reform but
lacked the ability to put theories into action (Drake, 2002; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012).
Big changes among employees during first years may explain some of the difficulties.
Many of those who started when the school had started had left for reasons such as further
studies, maternity, or because they had moved away. One left because he did not identify
with the vision and practice of the school. Those who had remained felt as if they were
always beginning from scratch and did not have enough time and energy to build up the
needed trust and caring relationships.

It might be the case that the leadership expectations were not clear enough for staff who
were used to top-down orders characteristic of leaders in other schools, which Kruse and Sea-
shore Louis (2007) pointed out as being an important factor in school change. Another expla-
nation, and maybe more probable, is that teachers might not have been open-minded towards
the demands of the change because they were not in line with the dominant teacher culture, as
was shown to be the case in a study in Swedish schools (Blossing & Ekholm, 2008). What
might be important in improving this, and reprioritizing practice, could be an emphasis on
peer coaching, introducing and developing good methods in giving feedback (Duignan,
2012), building up trust and equality (Knight, 2011; Robertson, 2008), and undertaking
regular reflection “in” and “on” action (Schön, 1991).

To understand the transformation possible in collective practices and organizations, peers
could foster inquiry habits using action research (McNiff, 2002), focusing on contradictions in
the interactions between the actors (members of the school community), the situation (culture in
the school and community), and the tool (teamwork), in line with cultural-historical activity
theory (Engeström, 2001). In a Norwegian upper-secondary school, a pedagogical team (P-
team) for leading educational changes and school improvement was established over the
period of one term. Cultural historical activity theory was used as a leading model in structuring
the intervention tool and as support for the participants to reflect on the practice. The P-team
collaborated closely with the principal and highlighted the interactive partnership and commit-
ment between teachers and leaders within the infrastructures of the school in order to build up
an advanced understanding of internal networking and learning by using new tools and design
in looking at day-to-day practice. In that term, teacher teams were supported rather than indi-
vidual teachers, which led to the emergence of collective teacher professional development,
with a focus on leadership for learning, and the practice became a sort of “teachers for tea-
chers.” The P-team also transformed the leadership for change strategy towards bottom-up
activity, in place of the previous top-down activity (Hauge, Norenes, & Vedøy, 2014).

The fact that some teachers wanted to be fed “right” answers points to Murgatroyd’s
(2010) ideas of real life problems, which he likens to “wicked problems,” as part of
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human capital development for teachers. The characteristics of wicked problems are, among
others, that they do not have definite formulations. They have neither right nor wrong sol-
utions, and collaboration and imagination are necessary to solve them. If these results are con-
sidered in terms of Hargreaves and Fullan’s (2012) theory of professional capital, it seems
that the decisional capital is as yet too underdeveloped to transform professional action in
the school; teachers still rely on the leaders to make decisions and take responsibility.

The results of this research are of interest for improvement in individual schools or dis-
tricts, as well as being of possible benefit for teacher education. Another part of this research
project (reported elsewhere) concerns paraprofessionals in the school, as well as students and
parents, and their involvement in developing a PLC and the impact school development had
on their ideas, work, practices, and student outcomes.

A possible limitation of the research is that it was carried out in one school only. The
researcher was on both sides of the table—as a researcher of the work of the school and
as a mentor to the leaders. This dichotomy is typical of action research and is both a strength
and a weakness. A lesson learnt from this research is a confirmation that two-to-three years is
a short period in the life of a school, particularly regarding the process of developing and
transforming new knowledge and its application, or of reconstructing a teaching culture.
Five-to-ten years is a more realistic timeframe (Fullan, 2007). It would be interesting to
revisit this school in a few years to see the extent to which the practice and implementation
of a PLC and teamwork has developed and is visible.

The turnover of the staff, with a steady stream of new employees including many early-
career teachers, had an impact on the project. Even though only one, or possibly two, of those
who left the school did so because they didn’t fit in with the school’s ideology, they, as others,
took with them knowledge and skills that would have been useful for the school and had to be
rebuilt with new staff.

What was novel in this research is that the new school was carefully planned with the
intention of building the best conditions for success and providing a mentor to support the
leadership team through the first years. Most surprising, however, is the inertia in the Icelan-
dic educational culture when faced with change. The enduring nature of the culture teachers
carry with them is underestimated, not least by early-career teachers entering a new school.
We wonder about the teachers’ expectations towards professional development and school
improvement.
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Abstract 
In schools the participation of students, parents and paraprofessionals is important as it 

increases ownership and improves performance. Here the focus is on students’ and 

paraprofessionals´ learning and a sense of community when leaders try to develop a PLC in a 

new school in Iceland. An action research lasting 3 ½ years was used in the school. The 

researcher worked closely with two school leaders. Data was acquired through interviews, 

observations, reflections and from national assessments. Teachers and school leaders 

dominate the community but results show signs of the involvement of others in the school.  

Teachers take responsibility, seldom consulting with paraprofessionals. The students have a 

choice on ´how´ and ´when´ in learning while teachers decide ‘what’ they learn. 

 The leaders should find a structure to involve the school aides in the teams to promote 

team diversity. The leaders and teams have to explore collaboration and discussion, not least 

with students. Leaders should involve parents in critical reflection on the school policy and 

increase structured and formal paths for their participation. The involvement of students in the 

development of the PLC was strengthened by the Positive Discipline approach which gave 

them an opportunity to discuss learning in a safe environment.  

   
 
 
Keywords: Leadership, learning, paraprofessionals, parental involvement, students' voice and 
participation 
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Introduction 
Preparations for a new compulsory school in a small town in Iceland began in 2006, 

when a preparatory committee of representatives from the community and the employment 

sector developed a proposal for the new school. It was stressed that the school should be a 

professional learning community (PLC). The principal was employed about a year before the 

new school opened in order to start preparations and recruit staff. It was expected that the 

school could be a neighbourhood centre where people could drop in for a meal or coffee, use 

the library and the computers, and talk to students and staff (Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2010). 

The first author coordinated the work of the preparatory committee. To follow up and 

strengthen the views of the committee an action research project with the school leaders was 

initiated when the school opened. 

The school and the research project started in August 2009, and ended in December 

2012.  The first author, the ‘critical friend’, provided the school leaders with regular guidance 

and conducted research with them. Their goal was to develop leadership for learning with the 

leaders working with staff to support learning (Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2013). When we talk 

about leadership for learning we refer to the support the leaders strive to give when the school 

is developing as a professional learning community. Leadership for learning is considered to 

be good grounds for building a PLC in school (DuFour and Marzano, 2009; MacBeath, 2006; 

Spillane et al., 2004).   

The PLC concept is closely related to concepts such as a ‘learning organization’ and 

‘professional development’ (Sigurðardóttir, 2010). A PLC develops in an environment of trust 

where people, students, staff and parents work together, have common goals, create 

opportunities for reflection, become engaged in dialogue and are accountable for results 

(Prytula, 2012). Sigurðardóttir (2010) points out the importance of providing a learning-based 

environment to build up the collaboration necessary to enhance a PLC in school and develop 

shared responsibility. 

In this research, we define a PLC as a school community that exhibits professional 

development, supportive and shared leadership and collective learning. Also included are 

shared values, visions and responsibility concerning student learning, supportive conditions, 

reflection and formal discussion on inquiry-based information and shared practices among all  
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staff and others such as parents and students. These factors support knowledge building in 

schools, trust and commitment to students and have a positive effect on professional 

development and schooling (Allan, 2013; Lee et al., 2011; Roy and Hord, 2006; Stoll and 

Seashore Louis, 2007). Principals can with their learning attitude, creation of the learning 

environment, engagement with staff in finding paths for improving practice and assessing it,  

play an important role in developing professional growth in the school focusing on students 

learning (Bredeson and Johansson, 2006).  

Compulsory schools in Iceland are for children from 6–15 years old (1st to 10th grade). 

There has been an emphasis on inclusion since the 1974 law on compulsory school (Act 

63/1974). Other acts concerning compulsory schooling (Act 91/2008) and the curriculum 

(Ministry, 2011) state that each and every child shall receive the education he or she needs. 

 There are national assessments in 4th, 7th and 10th grade (National Testing Centre n.d.) 

and optional self-assessment using a tool called the School Pulse (n.d.)´ gives students, 

parents and staff the means to assess their practice in the school, the culture and student 

wellbeing. The regulations on compulsory education have articles about a school council (Act 

1157/2008; Regulation about school council, 2008), a student council (91/2008; Regulation 

about student council, 2008) and a parent association (Regulation about student 

council,91/2008).  

Differentiation and inclusion both deal with the need to provide students with 

education that allows support and development but differ in the arrangement for providing 

such support. In this school the emphasis was on differentiation and it was seen as a task of a 

PLC to understand and interweave such practice into the work of the school. The main goal is 

to support students with different needs so that they can all participate in a group or class 

(Sigþórsson, 2008). In this discourse teachers have the main responsibility for teaching and 

for looking for solutions with students and parents to improve learning (Tomlinson and 

Imbeau, 2010). 

The school uses a policy called ´Positive Discipline´, which is based on adjusting 

problematic or unacceptable behaviour to the values to which the pupil is committed (Nelsen 

et al., 2000). The ideology is to develop a school culture characterized by care, mutual 

respect, friendliness and stability. Regular class meetings give students a chance to express  
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their ideas and feelings in a safe environment where ‘mistakes’ are seen as a normal thing 

(Nelsen et al., 2000).  ‘Positive Discipline’ is visible on the school website and on walls in the 

school, and is reflected on regularly by the leadership in staff meetings and by teachers and 

students in class meetings. The leaders work at being visible, working with people in the 

school and modelling the attitude and methods expected from the school community 

(Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2010). They follow carefully what is going on in the school and 

cultivate a problem solving attitude (Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2015). 

The leaders aimed at distributed and democratic leadership with a clear vision and 

goal. There was an emphasis on teamwork and the goal was to develop teams that 

collaborated and learnt through discussion and reflection on goals and progress. Textbooks 

were not to be a controlling factor in lessons, which is however common in Iceland 

(Sigurgeirsson, 1992). The leaders felt that workbooks did not support creative thinking 

among students. Instead, curriculum goals were to form the foundation for planning. The 

school day is seen as a whole, a working day, so homework after the school day is limited, 

except in the case of early readers who took their books home to read with somebody.  

Here we report on one part of the action research project. Overall it was considered 

important to improve the work of the school through leadership and practice and 

collaboration, in order to build up professional development and commitment to learning 

among leaders, staff and students. The project involved the collaboration of a critical friend 

with the school leaders, as mentioned above. An earlier paper has described the involvement 

of teachers in developing a PLC (Svanbjörnsdóttir et al., 2015). In this paper we discuss other 

participants in the school community, i.e. those who are not teachers and/or leaders, such as 

paraprofessionals, students and parents who are important because the aim was to build up a 

PLC including all those involved in the work of the school.   

The paper consists of four sections. First, we consider theoretical perspectives in 

educational effectiveness research and improvement of learning and involvement in a school 

community. Then we discuss study methodology, before reporting the major findings of the 

role and contribution of students and the experience of parents and support staff in 

pedagogical questions and developing a PLC. Finally, we consider the significance of the  

findings that indicate an emerging PLC with teams showing levels of communication and 

discussion about goals, learning and vision as well as some student ownership of the school.  
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However, we also discuss difficulties encountered in student participation about what 

to do, information channels and parental involvement in discussions on policy questions.  

 

Theoretical and empirical perspectives 

Educational effectiveness research (EER) 
The action research project was guided by theoretical premises from educational 

effectiveness research (EER), which has for over 50 years focused on factors that impact on 

student learning. EER has evolved and now the aim is to develop the work of the school 

(Creemers et al., 2010).  Through the years, different ways to work in schools have been 

developed, called the first, second, third and fourth way. In the fourth way broad engagement 

and reflection on learning for and by all learners, collective responsibility, flexibility and 

working with a local curriculum are emphasised. The fourth way holds that education should 

be about developing personal meaning and engaging with the purpose of life (Hargreaves and 

Shirley, 2012: pp. 9 & 186). To transform learning and sustain it, the change or improvement 

must occur throughout the whole school system, comprising leaders, teachers, 

paraprofessionals, students, parents and community. Change can be a threat to stakeholders, 

and therefore it is important to have regular and meaningful communication at all levels to 

support adaptation and motivation (Duignan, 2012; Zion, 2009). 

A professional learning community 
Some studies have shown that a PLC is effective in improving teaching practice and 

student achievement (Seashore Louis et al., 2010). The culture of a PLC builds up capacity to 

promote and sustain learning for all parties in the school community (Bolam et al., 2007; Roy 

and Hord, 2006; Vescio et al., 2008). Developing a PLC makes great demands on finding out 

productive conditions for learning in a wide perspective instead of mainly focusing on 

teaching. Learning is not hierarchical (Bolam et al., 2005; Hargreaves, 2007; Nehring and 

Fitzsimons, 2011, Talbert, 2010). Collective trust in parents and students has also makes a 

positive difference for student achievement (Hoy, 2012).  

In an earlier study in Iceland on PLCs (Sigurðardóttir, 2010), the notion of a PLC was 

used to build up capacity to improve student achievement, and the results indicated a strong 

relation between the school’s level of effectiveness and meeting PLC criteria (p. 405). Other 
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research (Takahashi, 2011) indicates the benefit of collaboration among teachers, and between 

teachers and leaders, creating collective opportunities in developing their professionalism.  

Leadership and learning 
Leadership can be described as having two main functions; to provide direction and to 

exercise influence. These two distinctive functions can be practiced in various ways (Seashore 

Louis, et al., 2010, p. 9). Currently, the most prominent one is the transformational approach 

where the focus is on distributed leadership and the response of staff. Collaborative decisions 

are emphasised, there are expectations of improved student achievement and the community 

is open to cultural changes (Bolívar and Moreno, 2006; Sergiovanni, 2006). In the context of 

the new school this approach was seen to be promising through  highlighting shared leading 

for learning in wide perspective. 

Leadership and learning have been studied by MacBeath (2006) as priority factors in 

school development. Links were sought between the two factors and MacBeath framed a 

project and built a conversational background about ‘leadership for learning’. Principals and 

school board members agreed on criteria for principles of leadership for learning in several 

stages. They highlighted the importance of having a learning focus, learning conversations 

and dialogues, and creating conditions favourable for learning. They came to the conclusion 

that learning and leadership were bound together by the responsibility teachers and school 

leaders took for organizing, producing and creating knowledge (p. 45).  In looking for 

solutions in meeting different strengths, needs and learning styles of students, the educational 

landscape includes more flexible learning areas with different group sizes. If parents are not 

aware of the reason behind such changes and practice they may not understand or appreciate 

them (Duignan, 2012). 

Pupil participation 
To nurture school improvement it is important to listen and act upon what the students 

have to say about schooling, teaching methods and how they learn (Cook-Sather, 2006; 

Rudduck and Flutter, 2004, p. 141). In turn, to motivate and support self-understanding  

students should be invited to reflect on what they learn and the consequences of learning it 

(Noddings, 2007). Discussions with students on improving conditions and supporting them in 

becoming part of the school community are also beneficial (Flutter, 2006). Clear beliefs, 

expectations and a supportive adult environment influence how teachers can contribute to 
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student participation and how students manage to have their voice heard (Mitra et al., 2013). 

Yet research shows that achieving pupil participation is difficult. Results from focus groups of 

103 students in five schools showed that students did not have the feeling that their voices 

made a difference nor did they see information and data from them used in the school (Zion, 

2009). An extensive study on practice in 20 Icelandic schools 2009–2011 showed that in 

general students do not have much choice on how or what they learn in school. Students said 

they were seldom asked about what they wanted to change in their studies but one third of 

them said that they were encouraged to give ideas about tasks. They were satisfied that they 

were listened to though expressed a lack of power in changing schooling which they seemed 

to find normal (Jónsdóttir and Sigþórsson, 2013). 

Parental influence 
Parents can influence student achievement by supporting their children. Parents are not 

though a homogeneous group of people any more than other groups with different 

backgrounds, understandings and experiences of schools and the school system. Diverse 

views and assumptions about the engagement of parents can cause confusion and 

misunderstanding (Bloom, 1986; Deforges and Abouchaar, 2003; Epstein, 1995; Harris and 

Goodall, 2008). The school can feel that parents are difficult to reach but it could also be the 

other way around; that the school is difficult to reach (Crozier and Davis, 2007). Research 

focusing on the relationship between the engagement of parents and raising achievement in 

more than 100 secondary schools in England 2006–2007 showed that almost everyone found 

it important that parents were engaged but they saw the engagement from different 

perspectives. Parents saw the engagement as support to students, students saw it mainly as 

moral support and interest, and teachers saw it as support for the school. The schools used the 

words engagement and involvement as being the same thing. Many parents expressed their 

powerlessness toward the school and complained about the communication being mainly 

through email (Harris and Goodall, 2008). In Iceland there is a trend to define cooperation  

between school and parents as joint participation in social activities and information from the 

school to the homes. Often homework is seen as a connection as well as parental support in 

individual projects such as student exhibitions or presentations of their school work to the 

parents. Sometimes there is an emphasis on the active participation of parents in thematic 

projects as well as in courses or in the school council (Christiansen, 2010, p. 20). 
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Paraprofessionals – teacher aides and school aides 
The number of paraprofessionals in schools has multiplied in countries such as 

England, Finland, Germany and the United States over the last fifteen years or so and may 

now be around 25% of the school workforce. Their main roles are to provide support in 

inclusive classrooms (Radford et al., 2011). Paraprofessionals can make a real contribution to 

student learning with their insight, experience and knowledge if they work closely with the 

teachers and have the opportunity to take part and be involved in planning and evaluation 

even though the leading role is that of the teacher. Paraprofessionals know the students from 

another perspective. In England further training assessed through practice is an option for 

teacher aides, i.e. those paraprofessionals who work in classrooms (Edmond and Hayler, 

2013). 

 A school also needs support from parents and community to improve itself (Bolam et 

al., 2007) and such support has shown a positive effect on student learning if teachers and the 

school prepare and guide paraprofessionals towards pedagogical interventions (Farrell et al., 

2010). If not, there is a risk that interventions may have the opposite effect with closed 

questions and evaluative feedback instead of open feedback strategies that support students in 

their thinking and reasoning (Radford et al.,  2011). Teacher aides have taken part in 

indigenous classes in Australia in rural schools where there is a shortage of experienced 

teachers. The teacher aides were found to have a closer connection to the culture of students 

and were supposed to support teaching and learning in mathematics with the teacher. The 

results showed that leeway provided by the teacher with regard to the initiative shown by 

teacher aides affected the contribution of the aides to student achievement (Kidman et al., 

2012).  

In an analysis of teacher aide practices in Reykjavik 2005–2006, with the participation 

of 106 (64%) employed teacher aides in Reykjavik, practice was more related to behavioural  

and social things than academic activities of the students. The teacher aides did not take much 

part in planning meetings with teachers. One third of them complained of never or seldom 

getting information about important things and changes in the school while 25% said that they 

were always informed. They said that they wanted more training in working with students 

with learning difficulties and found the teachers not sufficiently aware of the potential of their 

roles. However, over 90% liked their job (Helgadóttir and Svavarsdóttir, 2006). 
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The school aides, who mainly work outside the classroom, are the most ´invisible´ and 

under- researched group in Icelandic schools. The way in which leaders deal with them gives 

them the feeling that their work is not appreciated or valued and that what they say is not as 

important as what others say. In Icelandic schools aides seem to have limited access both to 

information and collaboration and do not have the power to take part in decisions about 

schooling (Bergþórsdóttir, 2010). Aides seldom participate in meetings with leaders and 

sometimes there are conflicts, both inside their own group and between them and teachers, 

because they may criticize the methods teachers use with students (Sigurðardóttir, 2009). An 

analysis of the practice of 21 school aides in Reykjavík showed that their practice mostly 

concerned cleaning, supervision and behaviour assistance in breaks. They seldom helped 

students with academic questions. Sixty seven per cent said that they often communicated 

with students and 62% said that they nearly always worked beside an adult (Björgvinsson and 

Svavarsdóttir, 2008). 

The research question 
This brief review of the literature highlights how practice and attitudes in one area can 

affect those in another and how the concepts learning and community are linked. Leadership 

for learning must permeate the school and its diverse community. The notion of a PLC can be 

dangerous if it excludes those who are not educated professionals, such as the teacher aides or 

school aides, or if its principles are not reflected in the participation of and voice given to 

students and parents. The overall research questions for this particular study are therefore: 

 To what extent, and in what way, do students, parents, and paraprofessionals 

experience a sense of community in a school that is developing a PLC? 

 How do students, parents, and paraprofessionals experience and view learning in a 

school that is developing a PLC? 

Methodology 
Action research 

The action research approach used here was a collaborative and democratic process 

intended to mix theoretical knowledge with practical knowledge in the field, to find solutions 

and improve practice (Coghlan and Brannick, 2010). It is about reflection in practice and from 

practice. The main idea in action research is to learn in practice, pay attention to what one 

does and why one does it, and then figure out how to improve student learning (McNiff, 
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2002). According to Schön (1991) scholarship epistemology refers to bringing together theory 

and practice; to constructing new knowledge as a result of working together. The process in 

action research signifies an on-going spiral process of defining a problem, acting, researching, 

working through data, interpreting, reflecting on results, practicing and acting in a new way. 

One step leads to another and one cycle in the spiral leads to another smaller cycle (Coglan 

and Brannick, 2010; Robertson, 2008).  

 Participants in the research were: 

 The critical friend who shadowed the leaders at staff meetings and observed them at 

work in the school.  

 The school leaders who shared an open work space with the guidance counsellor and 

the building manager with walls of glass, their approach to visibility being 

characteristic for the whole building.  

 Six teams of teachers and teacher aides were responsible for a group of 30–65 students 

in an open area with an arrangement of different work spaces.  

 School aides. 

 Students. 

 Parents. 

 

The goal of the critical friend’s intervention was to support the leaders in implementing 

practice which might promote the establishment of a PLC in the school and to focus on the 

leaders’ actions on this journey. The leaders and the critical friend formed the ‘research team’ 

– and their roles were discussed and defined and an action plan prepared annually and 

reviewed regularly. The team read literature to develop an understanding of the task; they 

discussed different meanings of concepts and theory, criteria and statements in a  

questionnaire, and how to implement new ideas in practice. The team reflected on results of 

the national assessments and other research-based data concerning the school in order to act 

on it and learn from it.  

During the first three years the school in question grew from 150 to 295 pupils and 

from 27 to 50 members of staff, which included a growth from 11 to 26 teachers. The teachers  

were usually around half of the staff. Two groups of paraprofessionals worked alongside 

teachers with students, albeit in different areas. One group consisted of ´teacher aides´ and  
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another of ´school aides´. In autumn 2012 there were six teacher aides and eight school aides 

in the school.  

In this article the emphasis is on the experiences of students, parents and 

paraprofessionals in the school during the PLC project.  

Generation of data 
Data were acquired by observations, interviews, discussions and reflections as well as 

from results from national assessments and the optional self-assessment tool, Skólapúlsinn. 

Data was looked at from different angles and by listening to what was mentioned or not 

mentioned. An overview of contact with the participants concerning the issues discussed in 

this paper is in Table 1.    

  

Table 1: Direct contact 
 

 

Three students from each of the grades targeted in the national assessment (4th, 7th, and 

10th grade) were interviewed. The students in 7th and 10th grades were tested three years 

earlier, when they were in the 4th and 7th grade during – the school´s first year. They were 

chosen randomly from a class list2, three from each grade, and it turned out to be one girl and 

two boys from each grade. The students in the focus groups were in grades four to eight, five 

students in each group, in total four girls and six boys. They were also chosen randomly, two 

names from each grade. Parents were asked for permission for their children to participate in 

the interviews. 

                                                           
2 Two students with special difficulties in communications were excluded from the list 

 Spring 2010 Autumn 
2010 Spring 2011 Autumn 

2011 Spring 2012 Autumn 
2012 

Focus 
groups 

Para-
profession- 
als (6) 

Parents (4) 
Students (5), 
grade 4–8 

Students 
(5), 
grade 4–8 

  

Two groups 
of parents 
(2 vs 4) 
Paraprofess
ionals (8)  

Individual 
interviews        

9 students 
(4th, 7th and 
10th grade) 

On-site visits 15 11 15 12 8 6 
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In the interviews, the students were asked to describe school the day before, what they 

had done and why, to discuss different roles of persons in the school, to describe how they  

learnt something and to comment on their part in the life of the school. Also they were asked 

to explain if there was something in the environment that was helpful or a hindrance to 

learning.  

The parents of the students who were interviews were asked to take part in group 

interviews that occurred the afternoon of the same day. Three fathers and seven mothers 

participated (representing nine of 10 students, as both parents attended in the case of one 

pupil). Among other things parents were asked about their expectations towards the school, its  

policy and what practice seemed to characterize it. They were also asked to describe their 

communication with the leaders and teachers in the school and their expectations towards 

them.  

In the focus group of paraprofessionals six teacher aides and eight school aides took 

part. They volunteered when participants were sought. They were asked about their 

responsibilities and the communication in the school.  

Staff and parents in the school were regularly informed about the research and invited 

to comment on it.  All staff accepted results being discussed and published in articles. Strict 

confidentiality was ensured. 

The interviews were transcribed, analysed and coded by the first author. Data were 

analysed by noting themes and counting frequencies of occurrence of ideas. These units of 

meanings were categorized, reflected on and compared with results in national assessments 

and criteria in matrices and assessment tools used in the survey (Cohen et al., 2000).  

 

Results  
Two main themes emerged from the analysis of the composite data. The first theme 

concerns policy, interaction and achievement and appears to be related to the general issue of 

learning. The second theme is linked to information, morale and communication within the 

fabric of the school, the way the school community appears to function, and is of interest to 

the development of a professional learning community.  
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Views on learning 
First thing each morning students attend class meetings for about 20 minutes where 

they discuss how they feel and behave as well as their goals and themes in learning. After that 

they often work on different projects according to their schedule, own work, or interest-based  

workshops or themes. Tuesdays are theme days in the school. Then subjects are integrated 

with all teachers involved and the school bustles with life. Students present the product of the 

thematic work to each other and to parents.   

The older students say they learn a lot through the internet and by looking at films 

which they discuss formally together. They give examples of cooperation and the oral  

practice. One student said: Like yesterday, I intended to prepare a project with another girl 

but she was home sick so we worked together through Facebook. Learning also has to do 

with social activities in the school after the formal school day. The students talk about 

teachers, the school counsellor and the principal working with them, mixing music and 

planning discos, for this school alone and also when they invite adolescents from other 

schools. Younger students do not connect as well in discussion with teachers on other 

activities and work in the school. For example, a teacher talked with a few students in fourth 

grade about a goal in writing.  He had compiled on a sheet of paper an overview of possible 

ways to fulfil the goal. He then recommended that students paste the sheet in their planning 

book and take advantage of it when planning. When I asked a student why he pasted it in his 

book he just said: The teacher told me to. 

There is an emphasis in the school on clear goals and students planning their weekly 

work. Even though the tasks and methods seem to be diverse and cooperative, students have 

rather traditional beliefs about schooling and many students prefer working by themselves, 

sometimes in their textbooks. One student said: I learn best when teachers use real objects to 

explain things, as when finding average in maths and summing students’ height and dividing 

it to find the average. They say teachers mostly decide what to do in the lessons but that they, 

the students, often have a choice of how and when they do it even though their role in the 

school is to learn and obey the teachers. One student said: Students do as they are told to do. 

They can decide a little, such as which pages they put on the plan and when they do different 

projects in classes. Another student said: We learn. Teachers and students can learn  
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together and from each other. We can discuss and so forth. And the third: Students come to 

school to deal with tasks to learn. I think we will be well prepared for high school after this 

school. 

Students said that the most important thing in the school is not the methods used or the 

environment but the staff´s attitude; that it is positive and enthusiastic. When asked about the 

role of teachers and paraprofessionals, one student said: The teachers teach us and create 

tasks for us. Other people clean the school and help the teachers. It is good to have many 

grownups in the school because then we can ask them for help and don´t have to wait.  

Another student said: Teachers teach us, like mathematics and things like that. Other staff 

helps you sometimes if you get mad or something. 

When asked about the principal’s role, one student said:  He is concerned about 

variety in the school, that all days are not the same, he does a lot and he listens to all 

students. Students from 4th to 10th grade and teachers/staff change roles one day a year. Then 

staff sees themselves in the student role and the students ´control´ the school and plan and 

organize activities. The students in the student council are responsible for the planning. 

Students love these days which often give all participants a new view on work practices of the 

school.  

Staff has had courses in using the discipline policy (Positive Discipline) and tools for 

use were also discussed in the weekly staff meeting. Furthermore, signs with slogans from the 

discipline tools were seen all over the school. One problem was that some of the 

paraprofessionals could not participate in all meetings. The teacher aides had other duties to 

attend to at the same time as meetings were held, such as following students in different after-

school activities. Student care had a higher priority than planning meetings. Teacher aides 

often experienced this as a complication and a conflict between their different roles and 

sometimes had difficulties following instructions and transforming practice according to the 

discipline tools simply because they missed the meetings. One newly employed teacher aide 

was confused about how to act in line with the discipline policy and expressed a lack of 

understanding of some key concepts. School aides had a similar story to tell. Those who had 

been in the school for some time had attended courses on Positive Discipline or about the  
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tools but they still were unsure of how to use them in practice in corridors and in the school 

yard.  

Students confirmed that what and how they learned in school helped them a bit in the 

national assessment but when saying this they were mainly focused on the subject and attitude 

rather than methods. Student self-esteem is though significantly higher than the national 

average as measured by Skólapúlsinn. 

Students who began in the school in 2009 in grades 4 (cohort A) and 7 (cohort B) 

(Table 2) were assessed by national assessment in Icelandic and mathematics and again three 

years later; in 7th and 10th grade, and in 10th grade also in English. The full results are in  

Appendix 1. The average for the country is standardized to 30 to make it easier to compare. 

Being aware of the time it takes to build up stability and trust in a new school the school 

found the results acceptable in 4th and 7th grade 2009 and also for progress three years later 

(Table 2).  

 

Table 2. Summary of results on national assessments in 2009 (first year) and 2012 (fourth year) 

  

  Year 2009 Year 2012 
Cohort A 
 

4th grade, 2009 
7th grade, 2012 

Above national and district 
mean in 2009 in Icelandic but 
below district mean in math 

Below national and district 
mean in 2012 
in both Icelandic and math 

Cohort B 7th grade, 2009 
10th grade, 2012 

Below national and district 
mean in 2009 
in both Icelandic and math 

Above district mean and 
national mean in 2012 
in Icelandic and math and in 
English also in national mean  

Cohort C 4th grade, 2012  Much lower than national and 
district mean in 2012 in both 
Icelandic and math 

 

There was a disappointment among teachers and parents when results from the 

national assessments in 4th grade 2012 (cohort C) were so much lower than the national and 

district average. The results are also at odds with the results in 4th grades in earlier cohorts in 

the school (Appendix 1). For many weeks, staff meetings were used to focus on reasons and 

possible improvements. There had been on-going difficulties with communication and 

practice in the team around this group. In the school there had not been any prominent risk 

factors among this student group, except for poor results in reading tests in the 2nd grade. 

Parents who had children in different classes and had visited the school had seen differences 
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in them, according to staff, and they felt that not all teachers were sure about how to work in 

the open study areas with so many students.  

Parents discussed a lack of follow-up and responsibility for all students in some teams 

and felt that discipline seemed weaker in the younger classes. They were worried and 

wondered if a lack of discipline in the younger grades could have caused the weaker results in  

the national assessments. The leadership had also noticed these causes for concern and had 

reflected on them and discussed them with teachers, and had put in extra support for the  

teams. Parents knew that the leadership team had worked with the teams on methods, 

communication and planning but they wondered if they should have said 'stop' earlier when 

things did not improve. It was felt that maybe they had to change the compositions of teams 

when things did not work as expected and teachers were not in complete harmony in teams. 

Parents believed in the school and pointed at many positive things, such as a large number of 

trustworthy and professional staff. They trusted the school to deliver good results in the 

national assessment. In the school 79% of parents believed that they had very much or rather  

much to say about decisions taken about their child in the school (Skólapúlsinn), compared 

with 57% at a national level. 

Parents contacted the school more frequently with worries and complaints about big 

student groups and disturbances in the work environment in the school. They had a tendency 

to press the teachers to use more traditional methods because they believed that was a better 

way to learn. Parents were unsure how to influence the school and have discussions about the 

school policy. Parents were also confused about the limited use of textbook/workbooks, or 

even the complete lack of it, in the school, as well as about the low emphasis on homework. 

This confusion was shared by a few teachers as well. Some parents could not see the reason 

for this and also pinpointed contradictions in the school policy because they said that 

sometimes when children had fallen behind in their school work they got a workbook sent 

home with them to ´catch up´. 

At the same time parents confirmed that it was mainly in parent/student/teacher 

meetings that they were asked to give ideas about methods for their child, and teachers and 

leaders complained of having difficulties concerning the commitment of parents to their 

children’s school work. Parents did not comment on the weekly information letter sent home, 

teachers said. Parents had a space to write a comment in the planning book, and some of them 

took advantage of this. Around 80–90% of the parents joined annual meetings in the parents’ 
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association (which is high for Iceland) but they said that they were unsure about when to 

speak out about policy questions of the school. The school council was still developing its 

methodology. There was a discussion in the school on how to develop a culture that  

encouraged the parents to cooperate more with the school. The leaders were concerned about 

getting support from outside in relation to the parent participation.   

With regard to school aides, leaders expressed their worries about a lack of team 

thinking and whole school thinking. The idea of team work seemed strange to many of them. 

There seemed to be another kind of morale among them than other staff in the school. One 

leader said that he understood that some school aides did not see their job as something that 

demanded a lot of ´thinking´ and just wanted to be ordered what to do. In February 2011 the 

leadership team decided they needed support from outside in developing team thinking among 

school aides. They planned weekly meetings with them in order to change habits and re-

evaluate things with them.  

 

A sense of community 
Students, especially the older ones, suggested that they had their say about the practice 

in the school and they confirmed that they could knock on the principal's door if they had 

something on their mind, or speak to the teachers and other staff, whatever it was, and it 

usually gave results. Some of the younger students said that only those in the student council 

had anything to say about the school. Nonetheless, students felt good in the school and the 

staff cared about them.  One teacher said: The biggest strength of this school is in how well 

students feel here. Here we welcome everybody, students as well as staff. 

The parents were well informed about class meetings and praise and discussion circles 

and thought that the students in this school had a voice. They were very pleased with the 

discussion forum in class meetings and confirmed that the practice had developed and 

changed through teacher training and learning. They praised the information channels in the 

school, both from teachers and leaders, and talked about a very high level of communication 

and service. If parents asked the school about something, either by telephone or email, they 

always got a prompt answer either from leaders or teachers. Teachers confirmed that the 

communication between them and parents was good but they complained about parents not 

giving them feedback on emails and not taking part in a debate with them about schooling. 
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They felt that sometimes questions and requests for parental involvement were sometimes 

completely unanswered. 

The parents said that the school culture was not what they were used to; that it was not 

traditional. They praised the leaders and staff however for being positive and looking for  

solutions as well as developing a good morale in the school. They confirmed that their 

children had a strong sense of ownership of the school and protected it when it was criticized. 

Parents found themselves welcome in the school and could safely comment on the practice in 

the school.   

Even though parents mostly showed positive attitudes to the school, only a small 

group of parents took any active part in cooperating with the school. For example, parents 

developed an initiative to monitor the walkways for students coming to the school in the  

morning. At the same time they felt that a clear connection between the school and the 

neighbourhood was lacking, and the school building was not a natural centre for neighbours 

as was hoped in the initial policy for the school.  

Paraprofessionals mentioned that the morale was good in the school and that there was 

never a problem asking for help. School aides who had experience from other schools said 

that there was a lower level of class hierarchy in this school than others. They said that the 

reason could be that they worked in teaching areas during school time and students asked 

them for help and just seemed to see them as a grown-up to support them. They said that even 

when they were just passing by a student they were asked for help and they tried to do what 

they could to help. They said they were so visible in the school. They knew that people were 

interested in working at this school because of this attitude.  

 The paraprofessionals complained about not having enough time to process the 

information given in weekly letters and meeting protocols. Some of the staff said that they 

used Sundays at home to read weekly letters from the leaders to prepare for the week and 

highlighted the importance of having time in the daily practice in the school. The 

paraprofessionals found it necessary to further develop the plan to get everyone informed at 

all levels in the school so all could fulfil their demands and goals of learning to support 

students.  
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Discussion and conclusion 
The aim of this research was to find out in what way and to what extent students, 

parents and paraprofessionals experienced a sense of community in the new school that was  

developing a PLC, as well as how they experienced and viewed learning in the school. In 

many ways the vision of a PLC was being realised by these groups of stakeholders. Most of 

them found that they belonged to the school community and had found their niche there. This 

was particularly noticeable among students and teacher aides. 

There was a clear policy on differentiation as it was seen as a goal in a PLC of the 

school. There are all types of students in the school, just as in other communities. Each child 

joined classes but needed different support, tools or environments. Each was part of a whole 

in school discourse among leaders, staff, students and parents. Students expressed ownership 

of the school and gave hints of multiple tasks, such as weekly theme work, interests-based 

workshops and regular class meetings where they discussed goals and ways of reaching them, 

as well as their ideas and feelings. The older the students were the more opinions they had on 

the school and felt free to discuss things with staff. The school was the students' workplace 

and they were trusted to go wherever they needed in the school without needing permission.  

With their attitude and structures, and the policy of Positive Discipline, members of 

the community seemed to work rather well with students on the challenge concerning 

´learning to be´, one of the pillars of learning identified by UNESCO as it enables people to 

understand themselves and build up self-confidence (Delors, 1996; Delors, 2013; UNESCO, 

2009). The climate was caring and supportive and many students as well as staff found their 

niche, except perhaps for school aides who were not yet fully at home in the school. They did 

not know how to use the discipline tools and had did not have the self-confidence they needed 

to be able to support the students as initially expected (Mitra et al., 2013) and identified this 

pillar of learning as the most important.  

There were, however, some shortcomings in the work of the school, which were 

neither fully discussed nor resolved, and dilemmas that involved emphases in pedagogic 

work, coordination among staff and interaction with parents. The information flow among 

stakeholders did not work as planned and parents were still unsure of the school policy 

concerning textbooks and homework.  
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Students in the school need more training in reflection upon their learning (Noddings, 

2007) but felt they were listened to about when and how to do things in learning and in the  

school, and especially the older ones felt that what they thought mattered (Cook-Sather, 2006; 

Ruddock and Flutter, 2004). This conviction had grown as students have grown older and the 

staff had more training in the changed practice. The rules about communication and discipline 

were clear and used effectively in class meetings where students and staff shared decisions 

(Nelsen et al., 2000).  

It seems to take some time to build up individual and social skills and maturity in the 

school so that all pieces in the puzzle fit together. The older the students were the more they 

flourished and grew in their achievement as seen in the national assessments, observations in 

the school and interviews. The students saw different roles in the staff and expressed a 

confidence towards them and found that teachers cared about them (Mitra et al., 2013). When 

it came to ´how´ and ´when’, the student voice in this school seemed stronger than in the 20 

Icelandic schools researched in 2009–2011 but when it came to ´what´ the results seem 

similar (Jónsdóttir and Sigþórsson, 2013). Even though students found that their views made a 

difference they may not have seen their information used in all parts of the school work (Zion, 

2009). 

Some parents had doubts about working conditions in big student groups and joint 

staff responsibility. The national assessments in the first three to four years of the school were 

acceptable. Therefore, the apparently poor results from the 4th grade national assessments in 

2012 were a catalyst that involved the whole school community in looking for ways to 

improve the performance of students. The school showed characteristics of a PLC as the staff 

and parents reflected and formally discussed evidence-based data (Roy and Hord, 2006; Stoll 

and Seashore Louis, 2007). 

Some staff in the school seemed to use the information from the school to the parents 

and the parents coming to see student presentations as a scale for assessing parental 

engagement in the school. Even though information to parents did not include questions or 

requests for engagement, the school seemed to expect and want reactions from them. Parents 

seemed to interpret joint participation in social activities as collaboration between home and  
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school (Christiansen, 2010). The wishes and expectations of the school and parents are 

different because of background and traditions and these need to be discussed (Crozier and  

Davis, 2007; Duignan, 2012; Harris and Goodall, 2008). The school thinks it gives 

opportunities and invitations for collaboration and discussion with parents while the parents 

do not experience it in that way. That indicates that even though parents praised the school for 

good information and the service it provides, and for allowing them to have something to say 

about their children’s school day, they believed that the involvement could be more clearly 

managed and directed at school policy and professional matters. Emails and special 

parent/student meetings may not be the right path, or at least not the only path, for engaging 

parents. The exchanges between the parents’ association and the school council must be 

improved so the parent representatives could feel that they have a mandate from other parents 

in the school to make decisions.  

Despite the effort to keep everyone informed in the school by developing a structure 

and a culture of conversation for engagement, the school has not succeeded in getting 

information to everyone. Different working conditions and methods have been a hindrance 

but another explanation could be a lack of commitment and that people just hear what they 

want to hear (Duignan, 2012). That gives an image of a community that includes professional 

development with some supportive conditions but the PLC is not yet fully developed. 

When the school was planned there was an emphasis on building up trust between the 

school and the neighbourhood. That part has failed according to parents. The neighbouring 

community does not come to the school and read newspapers, eat in the dining room or use it 

for leisure time activities after school, as was initially hoped. There was a plan for a special 

parent room in the school but that room has been used by the nurse ever since the school first 

opened its doors. In the parents’ mind it ought to be a normal thing for the parents to drop in 

at the school but a way to help people to do so must still be found. 

School aides are rather loosely coupled to the school community but they have support 

in each other and a place to discuss with other school aides at meetings. They are in more 

contact with students in their school work than has been seen in other studies in Iceland 

(Björgvinsson and Svavarsdóttir, 2008). The school has made an effort to twin teachers and  
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teacher aides in teams with joint planning time. The teacher aides find they have a say in their 

teaching team but they are more involved in social and behavioural skills of the students than  

academic ones and found the teachers not always aware of the school aides´ roles, as shown in 

earlier work from 2005–2006 (Helgadóttir and Svavarsdóttir, 2006). There seems to be a lack 

of deep discussions among stakeholders on professional matters and how to involve the 

community, as emphasized in the fourth way (Hargreaves and Shirley, 2012).  

In conclusion, teachers and school leaders have the most power in the school 

community even though students in this school suggest that they have a say about the how and 

when in learning and paraprofessionals find the hierarchy to be less in this school than in 

other schools they had experienced. The school has not found the solution for developing a 

PLC that includes learning for all stakeholders in a non-hierarchical way (Bolam et al., 2005; 

Hargreaves, 2007; Roy and Hord, 2006; Vescio et al., 2008). The paraprofessionals must find  

that their contribution and engagement is important and that they have a developmental 

opportunity (Bolam et al., 2007). 

The school leaders and the teams want to structure a culture of trust and a ´reflective 

dialogue´ on strengths and weaknesses concerning all staff members, both personally and 

professionally and to extend the scope of teamwork. Having the confidence to show 

uncertainty and vulnerability and seek strength from others has been shown to be beneficial to 

professional growth (Kelly, 2013). Until now this is something seen among teachers and 

leaders but less so among paraprofessionals (Svanbjörnsdóttir, et al., 2015). The conclusion is 

reached that the school should find a structure to involve the school aides in the school teams 

thus promoting team diversity. The leaders and teams have to explore their collaboration to 

promote discussions, not least with students. Leaders should include parents in critical 

reflection on the school policy and search for ways to increase parents´ participation in a 

structured and formal manner as has been done with the teams.   

The direct involvement of students in the development of the school culture was 

strengthened by the Positive Discipline approach as it gave students and staff the structure and 

the opportunity to discuss different forms of learning in a safe environment. A clearer 

framework for how to implement this among paraprofessionals has to be developed further 

and could be done in the expanded teams.  
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Only a few studies on the contribution of paraprofessionals to developmental aspects 

of a community of practice could be found but this study shows the importance of recognising 

the part played by them in the work of the school.    
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Appendix 1 
 
Results from the National assessments the first and the fourth year of the school 
 

Autumn 2009 
 

   A 4th grade B 7th grade   10th grade 
  Icelandic Math Icelandic Math Icelandic Math English 
National 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 
District 30,2 30,1 29,9 28,3    
Current school 32,2 28,9 27,5 24,3    
 

Autumn 2012 
 

   C 4th grade A 7th grade B 10th grade 
  Icelandic Math Icelandic Math Icelandic Math English 
National 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 30,0 
District 29,8 29,3 29,6 28,3 28,9 28,1 28,6 
Current school 23,1 23,5 29,5 28,0 29,1 29,6 30,8 

 

 
 
Compared results from grade 4 to grade 7 

 Cohort A Icelandic Math English 
 2009 (4th grade) 32,2 28,9 - 
 2012 (7th grade) 29,5 28,0 - 
  

 Comparing results  from grade 7  to grade 10 
 Cohort  B Icelandic Math English 
 2009 (7th grade) 27,5 24,3 - 
 2012 (10th grade) 29,1 29,6 30,8 
      

     
 

    Comparing results from the 4th grades since the school was established 
 4th grades 2009 2010 2011 2012 
Icelandic 32,2 26,9 30,8 23,1 
Math 28,9 25,9 28,6 23,5 
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