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Change in a large local school system 

• The motive for the change process was to transform the 
educational leadership through building a professional 
learning organization in which the principals can act as 
values driven leaders in support of their staff, in relation to 
school democracy and social justice. 

• Five years after the organizational change we will describe 
and analyse how the new role as sub school district 
educational leader has developed. 

• Our two research questions are:
What constitutes their role as head school leader of a sub-
school district? 
How are their success as sub school district leaders 
recognized and communicated?



Our change focus –

“Cultural change, structural change 
and new thinking”

Our change agent

The Director of the schools



RECULTURING

RESTRUCTURING
RETHINKING



What was the change process about?

•Few levels of responsibility

•Context and comprehensive view

•Dialogue, clear leadership and development

•Integration of pre-school and compulsory school, 
1 - 16 years, in so-called sub school district

•Team of leaders, led by a sub school district leader,
with principals who are responsible for their own
units within the sub school district

• Building a transparent learning organization



The leader’s position regarding 
structure and culture.

The Leader’s Focus
Works for STRUCTURAL CHANGE

Yes No

Works for CULTURAL 
CHANGE

Yes
The successful 
democratic 
leader

The visionary 
without an 
action plan

No The admini-
strator without 
vision and
communication

The  leader
embracing
stability



A DEMOCRATIC, LEARNING AND 
COMMUNICATIVE ORGANIZATION

with

A TASK CENTERED, LEARNING AND 
COMMUNICATIVE LEADERSHIP



The old and new organisation

From (1998- 2004)
• 54 school districts with 80 principles for pre- schools and 

compulsury schools
• 3 administrative chiefs between the principles and the director of the 

schools

To (2004- 2009)
• 11 sub school districts with 11 teams of leaders/principles, lead by 

one of the principles who is the sub school district leader

• The sub school district leader is both a leader of the team and a 
principle for pre- schools and compulsary schools

• The sub school district leader is responsible for the whole sub
school district and work directly with the director of the schools in 
Umeå



Sub School District - principalship

Team of Principals
representing
many schools

‘no weak schools’

Why Principal Teams in Sub School Districts?



The study; background and method

• The director of the pre- schools and compulsory scho ols, Elisabeth 
Zachrisson, decided in spring 2009, that she should  follow up the 
organizational change, that was introduced in 2004.  She made all the 
interviews with the eleven teams of principles and wi th each sub
school district leader.

• The interviews were made over a period of 8 weeks and each interview
took about 60 minutes.

• The interviews were all transcribed. 

• The analysis are based on readings and structuring of the interview 
text.

• Professor Olof Johansson support with expertise.

• The chief of school improvement, Peter Högstadius, will be involved in 
the further process. The school board and the schoo l organization are 
going to decide what goals the organization are goi ng to focus on and 
implement the next five years.



Four open questions to the sub school
district leaders

1. How would you discribe the role as a sub school district
leader, for someone who don´t know anything about the 
organization?

2. Has your role as a sub school district leader changed the 
last five years? If it has changed, discribe in what way and 
why it has changed?

3. Every sub school district look different and have different 
possibilities and competences among the principles and the 
teachers. What have been your priorities for the sub school
district for improving quality and results? 

4. In relation to the last question: What is important to work
with the next five years?



Five open questions to the sub school
district principles

1. How would you discribe the role as sub school district
leader for someone who don´t know anything about the 
organization?

2. Discribe your role as a principle in the sub school district and in 
the whole school organization.

3. Has your role as principle changed the last five years? If it has 
changed, discribe in what way and why it has changed?

4. What have been your priorities as principle for the sub school
district and your own school for improving quality and results? 

5. In relation to the last question: What is important to work with the
next five years?



Results
• Role development for the sub school 

district leader (sdl)
• The double role as sub school district 

leader and principle
• Teambuilding 
• Governing
• Achieving the goals
• Prioritized subjects for improvement 
• Responsibility



A new role as sub school district 
leader

Most of the Sdl and the principles agree that

• The Sdl:s have developed their role as leader of the team 
of principles. The Sdl ensures that the team of princip als 
plans, carries out, follows up and accounts for decis ions 
and directives. The task  to follow up has grown a lo t.

• The Sdl coordinates needs, resources, expertise and 
ideas in the sub school district. The principles and the 
Sdl give many examples. They are also aware of that 
they can develop more areas for coordination.

• The Sdl strengthens and develops the individual talen ts 
and expertise of each principal.



The double role as sub school district
leader and principle- a factor of success

The principles opinion about the Sdl:

”They are good leaders and they support us

They know what´s on the school agenda and they have
good knowledge

They understand the every day work in the schools

They stand with their feet on the ground

They understand what is important to work with and they
prioritize

They are a collegue, one of us. We trust them.”



The sub school district team of 
leaders

• Most of the teams cooperate a lot to handle their tasks in a 
good and developing way.

• They support eachother in many ways- changing ideas,
planning pedagogical activities, follow up, in decisionmaking, 
developing their competencies.

• The principles say that they have become more brave and 
they challange their teachers more.



Principles characterize their team

Principal 1:  ”A professional value based team

P2: And cooperation

P3: Working for development together. 

P4: Engaged

P5: Positive input

P6: Support

P7: Strength and safety

P8: You never feel that you are alone.”



Governing
• In the new organization the Sdl continually meet and 

work together with the school director and the central 
office for governing and improving the schools

• Sdl is the link between the sub school district and 
the director for the schools and the board 

• The Sdl prepare and coordinate the work and decision-
making in the ”the sub school district leader dialogues”, 
led by the director.
(1 day every fifth week).

The Sdl meet their sub school district team of principl es, 
preparing the decision- making to the principal 
conference (1day every fifth week, led by the directo r).

• Both Sdl and principles say that they is a part in the 
decision making in Umeå



Achieving the goals

Sdl and principles say:
• That the Sdl lead the pedagogical work in the team.

• There are more focus, cooperation and support with the pedagogical 
work among the principles in the teams, than it was  in the former 
organization. 

• There are more strategic work for developing the wh ole sub school 
district.

The Sdl accentuate that they:
• Plan for and lead the work for the achievement of t he goals for the pre-

school and the compulsory school in their team.

• Have worked actively in processes with their team a nd they have the 
ambition to achieve good quality and results in the  sub school district. 



Prioritized subjects for improvement

• Both principles and sdl says that it is positive for the quality 
and the results to work with a few prioritized subjects in the 
whole school organization in Umeå.

For example: Children´s linguistic ability and literacy , 
2005- 2008

• When the principle takes an active role and lead the learning 
and pedagogical processes the results are better.

• The pupils in the whole school organization reach better 
results. 



Reflection on ’language’

Sdl describes how they lead the processes for 
achievement of the goals with their team of principle s.

The principles gives concrete examples of what they do.

When Sdl and the principles present what they prioritiz e 
to work with for achieving the goals, they seldom talks 
about concrete results or exemplify with data. 



The Future –
An expanding responsibility

Most of the Sdl take action and feel that they are 
responsible for both their own sub school district 
and for the whole school organization in Umeå.

One Sdl says: 
”Everything have a connection. It is like a chain 
which is not stronger than their weakest link. You 
have a feeling of great responsibility for the whole 
sub school district, that the pupils develop and feel 
well, also the teachers and the parents. This 
feeling is also about all other sub school districts.”



The change process for success, 
good quality and good results – the 
next step

What is important to work with the next

five years?

The learning organization
Widen the learning perspective
Processes for supportive learning
Using theory, research, practice, policy and experience in the
change process
A positive environment for learning



Director

Sub school district 
leader

Principles in Sub 
school  district
team

Team teacher 
leaders

Teachers

Pupils



In each triangle in the figure above we expect 
the following process to go on! 

Leadership 
and

Preparation for
Leadership on 
the Level Below

Leaders must learn to find their voice!



The curriculum
Focus on the pupils results- to analyze, reflect and
act

Teamwork
Teambuilding for pedagogues with a
leader for the team

Create many different kind of pedagogical
meetings



THE ESSENCE
OF A DIALOGUE

Communication and/or dialogue

A dialogue that leads to constructive 
changes and improvement

Tolerant and
value based

Respect
Commitment

Honesty

ConfidenceIntegrity
Trust

Active listening



Democracy and social justice 
for all children

Working for fundamental democratic values 

that each and everyone working in the school should encourage 
respect for the intrinsic value of each person as well as
for the environment we all share 

that all children shall have equal access to education regardless 
of gender, where they live, or social or economic factors

that special support shall be given to students who have difficulty 
with the schoolwork

that the value system shall be 
connected to both organization 
and resources  



Principals expected professional role in relation 
to new government policy for schools

New policy for 
educational practice

Learning about the policy

To be able to
communicate and
defend the policy 

Leaders learn to find their voice!


