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Exploring enhanced pedagogical leadership: an action
research study involving Swedish principals
Anette Forssten Seiser

Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, Karlstad University, Karlstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article reports on a joint action research study about princi-
pals’ pedagogical leadership and what happens when principals
explore pedagogical leading. In this study, the theory of practice
architectures interacts with the method chosen for analysing the
processes and results. Partnerships between universities and prac-
titioners are seen as an important arena for professional develop-
ment, and the results of this study illustrate how cooperation
between scholars and practitioners can promote professional
learning and capacity building amongst both parties. The findings
show how trustworthy relationships are necessary in order to
change the practice and evolve a critical and emancipatory
approach among the participants. Student learning and develop-
ment appear to be important components of the principals’ ped-
agogical leading. Pedagogical leading is about arranging the
conditions for teachers so that they are given the opportunity to
improve their teaching. Pedagogical leaders do not only talk about
changes but also call for concrete actions in schools’ internal work.
Principals’ pedagogical leading involves orchestrating the sur-
rounding arrangements in such a way that they enable school’s
learning and collaborative practices. Part of this orchestration
involves supporting forms of cooperation so that good norms
and a culture that nurtures development are established.
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Background and introduction

Educational leadership is a concept or idea that is socially constructed and contextually
bound. This means that there are different practice traditions of researching educational
leadership across national contexts and that the concept can be expressed and under-
stood essentially differently within various cultural context and discursive practices. This
can explain why the concepts ‘pedagogical leadership’ and ‘pedagogical leading’ carry
quite different connotations and have different meanings in the Nordic countries than in
the USA and in Great Britain, for example. One way to describe pedagogical leadership is
as ‘leadership for learning’ (Townsend and MacBeath 2011), another way is as ‘instruc-
tional leadership’, which has been hailed for many years as one of the most significant
responsibilities of school leaders (Moos 2011; Robinson, Lloyd, and Rowe 2008). How the
concept is used are sometimes deceptively similar. Depending on how it is interpreted
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in Swedish curriculums and legislations, it sometimes outlines as a synthesis between
‘instructional leadership’ and ‘transformational leadership’, concerning both teachers´
teaching and schools’ organisation (Forssten Seiser 2017). However, the current expecta-
tions and demands linked to principals’ leadership are very high in Sweden. A possible
cause is the impact of Neoliberal Public Management (NPM) on the development of
school leaders in Scandinavia (Moos 2011). Some government expectations comes from
transnational organisations as the OECD (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development) which is setting the agenda for PISA (Programme for International
Student Assessment) and TIMMS (Trends in International Mathematics and Science
Study). These kinds of instruments for international comparison have an impact on
how Swedish school leaders understand and execute pedagogical leading (Säljö 2016:
Jarl, Blossing, and Andersson 2017).

Although there has been much advocacy for principals’ pedagogical leadership in
Sweden there has been far less explicit conceptualisation of what pedagogical leading
encompasses. Consequently it is characterised by a sense of uncertainty and frustration
among many principals who are unsure regarding how they should turn these expec-
tancies in to practical leading actions. Nonetheless, there is a presumption that this
leadership will have a great impact on the work of improving schools. Therefore, it is
surprising that such leadership has only occasionally been theorised or operationalised
in research (Salo, Nylund, and Stjernstrøm 2015). Principals’ pedagogical leading seems
to be happening without anyone being able to document it, even though its actions and
results are concrete and tangible. It seems to be a leading that takes place in obscurity,
which makes it a relevant and urgent phenomenon to study and problematise (Forssten
Seiser 2017).

In the text both pedagogical leadership and leading are used as concepts. By using
‘leading’ the emphasis is directed from the principals as individuals and towards the
pedagogical leading as a practice. But although principals’ pedagogical leadership is
looked at as a practice, this does not mean that I dismiss the importance of the
individuals.

In this paper I will argue that action research is a practice that can enable and support
improving professional learning and pedagogical leading. This study reports on a project
where principals and a scholar participated as equal partners to investigate the concept
of pedagogical leading. The aim of the study is to contribute with knowledge regarding
principals’ pedagogical leadership as well as what happens in a joint action research
project when pedagogical leading is explored.

The research questions underpinning this article are as follows:

(1) How can principals’ pedagogical leadership be explained?
(2) What enables and constrains pedagogical leading?
(3) What changes appear in an action research process where pedagogical leading is

explored?
(4) What enables and constrains the endeavour of examining pedagogical leading in

the context of an action research study?

The article begins by outlining the theory of practice architecture, which forms the
theoretical foundation for the action research project on which this paper is based. Next,
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I introduce communicative action, tracing it to Habermas’ notion of public sphere and
communicative space (Habermas 1996). I then outline the action research project and
report the findings of what enabled and constrained the process, focusing on the
development of a critical and emancipatory approach. In the article I also offer insight
in how principals can orchestrate the necessary practice conditions to improve pedago-
gical leading at a local school.

Theoretical framework

In this study, the choice of method and the theoretical framework are seen as a coherent
whole. The overall aim of critical participatory action research (CPAR; Kemmis,
McTaggart, and Nixon 2014) is to support and empower individuals as they explore
their own situation in order to improve it. Research and development through empow-
erment requires a non-conventional relationship between scholars and practitioners,
which can be seen as challenging some of the dominant research traditions (Carr 2009;
Furu 2007). Participation, dedication and emancipation have been guiding principles for
the partnership reported on in this study.

The theory of practice architectures (Kemmis and Grootenboer 2008; Kemmis et al.
2014) interacts with the meaning and purpose of critical participatory action research
and is used to analyse the practices that are in focus of this study: the joint action
research and the principals´ pedagogical leading practices.

Practice theories vary widely in terms of how practice is defined and what counts as
a practice (Nicolini 2012). The distinctiveness of the theory of practice architectures lies
in what Schatzki (2002) has termed a site ontological understanding. A site ontological
approach to practice focuses on the actual site in which practices are undertaken, which
is a crucial premise of the theory (Kemmis et al. 2014, 43). According to the theory
a practice, as a socially established cooperative human activity, is composed of the
sayings, doings and relatings that hang together in a joint project. Different practices are
characterised by different discourses (sayings) including the language used to describe,
interpret, explain, orientate and justify a specific practice. Furthermore, practices are
characterised by how they interact among themselves (relatings) and how they relate to
other practices and various artefacts within and without the particular practice. In the
same way, there are characteristic actions (doings) that are linked to a practice. The
practice´s project can be defined as a truthful answer to the question ‘what is happening
here?’(Kemmis and Grootenboer 2008; Kemmis et al. 2014). The notion of practices
hanging together in a project is critical in ‘identifying what makes particular kind of
practices distinctive in a specific site’ (Kemmis et al. 2014, 15). Hence, the theory
examines how these practices in this study, in these specific sites, come to assume
these characteristic shapes and forms.

The practice architectures are what constitute the enabling and constraining pre-
conditions for the conduct of a specific practice and they appear in three intersubjective
dimensions: the semantic, the social and the physical (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon
2014). This means that when individuals interact with each other and the environment
within a specific practice, which in this case is an action research practice and the
principals’ pedagogical leading practices, the interaction takes place in ways that have
already been arranged and that affect how the interaction occurs. These dimensions,
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where individuals encounter one another intersubjectively, are tangible, concrete and
existing. How these arrangements emerge depends on the intersubjective dimension. In
the semantic dimension, cultural-discursive arrangements appear through the language
and speech surrounding the specific practice. In the social dimension, social-political
arrangements reveal how people relate to each other as well as to artefacts inside and
outside the practice. In the physical dimension, material-economic arrangements
become visible in the actions and work that take place.

The practice architectures, which can exist beyond the intentional actions of individuals,
shape practice and are shaped by them, but the theory maintains that practices are human-
made and socially established, and therefore it highlights the role of the participant in the
practice and in shaping their practices (Kaukko and Wilkinson 2018). According to the theory
of practice architectures, action research studies are enclosed by the concept of practice and
can be understood, as in the case of this study, as a specific practice (Kemmis, McTaggart, and
Nixon 2014). The context, or so-called practice landscape, surrounding an action research
study is significant for what is happening within it. This study is embedded in the Nordic
action research tradition, with its democratic values (Rönnerman and Salo 2012). In the Nordic
tradition partnership between universities and practitioners is seen as an important arena for
professional development (Rönnerman and Salo 2014). It is also embedded within a critical
action research approach which necessarily involves a democratic imperative, involving
individuals in a cyclical process of fact finding, planning, exploratory action and evaluation
(Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2014). In this case, it is based on the premise that the
participating principals are the best suited to finding solutions to problems and challenges
connected to their pedagogical leading at their respective schools.

Methodology and design

Initially the invitation to participate in the study was sent to approximately ninety principals
which represent the total amount of principals in a specific region in Sweden. Out of the
ninety, twenty accepted the invitation but merely twelve ended up participating since
eight decided to leave the study after only two meetings, referring to a stressful working
situation. The principals were divided into two groups and once a month for one and a half
years, meetings were held between the groups and myself as a scholar.

The meetings took place in a conference room at my university. Some arrangements,
linked to the location of the meetings, turned out to have an instant effect on how the
meetings unfolded. Different devices are examples of material-economic arrangements
that have an impact on what happens when individuals encounter one another in the
physical word. The conference room was equipped with a projector and a big screen
that enabled Power Point presentations which I frequently used in the early stages of
the actions research process. In this stage of the process the principals were often
listening and taking notes. These kind of activities is addressed as doings that were
typical in the early stages of the action research process. Also, how the room was
furnished had impact on what happened. The room had a big oval table surrounded
by chairs, facilitating social encounters and dialogues. Other factors that had an impact
on what happened were that the meetings lasted for three hours and that the school
leaders represented different types of schools (see Table 1).
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The work followed the cyclic process of action research, whereby the different steps
did not always follow a chronological order but were enmeshed in a way that is
common in action research (Hansson 2003; Kemmis et al. 2014; Rönnerman 2012).
Focus-group discussions, which are a form of qualitative interview (Yin 2011), were
used as the main method of data collection. The recordings of our meetings were
transcribed and analysed with the theory of practice architectures.

The main reason why the principals chose to participate in the study was that they
did ‘not feel quite right’ about the existing high expectations on principals’ pedagogical
leading and the vagueness of how to act as pedagogical leaders. ‘What is happening
here?’; is a question that it is asked when individuals encounter uncertainties or issues
about the validity or legitimacy of their understanding about what is going on (Kemmis,
McTaggart, and Nixon 2014, 34).

The reading of Habermas (1996) encouraged me to use communicative spaces as an
ideal in planning our monthly meetings. One ambition, according to Habermas’ ideal, is
intersubjective agreement as a basis for mutual understanding. This was expressed in
such a way that key concepts and terms were discussed thoroughly and systematically
during the whole process.

Why pedagogical leadership? Is it because it´s a leadership that is supposed to exist in an
organisation that is focusing on learning? In that case we should speak about medical
leadership in the field of health and . . . legal leadership in organisations handling law and
order . . . but we don´t . . . ? Or is it because it´s a leadership that is performed in
a pedagogical way? But then it should occur in other organisations as well . . . but that´s
not the case . . . or? (Principal 1 E, meting 2)

Another ambition, linked to communicative action, is to establish a broader under-
standing of others’ point of view and ‘unforced consensus’ about what needs to be
done to improve practice. Unforced consensus is agreement that is not enforced upon
anyone. It is a consensus that is achieved in dialogue and over time. To launch com-
municative action at our physical meetings we entered democratic dialogue in order to
find solutions regarding what needs to be done to improve pedagogical leading at the
local school level. To ensure that everyone was given opportunity to speak freely and
given time to reflect on and bring to light diverse opinions and understandings,
different tools and techniques designed to promote reflection and dialogue were used.

I will now turn to a more specific clarification of what happened at our meetings and
use the theory of practice architecture to illustrate what enabled and constrained the
action research practice.

The action research practice

In the process of analysing the data it became clear that findings linked to what
happened in the action research practice was the most interesting part of the study

Table 1. Participants in the action research.
Participants Woman Men Elementary school Upper secondary school Adult Education

Group 1 5 2 3 3 2
Group 2 7 7 0 4 2 1
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and that the theory of practice architectures (see Kemmis et al. 2014) worked well to
grasp the nature of this practice. One aim of the study was to contribute with knowl-
edge regarding how a practice can change and how such changes can be expressed.
During the joint action research practice different changes emerged. These changes can
be viewed as three stages: the establishing stage, the testing stage and the examining
stage, where the name of each stage characterises what happened in the action research
practice during the different periods of the process (see Figure 1).

The establishing stage

This stage represents the first six months of the process. The principals had not met before
and this was a social arrangement that affected the interactions at the meetings. Everyone
was respectful and supportive but there were no critical questioning about the others’
understanding or acting as pedagogical leaders, not even when there were obvious dissimilar
opinions in the groups. Also, the scholar´s position, as a form of traditional higher hierarchical
knowledge role, had an impact on the relatings in the groups during this stage. This was an
impact that increased due to the material- economic arrangement concerning the meeting
arena being a university. These were arrangements that led to a sense of a scientific truth
being present and accessible. When arrangements like these become visible and concrete
they can clarify why certain things are happening. In this case the visualisation explains why
the dominating pattern was that I was doing most of the talking while the principals were
taking notes and asking me questions. Later in the process, the principals declared that they
had entered the study with the hope that a scholar could help them grasp the kind of
leadership that is expected of them. This can be understood as a belief that scholars are the
ones who know the most and are therefore best suited to offer solutions to complex
dilemmas. The hope that the study would help the principals learn more about how to act
as pedagogical leaders was a reasonable hope given the high expectations that characterise
principals’ pedagogical leadership in contemporary Sweden.

During the establishing stage, my focus was on the group reaching a greater overall
understanding of pedagogical leadership and leading. Investigations and comparisons
were carried out on how leadership is constituted by authorities and researchers in
documents and books. Most of this work was performed by me due to the principals’
stressful working situation so time was an arrangement that was both enabling and
constraining the action research practice. It was a necessary prerequisite for the meet-
ings existence but linked to the principals’ overloaded working situation the lack of time
was an arrangement that constrained equal responsibility in the action process.

The 

establishing 

stage

The testing 

stage 

The 

examining 

stage 

Figure 1. The action research process.
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At the establishing stage, interviews with conceptual maps (Scherp 2013) were
conducted to illustrate how the principals themselves perceived pedagogical leading.
These interviews showed how the general discourse regarding principals’ pedagogical
leadership was taking place in a positive tone. All of the participating principals agreed
that pedagogical leading is important and therefore needs to be prioritised. This is
a result that can be understood as an influence of the prevailing positive talk (cultural –
discursive arrangements) about pedagogical leadership. The principals also described
how they wanted to have an impact on students’ outcomes and how they nursed
a hope that this study would reveal how to act in such a way.

- It´s a leadership that is concerning students’ learning (Principal 1E).

- It’s about leading improvements that can be seen in the classroom. (Principal 1B).

And this was an understanding that stayed essentially unmodified during the action
research process.

My opinion is that we should not be doing anything without focus on our students’
learning. Pedagogical leadership should have a positive effect on the students’ results . . .
in some way (Principal 1B, meeting 5)

After about six month of it became obvious that the principals’ listening and passive
approach had to change in endeavour to accomplish communicative actions. In order to
increase the principals’ influence and engagement in the research process, they were
called on to try out some pedagogical leading actions in their schools.

I started sending out my weekly schedule to stop the talk about how problematic it was to
get in touch with me. With this action I was hoping to bring some peace and quiet to the
organisation, but what happened was that some teachers discovered that I didn´t follow the
schedule . . . always. Teachers could come up to me and say: ‘You were supposed to be in
your office, but you were not. What did you do instead?’ Or if I according to the schedule
shouldn´t be in my office but still was: ‘But why are you here. You should not be here now.’
So instead of bringing peace and calm, the weekly schedule caused chaos (Principal 2E,
meeting 7)

The actions carried out by the principals emerged as enabling arrangements that
promoted improvements in the action research practice. The principals´ engagement
and commitment improved and the fact that the principals honestly were sharing their
experiences resulted in new ways of relating to one another and that the quality of the
collaboration developed, which enabled the process to pass into the testing stage.

The testing stage

The dominant patterns of interaction in the group changed and through these actions,
the knowledge hierarchy that was prominent during the study’s establishing phase was
dissolved in such a way that everyone’s knowledge was respected and that everyone
was contributing in the dialogues. The principals’ pedagogical leading actions also
resulted in concrete changes in their schools.

During this stage, the dominant interest with respect to knowledge constitution
changed from a sort of technical interest (Habermas 1972) to a more emancipatory
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interest. Instead of being eager to know how to act as pedagogical leaders, the
principals became engaged in learning more about how different factors enabled and
constrained this kind of pedagogical leading.

I think that these meetings have been vital because they provide the chance to discuss
things that vanish in my working days. (Principal 1D, meeting 9)

Yes, it’s good to be forced to prioritise these things because it is so easy to choose other
things instead. (Principal 1A, meeting 9)

Principals trying out different pedagogical leading actions turned out to use arrange-
ments which had a significant and positive impact on the professional learning and the
engagement in the action research practice.

Last meeting I felt stressed and frustrated and was wondering if it was worth all the effort.
But after the meeting I felt less stressed and less frustrated and realised how important this
work is to help me raise my head from all the doings in my everyday work (Principal 2F,
meeting 6).

The meetings are energizing and our feedback enables us to improve our everyday work
a little more (Principal 2G, meeting 6).

Instead of merely supporting affirmative interactions, the principals began to act reflec-
tively in their evaluation of the process, and their interaction became more honest and
trustworthy.

It’s remarkably how I . . . when I meet with you . . . I speak openly about everything in the
group. (Principal 2 A, meeting 4)

How I as a scholar transformed my role had a positive impact on strengthened shared
responsibility and engagement, by encouraging communicative actions using different
tools and methods supporting dialogues. In this stage of the process we were starting to
act as critical friends which is interpreted as an improvement that takes the process into
next stage; the examining stage.

The examining stage

Through changes like the ones that occurred in the testing stage, the action
research process gained energy and commitment. The responsibility of the work
became collective, and more of a reflective and critical approach was developed,
as well as a shared scientific language. The improvements were visible and con-
crete in the sayings, doings and relating. This emancipatory pattern emerged
mostly in the last stage of the action research process and in turn it promoted
collective learning among the principals.

The meetings have given me the opportunity to reflect and have a distance from my daily
work – to go up one level in my thinking by adding a theoretical framework. The scientific
approach has been important. (Principal 2A, meeting 11)

When the principals started to act as critical friends, research and government
texts was no longer taken for granted. At this stage the principals reflected on and
critically evaluated the various effects of trying to live up to their environment’s
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expectations of them as their school’s pedagogical leader. Unreasonably high
expectations, the demands of politicians and the lack of formal collegial learning
groups were found to be factors that often constrain pedagogical leading. These
factors were perceived in the principals’ actions. One example is how the princi-
pals realised, by corresponding to teachers craving for available school principals,
that the consequences were unfavourable for their pedagogical leadership. The
principals detected that they hardly ever were fully present in any situation,
merely available. In the same way some demands from the local politicians were
identified as constraining, particularly those focusing on ‘looking good’ instead of
‘doing good’. Thanks to the joint action research practice the principals came to
see the significance of established collaborative learning groups among principals
but also recognised it as an infrequent arrangement in the Swedish school system.

During the examining stage, the principals also reflected upon their previous
understanding of pedagogical leading, comparing this with their current under-
standing. One of the principals reflected on how, before attending this study, he
had focused on achievements, goals and performance. He understood that this
was problematic in that he alone had formulated the goals and decided what the
teachers should focus on in their work. By adopting self-criticism in his analysis of
his leadership, he realised that this kind of leading had not resulted in the
teachers being on track. This insight resulted in a change of management strategy,
and instead he focused on creating commitment, participation and shared respon-
sibility in the school’s pedagogical leadership and improvement work.

Table 2 offers a brief illustration how the theory of practice architectures enabled
identifying concrete changes in the action research practice.

Table 2. Examples of identified changes.
The

Action
Research
Practice

The establishing
stage

The testing
stage

The examining
stage

Doings The scholar gives
a PowerPoint
presentation.
The principals are
listening and taking
notes.

The principals are sharing experiences,
talking about the actions they have
tested in their schools.
Everyone is taking part in the
dialogue, asking questions and
making remarks.

Shared analysis in the group,
reflecting on how their
understanding of the concept
(pedagogical leadership) has
changed and increased during the
process.

Relatings Acting humble and
polite. Affirmative
and supportive in our
interactions.

Everyone is engaged and participating
in the dialogue. Investigating
approach and reflective and
evaluating comments.

Acting as critical friends asking critical
questions. Nothing is taken for
granted, ideas and research are
being problematized.

Sayings The principal is
portrayed as the
schools (solitary)
pedagogical leader.
It about taking
responsibility for the
quality of the
teachers teaching.
Accountability,
student outcomes,
evidence.

Pedagogical leadership is described as
organizing and enabling learning in
local schools.
It is a leadership that is enhanced
when it is shared with other.
Distributed leadership, school
development, professional learning
communities.

Pedagogical leadership is described as
situated and contextual. The
principals are critical to the idea of
‘a best’ leadership model or a best
teaching methods. Using concepts
from research.
Culture of trust, collaboration, good
relations, leading long processes.
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Conclusions related to the identified changes in the action research practice

Part of the logic that enabled me to identify three stages (see Figure 1) in the action
research came from my reading of Habermas (1972) theory of knowledge-constitute
interests: technical, practical and emancipatory. These were the underpinnings for my
emphases together with Carr and Kemmis (1986) categorising of action research.
According to Carr and Kemmis there are differences in the kinds of interest that action
research projects serve. These differences carry consequences for the relationship between
the participating scholars and practitioners, as I could recognise from our joint action
research project. How we related to one another, in medium of the social space, constitutes
a central point in categorising the different stages in our action research process.

The field of technical action research is mainly about generating technical solutions for
specific problems. This was the interest that dominated the enabling stage, where the
principals wanted a scholar to teach them how to act as pedagogical leaders. This desire
corresponded well with a technical approach, where the aim is about influencing individuals
and institutions to achieve desirable goals with well-utilised resources (Alvesson 2013;
Alvesson and Spicer 2012). Action research conducted on the basis of practical interest
creates knowledge in the form of interpretive understanding, which can guide individuals in
ethical dilemmas. After approximately six months, this interest replaced the previously
dominant technical interest and this had a lot to do with the engagement related to the
actions that the principals were performing in the testing stage. In practical action research,
the goal is the individual’s professional improvement in terms of increased awareness and
greater self-awareness. Within practical action research, the collaboration between the
scholar and the principals is of a higher level, as it became in the testing stage. Habermas
(1972) third interest with respect to the constitution of knowledge is emancipatory. The
emancipatory interest aims at achieving independence and critical reflection. In this form of
action research, practitioners and scholars have a shared responsibility for the development
of the research practice. In the process of exploring and testing pedagogical leadership, the
principals’ critical and reflective approach developed in the action research practice.

I can put it into words (referring to pedagogical leadership) and I have more structure now in
my leading. In the first conceptual map I was fumbling at how to act as a pedagogical
leaders, much more than I do now (Principal 1D, meeting 9).

In this study, the lengthy nature of the process in combination with the study’s design
was crucial for the development of trustful relationships among the participants.
Focusing on a communicative space that supports and nurtures professional learning
was also an important component in the process.

Before I discuss my findings I will say something about the results regarding princi-
pals’ pedagogical leadership and what enables and constrain this kind of leading.

Principals’ pedagogical leading practice

At the beginning of the action research study, the aim was to establish findings
regarding pedagogical leadership. However, in the process of clarifying the various
aspects of this leadership, it became clear that this could not be established on
a general level but was best accomplished at the level of each local school. In the
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study, principals’ pedagogical leadership appears as situation-oriented. Furthermore, it is
described as a kind of leading that largely deals with the conditions for teachers’
professional and shared learning.

We all seem to agree about the meaning of arranging teachers’ professional collegial
learning?! (Scholar, meeting 7)

Yes, that is what we must be doing because this is what pedagogical leadership is about –
to get teachers’ collegial learning going. (Principal 1E, meeting 7)

Principals’ pedagogical leadership is defined as an indirect leadership whereby principals
focus on arranging the conditions for teachers so that they can improve their teaching. It
was apparent among the participating principals that principals’ pedagogical leadership
is a child-centred leadership, which means a leadership with a clear commitment
towards student learning and development.

During the study, the principals tried out different pedagogical leading actions in
their schools. The results showed that these actions were significant in the improvement
work and brought about several concrete changes in their pedagogical leading prac-
tices. The principals’ actions resulted not only in changes that were linked to ways of
doing but also in new ways of relating to the teachers in order to make the teachers
more included in the schools’ pedagogical leadership.

I don´t think I’ll get very far if I don´t have the teachers with me. I don´t mean that everyone
must agree with me, but if the teachers don´t feel involved, I don´t think I´ll be successful in
my pedagogical leading. (Principal 2B, meeting 4)

As a pedagogical leader, you need to engage the teachers in some way. Maybe not all at
once, but you still have to get . . . to delegate responsibility and show them that you trust
them. (Principal 1E, meeting 4)

The actions contributed to new ways of understanding and talking about pedagogical
leadership (see Table 2). The understanding and description of the principal as a solitary
pedagogical leader changed and instead it was described as a way of leading that is
strengthened when it becomes a shared responsibility.

I believe that we need to collaborate at school level. I rarely say, ‘I, as the school principal,
have to . . . .’ But the teachers frequently say, ‘The school principal has to handle this now.’
My answer to them is, ‘I am the school principal, but I think we have to handle this together
because we have a shared responsibility in this mission.’ (Principal 2D, meeting 10)

Another finding that emerged from the action research results was that pedagogical
leading is not simply about talking about changes; it must also include concrete actions
in the school’s internal work. Moreover the study shows that principals’ pedagogical
leadership involves good relations with others, specifically in terms of learning and
making wise assessments during working days that are filled with moral and ethical
dilemmas. This means that pedagogical leading includes the ability to handle tense
relationships and complex situations.

Based on the results of this study, the principals’ pedagogical leading can be sum-
marised as orchestrating the surrounding arrangements in such a way that they support
a learning and co-operative practice at the local school. It is about creating systems for
whom to meet and talk to, how often these meetings occur, what topics are addressed
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and how the interaction is conducted, with a focus on reaching unforced consensus
about what to do in a particular situation. An individualistic culture can limit a principal’s
pedagogical leadership. Similarly, many unresolved conflicts may complicate this kind of
leading.

Conclusions related to principals’ pedagogical leading

A big part of today’s school leadership research falls within a positivist tradition and is
located in the province of instrumental and evaluative knowledge (Gunter and Ribbins
2003). There is an immense interest in how to become successful and therefore a lot of
studies are focusing on ‘the highly successful, larger than life, business leaders who have
turned their companies around’ (MacBeath and Townsend, page 4). Case study and
survey research methods are predominant and many are taking form from ‘tips for
leaders’ (Muijs 2011). There is a tendency in educational research ‘to jump rapidly from
a limited research base to prescriptions for practices, as a result of pressures from
governments and their agencies in search of “quick fixes” and from schools in search
of solutions to the need for fast improvement as a result of the accountability measures
they are forced to work under’ (Muijs 2011, 120). This tendency has given rise to
solutions that take productivity, efficiency, growth and social control as benchmarks. It
has resulted in ideas like that there exists one effective leadership model that principals
can apply regardless of the context. This idea is contradicted by the findings of this
action research study, which shows that the knowledge that a good pedagogical leader
needs is the ability to make wise decisions in ethically and morally challenging situa-
tions, and that the idea of an effective pedagogical leadership model is still alive can be
seen as a consequence of the neoliberal influences on the Swedish school system.
Marketing has become a new assignment for principals (Jarl 2013), which may encou-
rage them to present their schools as places where effective teaching and leadership
methods and models are in use. This is a development in school leadership research that
motivates further work that draws upon critical and emancipatory approaches.

Student learning and development appear to be important components of the
principals’ pedagogical leadership that are almost taken for granted. This can be under-
stood as an effect of how authorities and politicians emphasise this area. At the same
time, the results show that student learning is not that prominent in the principals’
descriptions of how they act as pedagogical leaders. A possible explanation is that this is
a result of the principals’ understanding of pedagogical leadership as something indir-
ect. This means that principals’ pedagogical leading is about creating conditions for
teachers so that they can improve and refine their teaching. A further explanation can
be found in the evolution of school improvement research. Three to four decades ago,
principals’ pedagogical leadership focused on teachers’ professional development, with-
out any particular connection to student learning (Jarl, Blossing, and Andersson 2017).
Perhaps remnants of such thoughts remain today. Or perhaps this conclusion attributes
greater importance to school research than what has taken effect in school practice, as
the interest in such research is relatively new in Sweden. I will now proceed to discuss
my findings.
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Discussion

At the beginning of the action research process, certain cultural – discursive arrange-
ments with a significant impact on the language were emerging in positive and
progressive sayings. When the principals talked about their leadership the languages
and the concepts used were similar to the ones in Swedish school policy documents
(SOU 2015:22; SOU 2017:35). During the establishing stage we discovered that it was not
only the Swedish authorities that outline this leadership as positive and necessary, it was
also the case in many research writings. There were also similarities in the authorities’
steering documents and many research publication regarding the fact that pedagogical
leadership should focus on student learning. A similar picture emerged in the principals
conceptual maps when they were interviewing one and another during the establishing
stage. These readings and analyses resulted in an awareness of the impact others’
expectations, transformed into writings, have on individuals’ own understanding.
Student learning as the overall aim with pedagogical leading was a concept that the
principals remained faithful to but in the ongoing discussions and investigation they
realised that this immense interest for student achievement could actually be a result of
NPM and accountability´s entrance in the Swedish school system.

The action research practice resulted in the principals critically evaluating the different
effects of their efforts to correspond to the prevailing expectations of a pedagogical leader and
whether various consequences favoured or disadvantaged the students. In the establishing
stage there was a form of desire among the principals that the action research study would
result in some form of successful pedagogical leadership model or method. But through the
process the principals started to realise that it would reduce principals’ pedagogical leadership
to something uncomplicated and downgrade pedagogical leadership into a set of individua-
lised competencies or capabilities. Over time, the principals’ interest in learning about leader-
ship methods and models transformed into a curiosity and willingness to understand how
others perceive principals’ pedagogical leadership aswell as an endeavour to understand how
different factors enable and constrain this kind of leading. This change of mindset is under-
stood as an expression of the critical and emancipatory thinking that developed during the
process. Arrangements that enabled this improvement included the guiding principles within
CPAR, aswell as the Nordic action research tradition. These are examples of arrangements that
promote vital democratic values, non-hierarchic partnership and trustworthy relations in the
action research practice.

The fact that the meetings were designed as communicative arenas proved to have
a major impact on the work, although it took some time before the meetings had the
character of what Habermas (1996) describes as a communicative space with an inclusive
language and non-hierarchical relationships. The way that communicative action opens up
respectful and discipline communicative spaces between individuals, participating in com-
municative action, contributed to solidarity between the participants. Through communica-
tive action, where intersubjectivity and unforced consensus represented the ideals, the
participating principals developed a common scientific language and critical approach during
the process. This development was emancipatory in that the critical approach prevented the
principals from uncritically adopting new leadership and school improvement models and
teaching methods. Factors that were relevant to their leadership but had been taken for
granted were visualised and examined from an emancipatory perspective.
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This critical emancipatory approach strengthened principals’ pedagogical leading.
As an example, a critical emancipatory approach helped the principals to visualise
structures and norms that constrain or enable their school’s ability to succeed in
improvement work. The results of this study show that the principals’ pedagogical
leadership is not only present in the processes but is also formed by previously
established structures. Everything and everyone who participates in a specific prac-
tice leaves traces behind. The structures can be seen as the memory of the practice
(Kemmis 2009).

In this study, the characteristic traits of principals’ pedagogical leadership have been
described as orchestrating the surrounding structures (or arrangements) in such a way that
they enable a learning and collaborative practice at the local school. One conclusion is that
as part of this orchestration, support and different kinds of cooperation are developed so
that good norms and a professional culture are established. Another conclusion is that
trustworthy relationships are necessary for enhancing a deeper understanding of complex
phenomena, like pedagogical leading, and the work to improve practices.

This orchestration also includes promoting teachers’ learning and contributing to the
school’s improvement capacity (Blossing et al. 2015). When the principal and the
teachers at a specific school work together in a cyclic process – planning, testing and
evaluating different actions related to teaching – it enables students to be involved in
the school’s improvement work. Furthermore, the study shows that a systematic and
scientific approach can make principals better equipped to meet and handle the
environment’s demands and expectations on them as pedagogical leaders. It also
shows that collaboration between scholars and practitioners can contribute to
a capacity building that benefits both parties. The joint work carried out in this study
is an example of how such collaboration can be formed as a coherent whole, with
communicative spaces, communicative action and an action research approach forming
a logical and functional entity.

To some extent, this article also contributes to the debate on the neoliberal influence
on education, school leadership and school development. Today’s emphasis on achieve-
ments and results can be understood as a consequence of how education is now
considered to be an important factor with which to compete (Levinsson 2013;
Timperley 2011). The study shows how principals’ pedagogical leadership also is influ-
enced by this discourse. Student outcomes in various tests are viewed as important and
ranked highly on the education policy agenda (Hirsh and Lindberg 2015), which affects
how principals understand, describe and translate their pedagogical leadership. An
emancipatory and critical approach can help principals to navigate these pressures
and demands. By understanding their practice as the product of particular circum-
stances, principals become alert to clues about how it may be possible to transform
the practices that they are producing and reproducing through their current ways of
working. Identifying a specific practice makes it accessible for reflection and modifica-
tion, as well as to improvements and professional development.
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