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INCREASING LEADERSHIP CAPACITY
 AND IMPLEMENTING PEDAGOGICAL LEADERSHIP 

IN FINLAND

Jukka Alava*
Institute of Educational Leadership, University of Jyväskylä, Finland

Abstract. This paper discusses recent developments in school leadership practices in 
Finland. The focus is on what effects the major changes of education paradigms had 
in educational leadership. The theoretical discussion is based on several research 
findings. A meta analysis of 30 PhD studies was done by Alava, Halttunen & Risku 
(2012) in a research commissioned by the Finnish National Board of Education. 
Some of the key findings in this study were the need for stronger future orientation, 
the importance of broad pedagogical leadership, and understanding leadership as 
a resource with emphasis on shared leadership, change leadership and values lead-
ership. The empirical examples in this paper are from two municipalities, Åland and 
Mäntsälä, where extensive development efforts were carried out in 2005-2018. The 
development in Åland was instigated by the rather poor results the students got 
in mathematics in the PISA 2003 assessment (Uljens, Sundqvist & Smeds-Nylund, 
2016). In Mäntsälä the development was initiated by the two new administrators, 
who became worried about the rather stagnant organizational culture and the level 
of leadership competence in the schools. Both cases reveal the need for system wide 
effort, the importance of culture and values, the role of participation and dialogue, 
and the need to re-define leadership. They also show the way to lead schools into 
professional learning communities.
Keywords: system-wide development, cross-school teams, pedagogical leadership, 
school culture, learning community. 

CHANGE OF THE DRIVERS OF EDUCATIONAL REFORM

The most profound change and development in educational administration 
and school leadership in Finland took place during the period from 1970 to 
1999 when the entire system was changed from top-down to an almost oppo-
site bottom-up approach (Alava 2007; Lehtisalo & Raivola, 1999). This was 
due to the development of society and a major paradigm shift in the guiding 
principles of education. Finland saw the change from ‘Nation Building’ in the 
1950s, building the welfare state in the 1980s, and national competitiveness 
at the turn of the millennium into ‘Future Creation’ of today. 

*E-mail: jukka.v.a.alava@jyu.fi
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The latest developments also dramatically changed the roles and 
responsibilities of school leaders and principals. As described by Alava, Halt-
tunen & Risku (2012) and Isosomppi (1996) their role changed from being 
civil servants performing simple administrative tasks into real leaders as 
described by Nikki (2000), responsible for all matters – strategy, finances, 
management, personnel, leadership, culture, values, stakeholder relations, 
and pedagogical leadership (Mustonen, 2003). In the new millennium new 
paradigms arose in education policy and practice. Accountability, results, 
quality, freedom of choice, and national competitiveness became new driv-
ers of development. Many of these elements can be seen in the latest 2016 
curriculum, which is still in the implementation phase.

Gradually, also, theoretical interest in educational leadership grew, and 
several new studies were conducted. In 2010 the National Board of Educa-
tion commissioned the Institute of Educational Leadership at the University 
of Jyväskylä to undertake a meta-study of the last 30 PhD theses focused 
on school renewal and school leadership in Finland. The goal of the study 
was both to synthetize the theoretical aspects of the theses and to explore 
the practical solutions and guidelines in them. This was highly important for 
development of educational leadership in Finland, because in the 20th centu-
ry most academic research on educational leadership had been international. 

One of the key findings of the meta study was that the new situation 
called for a stronger future orientation alongside traditional teaching and 
management duties (Alava, Halttunen & Risku 2012). This was in line with 
the understanding that Finland was transforming from the ‘Nation Building’ 
phase into the ‘Future Creation’ phase; Kirveskari (2003) called for vision-
aries to express how things should be and to feel responsible for both their 
own organisation and broader society. The report also summarizes the 
results into a new understanding of educational leadership and presents 
a framework of broad pedagogical leadership with four key development 
processes: curriculum development; development of organizational culture; 
creation of vision objectives and agreement on strategies; and specification 
of the basic mission. In addition to these, the broad pedagogical framework 
includes three competencies and attitudes of leadership: shared leadership, 
change leadership, and values leadership. Leadership is not a person or an 
act; it is a resource to be utilized in the situation at hand; different schools 
are in different situations so they need different resources.

Finally, combining the future orientation, developing school culture, 
increasing teaching staff’s competencies, and building the new curricu-
lum highlight the roles of both teachers and the principal as learners. Then, 
members of the school organisation should form a community of learners, 
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where the principal is a learner along with everyone else (Alava et al., 2012). 
It is therefore, following Moilanen’s (2001) argument, possible to consider 
that the objective of internal school development is to create a community 
of learners. 

Like the meta-study described, the situation in schools and the role of 
school leaders had changed a lot. On the governmental level the situation 
has instigated further studies in order to clarify the new roles and respon-
sibilities of principals (National Board of Education, 2013). The report con-
cluded that it is impossible to identify and decide very detailed tasks, roles 
and responsibilities of school leaders because the schools are different, the 
municipalities with their norms and regulations are different, and the school 
contexts are different. Therefore, there cannot exist any uniform nation-
wide solutions, although the base for any school leader’s work is in the new 
legislature. It includes increased responsibility in managing, finances, and 
buildings (in collaboration with the municipality), but more and more mat-
ters related to pedagogical leadership (curriculum, work plan, evaluation; 
school culture and values; developing the whole school community; leading 
competencies; student affairs and welfare; external networking; all person-
nel matters – recruitment, temporary appointments, training, well-being). 
Looking to the future the report emphasizes pedagogical leadership and 
knowledge-based management (National Board of Education, 2013). 

REFORM IN PRACTICE

We can link the framework of broad pedagogical leadership presented above 
to two recent empirical studies. Because in Finland municipalities have the 
responsibility to organize education, and because they are very independent, 
there are multiple ways to understand education and school leadership in 
Finland. These two cases were selected because they have made major efforts 
and developments leading to notable changes and results in their work.

The first is a follow-up study of a ten-year development process in a 
district called Åland, a region with 16 small communities. The second is an 
on-going study by the author in a city of Mäntsälä. Both conducted a major 
educational renewal process in the period 2005-2018 but for different rea-
sons. The educational administrators in the district of Åland got worried 
about rather poor results in mathematics revealed in the PISA 2003 studies. 
The PISA results can be calculated on a regional level, which is the case in 
Åland. In Mäntsälä the two new administrators got worried about the rath-
er stagnant organizational culture and the level of leadership competence 
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in the schools. It needs to be noticed that, while Mäntsälä is a rather typi-
cal mid-size municipality in Finland, with around 20 000 people, the region 
of Åland is different, because it has, for historical reasons, a semi-indepen-
dent role and is mostly a Swedish speaking community with around 30 000 
inhabitants. Åland has 22 elementary schools and two secondary schools. 
Mäntsälä has 14 elementary schools and one secondary school.

The PISA 2003 results in Åland first inspired self-critical reflection and 
developed in teachers and principals a growing awareness about their func-
tion in schools, leading to a ten-year multi-level school regional developmen-
tal turnaround process (2003–2012) (Uljens, Sundqvist & Smeds-Nylund, 
2016). The process has been successful. In PISA 2012, Åland was found to 
be performing at the nation’s top, achieving better results in mathematics 
than Finland on average, thereby demonstrating major development (Har-
ju-Luukkainen, Nissinen, Stolt & Vettenranta, 2014).

In the city of Mäntsälä a similar education reform process was initiated 
in 2011 by the new superintendent. The focus was first to increase the lead-
ership capacity of school leaders and restructure the educational adminis-
tration. Also, the emphasis was on the school level development led by the 
school leaders. Major reform has taken place; a new team structure was 
developed, emphasizing cross-school collaboration; an intensive leadership 
training program was launched and several new approaches for school devel-
opment were introduced and implemented at school level. In the district of 
Åland, two phases of development can be seen: first, the use of evaluation 
results for development purposes (2001–2004), and second, an intentional, 
full-scale school development program (2005–2013). According to Uljens et 
al. (2016), several major efforts could be identified in the process: the curric-
ulum was revised and clarified; work was organized by creating horizontal 
discussion arenas striving for more precise content, greater coherence, and 
common goals; pedagogical dialogue was increased, and work teams were 
strengthened; the principals exhibited strong, quality-oriented thinking, and 
saw the advantages of, and often attended, in-service training. The areas of 
actions and approaches found in the cases of Åland and Mäntsälä link to the 
framework of broad pedagogical leadership.

System-wide change effort

It is notable that the major school development did not take place in iso-
lation at school level in either case. In both places, the regional/municipal 
administrative leaders (superintendent and basic education leaders) played 
a major role. In addition to the collaboration of the municipal education 
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office and the school principals, wider collaboration was also of importance. 
For example, in Mäntsälä, the team structure involving all schools proved to 
be very efficient, as did the dialogue with parents and other stakeholders. 

In both municipalities, collaboration inside the different sections of 
operations was important. In Åland this included a process that involved 
health care, youth organizations, and social services (Uljens et al., 2016). In 
Mäntsälä an in-depth comprehensive plan of collaboration in the entire sec-
tor of cultural activities was accepted (Lehtinen, 2014). The municipal activ-
ities included schools, the library, community college, culture, youth and 
sports sections, and the secondary school combined with the activities in 
the NGO sector. The plan also emphasized moving from a management-driv-
en model into a team and collaboration model. In a small municipality this 
created a lot of synergy. The contacts and dialogue with parents payed a sig-
nificant role in both municipalities. In Åland a lot of open meetings were 
arranged. Uljens et al. (2016) argue that it was important that the principals 
saw parents more as resources in new ways of communication. It was obvi-
ous that in a small and tight community where most people knew each other, 
dialogue was easy due to a positive approach of development.

In Mäntsälä the situation was somewhat different. Several small rural 
schools had to be either closed or merged, and that raised some tensions 
among the parents involved. There, too, meetings were held mostly to inform 
the public and to give citizens a voice in the planning process. Later, another 
kind and very positive collaboration with parents occurred in the implemen-
tation process of the new 2016 National Curriculum. This curriculum includ-
ed a new element called multidisciplinary teaching and learning. This new 
pedagogical method was called phenomenon-based learning, and unfortu-
nately, it was very often misunderstood, as if Finland was abolishing all sub-
jects and replacing them with studying phenomena. Naturally, that was not 
the case, but multidisciplinary learning meant that each school would carry 
out one one- or two- week long period where a real-life phenomenon is stud-
ied in a new way, emphasizing student responsibility, external connections, 
and concrete results. In these projects parents had a significant and positive 
role (Hellström, S., Personal interview, May 15, 2016). Very positive results, 
student activity, and parents’ involvement in this new pedagogical approach 
were also reported by another principal (Laasila, S., Personal interview, June 
2, 2016).

The new team structure in Mäntsälä was constructed for two main 
reasons. First, to increase collaboration among the schools, and second, 
to harness all knowledge available in order to conduct all the changes 
and renewals needed. This new collaborative approach is understandable, 
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because the schools were all only medium-sized, and all of them had to do 
the same changes. It would have been a significant waste of resources if 
all of them had done the same tasks in isolation, which had been the way 
for many years. The change process of the team structure was led by the 
administrative director of basic education, but all principals were includ-
ed in determining what cross-school teams would be needed, who mem-
bers in the teams should be, and how the tasks decided in teams would be 
implemented in schools. The new team structure consisted of six teams: a 
team for school safety, a team for ICT development, a team to support dai-
ly learning and schooling (including special education and immigrants), a 
team for pedagogical development, a team of school secretaries, and a team 
for resourses. Three of the chairmen of the teams were regional principals1, 
two were educational experts working in the municipal administrative 
office and the resource team was led by the administrative director of basic 
education. These six people also formed the management team for basic 
education. All the schools selected members to every team. Team members 
had the responsibility to disseminate all the decisions and best practices to 
all schools and they also brought initiatives from the schools in a bottom-up 
way to be discussed in the management team. In addition to these teams, 
there were also six designated coordinators, whose tasks were to promote 
their special areas in order to benefit all schools; for example, coordinators 
of school safety and ICT (Mäkinen, J., Personal interview, March 12, 2019).

In sum, the following key elements that made system-wide educational 
development possible, were:

•	 cross-school team structure and collaboration;
•	 dialogue between municipal educational managers and school 

principals;
•	 multi-professional co-operation;
•	 recreating curriculum and collaboration with parents.

Importance of school culture and values

The importance of values was seen in many aspects of the development of 
both Åland and Mäntsälä. According to Uljens et al. (2016), in Åland the 
rather low scores in PISA 2003 results created a growing awareness and 
shared responsibility for the situation. All that reflected the importance of 
values, responsibility, and the notion of care for education. The role and 
importance of school culture was also seen nationally in the new 2016 

1 Regional principals are ’regular’ school principals with additional duties.
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curriculum in Finland, where it is stated that learning community should 
be at the core of school culture, alongside well-being and safe school day, 
interaction, cultural diversity, participation, equality and sustainable future 
(Finnish National Board of Education, 2016). The dissertation of Lahtero 
(2011) opens a new perspective on leadership culture by examining it as a 
network of meanings by the teachers. In addition, Lahtero’s work offers an 
illustrative perspective on the complexity and role of the school’s organi-
sational culture as part of the principal’s everyday activities as seen in the 
both cases described here.

In Mäntsälä, the developing of school culture was seen as important 
at both municipal and school levels. When the two new educational admin-
istrators started their work in 2011 the two priority foci for them were 
increasing the leadership capacity of the school principals and changing 
the school culture, which they then saw as very conservative, like ‘stagnant 
water’ (Lintonen, P., Personal interview, March 12, 2019). With new lead-
ership behavior, structural changes, recruitment, leadership training and 
school level guidelines, major cultural development took place (Mäkinen, J., 
Personal interview, March 12, 2019). The principals cannot undertake the 
school-level changes alone, and need a lot of support from their municipal 
education directors (Vuohijoki, 2006). In recruiting the new principals, their 
competence and potential to lead were sought after (Lintonen, P., Personal 
interview, June 13, 2016).

At the school level, the development of school culture began with initia-
tives and actions by the principals. One of the principals, who started in 2011 
in Mäntsälä, analyzed the school culture at that time and concluded that it 
was rather isolated and conservative (Lipponen, M., Personal interview, June 
1, 2016). Knowing that cultural change would not be easy, he included the 
change and development of school operations with several initiatives and 
actions. He also strongly advocated the stand that the core values are import-
ant and good behavior in school is a must. The main driver in his leadership 
philosophy was student focus – putting students in the center. This meant, 
for example, taking some students into the interviews of the applicants for a 
teacher’s position. Clearly, this raised some eyebrows, but principal’s exam-
ple encouraged teachers to include students in many other activities. 

In another school in Mäntsälä, whose principal has been regarded as 
a visionary leader, school culture was important. She also emphasized the 
strong student focus in the multidisciplinary projects that the school had in 
2016. It was a major effort, and some might say daring, because the principal 
guided the work so that students took the lead on all 90 projects that the 
entire school was involved in during the two last weeks of spring semester 
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of 2016. She assured the teachers by saying that perhaps there would be 
some chaos, but that all of them could do it. As part of the renewed school 
culture, she also allowed different opinions in an open dialogue. One import-
ant element linked to values and culture is the notion of pedagogic wellbeing 
and positive leadership, which could be seen in this school. Liusvaara (2014) 
argues that leader’s support strengthens the sense of coherence, which is 
the basis for wellbeing. Safe and open culture enhances pedagogic wellbeing. 
Positive leadership, which consists of the principal’s own positive interac-
tion with others, causes positive feelings and action on others (Wenström, 
2019).

The principal had a lot of experience as a teacher in entrepreneurship 
classes, and therefore, she had a strong belief in the students. As the result, 
all 90 projects were completed with great success. The topics ranged from 
kickboxing to camping to an international visit to Amsterdam. All proj-
ects were carefully documented, photographed and evaluated (Hellström, 
S., Personal interview, May, 31, 2016). The findings from Mäntsälä clearly 
reflect the notion of trust, which has been one key element in Finnish soci-
ety. The principal trusted the teachers to exercise their informal leadership 
that served the school community. And in return, the teachers also trusted 
the principal to best serve the teachers’ work and wellbeing by using for-
mal leadership. Doing this, the principal proved to be a caring school leader 
and, as Kanervio, Pulkkinen & Risku (2015) emphasized, strived to ensure 
that teachers engage themselves in sharing their expertise to develop their 
professional capacity together. Trust has also been one element in distrib-
uted leadership (Tian, 2016). In her study about values and ethics, Teikari 
(2016) found several similar important values among Finnish school prin-
cipals – safety, fairness, care, courage and friendship. The importance of 
culture was discovered in the studies by Kunnari (2008), Lahtero (2011), 
Erätuuli and Leino (1993) and Vulkko (2001).

In sum, the key elements in stressing values and culture in educational 
development were:

•	 developing school culture begins from leadership culture;
•	 applying positive leadership;
•	 putting oneself on the line as a leader;
•	 placing students at the center.

Participation, communication and dialogue

Participation and shared leadership were also present in the two municipali-
ties in question. In Åland this was the combination of strong central initiative 
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and broad dialogue among all participants. The local educational adminis-
tration was proactive in launching the development but according to Uljens 
et al. (2016) this was done in a manner whereby the local government did 
not leave them or or blame them. Also, at the school level there was a lot 
of dialogue; developmental actions were carried out in a culture aiming at 
coherence, open, two-way communication. Uljens et al. (2016) also saw that 
as the government and the superintendents did at higher levels, so could a 
more positive atmosphere be created. 

In Mäntsälä the two new administrators adopted several new ways of 
communication. They launched regular meetings for all principals, where 
both practical, everyday issues were discussed but also future-oriented 
visionary matters were deliberated. New teachers were carefully inducted, 
and the in-service training of teachers was delegated to regions (Lintonen, P. 
Personal interview, Oct, 31. 2016). A very important phase of school-based 
development was a workshop among all management teams of all schools 
in Mäntsälä. In that workshop all these teams analyzed their school cul-
ture, defined goals for development, and reported their work to everybody 
else. This kind of work with teachers from all schools working together was 
new and created several new connections between teachers and schools, 
fostering a new kind of school-to-school networking (Mäkinen, J., Personal 
interview, March 12, 2019). These observations are in line with theoretical 
findings. Mäkelä (2007) found that external networking takes up a signifi-
cant proportion (22%) of a principal’s time. According to Pesonen (2009), 
principals expect school management to develop towards collegial man-
agement between principals from different schools and to expand to both 
internal and external school networks. Also Paukkuri (2015) in her disser-
tation found the importance of networking. She argued that new meanings 
of shared leadership could be reflected on and learned in networking with 
other schools. 

This network-based collaboration was, however, not limited to the 
municipality of Mäntsälä alone. An important example of that is a close 
collaboration between the neighboring municipality, Tuusula. In western 
Mäntsälä it became necessary to build a new school for grades 7‒9 because 
in that area there already existed three elementary schools for grades 1‒6. 
These three schools were near the border with the neighboring munici-
pality and rather far from the closest grade 6‒9 school in Mäntsälä munic-
ipality. Therefore, these two municipalities made a contract and financial 
arrangements so that the children from these three schools in Mäntsälä 
could go to the school for grades 7‒9 in Tuusula although they lived in 
Mäntsälä. 



Alava J., Increasing Leadership Capacity and Implementing Pedagogical Leadership in Finland

106

In addition to the school networking level, at the school level a lot of 
dialogue-based practices have also been adopted in Mäntsälä. One of the 
new issues demanding discussion was the new system to evaluate student 
achievement and progress in the 2016 curriculum. The aim was to give con-
tinuous feedback to the students during the whole year and the progress of 
the student to be evaluated against the goals mentioned in the curriculum. 
The evaluation is not based solely on isolated tests, but is also grounded on 
classroom activity and the quality of homework. In addition to giving a plain 
mark, the teacher can also give written feedback. This has raised a lot of 
questions among the teachers, so one area of internal dialogue among them 
has been defining the evaluation procedures to be used (Hellström, S., Per-
sonal interview, May, 31, 2016). One important medium in increasing com-
munication and dialogue with parents has been an electronic platform called 
Wilma, which is used in most Finnish schools in order to inform the parents 
about school’s activities, their children’s issues, and collecting feedback from 
them.

In sum, the key elements in enhancing participation, communication 
and dialogue were:

•	 understanding through inclusive dialogue;
•	 wide participation to secure commitment;
•	 dialogue through entire education administration;
•	 leading the school-level dialogue as a key task for the principal;
•	 communicating expectations through proactive and trusting leadership.

Re-defining leadership

As can be seen in this article, traditional leadership and management prac-
tices in schools were challenged in many ways. Those schools moved far 
away from the ‘one-man’ leadership practice: traditional administrative 
work is no longer sufficient, and leadership is emphasized, values are the 
new base for school development, and emerging school culture is a strate-
gic effort. According to Uljens et al. (2016), in Åland, the role of the princi-
pal used to be mostly managerial. The principals held common meetings, 
but the discussions were not goal-orientated and the teachers mostly “ran 
their own race”. During the developmental process, principals started vis-
iting classrooms. This was perceived as an expression of recognition of the 
teachers’ work and thus was perceived positively by teachers. 

As mentioned earlier, in Mäntsälä, one of the key focus areas of edu-
cational development and reform was to increase the leadership capacity 
of the principals. This was initiated by the superintendent and carried out 
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by the administrative director of basic education (Lintonen, P. Personal 
interview, March 12, 2019):

•	 Structures were renewed in order to support school-level leadership; 
very small schools were merged to form bigger units in order to secure 
the possibilities to really lead and manage; this way principals could be 
appointed as full-time school leaders, not part-time as before;

•	 The former top-down management was abolished, and a participative 
and distributed leadership approach was introduced;

•	 Leadership training for all principals was arranged2;
•	 The superintendent and the administrative director of basic education 

attended a two- year along university-based leadership program;
•	 Leadership skills and potential were valued in recruiting new principals;
•	 A regional model for school leadership was created with three areas 

with a regional principal in each of them;
•	 A new management team for elementary education was created.

It can be said the development in Mästälä has been from non-leadership to 
leadership to shared leadership to team leadership (Mäkinen, Personal inter-
view, Oct. 31, 2016). The structural formation of the geographical regions 
was a very important start in school level collaboration; schools do not work 
together unless the school principals work together and encourage collabo-
ration. According to Mäkinen (Personal interview, March 12, 2019), the new 
structure first forced principals and teachers to collaborate, but after some 
years it became a normal way to work, leading to the next step of building 
the cross-school team system where all schools collaborated. In addition to 
cooperation, the new structure enabled shared and distributed leadership, 
which focuses on leading the entire organisation’s knowledge and learning 
emphasizing dialogue and mentoring, where every member of the organi-
sation is a learner. The organisation thus becomes a community of learners 
(Alava et al., 2012).

Both the superintendent and the administrative director of basic edu-
cation in Mäntsälä emphasized their role as supporters of school-level lead-
ership. In doing so, they developed and introduced a detailed handbook for 
2 The two first short one-day training session for school principals in Mäntsälä were facilitated 
by outside trainers. The first focused in leading school’s processes and the second in twelve 
leadership areas in public management (Strategic leadership, managing resources, quality 
leadership, leading competencies, leading the working community, leading innovation in com-
plex context, leading networks, managing change, leading communication, leading everyday 
action); a framework developed by the lecturer (Stennvall & Virtanen, 2010). Later, the admin-
istrative director of basic education used considerable time in the regular school principals’ 
meetings for topics he learned in the extensive leadership training programs he had participat-
ed at the University of Jyväskylä.
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school leaders and adopted a quality framework to enhance school level 
operations (Lintonen, P., Personal interview, March 12, 2019). One import-
ant result of the increased collaboration and communication has been the 
increase of trust, which was lacking in the early years of the time period in 
question (2011‒2018). The main reason for the possible mistrust was mis-
understanding and usage of different constructs and terminology (Mäkinen, 
J., Personal interview, March 12, 2019).

New pedagogical approaches and methods were also introduced in 
Mäntsälä. More and more participative leadership was emphasized. As was 
underlined by Hellström (Personal interview, May 31, 2016), leadership is 
also part of pedagogy; it is implementing the strategic plans into real action 
among the teachers. It needs also to be individualized because teachers are 
different, and they need to be supported and encouraged individually. It has 
been found that renewal processes require the principal’s strong pedagog-
ical leadership (Hellström, 2004). In addition to planning and organising 
teachers’ work, Raasumaa (2010) suggests that a principal as a broad peda-
gogical leader also attends the quality development of knowledge and learn-
ing just as the municipality had done.

Another school-level emphasis in Mäntsälä has been teamwork. In the 
beginning schools had teams for everyday school matters like information, 
security and well-being. Later, the more comprehensive team structures 
were created, often subject-based – teams of mathematics teachers, arts 
teachers, language teachers etc. In Finland, the special education has had 
a big role in practice and is behind good PISA results. All schools have dif-
ferent support for students with special needs, either through part-time or 
full-time special education teachers. Considering that this is a demanding 
area, not all teachers have a good command of it. Therefore, an interesting 
solution was to include in each team structure in school at least one teacher 
who is qualified in special education. Therefore, such a team can discuss any 
problems related to children with special needs, regardless of which teacher 
raises the issue (Lipponen, M., Personal interview, June 1, 2016).

In sum, the key elements for re-defining leadership, were:
•	 applying new pedagogical leadership understanding that leadership is 

part of pedagogy;
•	 superintendents and educational administrators’ important job is to 

support principals;
•	 principals’ important job is to support teachers;
•	 shared leadership can be enforced by management teams, restructur-

ing management systems, delegating tasks to various teams; leading 
through team structures.
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CREATING A COMMUNITY OF LEARNERS

There is an increased theoretical discussion about networked learning com-
munities, but not much empirical examples have been presented. As dis-
cussed earlier, the formation of a learning community was also the end goal 
in the model of broad pedagogical leadership and emphasized also in the PhD 
work by Raasumaa (2001). However, the two municipalities discussed above 
have taken concrete steps towards a new kind of learning community where 
both school-to-school and school-to-community networks have been creat-
ed as part of their school culture development and new, student-centered 
model of teaching. As Uljens et al. (2016) explain, the development began 
with national level initiatives during the first period and then continued to 
self-directed developmental work in regional, municipal and local settings. 
Educational administrators clearly turned the Åland school system into a 
professional learning community. In doing this, a system-wide approach was 
needed, where strong participation and dialogue were crucial. 

As we can see, the two cases described earlier reflect the theories of pro-
fessional learning communities (Morrow, 2010; Jackson, & Temperley, 2007; 
Nkengbeza, 2013). Are the two examples discussed above perfect learning 
communities? Perhaps not, but we can find essential elements in their devel-
opment efforts towards that goal. And we can conclude that: 
•	 If schools are to improve, staff – teachers and leaders ‒ must develop the 

capacity to function as professional learning communities.
•	 If schools are to function as professional learning communities, they must 

develop a collaborative culture and network orientation.
•	 If schools are to develop a collaborative culture, they must overcome a 

tradition of teacher isolation and adopt new pedagogical leadership.
•	 If schools are to overcome their tradition of teacher isolation, teachers 

must learn to work in effective, high performing teams supported and 
encouraged by school leaders. 
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