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Introduction

Finland has become known for a high level of performance in
schools. There has been less focus upon existing regional vari-
ation within the country and upon changes over time. This ar-
ticle contributes to this lack by aiming to understand a regional
turnaround process in Finland from an educational leadership
perspective.

Over a ten-year period (2003—2012), the district of Aland, a
Swedish-speaking region in the south-west of Finland, im-
proved its level of achievement in mathematics in schools. In
2003, the schools in this region performed below the national
PISA mean score in mathematics in Finland. PISA 2009 data
showed that the schools were over-performing, that is, from a
national perspective the results were higher than could be ex-
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pected given the socio-cultural composition
of the schools (Uljens & Korhonen, 2012).
The results remained at this higher level in
PISA 2012, while the PISA results in the
country as a whole decreased (Harju-Luuk-
kainen et al., 2014). The obvious question,
lacking an answer, is: how might this region-
al turnaround be explained?

Table I. PISA results in mathematics in the district of

o

Aland and in Finland 2002, 2009, and 2012

2003 2009 2012
Aland 526 536 534
Finland 544 54| 519

In this study we will reconstruct educational
leadership practices, policies and initiatives
on different levels that turned out to be suc-
cessful.

Previous research

The literature on school effectiveness, school
development, educational leadership resear-
ch, and malleable factors featuring successtul
schools and districts paints quite a coherent
picture. A Nordic research team (Nordenbo
et al., 2010) recently carried out a large scale
meta-analysis of internationally highly-re-
garded quantitative and qualitative empirical
research on school factors explaining school
achievement. The meta-analysis was based
on Scheerens’s (1997, 2000) model of empi-
rical relations connected to school perfor-
mance, and Uljens’ (1998) theory of school
Didaktik. These approaches, like others (e.g.
Scheerens, 2012; Hallinger & Ko, 2015),
perceive institutional education as a multi-le-
vel and multi-dimensional activity system ba-
sed on educational intentions, processes and
reflection (evaluation) at classroom level,
school level, and policy-administrative level.
Seashore, Leithwood, Wahlstrom and An-
derson (2010), who view transformational
leadership as a network of influence and

control, concluded that principals’ impact
on pupil achievement occurs primarily indi-
rectly through their influence on teachers’
motivation and working conditions (see also
Hallinger & Heck, 2010; Seashore, 2015). In
this study we explore how to approach the
indirect and multi-level character of leaders-
hip influence on learning.

In explaining schools’ success, research
points at a variety of factors (Hattie, 2009).
A conclusion for decades (e.g. Coleman et
al., 1966) has been that a pupil’s social and
cultural background is one of the strongest
predictors of school achievement. However,
from an educational leadership perspective it
is of greater interest to understand how mal-
leable factors such as leaders’ leadership,
teachers’ teaching and pupils” studying ex-
plain success and change over time.

In a meta-analysis, Nordenbo et al. (2010)
found evidence that the consistently strongest
malleable predictors concerning pupil perfor-
mance were: 1) teacher-related factors (e.g.
behavior and beliefs, self-efficacy, subject
knowledge, organizational action), 2) man-
agement and leadership activities, 3) curric-
ulum and scheduling, and 4) school culture
and climate (disciplinary climate, achieve-
ment/progress orientation, interrelational
climate, social norms and values). These four
dimensions were visible in quantitative stud-
ies (e.g. Kitchen, 2006; Lindsay 2006; Picuc-
ci et al., 2002; Pressley et al., 1994; Rings-
mose & Mehlbye, 2004; Taylor et al., 2000;
Towns et al., 2001, 2000; Willis, 1996), in
qualitative studies (Traufler & Traufler, 2002;
Grisay, 1994), and mixed studies (Sammons
et al., 1997) alike. More recent results sup-
port these results (Hallinger & Wang , 2015).

Nordenbo et al. (2010) concluded that
when the principal “demonstrates strong
leadership, especially in the areas of curricu-
lum and instruction, and is able to involve
other staff members in leadership activities
and positions ... (and) the principal’s behav-
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ior is supportive and egalitarian and neither
directive nor restrictive, and that the princi-
pal is ‘resource supportive’, e.g. in deciding
textbooks and contents of the teaching,” this
had positive eftects. It was also beneficial if
there was support and respect for staff and
pupils, and warmth in teacher-pupil rela-
tionships, and if teachers could obtain assis-
tance, advice, and encouragement, felt ac-
cepted by their colleagues, and had a sense of
ownership. Also, if the school is perceived as
a community, this contributes positively to
achievement, supporting the view of leader-
ship as distributed over levels and those in-
volved (Leithwood, 1994; Spillane, 2012).
Explicit communication of educational goals
to staft, a shared vision of common goals,
visible leadership, priority of staft’ develop-
ment, and allowing teachers to experiment
with the teaching when based on principles
or ideas, were all beneficial (Kitchen, 2006;
Picucci et al., 2002; Pressley, 1994; Taylor et
al., 2000; Texas, 2000). Dialogical leadership
and communication with teachers was im-
portant (Florida, 1994), but also that teach-
ers and leaders were certified. More general
collective teacher efficacy, commitment to
school mission, commitment to professional
community, and commitment to communi-
ty partnerships, as well as established good
relations with parents and guardians, all sup-
port pupils’ high academic achievement
(Ross & Gray, 2006). In addition, high staff
morale, that is, strong internal support and
teachers informing their planning with re-
search and professional development, was
more frequent in successful schools. Success-
ful schools also focus on individual pupils’
academic achievement, especially low per-
formers, and reduce rote learning while in-
viting parents and guardians to support the
mission of the school.

Quantitative studies generally show small
direct effects of leadership on pupil achieve-
ment (Rogers et al., 2006). Sometimes there
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are even negative effects which may be ex-
plained by challenging school environments
that demand more active policy-adapted
leadership affecting instructional leadership
(Hallinger & Ko, 2015).

School leadership between local realities
and collective policies

Although parental education predicts school
performance well, some of the best scoring
PISA pupils in Finland are found in rural re-
gions with a relatively low parental educa-
tional level. These districts, located in the
eastern and northern parts of Finland, are
characterized by high unemployment, a
weak economy, high municipal taxation, and
low scores on happiness indexes. In these re-
glons, success in schools is considered, espe-
cially by girls, to guarantee a possibility for
individual success later in life.

These high-performing pupils in eco-
nomically weak regions may be compared
with districts from where some of the low-
est-scoring PISA pupils in Finland come.
These too are rural districts with parental
educational levels below the national aver-
age. However, these lower-performing PISA
municipalities demonstrate a strong econo-
my, a low unemployment rate, and score
high on happiness indexes (McRae, Bennett
& Miljan, 1988; Helliwell, Layard & Sachs,
2013). From the pupils’ perspective, aca-
demic success in school does not necessarily
appear worth pursuing, as this does not hold
any evident promises for later success in life.
These findings point to a need to develop
how school success is related to not only pa-
rental education but also to regional condi-
tions.

In addition, new education policies have
resulted in new forms of evaluation, gover-
nance, leadership, and curriculum constru-
ction, at all levels of the school system. State
and federal policy changes influence legisla-
tion (Russell, Meredith, Childs, Stein & Pri-
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ne, 2015). Stronger policy-driven accounta-
bility expectations may put principals under
pressure from above (Hallinger & Ko, 2015).
These policies operate on and between
transnational, national and regional levels in
complex ways. How such developments af-
fect schools vary, partly depending on how
these trends are mediated and adapted to at
the nation state level. Making sense of edu-
cational leadership at a regional or district le-
vel thus requires that attention is paid to the
policy culture of the country in question. In
turn, regional authorities mediate between
broader contextual influences and individual
schools.

In this study, discursive institutionalism
(DI) (Schmidt, 2008) is made use of to grasp
the multi-level and dynamic character of lea-
dership. This approach starts from normative
and cognitive ideas at a philosophical, policy
and program level. These ideas occur as eit-
her a coordinative or a communicative
discourse, depending on the prevailing poli-
tical system. This approach can help reveal
how those involved position themselves in
relation to these ideas (e.g. curricular aims
and contents) and how they are reconstruc-
ted.

DI is utilized to identify the policy culture
in Finland as representing a coordinative ori-
entation within a tradition of political con-
sensus with broad governments. By contrast,
simple polities, that is, predominantly right
or left-wing governments, display a commu-
nicative discourse between politics and the
public, trying to convey ideas. Coalition go-
vernments provide more independence for
the educational administration. To exempli-
fy: in Finland the national curriculum is
accepted not by the parliament or the Minis-
try of Education, but by the National Board
of Education as the central governing autho-
rity. This reflects an institutionalized form of
trust on the part of political powers towards
the administration. Another example: the

responsibility for the evaluation of learning
results is located at the municipal level. In
such a polity, it is not odd that teachers’ auto-
nomy is trusted. This policy tradition may
explain why Finland has been reluctant to
adopt, in fact has even resisted, the imple-
mentation of international accountability ini-
tiatives (Sahlberg, 2015; Uljens, Wolff &
Frontini, in press). National policy traditions
are not easy to change, but as they vary across
states and over time and mediate trans-
national movements, these policy cultures
cannot be overseen in aiming at understan-
ding leadership for school development.

Non-affirmative theory of
education as framing research
on school development

Despite the strengths of Schmidt’s (2008)
version of institutionalism, a limitation in it
can be seen, as DI does not contain any
explicit theory of education. Therefore, this
study is anchored in non-affirmative, general
education theory (Benner, 1991; Uljens,
2015; Uljens & Ylimaki, 2015). This is an
approach aimed at foundational and system-
wide understanding of institutionalized edu-
cation (eg. Saeverot, 2015; Siljander, Kiveld
& Sutinen, 2012; Oettingen, 2006). This ap-
proach offers us a position concerning two
fundamental questions: a) how the relations-
hip between education and politics, as well
as between education and the economy, is
explained, and b) how pedagogical leaders-
hip as educational influence is explained in a
leadership-teaching-studying-learning

process. Regarding the first question, this po-
sition assumes non-hierarchical relations betwe-
en education and politics, as well as between
education and the economy. Regarding the
second question, a non-affirmative theory of
educational influence is accepted (Benner,
1991; Uljens, 1998, 2015; Uljens & Ylimaki,
2015). This is a conceptual correlate or re-
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sponse to an insight from comparative rese-
arch showing that a feature of successful
school systems is a system-wide approach to all
matters involved (Darling-Hammond &
Rothman, 2010; Fullan, 2010; Hallinger &
Wang, 2015; Sahlberg, 2015).

The principle of non-hierarchical rela-
tionships between, on the one hand educa-
tion, and on the other hand politics, as well
as all other societal forms of practices, means
that education is both sub- and super-ordi-
nate in relation to these other practices
(Benner, 1991; Uljens, 1998, 2015). Assum-
ing a non-hierarchical nature of these rela-
tionships means that they are constitutively
open. These open relationships consist of
negotiations of the meaning of practices, val-
ues, knowledge and politics behind initia-
tives, or overt in initiatives. The principle of
non-hierarchicality assumes that the future
of a democracy is dependent on an educa-
tion that promotes it, that is, an educational
practice that is allowed to question estab-
lished norms and knowledge, but in such a
way that education simultaneously prepares
youth for future political participation, yet in
a non-determined way.

To defend a non-hierarchical approach as
a theoretical point of departure does not
mean that all western societies empirically
operate in a non-hierarchical fashion. Rath-
er, to what extent this occurs is an empirical
question. In fact, top-down oriented and
outcomes based hierarchical education poli-
cies are frequent.

This is why educational leadership, te-
aching, and school development are consi-
dered as mediating activities between different
epistemic practices (theory of teaching, lear-
ning, content matter, law, administration,
cultural practices, architecture, IT, etc.) and
value dimensions (ethics and politics). In this
mediation, those involved position themsel-
ves differently (Tigerstedt, 2012) depending
on their personal preferences, professional
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competencies and responsibilities as well as
their position, tradition and existing norms
(Saarukka, 2014).

Furthermore, a theory of educational
leadership must explain influence (Yukl,
2002). This study is based on a view that ed-
ucation in democratic educational institu-
tions is primarily about influencing others
in a non-affirmative way. In this process, the
concepts of recognition, summons to self-activity,
and Bildsamkeit are significant (Benner,
1991; Schaffar & Uljens, 2015; Uljens, 1998,
2015; Uljens, & Ylimaki, 2015).

Non-affirmative pedagogical leadership, at
different levels, is about calling attention to,
questioning, or problematizing contempo-
rary practices, existing values, or knowledge.
The same is done with future ideals. As with
existing societal norms, future ideals are tak-
en seriously but questioned for educational
purposes in order to create a reflective space
for the Other. These norms and ideals are
not simply affirmed. In one word, education
is then about summoning (German: Auf-
forderung) the Other to self-activity. This
means that the educator and leader as a mor-
al practitioner takes a position, but in such a
way that a reflexive space is co-constructed
for the Other to establish or re-establish his
or her own relationship to himself or herself,
others, and the world. The learner’s activity
is called Bildsamkeit. Bildsamkeit is the learn-
er’s intentional activity in relation to the
summons.

Furthermore, the principle of non-aftir-
mative influence is based on the concept of re-
cognition (Honneth, 2003; Fraser & Honneth,
2003). To recognize the Other means to
accept the Other’s freedom or non-determi-
nedness, but also to acknowledge the Other’s
empirical life-word. In addition, as the indi-
vidual’s self~worth, self-esteem and self~awa-
reness depend on how the individual is re-
ceived this points towards an ethical demand.
These dimensions are important in any pro-
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fessional culture. The leader is confronted
with the fact that the Other’s self-develop-
ment is related to how the individual is sum-
moned (Honneth, 2010; Ranciere, 2010).
Thus educational development work is vie-
wed as systematic interruption, that is, an in-
tervention in the Other’s relationship to him-
self or herself, other people, and the world
(Honneth, 2003). The position acknowled-
ges the necessity of the subject’s own agency
as a necessary requirement for transcending a
given state. To what extent educational lea-
ders and teachers live up to non-affirmative
education is an open, empirical question. It
may even be that applied policies invite lea-
ders and teachers to the opposite, that is, to
affirmative activities making use of others in
order to reach intended aims.

Against this conceptual framework, this
study shows a specific region in Finland de-
veloped into a nationally top-performing
one regarding its pupil achievement in math-
ematics. In focusing upon the regional level
working with professional and school devel-
opment, together with school heads and
teachers, we see this as a broad version of a
professional learning community (Harris &
Jones, 2010).

Methods

Unit of analysis

Given a system-wide approach, we see
school development as occurring simultane-
ously on different levels and consisting of a
multitude of initiatives. In this study, ‘region’
as the unit of analysis means that district and
regional governance is seen as the coordinat-
ing and mediating level, being influenced
and framed by a national and transnational
governance system (laws, policies, govern-
ance, curriculum, evaluation) and embedded
in a local culture and economic system in the
way it leads the schools” development work.

How regional governance of education is
organized varies between countries (Moos,
2013). However, to use a district or munici-
pality as the unit of analysis in Finland is de-
fensible, given the constitutional autonomy
of municipalities in Finland reflecting wide
responsibilities on all matters involved, and
them having a significant role in developing
curricula and evaluation. The municipal ed-
ucation boards also make the decisions to es-
tablish or close down schools. The superin-
tendent works closely with school princi-
pals. The semi-independent region of Aland
with its even larger autonomy is not a typical
municipality in Finland. With respect to au-
tonomy, this region is, in fact, much more
self-sufficient than ordinary municipalities.
Despite of this, Aland was selected due to its
success in improving school achievement.

The design of the study: selecting a successful
district in Finland

To identify “a successful district” is relative
to its own educational context and precon-
ditions. Therefore we observe that there are
clear differences between, first, what size the
variation is between schools’ achievement
levels within each Nordic country. Finland,
for example, has remarkably few schools per-
forming below the Pisa average of 500p.
Second, there are differences between the
Nordic countries with respect to how the
variance between schools” achievement lev-
els is connected to the schools’ socio-cultur-
al composition. Vilijarvi and Malinen (2003,
p. 127) pointed out that in Finland only 6%
of the between-school variance in reading
proficiency could be explained by the
schools’ socio-cultural status, while this was
20% in Iceland and 61% in Sweden, the
OECD average being 55%. These results
suggest that a) variance between schools in
Finland is smaller than elsewhere, and b) that
school variance in Finland must be explained
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mainly by other factors than the schools’ so-
cio-cultural status (SCES).

How small is the difference, then, be-
tween the highest and lowest performing
schools in Finland? In PISA 2003, the best
Swedish-speaking PISA school in Finland
reached 600p in math while the lowest had a
mean of 438p. As the schools’ SCES varies,
it is necessary to eliminate this effect for
school developmental reasons. After having
controlled for pupils’ socio-cultural home
backgrounds, the variation between schools’
mean score in literacy, measured in PISA
2009 in Finland, is around 100p (Uljens &
Korhonen, 2012). It is reasonable to expect
that this remaining variation of 100p partly
depends on variation in the schools’ educa-
tional culture, leadership, and development,
as well as on other factors.

If there is a sustained improvement over
time in the achievement level of a district or
a municipality, affer having controlled for the
socio-cultural pupil composition in this dis-
trict, then it is of interest to understand how
this improvement is connected to initiatives
at the district level.

The district selected for this study
In this study we have selected a district
(Aland) that demonstrates a validated steady
improvement in achievement level over
more than six years. PISA data is valid for de-
scribing differences between countries and
between regions within countries, not be-
tween individual schools. We identify three
measurement points: 2003, 2009 and 2012.
In PISA 2003, the district of Aland, a re-
gion in the south-west of Finland, was a
lower-performing district in mathematics in
Finland (526p). The national PISA 2003 av-
erage in Finland was 544p, while the average
for Swedish-speaking schools in Finland was
534p (Vilijarvi et al., 2007). So, the results
for Aland were below the mean in Finland
and also below the mean in Swedish-speak-
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ing or bilingual regions in Finland. How-
ever, when controlling for SCES, no statisti-
cally significant differences between Swedish
and Finnish-speaking pupils could be ob-
served in mathematics, literacy, and prob-
lem-solving, only in natural sciences
(Brunell, 2009, p. 69). In addition, in com-
parison to other Swedish-speaking districts
in Finland, the Aland region performed
equally well when controlling for SCES
(Brunell, 2007, p. 32). In PISA 2003, the
pupils in Aland performed according to
what could be expected given the parental
educational level.

The rise of the achievement level is seen
six years later, in PISA 2009. When our re-
search group received the PISA 2009 data, it
was realized, in 2011, that Aland was the
only over-performing Swedish-speaking or
bilingual district in Finland, demonstrating
an achievement level higher than what could
be expected given the socio-cultural com-
position of the schools in this region (Uljens
& Korhonen, 2012). In contrast to high-per-
forming, “over-performing” is here defined
as a performance level that is higher than an
estimated mean value calculated for a region
or school given the sociocultural composi-
tion of that school or region.

In PISA 2012, mathematics was again the
main focus, as it was in 2003. Comparisons
over time were now possible. In PISA 2012,
Aland was not only over-performing relative
to the SCES composition of schools but na-
tionally top-performing, achieving better re-
sults in mathematics than Finland as a nation,
thereby demonstrating sustained success
(Harju-Luukkainen, Nissinen, Stolt & Vet-
tenranta, 2014).

Some key characteristics of the governance

system in Aland

The Aland Islands, or Aland, is located be-
tween Finland and Sweden in the Baltic Sea.
The Aland Islands consist of an archipelago
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of small islands and one bigger island called
“Fasta Aland.” Aland has a population of ap-
proximately 28,000 inhabitants. The Act of
Autonomy of Aland was passed by the Par-
liament of Finland in 1920. Later the legisla-
tion was renewed, and the current Autono-
my Act, the third, is from 1993. The official
language in Aland is Swedish. Aland’s own
Parliament (Lagtinget) has the right to pass
legislation in certain areas. The most impor-
tant of these are: education; culture and the
preservation of ancient monuments; health
and medical care; the environment; the pro-
motion of industry; internal transport; local
government; policing; postal communica-
tions; and radio and television. The Finnish
state takes care of foreign affairs, judicial
matters, state taxation, customs, surveying
and the coast guard. The general educational
level of Aland is lower than in the country as
a whole. While 30% of the population of
Finland has only completed compulsory ed-
ucation, this is 37% in Aland.

In total, about 650 teachers work in the
school system in Aland. In the region there
are 9 schools grades 1-9, and 14 schools
grades 1-6. In the compulsory schools, 412
primary school teachers were working in
2011. The number of teachers increased by
20 between 2008 and 2011 in the compul-
sory schools. During the same time, the rate
of qualified teachers rose from 77.1% to
91.5%. Official statistics reveal that about
half the teachers received their teacher edu-
cation and training in Finland. A vast major-
ity of the rest of the teachers received their
teacher education in Sweden.

Collection and analysis of data

Interview Data

Professionals (N=20) in the district adminis-
tration and schools (government officials, su-
perintendents, and principals) were inter-
viewed twice in two focus groups (group 1:
government officials, group 2: superinten-

dents and principals). Two interviewers were
present on both occasions. The interviews
lasted 65—75 minutes and were carried out at
the facilities of the regional governance in
Marichamn in December 2011 and May
2013.

Policy documents

In the reconstruction of the school develop-

mental initiatives leading to the increase of

school performance, thirteen national and

regional official documents (laws, policy, cur-

riculum, evaluation, statistics, agreements)

were analyzed (see Appendix 1):

— National laws (1994—-1998), (n=4)

— National curricula (1995 and 2004), (n=2)

— National statistics (n=1)

— Regional (Aland) curriculum (n=1)

— Regional policies on evaluation (n=2)

— Regional official statistics (n=2)

— Agreements on work in the education
sector (n=1)

Analysis

The analysis of the policy documents and
the interviews in the study apply hermeneu-
tic content analysis (From & Holmgren,
2000; Patterson & Williams, 2002). In con-
trast to empirical phenomenological analy-
sis, the intention in this study was not limit-
ed to describing participants’ experiences as
such, rather these were analyzed parallel to
the policy documents in order to create a
wider picture of the developments in the re-
gion.

All interviews were transcribed and ana-
lyzed on a case by case basis. In the readings
of the interviews, core themes concerning
educational initiatives and practices where
identified — what was done and how were
initiatives understood to bring forth change?
In the hermeneutic content analysis atten-
tion was turned to questions concerning
changes in significant practices, relationships
and interpretations of how policy initiatives
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have had effect. A leading motive in the
analysis was temporality and the multi-level
perspective. How were the international
PISA results perceived? How did the nation-
al policy culture mediate and frame the local
work? Theoretically, the idea of non-affirm-
ativity was directing the readings and recon-
struction: to what extent were interactions
between levels and the people involved di-
rected from the top? In what sense was a bot-
tom-up influence present? The topics and
themes were contrasted with the picture
growing out of the document analysis in a
temporal perspective. How were new initia-
tives introduced? Similarly, the meanings of
the documents were controlled by how re-
spondents in the interviews contextualized
initiatives. The interviews thus reflected
multiple voices on the relationships between
the people involved and initiatives at differ-
ent levels and among different professional
groups.

Results
The three phases of successful school
development

A significant result of this study was that it
was possible to identify three discernable pe-
riods of school development work between
1995 and 2013. These were: a) getting used
to decentralized practices (1995-2000), b)
making use of evaluation results for develop-
ment purposes (2001-2004), and ¢) an in-
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tentional, full-scale school development pro-
gram (2005-2013).

The initial interpretation that grew out
of the preliminary analysis of the two focus
group interviews was that an external oc-
currence, that is, the PISA 2013 results pre-
sented in December 2014, resulted in a lo-
cal PISA shock. We perceived this occur-
rence as being the main reason that gave
rise to the subsequent intensive develop-
ment work. This perception did not change
after a second interview round one year lat-
er (2012). Only after we started analyzing
the core initiatives along a time-line and
identifying in detail which initiatives and
decisions were made with reference to na-
tional initiatives on curriculum and evalua-
tion in the 1990’s, a different picture estab-
lished itself. The significance of the PISA
2003 results remained, but the previous pe-
riod, going all the way back to 1995, was
significant for how the PISA results were
perceived in Aland. In essence, this region
kept to a decentralized pattern of working
with curriculum development and educa-
tional evaluation after the second wave of
curriculum decentralization that was intro-
duced in the mid-1990’s in Finland. One
indicator for the policy to keep to a decen-
tralized working mode was that the nation-
al, new curriculum, reflecting a recentrali-
zation introduced in 2004 in Finland, was
not reworked for local needs as in the rest of
the country.
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Table |. A multilevel reconstruction of leadership for school-development in Aland Islands, Finland over

18 years (1995-2013)

1995-2000
Developing decentrali-
zed practices (curricu-

lum, law, evaluation)

2000-2004
Mapping the territory and
making use of evaluation
results and initiation of
systematic school
development

2005-2013
Establishment of systema-
tic school development

Transnational level

Pisa 2003

Pisa 2006, 2009, 2012

National level Compulsory Education

— Acts Law, (including require-
ments for evaluation) 1998

— Curricula National curriculum with New Curriculum 2004
decentralized responsibili-
ties 1994

— Evaluation National sample based National sample based

evaluations

evaluations

Regional level, Aland | Compulsory Education

— Acts Law 1995

— Curricula Regional curriculum, inclu- | 2 revisions of the curriculum |5 revisions of the curriculum
ding decentralized respon- | from 1995 from 1995
sibilities 1995, including
demands for evaluation

— Evaluations 8 subject evaluations 6 subject evaluations

6 evaluations of study abilities

10 evaluations of study abilities

3 Aland evaluations in Mathe-
matics

2 Aland evaluations in Mathe-
matics

— Work descriptions, recru-
itment, and employment
conditions

Principals

— strict recruitment

— evaluation/5 years

— new demands on principals
Teachers

— coordinated further
education for teachers

_>

District level and
school level

Recruitment of school
librarians

The leadership of the principal
regulated

— employee discussions

— classroom visits

Developmental meetings with
principals.

Multi-professional co-opera-
tion.

1. Developing decentralized practices
1995-2001

Table 1 shows that Aland received a new
compulsory school act, compulsory school
decree, and curriculum in 1995 (Grundskole-
lag, 1995:18; Grundskoleforordning, 1995:95;
Alands landskapsstyrelse, 1995). On the nati-
onal level, a new curriculum with a decen-

tralized responsibility was launched in 1994
(Utbildningsstyrelsen, 1994). A new legisla-
tion for basic education emerged on a natio-
nal level in 1998 (Lag om grundliggande ut-
bildning 21.8.1998/628; Forordning om
grundliggande utbildning 20.11.1998/852).

The Aland superintendents and principals
in the interviews refer to the development
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work with the curriculum as being impor-
tant for explaining the reasons for the success
in PISA 2009. Aland’s curriculum from
1995 was supplemented a total of eleven
times by 2013. These revisions have been
taken as selective measures, and in most cases
they have concerned individual subjects. Al-
50, sections on the learning environment, the
pedagogical environment and pupil evalua-
tion have been revised. It is to be observed
that the bases for the curriculum originated
in 1995, and that the curriculum reform in
Finland from 2004 (Utbildningsstyrelsen,
2004) was not implemented in Aland. As
Aland has chosen to hold on to the bases for
the curriculum from 1995, the changes in
the performance level can hardly be traced
back to any serious curriculum work. The
interviews emphasize that the Aland school
districts follow the same curriculum at the
same time that the curriculum gives schools
a great room for action. This took place after
pressure in 1995 from the municipalities,
which wanted more room for action for the
schools. The Government of Aland replied
by distributing the responsibility to the
school districts, and in this way decentraliza-
tion of curriculum work to
schools took place. Against this background,
development work continued in Aland after
2003.

individual

2. Mapping the territory by making use
of evaluation results and initiation of
systematic school development

The curriculum in Aland was revised twice
during the period 2000-2004. Evaluations
have marked everyday life in school in
Aland, and in 20002004 knowledge has
been measured a total of seventeen times in
Swedish, mathematics, languages, confi-
dence, health and well-being, equality, and
PISA. The results from the evaluations led to
selective measures which showed a need for
school development. The evaluations also
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showed great variety between rural and city
schools, and schools in the archipelago. In-
vestments in evaluation and school develop-
ment have been emphasized as an explana-
tion for the success in PISA 2009.

The Finnish National Board of Education
in Finland offers municipalities the opportu-
nity to buy results from evaluations. Aland
chose to make use of the national evaluation
for all its schools. In addition, they have de-
veloped tools of evaluation of their own such
as Alandsprovet (the Aland test) in mathe-
matics which is continuously realized in
Aland. Alandsprovet was developed by a
group of math teachers in Aland (see Alands
landskapsstyrelse, 2000; Alands landskapssty-
relse, 2011).

When the remarkable PISA results from
2003 were reported to the public in Decem-
ber 2004, the regional authorities in Aland,
together with the municipalities and the
schools, had already established a develop-
mental attitude to external evaluations.
Moreover, a constructive approach toward
school development had been developed
through Alandsprovet. The results from this
test are used only for internal school devel-
opment and no ranking lists are published.

Further development measures

Aland Islands introduced a new principal
agreement around the turn of the millenni-
um. This agreement makes demands on
pedagogical leadership. The effect of the
new principal agreement became visible in
2004, when a natural replacement between
generations took place within the sector.
A more pronounced image of the demands
on principal positions appears. The inter-
views underscore that the principal agree-
ment placed a greater emphasis on pedagog-
ical leadership and gave the principals a
reduced teaching load. The principal agree-
ment presupposes that the principal visits the
classroom, and implements the results of dis-
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cussions with co-workers, and that the prin-
cipal’s work is evaluated every fifth year. All
principals in Aland have temporary employ-
ment, and they will continue to have a lesser
teaching load than their colleagues on the
mainland (Tjinste- och arbetskollektivavtal
for undervisningssektorn; UKTA, 2014). All
principal positions in Finland and Aland
have a teaching load which is determined by
the size of the school.

In 2001, school librarians were employed
in most schools in Aland. All schools in ar-
chipelago municipalities do not have their
own school library, but schools are often
placed in the same building as the municipal
library. In the interviews, it is emphasized
that the number of book loans from the

school library is high.

3. Intentional, full scale school

development program 2005-2013

The curriculum

Aland kept to the decidedly decentralized

curriculum, as opposed to the recentralized

curriculum that Finland introduced in 2004

(Utbildningsstyrelsen, 2004). Aland contin-

ued to revise and supplement the original

curriculum from 1995 during 2005-2013.

Aland Government has revised and clarified

the following sections in the curriculum:

— View of learning and pedagogical envi-
ronment from the academic year 2005—
2006

— Mathematics from the academic year
2005-2006

— Local geography and history from the ac-
ademic year 2007-2008

— Civics from the academic year 20072008

— History from the academic year 2007—
2008

— Religion/Philosophy of life from the ac-
ademic year 20072008

— Teaching methods from the academic
year 2009-2010

— Physics and chemistry from the academic

year 2010-2011

— Compulsory
schooling rights from the academic year
2007-2008

— Health literacy from the academic year
2011-2012

— Instructions for assessment from the au-
tumn semester 2013

school attendance and

The revisionary work has been organized by
creating horizontal discussion arenas and
striving for a more precise content, greater
coherence, and common goals. The inter-
viewees emphasize that the curriculum has
developed toward common goals, homoge-
neity, cooperation, and discussion in the dif-
ferent districts. This is also shown when
teachers in different subjects have been
brought together and horizontal network
collaboration has been created. Consequent-
ly, curriculum work has aimed to reduce va-
riety and to develop a greater homogeneity
as regards content and goals.

The extensive evaluation continued dur-
ing the period 2005-2013, and eighteen fur-
ther knowledge measurements have been
implemented, in Swedish, mathematics, lan-
guages, confidence, health and well-being,
equality, digital competence and IT, and Pisa
(Alands landskapsstyrelse, 2011). The re-
gional level in Aland’s school system (Alands
landskapsstyrelse) has become more active
regarding evaluations. Evaluations have been
carried out on a yearly basis. The reason giv-
en for the evaluations is that schools would
be able to live up to a common established
standard. The schools have maintained a tra-
ditional methods freedom in teaching. Great
trust exists between the different levels in the
school system. Open, trusting, internal dia-
logue takes place, despite a yearly follow-up
and inspection. The school leaders and prin-
cipals themselves in Aland stress that evalua-
tions are important for success and develop-
ment.
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Further development measures

Teacher recruitment

The advantage of being able to recruit teach-
ers from both Finland and Sweden is empha-
sized in the interviews. The teachers are
trained either in Sweden or Finland and they
are equally distributed between the two
countries. This is seen as something positive
in the interviews, where it is emphasized
that the different educational backgrounds
complement each other in school. The in-
terviews underscore that the teachers with a
Finnish educational background have good
subject knowledge, while teachers with a
Swedish educational background are more
innovative. It is also pointed out that the lat-
ter act more collegially and are more inter-
ested in new ways of working. It is possible
to discern more subject-focused thinking in
the teachers with an educational background
in Finland. Both groups are seen as comple-
menting each other, and as offering variation
in school for the benefit of the pupils. In
Aland comprehensive school, the degree of
qualification for teacher employment has in-
creased from 71.1% in 2008 to 91.5% in
2011 (Alands statistik och utredningsbyrs,
2011b).

Principals

Both superintendents and principals feel that
a substantial change has taken place in lead-
ership. Previously, principals were recruited
among teachers with long professional expe-
rience. The job of principal was seen as ad-
ministrative work rather than as pedagogical
leadership. The principals stress that they are
not merely administrators, but also leaders
for an important sector. A leadership-orient-
ed self~-image has emerged. A visible leader-
ship has been put into practice, and focus is
placed on the schools’ proper task, which
places pupils at the center and sees work as
joint planning by pupils and teachers. In ac-
cordance with expectations in the principal
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agreement, a new everyday leadership praxis
has emerged. Principals incorporate class
visits for the purpose of following the teach-
ing on the ground. They also implement co-
worker discussions with all the teachers at
the school. Pedagogical dialogue has in-
creased accordingly, and work teams have
been strengthened. The principals feel that
the teachers believe in themselves. The prin-
cipals exhibit strong quality thinking, and
can see the advantages of and often visit in-
service training. They participate in discus-
sions, development issues, and recruitment,
and ensure that the dialogue reaches the
whole staft.

Resources

Aland has provided good economic provi-
sion for schools and education. According to
the financial statistics from 2011 (Utbild-
ningsstyrelsen, 2011), the flat rate on the
mainland is approximately 28,000 per pupil,
while the flat rate in Aland (Alands statistik
och utredningsbyrd, 2011) the same year was
circa 212,000 per pupil. Part of the difference
in the flat rate per student can be explained
by the Aland Islands being a sparsely popu-
lated area, and an archipelago municipality
with higher costs for school and education.
Nevertheless, the regional agencies experi-
ence favorable economic provision com-
pared with the wider world, and the chal-
lenges experienced are not identified as be-
ing based on economic conditions. The
interviews reveal an awareness of the positive
economic conditions, which of course bring
benefits and produce creativity. School au-
thorities in Aland have provided more re-
sources for special education, which makes it
possible for the schools to support low-per-
forming pupils at an early stage. Most classes
have access to assistants and companion
teachers. Pupils’ social welfare staft work ef-
ficiently, and have the opportunity to coop-
erate with social services and psychologists.
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The number of academically very low-per-
forming pupils is considerably reduced.
Investment of resources has been made to
divide classes that are already small in size.

Pupils

The basis of pupils in the municipalities has
become more variegated. The superinten-
dents and principals note in the interviews
that pupil well-being is not at its best, despite
efforts in this area. Every other year, investi-
gations into this issue are carried out, and no
significant improvement has been seen. It has
rather showed that, for instance, girls do not
show a high degree of well-being at present.
The principals who work in the field feel
that there are still many social problems as
there are too many child protection reports
and more frequent contacts with the social
services. The dialogue between parents and
guardians and school is seen as strong. The
parents and guardians know the pupils’ per-
formances, and also dare to challenge uncer-
tainties. Parents and guardians want the pu-
pils to perform well in school, regardless of
their own educational background. The su-
perintendents sometimes feel that the school
has failed in its communication with parents
and guardians, as these people more often
turn directly to the superintendents. A major
problem for Aland as a whole is the great dif-
ference between the performance of girls
and boys in school: the former perform very
well while the latter have two marks lower in
most subjects. The interviewees noted that
the difference is not unique to Aland, but
that it is higher than in the rest of Finland ac-
cording to the PISA results. It is this issue
that will now be examined. Many pupils to-
day have adapted education, as simultane-
ously major workforce immigration from
other European countries has occurred. To-
day, 15% of the pupils also have another na-
tive language than Swedish. It will be a chal-
lenge for teachers to reach all pupils. Much

remains to be learned, and the superinten-
dents point to deficiencies in teaching mate-
rial, curricula, and in-service training as re-
gards this issue.

Six features of successful school
development in Aland

In a parallel analysis of the two transcribed
focus group interviews with principals, dis-
trict leaders and government officials, we
were able to identify six features of the pro-
cess that cut through the data. We see a cer-
tain temporality among the first four catego-
ries below.

1. Shared authentic concern, care and
responsibility

The interviews with the professionals reflect
how the PISA2003 results in Aland began a
self-critical reflection and developed a grow-
ing awareness about their function as teach-
ers and principals. The transnational evalua-
tions challenged the professionals and their
pedagogical self-conception. However, in-
stead of resulting in a feeling of disengage-
ment and passivity, quite the opposite feeling
was evinced. There was an interest in engag-
ing, in doing something about the situation:
“...I think that every teacher and every
principal felt a responsibility; something has
to be done, we cannot be that bad, we have
to become better.” The dominant profes-
sional approach can be called a caring one.
The spirit in the interviews is positive and
the participants express no negative feelings
about the new, demanding situation. The
challenge to pedagogical self-conception,
and the expectations communicated, seem
to have led to a personal concern and shared
responsibility for the situation among the
pedagogical professionals on all levels: “we
cannot hide anymore with that we have so
much else to do, clearly we have a lot to do,
but there are good conditions for pedagogi-
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cal discussions.” The impression given is that
the schools’ response reflected an authentic
concern for the situation.

2. Communicated expectations

as proactive and trusting leadership

The principals and superintendents in the
interviews explain how they perceive that
the regional governament in Aland commu-
nicated clear expectations: “after the results
in math came we understood that Aland was
left behind. It was like a shared power, you
know, the government said that something
has to be done.” Obviously, the local govern-
ment’s proactive initiatives were perceived as
reflecting a form of responsibility. The prin-
cipals did not feel that the local government
shook responsibility oft their own shoulders,
turning it over to the schools in a blaming
manner. Instead, the principals’ experience
was that the government offered the schools
an opportunity: “we got the ball back, that
has been a rather healthy insight, to take that
ball.” Schools were supported and felt em-
powered and trusted: “Although the author-
ities communicate expectations this is done
in a way that recognizes the importance of
each.” Finally, it should be mentioned that a
government official at the regional adminis-
tration quite obviously took an active role
for many years. This clearly shows the im-
portance of personal commitment.

3. Coherence made through inclusive
dialogue

Furthermore, the participants describe how
they feel that the developmental actions are
carried out in a culture aiming at coherence,
through open, top-down and bottom-
up communication in regular meetings and
discussions at all levels. The patterns of com-
munication are perceived as clear, and the
participants are able to describe how commu-
nication works between the different admin-
istrative levels: "But then the government first
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invite the superintendents from the region
once a month and then the superintendents
invite the principals every second week; we
try to keep it to three hours but mostly the
meetings goes on for four. We still have to
work on the connection between the com-
pulsory school and the senior high school.”

The principals apply the same open, co-
herent communication in the schools as the
government and the superintendents do, and
there seems to be a positive atmosphere:
“I think that the implementation of these
new things or measures is carried out; it
works much better now than it did before. It
actually reaches all the teachers on the class-
room floor and everybody gets to know
about everything that happens. The infor-
mation flows in all directions much better
now than some ten years ago.” The coher-
ence and the shared understanding is ex-
pressed as reaching down to the personal lev-
el: ”...and now I feel that there is a much
more focused thread and an open discus-
sion.

4. Multi-professional co-operation

It is worth observing that the principals say
that it is not only schools that feel responsible
for the learning results of the pupils; other
municipal operators do too, and there is a
communication process that involves health
youth
services: “perhaps, 1 have the feeling that
they (health care and social services) are be-
ginning to realize that we are needed in their
job and they in ours. And I think that the
contacts are very tight today.”

care, organizations, and social

5. Increased focus on co-operation

between parents and guardians and school
The parents and guardians are mentioned in
the interviews several times in a trusting and
open way. The small archipelago society,
where everybody knows each other, enables
quick and informal information patterns be-
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tween the schools and the parents and guard-
ians, and the parents and guardians mostly
share the commitment of the schools to im-
prove learning results, although a small par-
allel discourse also makes it clear that the
parents mostly seem interested in their own
child only. The principals report that they
see parents and guardians as resources more
clearly today: I think it has to do with the
leadership, that we as leaders have the cour-
age to talk aloud about what a resource the
parents are; you now, communicate to the
parents that they are a resource.”

6. Pedagogical leadership in a recognizing
but non-affirmative way

The focus group interviews often begin in
the past, with the participants explaining
why their models for functioning have
changed, and they talk about how things
used to be, and give examples, such as that a
principal used to be an older teacher who in
the end of his or her career served as a part-
time principal. The role of the principal
was, previously, mostly managerial. The
principals held common meetings, but the
discussions were not goal-orientated and
the teachers mostly “ran their own race.”
The leaders’ challenged pedagogical self-
conception did change their way of carrying
out their duties: “I am not supposed to
teach less, and I can and should become bet-
ter, be on the edge, inspire and spread en-
thusiasm.”

All of the participants in the interviews
are pedagogical leaders and they are, as a re-
sult of the new work descriptions, clearly
conscious about being pedagogical leaders
(“we are not teachers in the same way as ear-
lier, it is strongly emphasized that we are
pedagogical leaders”) and they say that they
are aware of their duties.

Our interpretation is that while the dis-
trict level took a lot of initiatives, this was
done in an atmosphere of trust. We see this

as an example of summoning to self-activity
in a non-affirmative fashion. For example,
when principals started visiting classrooms,
this resulted from a clear demand from the
administration (new work description), but
when put into practice it was an expression
of recognizing the teachers’ work — it was
considered important to acknowledge the
teachers and their everyday work. In this
way, principals were recognizing the teach-
ers, but in a non-affirmative way — teachers’
work was considered so important it had to
be acknowledged and “seen,” but how
teaching was to be developed was an open
question and discussed, but not in predeter-
mined way.

Discussion

This study describes school development as a
multi-level process including influences
from transnational, national, regional and
school levels over a long period of time.
These results show how district level leader-
ship is crucial in terms of taking, mediating
and listening to initiatives.

The school development process was ini-
tially occasioned by the PISA 2003 results, as
these were perceived unfavorable. Initially,
the results had an energizing effect (Mintrop,
2003). Later, however, the process was driv-
en by ambitions developed and shared by all
involved. The later process was free from
typical accountability-oriented policy prac-
tices, using pupil evaluation to misrecognize
education professionals. In our interpreta-
tion, the national policy tradition in Finland
mediated the transnational results. The poli-
cy tradition in Finland introduced school
development using evaluation data many
years before the PISA results reached Aland.
We believe that the national policy, in com-
bination with an experience to work with
evaluation data in a developmental fashion,
had already established itself by the PISA
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2003 results. The results demonstrate the
strength that lies in shared commitment and
developmental teaching, evaluation, and
leadership practices distributed across levels
and professional groups, where different pro-
fessionals own the initiative and mediate be-
tween interests. The results support Fullan’s
(2010) interpretations of capacity building,
collaborative work, pedagogical discussions,
systemness and non-judgmentalism as the
right drivers. However, this study reminds us
that these drivers may flourish more easily
within an education policy discourse typical
for Finland: district and regional authorities
do, by constitution, have the right and re-
sponsibility to evaluate their schools, and na-
tional authorities in Finland apply sample-
based evaluation procedures, thereby not
mapping each school’s success.

Success in school development is consid-
ered relative to the actual governance sys-
tem. Looking at the separate initiatives, this
study confirms much previous research on
school development. In sum, the results
show that in terms of school development,
distributed and shared practices between ad-
ministration, principals, and teachers, were
successful, building upon trust. Systematic,
long-term collaborations of around a dec-
ade, between schools, the district level and
national authorities, appear important in ex-
plaining the success. The policy in Finland
to carry out and to offer results from national
evaluations to districts was an important en-
abling service. The opportunity was offered
from above, so to speak, but was combined
with trust in the local authorities’ interests to
make use of such results.

Intentional and focused developmental
work was crucial. An open communication
and distributing responsibility for curricu-
lum and evaluative work created an atmos-
phere of common concern and care for the
situation. While teachers cared for pupils’
progress, principals were increasingly en-
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gaged in teachers’ work. The district and re-
gional authorities cared for the principals’
professionalism by, for example, renewing
the principals’ work descriptions. No new
instructional methods were implemented.
Trust and collaborative coherence-making
between all levels in the school system was
important. A rather important factor is a sys-
tematic evaluation program used as a devel-
opmental tool. The reconstruction of the
school development process gives an exam-
ple of how a whole school community of
practitioners can improve by using trust and
recognition as drivers for improvement.

Aland is a Swedish-speaking, semi-inde-
pendent part of Finland. Today, both lan-
guage groups in Finland perform equally well
in tests. The educational level of the Swedish
and Finnish speaking populations is identical.
Rather, attention should be drawn to the fact
that this region is economically well off, but
represents a low educational level. Despite
this, a turnaround process was successful. It
may be that the independence of Aland
means that there is a tradition of having the
right, but also the obligation, to take care of
one’s own issues. It may be that this tradition
in part explains why this region felt more re-
sponsibility than others to get involved in de-
velopment of education. Also this region has
better financing than others for schools. On
the other hand, few of the initiatives receive-
dincreased funding. About half of the school
teachers in Aland are natives that received
their teacher education in Sweden. A recent
survey among teachers pointed out that
Aland teachers indeed represent a more crit-
ical teacher-culture compared with Swedish-
speaking teachers in Finland in general.
However, there were no significant differenc-
es between those teachers in Aland educated
in Finland and those educated in Sweden
(Uljens & Mertaniemi, 2015).

The turnaround was generated by devel-
oping a future-oriented development cul-
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ture of commitment, care, and coherence,
making use of many different monitoring
vehicles. As shown, initiatives at the national
level during the first period also prepared the
region for later self-directed developmental
work. Authorities indeed turned the Aland
school system into a professional learning
community. In doing this, a system-wide ap-
proach was adopted, where governance by
contact rather than contract was frequent.
Expectations were negotiated into ambi-
tions, and ambitions were made into re-
newed practices.

Appendix |

— Grundskolelag (1995:18) tor landskapet
Aland (Compulsory School Act for
Aland Islands). Alands lagsamling. Utbil-
dning, kultur och idrott.

— Grundskoleférordning  (1995:95)  {or
landskapet Aland (Compulsory School
Decree for Aland Islands). Alands lagsam-
ling. Utbildning, kultur och idrott.

— Lag om grundliggande utbildning (Act
on Basic Education) 21.8.1998/628
(FINLEX)

— Forordning om grundliggande utbild-
ning (Basic Education Decree) 20.11.
1998/852 (FINLEX)

— Tjinste- och arbetskollektivavtal for un-
dervisningssektorn, UKTA (Collective
service and labour agreement for the sec-
tor of education) (2014). Alands Kom-
munférbund 2014.

— Utbildningsstyrelsen (The Finnish Na-
tional Board of Education) (1994). Grun-
derna f6r grundskolans liroplan (5.1.1994
Foreskrift 1/011/1994). Utbildningssty-
relsen.

— Utbildningsstyrelsen (The Finnish Na-
tional Board of Education) (2004). Grun-
derna for liroplanen for den grundlig-
gande utbildningen 2004. Utbildnings-
styrelsen 2004. (www.oph.fi)

—  Alands landskapsstyrelse (Aland Govern-
ment) (1995). Landskapet Alands liro-
plan f6r grundskolan 1995. (153 Us2-
27.10.1995) for att tillimpas 1 alla gr-
undskolor fr.o.m. hostterminen 1996.
(http://www.regeringen.ax/.composer/
upload//utbildning_kultur/Laroplan_-
for_landskapet_Aland_2013.pdf)

— Utbildningsstyrelsen (The Finnish Na-
tional Board of Education) (2011). Fi-
nansstatik for den grundliggande utbild-
ningen 1 Finland 2011. Utbildningssty-
relsen 2014. (http://www.oph.fi/rahoitus/
valtionosuudet)

— Alands landskapsstyrelse (Aland Govern-
ment) (2000). Uppféljning och utvirder-
ing av utbildningen. Cirkulir till kom-
munernas skolnimnder, torbundsstyrels-
er och grundskolor samt landskapets
gymnasialstadieskolor och dess direktion-
er. Nr: 31 U30. 15.2.2000. Mariehamn

— Alands landskapsstyrelse (Aland Govern-
ment) (2011). Uppfdljning och utvirder-
ing i skolan pa Aland, plan 2000-2013.
Bilaga 1, 7 U30-25.1.2011. Mariehamn.

— Alands statistik och utredningsbyri (The
official ~statistics authority of Aland)
(2011). Grundskolans kostnader 2011.
Alands statistik och utredningsbyri (AS-
UB). (www.asub.ax)

— Alands statistik och utredningsbyri (The
official ~statistics authority of Aland)
(2011b). Statistikmeddelande. Utbild-
ning 2011:2. 24.5.2011. Alands statistik
och utredningsbyrd (ASUB). (www.as-
ub.ax)
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