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Abstract 

In the last couple of decades improving student achievements has gained increased focus 

amongst policymakers. The increased focus on school leadership when discussing quality in 

schools has been especially evident in educational systems where success is measured and 

defined by student achievements, and in systems characterised by increased accountability, 

competition, and school league tables. At the same time, the influence of supra-national 

agencies on national policy-making has increased immensely and processes that frame 

education policy are often constituted globally and beyond the nation state. Today, the idea of 

a positive relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes in schools has also 

been taken up in national policy in educational systems where competition and accountability 

are less paramount. School leaders’ contribution and significance for student learning 

outcomes therefore seems be a travelling policy idea.  

Still, although policy ideas and initiatives may travel amongst nations, they are reframed in 

the national and local contexts in which they are taken up. Policy ideas are therefore reframed 

differently amongst nations, and in the various local contexts in which they are in play. 

Consequently, although they might look the same at a surface level, policy ideas and 

initiatives may take on differing forms when they enter national policy systems, as the process 

of reshaping traveling policy initiatives and ideas into national and local policy is complex 

and multifaceted. This thesis investigates some of this complexity as it explores how ideas 

about the relation between school leadership and student learning outcomes are framed and 

expressed by significant actors within the Norwegian educational system.  

The thesis could be framed as an interpretive narrative analysis. Rooted in a constructivist 

perspective, where policy making is seen as a communicative practice and a product of human 

interaction and meaning-making, the thesis explores how the school leadership is connected to 



student learning outcomes in contemporary public narratives presented by policy documents, 

school principals and teachers.  

Through three studies the thesis presents three public narratives about the relation between 

school leadership and student learning outcomes. Study 1 is based on an analysis of 

contemporary Norwegian White papers and an OECD report from the improving school 

leadership activity. In the narrative plot illuminated in this study, school leadership is 

connected to student learning outcomes in a causal chain, where influence and effect follows a 

hierarchical structure. As a consequence the most significant actor in this narrative is the 

individual school leader, whose actions, priorities and competence is seen to influence all the 

elements below in the hierarchy.   

In Study 2 the school principals’ narrative connects school leadership to student learning 

through practices of quality assessment. In this plot, the different events and actions are 

connected through the conception of leadership and learning as relational work, underscoring 

the interconnections between school leaders, teachers and the task at hand. Further, the school 

principals narrate the teachers as the ones making instructional decisions, which consequently 

make teachers, and not school leaders, the most significant actors regarding student learning, 

as teachers’ decisions and teaching practices may not be ascribed to school leader influence, 

but rather be informed by school and teacher culture, teacher identity and competence. 

Accordingly, the most significant actors within this narrative are the teachers. 

In Study 3 the plot in the teachers’ narrative describes the relation between school leader 

teams and students learning outcomes as mediated through teachers’ practice in the 

classrooms, teachers’ professional and instructional development, and the facilitation of a 

productive working environment for leaders, teachers and students. Further, a significant 

distinction between internal and external elements in the narrative is made, and emphasis is 



put on the internal working processes within each school, as these processes are narrated as 

more significant for student learning. However, one external element – the context of each 

individual student – is narrated as more significant for student learning than any of the other 

elements. Thus, student learning is mainly explained as dependent on elements that are 

beyond both teachers’ and school leaders’ control. Consequently, the most significant actors 

within this narrative are the students. 

In the three narratives presented in the thesis school leadership is conceptualized in differing 

ways. In the policy narrative based on policy documents leadership is ascribed to the work, 

priorities and decisions made by those attaining formal leadership positions in schools. 

Further, this narrative presents leadership as a factory design, where the acts of school leaders 

are seen as having an explanatory effect on both organizational success and student 

achievements. In the school principals’ narrative as well as the teachers’ narrative, leadership 

is described as conjoint action, expressed as dynamic relationships between formal leaders 

and teachers, and amongst teachers. In these two narratives the significance of school 

leadership is hard to ascribe to the work of formal leaders as both teachers and school 

principals describe instructional leadership first and foremost attached to the work of teachers. 

Thus in these two narratives leadership is conceptualized in a more delegated and distributed 

way, as a multifaceted and relational process of shared responsibility, power, trust and 

authority.  

Also, the concept of learning outcomes is described in different ways. In the policy narrative, 

learning outcomes is conceptualized as generic and school subject related knowledge that can 

be measured and documented through tests and grades, and accordingly as a measure for 

school efficiency and success. Both in the school principals’ narrative and teachers’ narrative 

on the other hand, a vague approach to learning outcomes is evident. These two narratives 



rather conceptualize learning outcomes in a constructivist sense where learning outcomes are 

narrated as what one ends up with after some sort of engagement.  

The thesis therefore concludes that the three narratives presented relate school leadership to 

student learning outcomes due to different rational accounts: one (the policy documents) 

building on research-based accounts of school leaders’ effect and influence, and the other two 

(school principals and teachers) building on accounts of structural and cultural working 

conditions within schools. As such the analyses presented in this thesis poses somewhat 

conflicting perspectives on the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes, 

and further they legitimize leadership practice in differing ways. Some of these varieties can 

be explained by the contextual nature of narratives. As contextual accounts they reflect the 

culture of the organizational and professional context of which they are in play at the same 

time as they reflect the tensions between two competing discourses; accountability and 

teacher professionalism. These tensions are what school leaders are faced with and need to 

balance in their everyday practice in schools.  
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In the last couple of decades improving student achievements has become a focus of 

policymakers both nationally as well as internationally, and school leadership has been put 

forward as a central theme when student achievement and school success have been discussed 

(Spillane, 2003; Slater, 2011; Coburn, 2005; Day et al., 2009; Day, Leithwood and Sammons, 

2008; Leithwood, Harris and Hopkins, 2008).  The increased focus on school leadership when 

discussing quality in schools has been especially evident in educational systems where 

success is measured and defined by student achievements, and in systems characterised by 

increased accountability, competition, and school league tables (Slater, 2011; Tubin, 2011). 

Simultaneously, the influence of supra-national agencies on national policy-making has 

increased immensely, and processes that frame education policy are often constituted globally 

and beyond the nation state (Aasen, 2007; Karseth and Sivesind, 2010; Grek, 2009; Sugrue, 

2006; Rizvi and Lindgard, 2010).  As a consequence, the idea of a positive relationship 

between school leadership and learning outcomes in schools has also been taken up in 

national policy in educational system where competition and accountability are less 

paramount. Thus, school leaders’ contribution and significance for student learning outcomes 

seems to be a travelling policy idea (Ozga, 2006; Gunter, 2012).  

Although policy ideas and initiatives travel beyond national borders, they are still mediated at 

a national and local level and in particular historical, political and cultural dynamics (Rizvi 

and Lindgard, 2010). In other words, policy ideas and initiatives are reframed in the national 

and local contexts in which they are taken up (Ozga, 2006; Gunter, 2012). Accordingly, 

travelling policy ideas are reframed differently amongst nations, and in the various local 

contexts in which they are in play. Consequently, although they might look the same at a 

surface level, policy ideas and initiatives may take on differing forms when they enter 



national policy systems (Rizvi and Lindgard, 2010). The process of reshaping traveling policy 

initiatives and ideas into national and local policy is therefore complex and multifaceted 

(Ozga, 2006; Rizvi and Lindgard, 2010; Ball, Maguire and Braun, 2012).  

This complexity is evident with regards to both school leadership and learning outcomes. The 

concepts “school leadership” and “learning outcomes” are multifaceted in the way that they 

both as theoretical concepts and in practices can be ascribed and understood within differing 

conceptual frameworks (Bolden, 2011; Prøitz, 2010, 2013b; Harris, 2007; Leithwood and 

Jantzi, 2005; Leithwood and Riehl, 2003; Spillane, 2006). Further, both concepts are attached 

to historical and cultural changes in the educational sector as well as in educational policy 

(Telhaug, Mediås, & Aasen, 2006).  

This thesis takes on a constructivist perspective, where policy making is seen as a 

communicative practice and a product of human interaction and meaning-making (Ball, 2000; 

Fisher and Gottweis, 2012), where decisions about how “things ought to be understood, or 

done” are made (Aasen, 2007; Ball, et al., 2012). Accordingly, policy making is perceived as 

not only limited to official government bodies, but is fundamentally seen as an “ongoing 

discursive struggle over the definition and conceptual framing of problems, the public 

understanding of the issues, the shared meanings that motivate policy responses and criteria 

for evaluation” (Fisher and Gottweis, 2012, p. 7). In this discursive struggle there are several 

actors representing differing, yet significant perspectives, and this thesis pays attention to how 

public narratives of three such actors; policy documents, teachers and school leaders  define, 

frame and negotiate the relationship between school leadership and learning outcome. Public 

narratives are narratives that are “attached to cultural and institutional formations larger than 

the single individual” (Somers and Gibson, 1994, p. 62). They can be narrated by e.g. media, 

researchers, documents, politicians or other persons, and are constitutive to identity, 

institutional practice and governmental policy (Roe, 1994; Gubrium and Holstein, 2009; 



Czarniawska, 2004, 1998).  The thesis is inspired by Lejano’s (2006) description of an 

interpretive perspective on policy as “narratives that are crafted by storytellers” (Lejano, 

2006, p. 12). In that sense, this study could be identified as an interpretive narrative analysis 

(Yanow, 2000; Fischer and Gottweis, 2012). It should be noted that the thesis does not set out 

to provide knowledge that is needed to craft policy, nor does it set out to be advisory to 

policymakers at national level on how to strengthen school leadership effects and influence on 

student outcomes. The contribution of such an interpretive approach is to provide knowledge 

about some of the complexity surrounding a policy idea as it travels between contexts and 

amongst actors within a policy sector.  

The aim of this thesis is to investigate and discuss how the three above mentioned agents 

narrate the relationship between school leadership and student learning outcomes, and further 

how school leadership and learning outcomes are conceptualized in these narratives.The study 

does not aim to illuminate historical and cultural developments of the concepts “school 

leadership” and “learning outcomes”, but rather seeks to unpack how school leadership and 

student learning outcomes as well as the relationship between them are interpreted and 

described in contemporary public narratives.  

In this general introduction to the thesis I firstly describe some characteristics of school 

leadership in Norwegian primary and secondary schools before I attend to the research 

questions and design of the thesis. 

1.1 Characteristics of school leadership in Norwegian primary and secondary schools 

In Norway, both primary and secondary school are predominantly public and approximately 

97% of all students in primary education attend their local, public schools. Primary and lower 

secondary schools are owned and governed at municipal level, while upper secondary schools 

are owned and governed at county municipal level. Up until the introduction of a national 



quality evaluation system (NQE) in 2004, primary and secondary education was regulated 

through the Education Act and the national curriculum, which defined the overall purposes of 

schooling and set goals for the individual subjects (Sivesind & Bachman, 2008; Skedsmo, 

2011). Norway still has a national curriculum, which is decided by the parliament and is 

authoritative for all Norwegian public – and private – schools, but the introduction of the 

NQE has changed the way public schools are governed and has led to increased accountability 

for teachers as well as school leaders and school owners (Sivesind & Bachman, 2008; 

Mausethagen, 2013c).  

From an institutional perspective, the current Norwegian educational system could be 

characterized as “loosely coupled” (Weick, 1976; Orton and Weick, 1990), where school 

owners and leaders are given autonomy to adjust and exert governmental intentions, at the 

same time as they are held accountable for their own results. Balancing governmental 

intentions with institutional and professional needs and priorities thereby becomes an 

important aspect of school leaders’ work (Moos and Møller, 2003). Today, as in other OECD 

member countries, the governing of the Norwegian educational system is characterised by 

Management by objectives, accountability systems and quality assessment. Still, in contrast to 

countries such as USA, England, Australia and New Zealand, Norway has a low stakes 

accountability system. Consequently school leaders and teachers are at low risk of being 

sanctioned if their results don’t meet the expectations. Although all schools are under 

governmental supervision, both locally and nationally, this supervision seldom results in 

redundancy of neither leaders, nor teachers (Moos, Krejsler & Kofod, 2008).  

According to Møller (2009), Norway, as other Scandinavian countries such as Denmark and 

Sweden, has a long history of “framing school leadership as primus enter pares, or first among 

equals” (Møller, 2009, p. 171). School leaders, both principals and department headteachers 

have been regarded as first among equals among members of the teaching staff. In addition, 



Norway has a uniform and academic teacher education (Tolo, 2011), and this has resulted in a 

“flat hierarchy” in schools (Møller, 2009). However, governmental initiatives to develop a 

more systematized school leader education, combined with resent reforms in teacher 

education has reframed school leadership as a profession distinct from teaching as well as 

altered the structuring of teacher education (Møller, 2009).  

Currently, several studies describing the structuring of leadership in Norwegian primary and 

secondary schools, identify leadership as a joint function of a leadership team, where teachers 

are expected to take on significant responsibilities and decisions in their everyday classroom-

related work (Moos et al., 2008; Møller et al., 2005; Møller et al., 2007; Møller, 2009; Helstad 

and Møller, 2013; Vennebo and Ottesen, 2012). Consequently, the relationship between 

formal school leaders and teachers is not characterized as very hierarchical in practice, but 

more so, leadership is described as conjoint, or stretched- over (Spillane, 2006; Spillane, 

Halverson, & Diamond, 2004; Gronn, 2003) both formal leaders and teachers. Thus, 

leadership in Norwegian primary and secondary schools is characterized by a high degree of 

delegation and distribution. Based on the before mentioned studies of school leadership in 

Norwegian schools this thesis investigates how leadership as a shared or distributed activity 

within Norwegian lower secondary schools is interpreted and expressed in public narratives.  

1.2 Theme and research questions 

The issue of interest in this project is the relationship between school leadership and student 

learning outcomes. As mentioned, both leadership and learning outcomes are attached to 

historical and cultural developments, leading to a current situation where both terms are used 

in a variety of ways amongst scholars and in everyday conversation.  This thesis is conducted 

within a narrative analytical framework, and sets out to identify how leadership is connected 

to student learning outcomes in public narratives, and further to illuminate different 



interpretations of school leadership and learning outcomes that are in play in the narratives 

posed by policy documents, school leaders and teachers. The thesis therefore has the 

following overarching research question;    

- How is the relationship between school leadership and pupils’ learning outcomes 

narrated by actors in the Norwegian educational sector? 

The overarching research question is followed by two sub-questions;  

- What perspectives on school leadership can be identified in the narratives? and

- How is “learning outcomes” conceptualized in the narratives? 

1.3 Research design

The thesis holds an interpretive research design and focuses on processes of meaning 

construction in policy documents and among actors in the field of school leadership and 

teaching. The data material consists of four policy documents and twelve semi-structured 

interviews with principals and teachers. The aim is to illuminate how socially shared rhetoric 

and narrative resources generate recognizable and plausible accounts about the relationship 

between school leadership and pupils learning outcomes. The empirical material in the thesis 

has been analyzed in three studies and is presented in three articles. Study 1 explores policy 

documents and is presented in Article 1. Study 2 explores interviews with six principals and is 

presented in Article 2, and finally Study 3 explores interviews with six teachers and is 

presented in Article 3. Although the empirical basis for each article varies, the analytical 

approach has to a large extent been consistent, raising mostly the same analytical questions in 

each of the articles. In short, the analysis has been conducted according to the design 

presented in table 1: 



Table 1: Design overview 

1.4 Outline of the thesis 

This article- based thesis consists of an extended abstract of seven chapters followed by an 

appendix where the three articles are presented. In the extended abstract, the first chapter 



outlines the general introduction to the thesis and the research questions. In chapter two, 

dominant research trends and key arguments in research on the relationship between school 

leadership and learning outcomes are outlined, followed by a presentation of how distributed 

leadership and learning outcomes have been used and conceptualized in scholarly works. 

Then, in chapter three I present the interpretive presuppositions and analytical tools that form 

the analytical framework for this study, followed by a presentation of the methodological 

approach and considerations in chapter four. Chapter five summarizes key findings from the 

three Studies, followed by a broader discussion in chapter six. Chapter seven outlines the 

overarching conclusion of the thesis and implications for further practice and research. 

  



In this chapter a brief presentation of research investigating the relationship between school 

leadership and learning outcomes will be given. I will firstly outline and highlight some of the 

key arguments built by the international studies dominating the investigations of the 

relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes, before I secondly outline how 

the two terms “distributed leadership” and “learning outcomes” have been conceptualized and 

used in research relevant for the Norwegian context.   

2.1 Perspectives on the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes 

The body of research concerning successful leadership in relation to students’ learning can be 

characterised as multifaceted, although some central common features have been identified. In 

what Møller and Fuglestad (2006, p. 31) identifies as a “rationalistic tradition” within school 

leadership research, studies investigating the relationship between school leadership and 

student learning outcomes have been conducted with a focus on school effectiveness and 

improvement. In this tradition the position of principal or headteacher serves as a point of 

departure for the investigation of how leadership may influence students’ learning (Hallinger 

and Heck, 1998; Bird, Dunaway, Hancock & Wang, 2013, Gu, Sammons & Mehta, 2008; Sun 

and Leithwood, 2012; Sammons, Gu, Day & Ko, 2011; Mulford and Silins, 2011; Supovitz, 

Sirindes, & May, 2010; Robinson, Loyd, & Rowe, 2008; Day, Sammons, Hopkins, 

Leithwood & Kington, 2008; Leithwood and Day, 2008; Leithwood, Harris & Hopkins, 

2008).  These studies are predominantly quantitative, although the growing body of research 

also includes case studies conducted in school settings, where the significance of leadership 

on student learning outcomes has been found to be effective when it comes to school 

leadership and improvement (Tubin, 2011; Harris, 2004; Timperley, 2011; Møller and 

Fuglestad, 2006).  



Most of the studies have been conducted in Anglo-Saxon educational systems such as the 

USA, New Zealand and England, and support the idea that school leaders such as principals 

(Sammons et al., 2011; Mulford and Silins, 2011; Supovitz et al., 2010; Hallinger and Heck, 

1998; Robinson et al., 2008; Timperley, 2011), headteachers (Day et al., 2008; Leithwood and 

Day, 2008; Leithwood et al., 2008; Gu et al., 2008) or superintendents (Bird et al., 2013) can 

influence teachers, who in turn affect student learning outcomes and achievements. Despite 

differences in approaches, the studies can all be interpreted as a concentrated (Kelchtermans 

and Piot, 2012) or rationalistic (Møller and Fuglestad, 2006) approach to school leadership, 

where school leaders are found to be significant actors when discussing improvement in 

educational outcomes (Slater, 2011; Coburn, 2005). 

In most studies the indirect significance of school leadership is underscored. One illustrative 

example could be the work of Leithwood et al. (2008), who based on an extensive literature 

review, have identified seven characteristics of successful or efficient school leadership they 

claim to be strongly evident:  

1. School leadership is second to classroom teaching as an influence on student 

learning. 

2. Almost all successful leaders draw on the same repertoire of basic leadership 

practices. 

3. The ways in which leaders apply these leadership practices – not the practices 

themselves – demonstrate responsiveness to, rather than dictation by, the context in 

which they work. 

4. School leaders improve teaching and learning indirectly and most powerfully 

through their influence on staff motivation, commitment, and working conditions.  

5. School leadership has a greater influence on schools and students when it is widely 

distributed. 



6. Some patterns of distribution are more effective than others. 

7. A small handful of personal traits explains a high proportion of the variation in 

leadership effectiveness (Leithwood, et al., 2008, p. 28-36)  

According to these claims, leadership is first and foremost seen as an indirect influence on 

students’ learning. Leithwood et al. (2008) strongly suggest that leadership has a pivotal 

significance for school development and enhancement of student achievements, and although 

the importance of classroom teaching is recognised, their conclusion is that ‘leadership has 

very significant effects on the quality of school organisation and on student learning’ 

(Leithwood, et al., 2008, p. 29). Thus, leadership is perceived to be a catalyst for 

improvement and quality in schools, mediating variables such as quality of instruction, 

instructional climate, a safe and orderly working climate, staff participation in school wide 

decision-making, school culture, teacher commitment, collective teacher efficacy, sense of 

professional community, school goals, organisational learning processes, teacher capacity and 

experience, and finally, procedures for monitoring pupil progress (Day et al., 2008). 

Further, Leithwood et al (2008) argue that school leaders most powerfully influence learning 

through staff member motivation, commitment, and beliefs concerning working conditions. 

This claim, however, is contrasted by Robinson, et al (2008) who has conducted a meta-

analysis that investigates differential effects of leadership types on the impact of leadership on 

student outcomes. Based on 22 studies of the relationship between school leadership styles 

and student outcomes, Robinson et al (2008) found that the effect of instructional leadership 

on student outcomes was three to four times as great as that of transformational leadership. 

They concluded that the more leaders focus their relationships, work, and learning on teaching 

and learning, the greater their influence on student outcomes. 



Building on the meta-analysis of Robinson et al (2008), Robinson (2010) have identified five 

leadership capabilities that provide an explanatory power in terms of raised student 

achievements; 

1. Establishing goals and expectations 

2. Resourcing strategically 

3. Planning, monitoring and participating in teaching and the curriculum 

4. Promoting and participating in teacher learning and development 

5. Ensuring an orderly and supportive environment (Robinson, et al., 2008; Robinson, 

2010).  

According to these capacities school leaders must have instructional knowledge, and 

interpersonal skills such as the ability to inspire, motivate, and build trust amongst their 

colleagues, as well as knowledge about administrative procedures and processes. Supported 

by other meta- analyses, such as Supovitz, et al (2010), these capacities have contributed to 

increased attention towards the knowledge base and skills school leaders need in order to 

ensure effective instructional leadership in schools,  as illustrated by Timperley’s (2011) study 

in five New Zealand elementary schools. Using the five capacities as a theoretical 

background, Timperley (2011) offers a theoretical framework of which school principals’ 

work can be portrayed and analysed. In this framework she divides these five capacities into 

three organizing categories: leadership knowledge, relationships, and expectations. By 

analysing situations where elementary school principals considered themselves to be effective 

instructional leaders, she argues that there is evidence that all capacities are evident when it 

comes to raised student achievements, although the strength of each capacity may differ 

according to school-site, and the work of the individual principal.  



The studies investigating school leadership significance for student learning has a common 

characteristic. They all take the positions of formal school leaders such as principals, 

headteachers and superintendents as the point of departure for their investigations. This leads 

to an emphasis on  the significance of individual school leaders actions, knowledge and skills 

in regard to student learning outcomes (Hallinger and Heck, 1998; Bird, et al., 2013, Gu, et 

al., 2008; Sun and Leithwood, 2012; Sammons et al., 2011; Mulford and Silins, 2011; 

Supovitz, et al., 2010; Robinson, et al., 2008; Day, et al., 2008; Leithwood and Day, 2008; 

Leithwood, et al., 2008; Tubin, 2011; Harris, 2004; Timperley, 2011; Møller and Fuglestad, 

2006). Yet, an orientation towards distributed features of leadership as effective for student 

achievements could be identified in the work of Leithwood, et al., (2008), as they argue that 

‘school leadership has a greater influence on schools and students when it is widely 

distributed’ (Leithwood, et al., 2008, p. 34). This orientation however, comes with ambiguity 

as this argument is built around hierarchical patterns of leadership distribution that does not 

include teachers as leaders. Thus, when arguing that some patterns of leadership distribution 

are more effective than others, the authors emphasise the position of headteachers: 

‘headteachers were rated as having the greatest (positive and negative) influence’ (Leithwood, 

et al., 2008, p. 35). Hence, their perspective on distributed leadership does not include aspects 

of distribution of power and authority that goes beyond formal school leader positions, or 

what Spillane (2006) phrases as the leader plus perspective where more than one leader are 

involved in the same tasks. Gunter (2012) therefore argues that most studies investigating the 

relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes does not take into consideration 

that distributed leadership can also entail  a distribution of power and authority that goes 

beyond formal leaders (Gunter, 2012).  

The question of power distribution has been put forward in studies of cultural and relational 

factors that constitute leadership in schools (Spillane, et al., 2004; Spillane, 2006; Gronn, 



2003; Woods, Bennet, Harvey & Wise, 2004; Coleman, 2012; Harris, 2007; Mayrowetz, 

2008; Bolden, 2011; Møller, 2009; Klar, 2012; Vennebo and Ottesen, 2012; Helstad and 

Møller, 2013). The main aim of these studies has been to create an understanding and 

illustrate how leadership is played out and distributed within schools and organisations, in 

order to build both analytical as well as theoretical knowledge about distributed leadership as 

a concept. However, in this vast amount of research, conceptualisations and usages of 

distributed leadership as a term are not consistent, as will be further elaborated in the 

following section of this chapter.     

2.2. Conceptualization and usage of “Distributed leadership”

The concept of distributed leadership is now widely recognized as a departure from the 

traditional view of leadership as something imparted to followers  by leaders from above 

(Spillane, 2006; Gronn, 2003; Pearce and Conger, 2003; Keltermans and Piot, 2012). 

Nevertheless, the vast body of literature about distributed leadership indicates that the term is 

used and conceptualized in various ways among scholars.  Bolden (2011), with reference to 

Oduro (2004), traces the theoretical origin for distributed leadership as far back as 1250 BC, 

while Harris (2009) argues that distributed leadership as an idea, can be traced back to the 

mid-1920s. Gronn (2000) on the other hand cites Gibb as the first author that refers explicitly 

to distributed leadership in the 1950s. Although there are differences of opinion about the 

theoretical origin of distributed leadership, there seem to be consensus about the prominent 

era for distributed leadership from the mid-1990s and up until today. Today there is a vast and 

continuously increasing body of research on distributed leadership (Gronn, 2000; Bolden, 

2011).   

In a review of theory and research about distributed leadership in organisations, Bolden 

(2011) identifies a normative and a descriptive tradition within this field of enquiry. In the 



normative traditions, distributed leadership is considered to incorporate shared, democratic, 

dispersed, and other related forms of leadership. Distributed leadership also tends to be 

considered as a means for enhancing the effectiveness of, and engagement with leadership 

processes such as in the works of Leithwood,  et al (2008), Leithwood and Day (2008), and 

Day et al. (2008). The descriptive tradition, on the other hand, argues that distributed 

leadership offers an analytical framework through which one can assess and articulate how 

leadership is and is not distributed throughout organisations (Bolden, 2011; Gunter, Hall & 

Bragg, 2013; Mayrowetz, 2008; Spillane, 2006). Opposed to the normative tradition, writers 

within this tradition (Spillane 2006; Spillane, et al., 2004; Gronn, 2003) argue that while 

leadership may be shared and/or democratic in certain situations this does not necessarily 

mean that leadership is distributed, due to the fact that “distribution” of leadership also require 

a distribution of decisions and power (Gronn, 2003; Spillane, 2006; Keltermans and Piot, 

2012; Helstad and Møller, 2013; Vennebo and Ottesen, 2013). 

Mayrowetz (2008) elaborates more on differences within these two traditions and 

distinguishes between 4 usages of distributed leadership as a concept in research. First, in the 

same sense as Bolden (2011), he describes the usage of distributed leadership as a theoretical 

lens for looking at the activity of leadership. Second, there are writers (Johnson, 2004; Storey, 

2004) who interpret the descriptive tradition of distributed leadership as a notion that “the 

activity of leadership is practiced through the interaction of multiple individuals as a 

prescriptive message for leadership to be shared throughout the school in a more democratic 

way” (Mayrowetz, 2008, p. 428). Hence, this second usage of the term, argues that distributed 

leadership can enhance democracy in schools. Then, as a third approach to distributed 

leadership, there are writers who argue that distributed leadership can lead to efficiency and 

effectiveness in schools (Elmore, 2003; Camburn, Rowan & Taylor, 2003, Leithwood, et al., 

2008; Leithwood and Day, 2008). Finally, Mayrowetz (2008) points to writers who use the 



concept of distributed leadership as a mean for human capacity building (Harris, 2004). This 

usage of the term, promotes the notion that “by having multiple people engaged in leadership, 

these individuals will all learn about themselves and the issues facing the school” 

(Mayrowetz, 2008, p. 431). Thus within this latter usage, distributed leadership is seen as 

equate to maximizing the human capacity within the organisation as distributed leadership is 

conceptualised as a form of collective leadership through which teachers as well as formal 

leaders develop expertise by working together.  

Yet, another conceptualization of distributed leadership is posed by Gunter, et al (2013) who 

have identified four positions within scholarly works about distributed leadership: a functional 

descriptive, a functional normative, a critical and a socially critical position. Within this 

framework functionalism is about improvement, and the narratives created through research 

focus on targets, training and plans such as the work of Leithwood, Mascall and Strauss 

(2009) and Timperley (2011). A vast body of the literature within functional research is 

descriptive, with an emphasis on what is happening in everyday practice. Thus, the functional 

descriptive position within this framework seem to be in line with what Bolden (2011) 

describes as a descriptive tradition, or the usage of distributed leadership as a theoretical lens 

for looking at leadership activity (Mayrowetz, 2008). Further, functional research also holds a 

normative position that provides models and rationales for practitioners to improve their 

practice (Gunter, et al., 2013) more in line with a normative tradition (Bolden, 2011) or the 

usage of distributed leadership as a mean to promote efficiency and effectiveness in schools 

(Mayrowetz, 2008). The critical position and the social critical position within Gunter et al’s 

(2013) framework are both said to have functional origin and sympathies, but raises critical 

questions to claims for and about distributed leadership in a way that opens up the perspective 

on distributed leadership towards debates about power, such as the work of Gronn (2003). 

However, the critical position as well as the social critical position does not reflect using 



distributed leadership as a mean to enhance democracy or human capacity building, but 

rather, scholarly work within these last two position critiques both these lines of literature.  

So, although there seem to be consensus amongst scholars about distributed leadership 

reflecting a departure from the traditional view of leadership as something imparted to 

followers by leaders from above, this brief presentation of approaches to the term in scholarly 

works indicates that there is variety in both conceptualizations and usage of distributed 

leadership in research and literature. The same could be said about learning outcomes, 

although this term does not share the same historic development regarding neither origin nor 

theoretical framing. 

  

2.3 Conceptualizing Learning outcomes  

In her cross-case analysis of policymakers, teachers and scholars, Prøitz (2013b) has 

identified contradictory conceptualisations of learning outcomes in research, in Norwegian 

educational policy, and amongst teachers working in Norwegian secondary schools. Although 

the term “learning outcomes” has a brief history, there still seems to be a lack of consensus 

among scholars as to the term’s definition. In her review of literature concerned with the 

concept of learning outcomes, Prøitz (2010) traces the term learning outcomes back to the 

1970s. In the 70s, it was taken up both by social constructivists and behaviourists, and 

consequently the term was given a somewhat contradictory content. From a constructivist 

perspective, learning outcomes was conceptualised as ‘essentially what one ends up with, 

intended or not, after some sort of engagement’ (Eisner, 1979, p. 101), and constructed in the 

interplay between student, subject, and teacher. Contrary to this, a conception of learning 

outcomes as predictable implications of students’ learning was posed from a behaviouristic 

perspective (Prøitz, 2010; 2013b). In the current decade, yet another approach to learning 

outcomes has emerged, where the attainment of defined learning outcomes is used as a 



measure of institutional effectiveness (Ewell, 2005; Prøitz 2010). According to Prøitz (2013c) 

it is this latter conceptualisation of learning outcomes that has gained dominance amongst 

policymakers in subsequent Norwegian governments. Further, she argues that this conception 

of the term also dominates amongst scholars, as illustrated by the body of literature about the 

significance of school leadership for student learning outcomes and school effectiveness and 

success (Hallinger and Heck, 1998; Bird, et al., 2013, Gu, etal., 2008; Sun and Leithwood, 

2012; Sammons et al., 2011; Mulford and Silins, 2011; Supovitz, et al., 2010; Robinson, et 

al., 2008; Day, et al., 2008; Leithwood and Day, 2008; Leithwood, et al., 2008; Tubin, 2011; 

Harris, 2004; Timperley, 2011; Møller and Fuglestad, 2006).  However, Prøitz (2013b) 

analysis also shows that there are alternative conceptions of the term in play amongst scholars 

and teachers, which are contradictory to this dominant position. The most prominent of these 

conceptions is found amongst teachers working in Norwegian secondary schools. Prøitz 

(2013a) exploratory study of grading practices has revealed that there are tensions between 

the grading practices within the different school subjects and the universal “scripts” for 

grading practices emphasised in the National curriculum (Prøitz, 2013a), where teachers 

emphasise elements that are not included in the National curriculum in their grading practice 

which underscores a more unpredictable and constructivist conceptualization of learning 

outcomes.    

2.4 Summing up 

Still, although extensive literature exists on both individual and distributed approaches to 

leadership, and an increasing amount of literature relates school leadership to student learning 

outcomes, there are few empirical studies illustrating how school leadership is understood and 

executed in relation to student learning outcomes in schools outside Anglo-Saxon educational 

systems (Slater 2011). Further, there are few studies that investigate how school leadership is 



connected to student learning outcomes in schools characterised by a high degree of 

leadership distribution (Robinson, 2008). Consequently, there still is a lack of knowledge 

about how school leaders and teachers situated within a tradition of delegation and distributed 

leadership, such as Norwegian primary and secondary education, think about and work 

towards student learning outcomes. The aim and main research questions guiding the studies 

in this thesis are consequently developed to meet this void in the research literature. 



In the following chapter I will elaborate more on the interpretive presuppositions and 

theoretical concepts that constitute the overarching analytical framework for this analysis.   

This thesis is rooted in constructivism with the presupposition that we live in a social world, 

characterized by the possibilities of multiple interpretations. A consequence of this 

presupposition is neglecting “brute data” whose meaning is beyond dispute, or assuming that 

words can have univocal and unambiguous meanings (Yanow, 2000, p. 5-6). Rather, this 

thesis sees our social reality as socially constructed and a result of collective meaning making 

and interaction. This position comes with ambiguity, and according to Wagenaar (2011), 

“obscurity”, as the writing and debates among interpretive theorists have generated a 

“vocabulary richly studded with exotic “isms”, such as social constructivism, meaning 

realism, holism, essentialism, foundationalism, and perspectivism” (Wagenaar, 2011, p. 7). A 

more thorough description of what is meant by constructivism in this thesis will therefore be 

provided, as well as a description of the presumptions that this philosophical position entails.  

3.1. Constructivism, social reality and policy 

An often used phrase to describe constructivist ontology is that constructivism sees reality as 

socially constructed (Wagenaar, 2011; Burr, 1995). Yet, what does this entail? To say that the 

world is socially constructed does not mean that reality doesn’t exist, but rather, that a 

universal, absolute reality is unknowable (Hatch, 2002). As humans “we have no access to a 

mind-independent world that functions as a point of reference to our descriptions and 

interpretations of the everyday reality we perceive, experience, and move about in” 

(Wagenaar, 2011, p. 179). Consequently, what we can access and investigate in research are 

individual perspectives, versions or constructions of reality. Thus, there is not one objective 

reality that can be investigated, but rather, there are multiple realities that are inherently 



unique because they are constructed by individuals who experience and interpret the world 

from their own points. 

Although human experience and interpretations are individual, elements in individuals’ 

interpretations are often shared across social groups. As such, the construction of reality has a 

social nature, where interpretations (Yanow, 2000), or versions (Wagenaar, 2011) of reality 

are communicated and shared through language. This social dimension of language is what 

constructs social reality (Wagenaar, 2011; Yanow, 2000; Burr, 1995).  

This thesis concentrates on the construction of a specific policy issue, namely the relationship 

between school leadership and student learning outcomes.  As such, it follows into a 

constructivist tradition of interpretation engaged in mapping out the variety of meaning in a 

policy sector. More specifically, it raises questions about how meaning is constructed in 

various contexts within the Norwegian educational sector, and further, it questions what these 

various meanings and interpretations of school leadership and learning outcomes entail. The 

thesis therefore focuses on how the relationship between school leadership and learning 

outcomes is expressed in public narratives (Somers and Gibson, 1994). In the following, the 

narrative approach framing the analysis will be further elaborated. 

3.2 Narratives   

Following what has been phrased as the interpretive turn in the late 1970ies and through the 

1980ies, narratives became both the scope and methodic angle in the social sciences (Yanow 

2000). Grounded in constructivism research attention was turned to how socially shared 

resources of rhetoric and narrative are deployed to generate recognizable, plausible, and 

culturally well-informed accounts (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009; Clandinin and Connelly, 

2000; Czarniawska, 2004, 1998, Clandinin, Pushor, & Orr, 2007). However, within 

qualitative research the term “narrative” still comes with ambiguity with regards to what the 



term refers to. The following section will elaborate more on how the term narrative is 

understood and used in this project.

3.2.1 What is a narrative?  

Within the vast body of literature about narratives in social science research, there is no 

straight forward answer to the question “what is a narrative”. In this thesis, the term narrative 

and the term story are used interchangeably. I take Polkinghorne’s (1995) description of a 

narrative as a story as a point of departure. In a story, events and actions are put together and 

organized as a whole, by means of a plot. In short, plot refers to the way a narrative is told; 

first, by establishing the beginning and end of a storied segment, and second, by how 

elements, events and scenarios are temporally or causally connected in the narrative 

(Polkinghorne, 1995; Berger, 1997; Søreide, 2007). In that sense, plot serves as a conceptual 

scheme by which central meaning of individual events are expressed and displayed. Narrative 

explanations relate events to human projects, as they explain actions and practices by 

reference to the beliefs and desires of actors (Bevir, 2006). In this way, narratives exhibit an 

explanation rather than demonstrating it (Polkinghorne, 1985; Bevir, 2006).  

This conception of narrative emphasizes the interconnectedness between language and human 

action. Narratives are not seen as reflections of experiences, but rather, narratives are the 

linguistic structures that give meaning to experiences. Through this process of “making sense” 

of experience, telling stories becomes a meaning making activity. As such, “narratives 

integrate experiences, beliefs, practices and values into meaningful sequential and temporal 

order” (Søreide, 2007, p. 28). Hence storytelling is a process of organizing experiences and 

meaning making. This understanding of narratives presupposes that society has a way of 

shaping, reshaping, or otherwise influence stories on its own terms, in the sense that, 

individual narratives are situated within particular interaction and within specific social, 



cultural and institutional discourses (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009). This thesis takes the 

presupposition that narratives serve different purposes in the formation of the social, cultural 

and institutional discourses that forms the contextual dimensions of the storyteller. 

Accordingly, narratives can be perceived as operating on different levels of human sense 

making.   

Somers and Gibson (1994) distinguish between three such narrative levels: ontological, public 

and meta-narratives, where ontological narratives are stories told by the individual to make 

sense of their personal lives. Public narratives are those sets of stories about groups or 

persons that are “attached to cultural and institutional formations larger than the single 

individual” (Somers & Gibson, 1994, p. 62). They can be presented by the media, researchers, 

documents, politicians or other persons. Metanarratives refers to overarching stories such as 

dominant ideology or national identity within a national state. The narratives presented in this 

thesis are examples of public narratives as they are expressed in documents, and by school 

leaders and teachers. The narrative presented in Study 1 is an example of what Roe (1994) 

explains as policy narratives, while the narratives presented in Study 2 and 3 are examples of 

organizational stories (Czarniawska, 1997, 1998). Although policy narratives and 

organizational stories are constructed in different contexts, both concepts are regarded as 

public narratives in this project. In the following I will outline more closely the concepts of 

policy narratives and organizational stories.  

3.2.2 Policy narratives  

In Study 1 I analyze how policy texts narratively constitute the significance of school 

leadership for pupils’ learning outcomes. Policy texts, such as national White Papers are 

infused with what Roe (1994) explains as policy narratives. He defines policy narratives as 

“stories (scenarios and arguments) which underwrite and stabilize the assumptions for 



policymaking in situations that persist with many unknowns, a high degree of 

interdependence, and little, if any agreement” (Roe, 1994: 34). Hence, policy narratives are 

accounts, scenarios and arguments that form the basis of policy making as they both 

underwrite and stabilize assumptions for policymaking through establishing, certifying, 

fixating and making steady the grounds for policy decision-making. Through policy narratives 

reality can be either simplified or complexified. Policy narratives can therefore be seen as one 

of the principal ways practitioners, bureaucrats, and policymakers articulate and make sense 

of uncertainty.  

Through the interplay between simplicity and complexity, Roe (1994) points to the need for 

stability in goals and objectives, and institutional memory in policymaking. The more 

complex and uncertain things seem at a micro level, the greater the perceived need for 

explanatory narratives that simplify and can be operationalized into approaches of decision- 

making and action. From a governing perspective policy narratives consequently have a “key 

role in establishing and fixing the assumptions for decision making under conditions of high 

ambiguity” (Roe, 1994: 37) Policy narratives links agents, actions, visions, contexts and 

practices in a way that reduces complexity and that is perceived as coherent and meaningful, 

and at the same time rule out alternative understandings (Søreide, 2007). Through policy 

narratives a production of “truths” in way of giving a specific description of the world, the 

problem at hand and a solution to this problem is possible. 

Further, as accounts of arguments that communicate ideas, beliefs and evidence that justify 

policy and governing practices in a specific context, policy narratives persist with an objective 

to make their addressees assume or do something (Gunter, 2012). As such they can set out to 

either maintain the status quo or transform the wider culture in which they operate. Policy 

narratives therefore serve an important function by way of stabilizing and fixating the grounds 

for decision making as well as legitimizing those governing decisions that are made. By ruling 



out alternative understandings, policy narratives are able to persist with stability although they 

might be empirically or narratively contested (Roe, 1994). Although public policy narratives 

are not directly implemented into practice, they are important as explanations that justify and 

legitimize a preferred practice (Roe, 1994; Czarniawska, 2004).  

3.2.3 Organizational stories  

From the previous it is clear that narratives are situated within particular interactions and 

within specific social, cultural, and institutional contexts and practices (Søreide, 2007; Somers 

and Gibson, 1994; Gubrium and Holstein, 2009). One set of public narratives can be 

identified as organizational stories (Czarniawska, 1997, 1998, 2004). In Study 2 and 3 I 

analyze such organizational narratives posed by school principals and teachers in order to 

illuminate how they relate the work of school leaders to student outcomes. 

Organizational stories serve different functions within the organizations they occur. First, 

these narratives serve as important communicative acts between the members of an 

organization as they underscore and facilitate socially shared resources, relations and 

“feelings of belonging” amongst the members of the organization. Second, they make 

organizational culture and moral more explicit to each organizational member and thus have a 

function to give a collective understanding of the rationale of an organization. As a 

consequence of the prior two functions, organizational narratives also function as a rationale 

to strengthen workers commitment (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009; Czarniawska, 1998; Ball, 

Maguire & Brown, 2012; Nielsen, 2001). Organizational narratives illuminate how human 

intentions both influence and are influenced by the context in which they make sense. As such 

they give access to individual experiences as well as organizational values and culture and are 

therefore valuable sources for research.



Organizational narratives are not one set of stories. In every organization there will be a 

myriad of narratives, of which some are personal, whereas others are public. As such, 

organizational narratives can be concerned with and infused by both personal and social 

conditions. Personal conditions refer to feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions and moral 

dispositions, while social conditions draw attention to the existential conditions, the 

environment, surrounding factors and forces, people and otherwise, that form each individuals 

context (Clandinin, Pushor & Orr, 2007). The analysis in this thesis has focused on the social 

conditions in the school leaders’ and teachers’ organizational narratives.  

The organizational narratives analyzed in Study 2 and 3 are all stories that reflect upon 

organizational routines. Organizational routines always have both ostensive and performative 

aspects (Spillane, Parise & Sherer, 2011). Ostensive aspects represent the ‘ideal or schematic 

form’ of a routine (Spillane et al., 2011, p. 591), while the performative aspects refer to the 

specific actions of a routine, or how the routine is actually executed in practice. As narratives, 

the stories analyzed and presented in Study 2 and 3 are accounts that shed light on how 

principals and teachers justify and legitimize leadership practices within the schools in which 

they operate (Czarniawska, 2004). These are narratives that are produced and formulated to 

address particular interpretive communities, both near and distant, in a way that advocate a 

particular version of reality that is related to what is at stake for the teachers and principals.  

In that sense they are accounts that reflect the ostensive aspects in the routines they describe.  

Although the organizational narratives produced by teachers and principals working in 

Norwegian lower secondary schools are attached to the same national educational context as 

those produced by bureaucrats and departmental advisors in policy documents, the 

organizational narratives may not be confirmatory to dominating policy narratives. Rather, 

they may be contradictory as they set out to justify and make sense of practice in interpretive 

communities regarded as more significant for the authors of those narratives. In this way 



organizational narratives can serve as counter-narratives, that is, “stories that run counter to 

the controversy’s dominant policy narratives” (Roe, 1994, p. 3).      



In this chapter I first outline the methodological approach in the overall study. The intent of 

this chapter is to tie the analysis conducted in Study 1, 2 and 3 together as well as to elaborate 

in more debt on how the analysis has been conducted. The data material in this project has 

been gathered from policy documents and fieldwork in the form of semi-structured interviews 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). I describe the selection of documents and participants and the 

interviews in particular. Thereafter I present how I have conducted the narrative analysis and 

the analytical tools used in the analysis. Last I address issues of reflexivity, such as my 

position as a researcher, validity, and the ethical considerations that have been made 

throughout this project. 

The thesis holds an interpretive research design and focuses on processes of meaning 

construction in policy documents and among actors in the field of school leadership and 

teaching. As noted in the introduction, the aim of my study is to illuminate how socially 

shared resources of rhetoric and narrative generate accounts about the relationship between 

school leadership and pupils learning outcomes. Methodologically, the overall study is 

grounded in constructivism (Czarniawska, 2004; Gubrium & Holstein, 2009; Ball, 2000; Ball, 

et al., 2012; Yanow, 2000, 2006). In this perspective, the main objective for me as a 

researcher is to investigate how meaning is constructed and how various accounts of “truths” 

about the phenomena being studied are created. Further, this perspective also includes me as a 

researcher as an active agent in the meaning-construction process.  

4.1 Selection and collection of the empirical material 

As illustrated by the design overview presented in the introduction (page 7), the empirical 

material in this study consists of various sources of data, which have all been selected through 



different strategic considerations. In the following, the rationale behind the selection of each 

of the data sources will be given.  

4.1.1 Selection of policy documents for Study 1 

This analysis aims to illuminate dominating voices and how they construct a certain narrative 

about the issue of interest (Roe, 1994). Therefore, national policy documents were regarded as 

an important source of data, as they were reckoned to enable an investigation of how the 

dominating policy narrative about the relationship between school leadership and student 

learning outcomes is constructed. Policy texts, however, exists in a variety of forms and at 

different levels within the Educational system and policy in Norway. Further, policy 

documents also serve different purposes and have various statuses as they concern both local 

and national issues, and are addressed to local and national authorities.  At a national level, 

policy documents are rarely the products of singular authors, but rather they are produced 

through negotiation and compromises among different actors representing various and 

sometimes conflicting interests. Nevertheless, national policy documents, like white papers 

mainly appear as having one dominating voice (Ball, 2000; Mausethagen, 2013c).  

White papers are texts that serve as key reference points for government discourse at a 

national level (Ball, 2000). These documents are initiated by the government and usually they 

are written by bureaucrats outlining the present political will and priorities. As such they 

provide a basis for discussion for Parliament which subsequently gives signals back to the 

government and relevant ministries, which then make decisions about further follow-up. In 

that sense, White papers are not legally binding, but more so, provide a foundation for future 

legislation (Mausethagen, 2013c). Three contemporary White Papers addressing key issues 

regarding quality, teaching and leadership in primary and secondary education were chosen in 

order to investigate the current most dominating narrative about the relationship between 



leadership and learning outcomes. White Paper no. 31 (KD, 2008) “Quality Education”,

White Paper no. 11 (KD, 2009) “The teacher, the Role and the Education” and White Paper 

no. 19 (KD, 2010) “Time for learning” were found to be those white papers that in a 

relatively narrow timespan all addressed issues of leadership, teaching and learning, and how 

these features were seen as influential on school quality. The theme for each of the White 

papers is more thoroughly described in Article 1 (see appendix).  

Even though the primary focus in Study 1 is Norwegian educational policy, and despite the 

fact that government produces a vast amount of national White papers and other policy texts, 

understanding national policy requires a scope that goes beyond national borders as policy 

ideas and ideologies travel (Grek, 2009; Ozga and Jones, 2006; Gunter, 2012; Rizvi and 

Lingaard, 2010). The impact of supra-national agencies on Norwegian educational policy has 

increased as comparative data such as results from PISA- and TIMMS- tests are now a source 

of authority for assessing national educational reforms (Aasen, 2007; Karseth & Sivesind, 

2010; Sugrue, 2006; Grek, 2009). Further, comparative investigations initiated and led by the 

OECD, such as the Improving school leadership activity (Pont, Nusche & Moorman, 2008) or 

the more resent Governing complex Education Systems (OECD, 2014), both in which Norway 

has been taking active part, have resulted in descriptions of challenges for school leaders as 

well as government that cut across national borders. Consequently, and with regards to the 

topic of the thesis, I also chose to include the first volume of the reports from the OECD 

Improving school leadership activity: Improving School Leadership: Policy and Practice 

(Pont et al., 2008) in the document analysis. The main focus of this report is on the 

professional work of school leaders and leadership in schools. However, the report also 

includes a line of recommendations for national policy makers and governments as it reports 

on results from 22 different educational systems and explains why school leadership has 

become a key priority in educational policy internationally. 



The chosen documents have an inter-textual quality in the sense that they “communicate” 

with each other in different ways. First, the Norwegian documents and especially White Paper 

no. 31 in particular, has more than 30 references to the OECD report. Second, both White 

Paper no. 19 and White Paper no. 11 set out to give responses to several of the many 

challenges posed in White Paper 31. Finally, White Paper no. 19 builds on the 

recommendations and arguments posed by White Paper no. 31 and White Paper no. 11. 

Combined, these four documents provided an extensive amount of text with a total number of 

399 pages (OECD report: 173 pages, White paper no 31: 86 pages, White paper no 11: 90 

pages, and White paper no. 19: 50 pages). 

4.1.2 Schools and participants for Study 2 and Study 3 

The nature of leadership work differs due to varying structural conditions such as school size, 

municipality administration, and geographic location, and further due to cultural conditions 

reflected in organisational routines (Møller et al., 2005; Spillane, Parise, & Sherer, 2011). As 

the thesis intend to investigate public narratives which acknowledges individuals’ experience 

as socially, culturally and organisationally constructed (Somers and Gibson, 1994; 

Czarniawska, 2004), the possibility that the narrative accounts were influenced by the 

organisation of which they occurred was taken into consideration. I therefore found it 

important to get access to participants representing some of the variety of lower secondary 

schools in Norway today. The variation criteria I took into consideration were: geographic 

location (urban/rural), type of school (lower secondary/combined schools) and school size, as 

these are variations that are addressed as explanatory for variation in both leadership practice 

(Møller et al. 2005) and student outcomes in Norwegian schools (Leuven, Oosterbeek and 

Rønning, 2008).  



It should be noted that before making any contact with schools or participants requesting their 

participation in the study, the project was approved by the Data Protection Official for 

Research (NSD) (see appendix). Getting access to schools and participants however, proved 

to be a more challenging endeavor than first anticipated. Challenges such as lack of response 

to e-mail contact, tight schedules among school leaders and withdrawal from participation 

resulted in a relatively long time-span for collecting the interview data, reaching from early 

spring 2011 through spring 2012.  

I used different approaches when making contact with the schools. In one larger municipality 

I had to include the school administration at municipality level in order to get information 

distributed to schools. Here information about the project and requests to voluntary 

participation were sent out to 27 schools by e-mail. However, none of the schools responded 

to the e-mail contact. I therefore contacted all the schools directly by phone. Six principals 

volunteered to participate in the study, but two of then later withdrew their participation, due 

to a tight schedule. In order to get access to schools that were not located in cities, and 

especially smaller schools and municipalities, I contacted one of six providers of educational 

programmes in school leadership, approved by the Directorate for Education and Training. 

This particular provider was selected as it recruits school leaders working in small and 

densely populated municipalities in the Western part of Norway. In the beginning of February 

2011 I was able to present the study at a seminar for 30 newly recruited principals, and two of 

the principals volunteered to participate. In the fall of 2011, however, one of them withdrew 

their participation. I therefore chose to recruit a new rurally located school. This particular 

school was recruited through phone contact with applicable schools located in smaller 

municipalities on the Western coast of Norway. With this school the total number of schools 

came up to six. This is a fairly small number of organizations, which limits the possibility to 

make generalizations based on the empirical material gained through the interviews (Hatch, 



2002; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2011). Empirical generalization is not an aim 

in this study, and as the interviews were conducted simultaneously with the recruitment of 

new participants I found that the descriptions of organizational working processes and 

routines that were of interest for the analysis were surprisingly similar between the schools. 

Following the recommendations from Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) I therefor found that the 

six schools provided an empirical basis satisfactory to conduct the analysis.   

In total the schools, briefly presented in the table below, represent combined and lower 

secondary schools in the Western part of Norway. They are located in three different 

municipalities, one larger city and two more rurally located. In consideration of anonymity 

(Hatch, 2002), all schools and participants are given pseudonyms.  

Table 2: Overview of schools  

In five of the schools both the principal and one of the teachers participated in the study. At 

Northwood none of the teachers wanted to participate in the study. I therefore chose to include 

two teachers at Chester. By doing so, the number of principals and teachers was equalized, 

and the number of teachers representing city schools and rurally located schools came out 

more balanced. An overview of the participants is presented in the table below: 



Table 3: Overview of participants 

 Everglade Weston Hillside Downtown Northwood Chester 
Principal Anne Elisabeth Sarah Liv John Peter 
Experience >5 years <15 years 5-15 years 5-15 years > 5 years <15 years 
Teacher  Alice Evelyn Sylvia Leon Patrick Claire 
Experience <15 years 5-15 years 5-15 years >5 years  <15 years 5-15years 
Teaching 
Subjects 

English 
Special ed.

Math Math 
Social 
science 

Math, 
Religion 
Science 

Norwegian 
Special ed.

Science 
Technology 
Social 
science

4.1.2.1 Interviews 

The empirical data from the school context is based on semi-structured qualitative interviews 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). The intent of the interviews was to provide data that would 

enlighten how the principals and teachers understood and articulated the relation between 

school leadership and learning outcomes in stories of working processes related to 

organisational improvement, learning, teaching and competence development. The interviews 

evolved around 5 themes: teaching, quality insurance, student assessment, professional 

development and leadership. As such the interviews were conducted with a clear intent and 

structured in order to produce knowledge about a topic or problem determined by me as a 

researcher (Brinkmann, 2013; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2005, 2009; Denzin and Lincoln, 2000; 

Fog, 1998; Hatch, 2002; Silverman, 2011; Lillejord and Søreide, 2003).

Due to practical considerations as well as the intent of the study; gaining knowledge about 

how teachers and school leaders interpret their professional work, knowledge and 

organisational routines, I chose to conduct the interviews at the workplace of the participants. 

A week before each interview, written information about the project, an informed consent- 

form and some examples of questions that I wanted to discuss (see appendix) were sent to the 

participants by e-mail.  The consent-form was signed by the participants and handed to me 

prior to each individual interview. I had also prepared a list of questions that I introduced in 



the conversations (see appendix). The data material contains narratives about how the 

principals and teachers organize their work, what tools they use, and how they understand 

their work in relation to pupils’ learning outcomes. The conversations evolved around 

organizational routines regarding teaching, quality insurance, pupils’ assessment, professional 

development and leadership as these themes are explained as key elements in school leaders 

work in relation to student learning and achievements (Robinson et al., 2008; Møller et al., 

2005). The intent in the interviews was to illuminate school leaders and teachers narratives 

about organizational routines. I therefore focused on phrasing questions and responses so that 

different perspectives on organizational practice could be expressed.  

Each interview lasted between 45 to 90 minutes and was recorded digitally. The interviews 

were then exported to Express Scribe and transcribed by me. All participants were given the 

opportunity to read the transcripts, but none of them wanted to do so. The analysis is based on 

transcripts which amounted to 91 pages (1,5 spacing, 12-point Times New Roman) from 

interviews with principals, and 86 pages from interviews with teachers, 177 pages in total.  

4.2 Narrative analysis and analytical tools  

The intent of the following subchapter is twofold. First, I provide a more thorough and 

transparent description of how the narrative analysis has been conducted in the three studies. 

Second, the description of the analysis will show how research questions, and analytical 

questions, as presented in table 1 in the introduction are aligned throughout the three studies. 

Through the analysis of the policy documents and the interviews three “representational 

narratives” (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009) have been constructed. Representational narratives 

are stories constructed by researchers as an example of what Somers and Gibson explain as 

“conceptual narrativity” (Somers and Gibson, 1994, p. 62). That is, explanations constructed 

by social researchers. In this project, the three narratives about the relationship between 



school leadership and learning outcomes have all been constructed by me as a researcher, 

based on the empirical data (included the policy documents). Hence, the narratives posed in 

this thesis are not accounts of “the truth” about the relationship between school leadership and 

learning outcomes. Rather they serve as third level interpretations (Kvale and Brinkmann, 

2009) or representational narratives that illustrate how the relation between leadership and 

learning outcomes is constructed in various contexts. The narratives have been constructed by 

the use of both conceptual and analytical tools. In Article 2 and 3 I describe specifics of “the 

Norwegian approach” to distributed leadership, in order to analyze how different aspects of 

school leadership are distributed in the school principals’ and teachers’ narratives. In the 

following I will elaborate on the analytical tools and dimensions that have been used 

throughout the analysis and how the analysis has been conducted. 

4.2.1 Analytical dimensions 

A critique of interpretive methods in general is that they are “messy”, in the sense that there is 

a lack of explicit methodological statements such as stepwise prescriptions on how the 

research has been conducted in research writings. A lot of interpretive methods, such as 

ethnographic and participant-observer methods have rather been learned and developed 

through some kind of apprenticeship, trial and error or “learning by doing” (Yanow, 2006).  

Such processes have also been a part of this project, and different approaches to the data 

material have been tried out before I made the decision of doing a narrative analysis. It 

therefore should be noted that the following presentation of the analytical steps is presented as 

a more linear and stringent process than the actual process of interpretation.  

There are several writings about narratives that offer guidelines for how to conceptualize and 

analyze the internal organization of stories (Clandinin and Connolly, 2000; Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2009; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach & Zilber, 1998; Czarniawska 1997, 1998; Berger, 



1997; Reismann, 1993; Roe, 1994).  In this analysis the narratives in the three studies have all 

been identified through a stepwise analytical approach inspired by Lieblich et al’s (1998) four 

analytical dimensions: categorical, holistic, content and form. These four dimensions are to be 

seen as two continuums: categorical-holistic and content-form, that intertwine and inform 

each other in the reading of the material. How I interpret the content of these four dimensions 

has been addressed in the methodology section in each of the three articles (see Article 1-3 for 

elaboration). To make the analysis more transparent I will therefor rather draw attention to 

how I combined the dimensions in the different readings throughout the analysis.  

4.2.2 The readings 

In each of the three studies, the analysis has been conducted as a stepwise process referred to 

as “readings” of the material. I conducted three readings in each of the studies, and each of 

these three readings was divided into analytical steps guided by analytical questions. In the 

following the different readings and their analytical steps will be presented.

4.2.2.1 The first reading: What are learning outcomes? 

The first reading set out to identify how the term “learning outcomes” was used in the 

different sets of data, and further how the term was narratively related to other terms such as 

learning, results and quality. This reading was divided into three analytical steps in each of the 

studies and intertwined the dimensions of categorical and holistic reading as presented in the 

following table:  



Table 4: Analytical steps in the first reading 

As demonstrated in table 4, the first analytical step in the first reading was a categorical 

reading (Lieblich et al., 1998) of the material, using learning outcomes (læringsutbytte), and 

related terms such as learning (læring), results (resultat) and quality (kvalitet) as key-words. 

Using the search function in Word, all phrases where either of the key-words was present 

were underlined and then excerpted into separate tables, one for each key-word. The 

following table, outlines the use of keywords, and exemplifies excerpts derived from the data 

in the different studies. 

Table 5: examples from the categorical reading in study 1-3 



In Study 1 the second analytical step was conducted as a categorical reading where the 

excerpts were thematically organized and categorized in three broad categories: 1) 

descriptions of what learning outcomes are, 2) descriptions of factors that have impact on 

learning outcomes, and 3) descriptions of actors that are responsible for the quality of the 

learning outcomes. The aim was to answer the question; “What factors are described as 

having an impact on learning outcomes?” and set out to provide a more nuanced investigation 

of the different aspects and impact factors found in each category. This was done by dividing 

the three broad categories into more narrow sub-categories and descriptions.  

In Study 2 and 3 the second analytical step of the first reading had a more holistic approach 

where focus was on how the terms were narratively related, focusing on themes and narrative 

features within the different categories.   

In study 1 the third and last analytical step in the first reading was more holistic and focused 

on how the terms where narratively related (in the same manner as in the second analytical 

step in Study 2 and 3).  

In study 2 and 3, the third and last analytical step consisted of a counting of the search terms 

demonstrating the frequency of each term in the principals’ and teachers’ narratives, both 

individually and combined. This is exemplified by table 6 below. 

Table 6: Word count in Study 3  



As illustrated in table 6, the word count demonstrated what terms the participants preferred 

and how the usage of some of the terms were related to both the questions I raised in the 

interviews and the participants stories about working processes and developmental projects 

within their schools. For example, the word count in Study 3 illustrates how the teachers use 

the term “results” much more frequently than the term “learning outcomes”, and further how 

the term “learning” is mostly used related to the “Assessment for learning” project that is part 

of the instructional developmental work in all the participating schools. 

4.2.2.2 The second reading: What do school leaders do? 

The second reading set out to illuminate how the roles of principals and school leaders were 

described. This reading was divided into two analytical steps and also combined categorical 

and holistic approaches (Lieblich et al., 1998). As the analysis set out to identify key 

components in principals’ work, and how principals were positioned within the different 

processes in the schools, the analytical approach also shifted between a focus on content and 

form (Lieblich at al 1998; Czarniawska, 1998).  

Table 7: Analytical steps in the second reading 



In Study 1 the first analytical step of the second reading had a holistic approach guided by two 

analytical questions: “How is the work of school leaders described?” and “What are the 

challenges facing school leaders in contemporary society?”  

In Study 2 and 3 the first analytical step of this reading had a more categorical approach and 

identified key tasks and responsibilities that were attached to the role of principals and school 

leaders, as illustrated in table 8:

Table 8: Key tasks in school leaders’ work (Study 2 & 3) 

In all three studies the different task-areas, challenges and responsibilities that were identified 

were summarized in analytical memos. 

In the second analytical step, the aim was to identify working processes with relevance for 

school leadership and how school leaders were positioned within these processes. This 

analytical step had a holistic approach in all three studies, identifying dominating conceptions 

and descriptions of school leaders’ work and responsibilities.  



4.2.2.3 The third reading: Narrative plots relating school leaders’ working processes to 

students’ learning  outcomes. 

In the third and final reading, the aim was to investigate how school leaders positioned 

themselves (Study 2), or where positioned by others (Study 1 and 3) in relation to pupils’ 

learning outcomes. In order to identify the plot in the different stories, the reading had a 

holistic – form approach and focused on sequential connections in the stories. The following 

section will elaborate more on how the narrative plots were identified.  

As highlighted in chapter 3, the term plot refers to the basic means by which events are 

brought into a meaningful whole within a narrative (Polkinghorne, 1985; Berger, 1997; 

Søreide, 2007). These connections can either be temporal or causal and creates narrative 

structure, which is the sequencing of events within the story being told. Temporal connections 

reflects on the timeline of events (Berger, 1997), whereas causal connections infer some kind 

of causality between events or themes where one event or theme effects or leads to another 

(Czarniawska, 1997).  

In this third reading I looked for linguistic features where either temporal or causal 

connections where implied by phrases such as “because”, “due to”, “first”, “then”, 

“following”, etc. as illustrated in table 9 below: 



Table 9: Identification of plots 

Further, narrative plots were identified by the means of analytical memos summarizing the 

key elements in what was described as school leaders’ work. Eventually, the identification of 

plots within each study was guided by analytical questions as presented in table 10: 

Table 10: Analytical questions in the identification of narrative plots 



From the rather extensive description of the analysis presented above it becomes quite evident 

that my role as an interpreter has been pivotal throughout this study. In the following I will 

therefore draw attention to reflexivity. 

4.3 Reflexivity 

Reflexivity is crucial in all research as it answers to questions about whether the researcher 

has demonstrated that the research at hand is trustworthy and whether the research problem 

has theoretical and/or practical significance (Silverman, 2011). As such, attention to 

reflexivity means reflections upon how social phenomena and our role as researchers are 

constructed in the production of knowledge embedded in a research project (Kvale and 

Brinkmann, 2009). In the following two issues will be further elaborated: my role as a 

researcher and validity. 

4.3.1 My role as a researcher 

The representational narratives and interpretations presented throughout the three articles as 

well as in this extended abstract have all been constructed by me as a researcher, on the basis 

of the empirical data. However, interpretive methodologies presume that we live in a social 

world characterized by multiple interpretations where it is not possible for the analyst to stand 

outside the issue being studied.  Thus all interpretations are infused by policy and also the 

professional and personal beliefs, values, and meanings of the researcher. The knowledge 

acquired through interpretation is therefore subjective as it reflects the education, experience 

and training of the researcher, as well as her familial and communal background (Yanow, 

2000).  

With regards to the issue being addressed in this thesis, I am a Norwegian and have been 

living in Norway all my life, taking part in the educational system as a student as well as a 



professional for more than 30 years. I have worked as a teacher in primary education for 

seven years. In addition I have worked as a leader of a day care facility for schoolchildren 

(SFO) for two years, as Head of kindergarten for one year, and as a pedagogical and 

administrative advisor for the leader team in a Kindergarden for one year. These experiences 

have provided me with a “local knowledge” (Yanow 2000, p. 27) of the Norwegian teacher 

and educational leader professions. My knowledge gained as a teacher and a leader has 

strengthened the analysis and interpretation of the material, as I am familiar with the field of 

primary and secondary education and also the terms and language that are used within the 

profession.  However, my local knowledge has also sometimes been a challenge, and in the 

following three concerns in particular will be addressed.  

First, from a constructivist perspective the researcher is always considered an active agent in 

the meaning-construction process. However, active agency can take on various forms and 

should be taken into consideration in order to obtain a rich and valid empirical material 

(Yanow, 2000; Wagenaar, 2011; Hatch, 2002). In the interview setting I experienced that 

some of the participants referred to my previous experience as a teacher in phrases such as 

“You know how it is” or “You know the field”. In these cases I chose to make my interests as 

a researcher more explicit and told them not to see me as a teacher, but rather as a curious 

researcher wanting to know more about how they worked. I found this necessary in order to 

obtain as much explicit information as possible from the informants’ point of view, and not to 

rely on my prior knowledge about “how things are done” in teachers’ and school leaders’ 

daily routines. Second, local knowledge entails the danger of neglecting important aspects of 

the data as I might be too familiar with the scripts of routines or processes and therefore does 

not find them significant in the analysis (Hatch, 2002). Finally, there was a danger of me 

“going native” in the sense that it would be easy for me to accepts and use second- order 

interpretations instead of challenging these interpretations through further analysis (Kvale and 



Brinkmann, 2009). Throughout the analysis, I attempted to balance these concerns by the 

construction of representational narratives rather than naturalistic, personal accounts of the 

participants’ life-stories (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009), and by using analytical tools and 

having theoretically informed discussions both with fellow researchers and in the presentation 

of the articles and thesis. Throughout these presentations and discussions, I have attempted to 

make the description of the analysis transparent in order to visualize my interpretations and 

my position as researcher.  

4.3.2 Validity  

There are several forms of validity that can be assessed to discuss the validity of the 

knowledge developed through this project. Given the nature of the research design, validity 

does not reflect on whether the findings are “true” or not in an ontological sense, but rather, 

whether the findings provide “trustworthy” knowledge (Silvermann, 2011). Validity is 

addressed in the choices of methodological aspects and theoretical perspectives, in the way 

findings are presented, in the ethical reflections and in the researchers’ ability to make the 

study consistent and transparent (Olsen, 2003). Consequently, validity is reflected throughout 

the research process as a quality of researcher craftsmanship (Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009) 

and not only addressed in this subchapter. 

High standards and thorough analysis must be pursued throughout the research process for the 

findings to be trustworthy (Hatch, 2002; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; Silverman, 2011, 

Fossåskaret, Fuglestad & Aase, 1997). This thesis does not set out to show possible 

implications of different interpretations of learning outcomes, school leadership, or the 

relationship between the two, for policy formulation or action. Nor do I aim to negotiate, 

mediate, or intervene to bridge the differences in the different narratives investigated. I aim to 

contribute to empirical knowledge on how these differences reflect different ways of seeing 



the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes. Being explicit and 

transparent in terms of selection and analytical approach have therefore been of high 

importance throughout the research process, and is attempted to be carefully addressed 

throughout this chapter. 

One way of assessing the epistemic validity of narrative analysis is to assess how reasonable 

the theories, concepts or categories the research embodies are, and whether analytical 

assertions are in accordance (Bevir, 2006). This consideration replies both to the theoretical 

and analytical tools in the analysis, and how narrative concepts and terms are operationalized. 

Such aspects have been emphasized throughout my work, and are exemplified and made 

transparent in the descriptions of analytical concepts in the theoretical presentation and 

through a transparent description of the analytical process in previous sections of this chapter.   

Communicative validity is another way of assessing the validity of narrative analysis. That is, 

validating the interpretation or analysis through confronting the sources and obtaining their 

agreement and consent. Communicative validity is ascribed to several interest groups or 

communities, such as informants, professionals, fellow researchers and society in general 

(Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009). Throughout the research process, interpretations and findings 

have been discussed with both participants and fellow researchers. For example, I have asked 

follow up questions to informants, and discussed my more preliminary interpretations with 

them in the interview setting to ensure that my interpretations are relevant. Further, I have 

presented and discussed the analysis and results with groups of teachers. I have also presented 

papers and discussed research problems, design, analysis and findings with colleagues and 

fellow researchers throughout the research process. I have discussed my research with 

researchers both within and outside the field of education and in both international and 

national contexts. These presentations and discussions have been important in order to 

enhance validity, and to identify challenges and concerns that are very specific to the 



Norwegian context.  The latter has been somewhat challenging, writing for an international 

audience.  

4.4 Ethical considerations 

Within all research that involves human beings there are three basic concerns that should be 

attended to for a research project to be ethically prudent, namely informed consent, 

confidentiality and the impact on participants (Hatch, 2002; Kvale and Brinkmann, 2009; 

Silverman, 2011, Fossåskaret, Fuglestad & Aase, 1997). The relationship between interviewer 

and informant should also be emphasized in qualitative interview research. In the following I 

will present and discuss the ethical considerations that have been of concern in this project.  

This project is approved by the NSD (Data Protection Official for Research) before I 

contacted the participants. Written information about the projects’ aim and objectives was 

sent to participants before the data collection started, as part of preparations for the 

interviews. Hatch (2002) points to the school setting as at risk when it comes to voluntary 

participation, as pupils, teachers and also school leaders can be exposed to pressure (with or 

without intention) and not be given the full right to refuse participation. I therefore took this 

concern into special consideration and made sure that participation in the study was voluntary 

for both school leaders and teachers. All participants were given written information about the 

project by e-mail before signing a consent-form. Additional information about the timeline of 

the project and possible consequences of their participation was given orally, before 

conducting the interviews. This included information about the opportunity to withdraw from 

the project at any time during the research process.  

Ethical considerations also involve taking necessary precautions in order to maintain 

participants trust throughout the research process. In this project I have interviewed principals 

and teachers that work in the same school. This could possibly challenge the trust in the 



relation between me and the participants, as they might worry about “being talked about”. I 

took this matter into special consideration and tried to build trust in the relationship between 

myself and the participants in several ways. First, I chose to interview the school leader in 

each school before talking to the teachers. This way I tried to avoid situations where the 

teachers would think of the interviews as supervision, or a possible topic in the conversation 

with their principals. Further, I focused on the collective working processes within the schools 

rather than the individual practice of teachers and leaders and formulated questions that used 

phrases such as “the leaders” (ledelsen), you (plural form, “dere” in Norwegian), “the 

teachers” (lærerne), when asking about how they worked. I also avoided questions that could 

be regarded as personal or private. Still, during the interviews I experienced that all the 

participants brought up personal issues, and in one instance one of the participants wanted a 

segment of about two minutes of our conversation withdrawn from the interview. In the 

segment we discussed something that the participant experienced as too personal to be 

included in the interview. When the same “situation” also was brought up by another 

participant, I decided to delete the segments where the matter of concern was discussed from 

the transcripts in both conversations.  

All participating schools and individuals have been anonymized in the presentations of the 

empirical data in articles, paper presentations and in this extended abstract. The informants 

and schools are given pseudonyms and the municipalities involved have only been described 

by general characteristics and have not been mentioned by name.  

Finally, ethical considerations should also concern questions of if and how the researcher’s 

interpretations and the knowledge produced might potentially change the way participants and 

the larger society interpret themselves. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) refer to these questions 

as ethics at a macro level. Ethics at a macro level raises questions about whether the outcome 

of the research have been beneficial, and to whom, and in general if it has given more 



knowledge to the object that should be of interest to practice, policy and research. These are 

issues that are brought up in chapter seven where I point to possible implications for research, 

as well as leadership practice, that can be drawn from this project.    



This thesis has shown that the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes 

is narrated by policy documents, school leaders and teachers as an indirect route, where 

school leadership is connected to student learning outcomes through instruction, teaching and 

learning. In all three studies, school leadership and student learning outcomes are narratively 

connected through elements such as working environment, quality assessment, teaching and 

learning. Although the elements in the three narratives are the same, the three narratives 

connects school leadership to student outcomes in different ways, as the three plots made in 

the narratives are connected due to explanations attached to differing rationales, and further 

the conceptualization of both leadership and learning outcomes differs. In the following I will 

elaborate further on these differences. 

5.1 Differences in the narrative plots  

The three narratives relate school leadership to student learning outcomes by different rational 

accounts: the first study builds on research-based accounts of school leaders’ effect and 

influence, while the other two build on accounts of structural and cultural working conditions 

within schools.  In the policy documents, the narrative is constructed by a plot where the 

elements are connected by causal explanations. In this plot school leadership is connected to 

student learning outcomes in a causal chain, where influence and effect follows a hierarchical 

structure. As a consequence the most significant actor in this narrative is the individual school 

leader, whose actions, priorities and competence is seen to influence all the elements 

following further down in the hierarchy.   

In the school principals’ and teachers’ narratives, on the other hand, leadership is connected to 

student outcomes by temporal explanations. In these plots leadership is not narratively 



connected to learning outcomes by arguments of causal effects, but rather as temporal 

sequences of events in the schools’ internal working processes. In these processes the school 

principals narrate the teachers as the ones making instructional decisions.  This consequently 

makes teachers and not school leaders the most significant when it comes to student learning, 

as teachers’ decisions and teaching practices may not be ascribed to school leader influence, 

but rather be informed by school and teacher culture, teacher identity and competence.  

The teachers’ narrative makes a significant distinction between internal and external elements 

in the working processes. In this narrative, the internal working processes within each school 

are emphasized as significant for student learning. However, one external element – the 

context of each individual student – is narrated as more significant for student learning than 

any of the other elements. Thus, student learning is mainly explained as dependent on 

elements that are beyond both teachers’ and school leaders’ control. Consequently, students 

themselves are the most significant when it comes to student learning outcomes within this 

narrative. 

5.2 Different conceptions of school leadership  

The three narratives conceptualize school leadership in differing ways. In the narrative that 

runs across the policy documents, leadership is ascribed to the work, priorities and decisions 

made by those attaining formal leadership positions in schools, such as principals and 

department headteachers. In this narrative leadership is explained in accordance with a 

transformational tradition (Leithwood and Jantzi, 2005), where school leaders are put front 

and center of attention and where power and authority follows the formal position these 

leaders have within their organizations. Accordingly, the narrative present leadership within 

what we might call a factory design (Darling Hammond, 1997), where the acts of school 



leaders are seen as having an explanatory effect on both organizational success and student 

achievements. 

As a contrast, the school principals’ and teachers’ narratives, narrate leadership as conjoint 

action, expressed as dynamic relationships between formal leaders and teachers, and amongst 

teachers. Thus in these two narratives leadership is conceptualized in a more distributed way, 

as a multifaceted and relational process of shared responsibility, authority, power and trust. In 

both the school principal narrative and the teacher narrative the significance of school 

leadership is hard to ascribe to the work of formal leaders as both teachers and school leaders 

describe instructional leadership first and foremost attached to the work of teachers. In the 

teacher narrative leadership is narrated as a collective activity in which they all take part.  

Here the sequencing of the working processes regarding instructional decisions, changes in 

teaching practice, student assessments or teachers’ professional development starts out with 

teachers’ initiatives. These initiatives are then brought to the leader team. Thus, in this 

narrative, the work and decisions of formal school leaders are narrated as responsive to 

teachers’ initiatives and practice rather than initiating or leading teachers’ practice.  

5.3 The concept of learning outcomes 

The analyses show that the term learning outcomes is not defined in a concrete manner in any 

of the three narratives. In the narrative that runs through the policy documents, learning 

outcomes is narrated as generic and school subject related knowledge that can be measured 

and documented through tests and grades. Accordingly, learning outcomes provides a 

measure for school efficiency and success. In both the school principal and teacher narratives 

on the other hand, a vague approach to learning outcomes as a term is evident. In these 

narratives learning outcomes are conceptualized in a constructivist sense and narrated as what 

one ends up with after some sort of educational engagement. In the school principal narrative 



learning outcomes is conceptualized broadly, including both measurable and non-measurable 

elements. In this narrative learning outcomes is described as “what the students are left with”, 

including both social competencies and knowledge and skills related to school subjects. This 

constructivist conceptualization of learning outcomes is also emphasized in the teacher 

narrative. However, in this narrative, the predictable and measurable features of learning 

outcomes are even more downplayed, and emphasis is put on the contextual elements 

surrounding each individual student as significant for what students achieve and what 

constitutes their outcomes.   



As described in chapter five, this study has shown that the relationship between school 

leadership and learning outcomes is narrated as an indirect route where teachers collaborative 

working environment, teaching and classroom practice are essential elements in all three 

narratives. As the narrative plots include the same elements that previous research have 

identified as effective for enhancement of student achievements (Day et al., 2008; Day et al., 

2009; Leithwood, et al., 2008; Robinson et al., 2008; Robinson, 2010; Timperley, 2011) in the 

explanation of the relationship between school leadership and student outcomes, this study 

could to some extent be understood as confirmatory to the narratives created by the 

dominating body of research investigating school leadership significance for student learning 

outcomes (Hallinger and Heck, 1998; Bird, et al., 2013, Gu, et al., 2008; Sun and Leithwood, 

2012; Sammons, et al., 2011; Mulford and Silins, 2011; Supovitz, et al., 2010; Robinson, et 

al., 2008; Day, et al., 2008; Leithwood and Day, 2008; Leithwood, et al., 2008). However, 

rather than demonstrating that school leadership is connected to student learning outcomes 

such as with the meta-analysis conducted by Mulford and Silins (2011) and Robinson et al. 

(2008), the representational narratives constructed in this project poses as explanations of how

school leadership is connected to student outcomes. This opens the possibility of differing and 

somewhat contesting explanations and understandings of both leadership and learning 

outcomes and the relation between them (Bevir, 2006; Yanow, 2000).  

In this thesis such varieties are expressed by the differing rationales behind the narrative plots 

connecting the elements in the three public narratives. Also, both school leadership and 

learning outcomes are conceptualized differently in the narratives. The following discussion 

will evolve around these variances, as they are seen as essential in order to understand how 



the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is made sense of in the 

governing of and the practice within schools.  

6.1 The construction of the narrative plots 

The dominating policy narrative identified in Study 1, narrates the relationship between 

school leadership and student learning outcomes as a hierarchical, one-way chain of 

influence. In this plot the connections between the elements are explained in a causal manner, 

where school leaders are narrated as influential or having an effect on elements that occur 

lower in the hierarchy. Infused with statements such as: “there is a positive correlation 

between teachers’ scientific and didactical competence and pupils’ learning outcomes” (KD, 

2009, p. 9), or “the impact of school leaders on student learning is generally mediated by 

other people, events and organizational factors such as teachers classroom practices and 

school climate” (Pont, et al. 2008, p. 33), the policy narrative illuminated in Study 1 poses as 

an illustration of what Ozga (2000), phrases as “evidence-based policy making” (Ozga, 2000, 

p. 2). Connections between the elements in the plot are made by reference to research 

confirming either correlation or effect between the elements such as the works of Leithwood, 

Day, Sammons, Harris & Hopkins (2006), Leithwood and Riehl (3003), Mulford, Silins & 

Leithwood (2004), or Hallinger and Heck (1998), or by reference to various reports 

formulated by the OECD. In this way, the narrative poses as supportive to a policy direction 

where school success and student achievements can be a measure for school leadership. 

In the school principal- narrative and the teacher- narrative (Study 2 and 3), on the other hand, 

the analyses show that the elements in the plots are connected by temporal explanations. Here, 

leadership is not related to student outcomes as effect or influence, but rather narrated as 

activities incorporated in collaborative working processes, such as when Sarah explains the 

work of the “philologers department” in her school (Article 2, p. 14), or when Sylvia explains 



how they evaluate the results on national tests (Article 3, p. 17). Thus the connections 

between the elements in the school principal- narrative and the teacher- narrative do not pose 

as causal connections. More so, they are narrated as temporal sequences of events in the 

internal working processes inside the schools, and are explained by structural conditions and 

the professional culture within the schools (Kelchtermans and Piot, 2012).  

In this way the three narratives relate school leadership to student learning outcomes by 

different rational accounts: one building on research-based accounts of school leaders’ effect 

and influence, and the other two building on accounts of structural and cultural working 

conditions within schools. However, these differences do not only relate to the construction of 

the narrative plots, but also to how the concept of school leadership and the concept of 

learning outcomes are interpreted and explained in the narratives.   

6.2 Differing perspectives on school leadership 

Although the three narratives presented in this thesis do not pose as representations of how 

leadership is executed within Norwegian lower secondary schools, they are all accounts that 

shed light on how leadership practice is conceptualized, justified and legitimized 

(Czarniawska, 2004). As such, the three narratives presented in this thesis, pose differing 

perspectives on school leadership, which conceptualize and legitimize leadership in different 

ways. Consequently, school leaders working in Norwegian lower secondary schools are faced 

with diverging justification and expectations towards leadership practice.  

In the policy documents, leadership is described as something imparted to followers by 

leaders from above (Spillane, 2006; Gronn, 2003; Pearce and Conger, 2003; Keltermans and 

Piot, 2012). Accordingly, activities in schools are narrated with a causal link to the leader, and 

the positions of teachers and students are narrated as recipient followers rather than active, 

decision-making agents. By the narration of a hierarchical linearity, school leadership is 



presented as a factory design (Bascia and Rottman, 2011; Darling- Hammond, 1997) where 

decisions about development of procedures and practices are left to managers located at the 

school leader level and above. In this design, school leadership can be traced back to the 

individual school leader, and characterized by personal traits (Leithwood, et al., 2008) or 

capabilities (Robinson, et al., 2008; Robinson 2010; Timperley, 2011) of school leaders. In 

research literature, this is referred to as a transformational perspective on leadership, where 

writers such as Leithwood and Jantzi (2005) explain the nature of transformational leadership 

as a leaders ability to develop visions for the organization, develop commitment and trust 

amongst workers and ability to facilitate organizational learning.  Further, they claim that 

transformational leadership can be traced in leadership behaviors such as setting direction, 

helping people, and redesigning the organization.  

This can be said to be a concentrated or rational perspective on leadership where the acts of 

school leaders are seen as having an explanatory effect on both organizational success and 

student achievements (Gu, et al., 2008; Sun and Leithwood, 2012; Bird, et al., 2013; Hallinger 

and Heck, 1998; Day et al. 2008). Accordingly the execution and success of leadership is 

regarded as measurable and a personal responsibility that the individual school leader can be 

held accountable for (Gunter, 2012; Pont et al., 2008). In this way, this perspective on school 

leadership legitimizes governmental supervision and governing of schools and school leaders 

through an accountability system such as the Norwegian national quality evaluation system.  

Then, in both the school principal- narrative, and the teacher- narrative, leadership is ascribed 

to working processes within the schools. Here leadership is conceptualized as conjoint action 

(Gronn, 2003), expressed as dynamic relationships between formal school leaders and 

teachers, and amongst teachers. Leadership is generally narrated as a team effort in both the 

school principal- and the teacher- narratives, and not ascribed to the work and practice of 

individual leaders. Rather, leadership is described as a dynamic dialogue between formal 



school leaders and informal leaders which includes a division of labour as well as distribution 

of power, trust and authority (Gronn, 2003; Spillane, 2006; Keltchermans and Piot, 2012; 

Helstad and Møller 2013; Vennebo and Ottesen, 2012). In this way, both school leaders and 

teachers narrate school leadership in a way that is different from the view of leadership as 

something imparted to followers by leaders from above (Spillane, 2006; Gronn, 2003; Pearce 

and Conger, 2003; Keltermans and Piot, 2012).  

In both the teacher-narrative and the school principal- narrative distribution of leadership 

includes both a distribution of power as well as a distribution of trust. This distribution can be 

explained by structural conditions such as school size, location, and number of staff. 

However, in both narratives the distribution of trust, power and authority are explained due to 

cultural working conditions. That is, in both narratives school leadership is justified due to 

ideas and interpretations about how thing ought to be done within Norwegian primary and 

secondary schools (Kelchtermans and Piot, 2012, Spillane et al, 2011).  According to Møller 

(2009) Norway has a long tradition of framing school leadership as primus enter pares, or first 

among equals (Møller, 2009, p 171). Hence, school leaders have first and foremost been 

regarded as first among equals among members of the teaching staff, resulting in a “flat 

hierarchy” in schools. In addition it has resulted in a uniform and academic teacher education 

(Tolo, 2011).  In this flat hierarchy the distribution of leadership in schools also involves 

members of the teacher staff, who are expected to take on significant responsibility and make 

decisions concerning instruction and classroom practice (Hopfenbeck, Tolo, Florez, & El 

Masri, 2013; Lillejord et al, 2014).  So, when the teachers and school leaders narrate 

instructional decisions and leadership as related to teachers practice this may partially be 

explained by a cultural condition of Norwegian school leadership, where principals are less 

involved in instructional tasks than in other educational systems within the OECD (Carlsten, 

Caspersen, Vibe, & Aamodt, 2014). 



Whether leadership is explained by structural or cultural conditions, the perspective on school 

leadership in the school principal-narrative and the teacher- narrative, legitimize a leadership 

practice where teachers can benefit from a high degree of autonomy and trust when it comes 

to instruction and teaching practice. As such, both these narratives legitimize a leadership 

practice where teacher autonomy is upheld (Helstad & Møller, 2013; Hopfenbeck et al, 2013; 

Lillejord et al 2014; Tolo, 2011; Mausethagen, 2013c). This interpretation of leadership blurs 

a distinction between distribution of leadership and the work of professional learning 

communities that are founded on dialogue and mutual respect (Stoll, Bolam, McMahon, 

Wallace & Thomas, 2006; Stoll, 2011). Further, this conceptualization of leadership, troubles 

the causal links to formal leaders, as autonomous groups of staff, and teachers and students 

self- motivation, constitute norms for professional practice that make the influence of formal 

leaders not needed, or avoidable (Gronn, 2003).  

This tension is illustrated in the teacher-narrative (Study 3) where organizational routines are 

narrated as a sequential ordering of events. Here point of departure is taken in evaluations and 

decisions made by the teachers, and the position of formal leaders is narrated as being at the 

final stage of a longer process. Consequently, in the teacher- narrative, the work of formal 

leaders is first and foremost related to administrative tasks, responsive to teachers’ 

instructional decisions and practice. This leadership practice can be identified as coordinated 

distribution (Spillane, 2006, p. 60), where leadership involves activities that are performed in 

a particular sequence. However, the sequential ordering of events challenges the conception 

of instructional leadership as something distinct from the professional practice of teachers.  

The conceptions of leadership posed in the three narratives illuminated in this project 

legitimize leadership in different ways. Consequently, school leaders working in Norwegian 

primary and secondary schools are faced with several tensions that need to be balanced. First, 

from a governing perspective school leaders are faced with profound expectations towards 



having a significant impact on student learning outcomes and the working environment in 

schools (Study 1). These expectations are met by teacher and school leader expectations 

towards facilitating a working environment where teachers are given autonomy, authority, 

trust and power to take on significant responsibility when it comes to instruction and teaching 

practice. Second, when teachers are given the opportunity to engage in instructional 

leadership, school leaders are faced with a challenge of making formal leaders work visible, 

influential, needed and unavoidable in the professional practice of teachers (Grimen, 2009).  

Tensions created by differing perspectives, however, does not only relate to the understanding 

of the concept of school leadership, but also to the concept of learning outcomes. The 

following section will elaborate more on these differences.   

    

6.3 Opposing interpretations of learning outcomes 

In the narratives, the concept of learning outcomes is described in different ways. In Study 1, 

learning outcomes is narrated as generic and school subject related knowledge that can be 

measured and documented through tests and grades. Accordingly, learning outcomes in this 

narrative is perceived as a measure of school efficiency and success in line with Ewell’s 

(2005) conceptualization of the term. The conceptualization of learning outcomes in this 

narrative is also in line with what Prøitz (2013b) has identified as a dominating approach to 

learning outcomes amongst governmental policymakers as well as amongst scholars. 

However, according to Prøitz (2013b), dominance does not necessarily reflect on the 

extensiveness of this understanding of the concept, but rather the currency that this 

understanding of the term has gained. Although, learning outcomes are conceptualized as 

result- oriented, full-ended and measurable in national (Prøitz, 2013c) as well as supranational 

policy (Pont et al., 2008), differing understandings of learning outcomes as a concept are in 

play in groups of significant actors within the Norwegian educational sector.  



Some of these differences are illustrated in the somewhat vague approach to learning 

outcomes as a term illuminated in the school principal-narrative and the teacher-narrative. In 

these narratives concrete descriptions of what the term refers to are replaced by phrases and 

expressions such as “what we are left with after a learning session” (Article 3, p. 12) or 

“something broader than learning results” (Article 2, p. 13). Thus school leaders and teachers 

conceptualize learning outcomes in a more constructivist manner, where learning outcomes 

are what one ends up with after some sort of engagement (Eisner, 1979). The narratives 

presented in Article 2 and 3 indicate that in both the school principal-narrative and the 

teacher-narrative emphasis is put on experiential, unpredictable and non-measurable features 

of learning outcomes, such as the students experienced learning outcomes, or the ability to 

make informed choices later in life. In this way, learning outcomes are narrated as partly 

dependent on the student, partly on the subject at hand, and partly on the teacher (Eisner, 

1979; Prøitz, 2013b).This can indicate that the understanding of learning outcomes as 

predictable, measurable and static, is faced with differing and more complexifying 

understandings of learning outcomes amongst school leaders and teachers.  

An important distinction between the teacher-narrative and the school principal-narrative can 

be made with regards to how the significance of students’ results as a measure for school 

quality is narrated. Whereas the school principal- narrative describes measurable learning 

results as part of learning outcomes and closely related to school leaders’ understanding of 

quality, quality and learning outcomes are not connected in the same manner in the teacher-

narrative. Rather, in the teacher- narrative a contradiction of the connection between results 

and quality is apparent by arguments such as: “It can be a very good teaching program, but it 

does not necessarily provide a good learning outcome” (Article 3, p 12). In this narrative more 

weight is put on contextual elements surrounding each individual student such as culture, 

parents’ support, class environment, individual resources, motivation and the will to learn.  



The variances in the explanations and understandings of learning outcomes may be partially 

explained by tensions between professionals within school, as they are faced with increased 

emphasis on accountability and policy initiatives to enhance external control in order to 

ensure “quality” in education (Ozga, 2009; Mausethagen, 2013a). By narrating learning 

outcomes as subject related, measurable and documentable knowledge, the narrative 

illuminated in Study 1 builds up an argumentative account that supports control mechanisms 

such as national test, as they are seen to provide knowledge about learning outcomes.  Then, 

in the teacher- and school principal- narratives emphasis is put more to buildung, rather than 

on external quality measures and control, as these explanations are more attached to notions 

of teachers’ professionalism as caring and student centered (Mausethagen, 2013b). The 

variety of interpretations of learning outcomes could therefore be explained by a tension 

between two competing discourses within current Norwegian education; accountability and 

teacher professionalism (Mausethagen 2013c).   

This discursive explanation of the varieties in conceptualizations of learning outcomes implies 

that learning outcome is a contextual term. As this thesis shows, interpretations of learning 

outcomes are attached to the practices that are in play in the various contexts engaged with the 

term (Czarniawska, 1998). The practice of the various contexts engaged with learning 

outcomes may differ significantly from each other due to various settings of professional 

expertise, as they engage with and warrant knowledge in various ways (Knorr Cetina, 2001). 

For example, in the teacher narrative, learning outcomes are explained as dependent on 

contextual factors that are beyond the teachers’ control, while in the policy narrative learning 

outcomes are more directly connected to teachers’ personalities and teaching practices. 

Consequently, the implications of understanding learning outcomes as a contextual term go 

further than implying that words means different thing to different people (Yanow, 2000). It is 



also connected to different professional practices and different understandings of the 

relationships between the relevant actors.  

The varieties in interpretations of both school leadership and learning outcomes also illustrate 

the contextual features of narratives (Czarniawska, 2004; 1998; Gubrium and Holstein, 2009). 

While the policy narrative presented in Study 1 operates at a national level, the narratives 

presented in Study 2 and 3 are more locally situated and therefore outline more organizational 

practice within schools. However, the narratives presented serves the same functions for the 

narrators as they all set out to justify and legitimize governing and leadership practice within 

schools. The following section will therefore draw attention to narrative functions before 

questioning the dominance of the policy narrative. 

6.4 Questioning the dominance of the policy narrative 

From a governing perspective, the narrative illuminated in Study 1 meets the need to reduce 

complexity in order to express governmental goals and at the same time stabilize the 

assumptions for decision-making (Roe, 1994). By building an account of linearity and 

causality, the narrative therefore serves an important function as it reduces the range of 

legitimized and justified options for school leaders and teachers (Braun, Maguire, & Ball, 

2010; Ball, et al., 2012; Honig and Coburn, 2008) without telling school leaders and teachers 

in detail what to do. However, the same function could also be attached to the school 

principal- and teacher-narratives. As examples of public narratives that are attached to 

organizational culture (Keltchtermans and Piot, 2012; Knorr Cetina, 1991), professional 

competence (Stoll, 2011) and professional discourses (Mausethagen 2013b), the narratives 

posed by school leaders and teachers function as opposing accounts to the policy narrative. 

The school principal- and teacher- narratives do not follow the causal understanding of the 

connections in the plots and therefore increase complexity and ambiguity with regards to the 



understanding of the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes. At the 

same time these narratives open for diversity in the professional work of school leaders and 

teachers. The narrative illuminated in Study 1, however, poses as a dominant narrative within 

policy in the analysis. According to Roe (1994) such policy narratives stabilize the 

assumptions for decision making, as they rule out alternative understandings and thus reduces 

complexity attached to the problem at hand. The analyses in Study 2 and 3, however, indicate 

that the policy narrative illuminated in the policy documents does not reflect how  the 

relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is interpreted by school 

leaders’ and teachers.  

As a narrative, the constricted line of influence posed by the policy documents does not 

transform into action or directly influence practice, but rather signals a normative preference 

as it justifies a certain type of practice (Gunter, 2012; Roe, 1994). This could also be said 

about the school principal- and the teacher- narratives as well, as they both pose as public 

narratives attached to cultural and contextual formations and organizational routines within 

Norwegian lower secondary schools (Czarniawska, 1998; Spillane, et al., 2011).  In this way, 

this thesis has illuminated three sets of assumptions that pose contradicting normative 

preferences for school leadership practice in the Norwegian elementary school. But are public 

narratives posed by school leaders and teachers to be reckoned as narratives with the same 

forces of justification and legitimacy as the narrative identified in the policy documents?  

According to Roe (1994), the answer to that question is no, as the narratives posed by the 

school leaders and teachers in this study are to be reckoned as counter narratives. That is 

“stories that run counter to the controversy’s dominant policy narrative” (Roe, 1994, p. 3). In 

this thesis such contradiction of the policy narratives’ arguments have been identified with 

regards to interpretations and explanations of school leadership and learning outcomes, and 

also in the narration of the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes in 



the school principal- and teacher- narratives. However, refutation of decision makers’ 

arguments are not sufficient to alter either the decision makers perceived need to act, nor the 

dominant narrative by which these acts are legitimized. Policy narratives have a tendency to 

continue to persist with the same degree of strength and stability although they are empirically 

contested (Roe 1994). In order to challenge or replace a dominating policy narrative, school 

leaders’ and teachers’ therefore need to construct a counter narrative that in the same manner 

as the policy narrative reduces complexity and is equally predictive with regards to 

implications and effects.   

Ball (2000) on the other hand, argues that policy is not made at a superior level and then 

implemented to the levels below. Rather, policy is made as a discursive practice, or through a 

selection of arguments and meaning. Further, policy is expressed through texts, practice, and 

as in this thesis, narratives. Accordingly, policy is made by a large number of actors who 

engage in different practices and thus, policy is constructed, de-constructed and reconstructed 

due to the actors and contexts that engage in a specific political issue (Ball, et al., 2012). In 

this case the contexts are represented by Norwegian educational documents and Norwegian 

lower secondary schools. As policies enter these two contexts, the narratives consequently are 

influenced by the knowledge-, and meaning- construction, and practice of the professionals 

who are engaged in making policy within these contexts (Ball, 2000; Ball et. al., 2012; Bowe, 

Ball, & Gold, 1992). In this view, policy narratives are not only formulated by policymakers, 

but also by professionals working in schools. In the same manner as the dominant policy 

narrative in Study 1, the narratives identified in Study 2 and 3 are shaped and influenced by 

contextual dimensions that will constraint, pressure and enable policy enactment in schools. 

This way, all three narratives displayed in this thesis is to be reckoned as equally constraining 

and convincing accounts of how to interpret the relationship between school leadership and 

student learning outcomes.  



This opens up the possibility for the coexistence of multiple, equally forceful yet conflicting 

understandings’ within the Norwegian educational sector, which increases both complexity 

and ambiguity in the policy issue at hand. Writers, such as Roe (1994), and Yanow (2000), 

therefore recommend that interpretive analysis such as the ones in this thesis, should 

contribute by constructing meta-narratives or plausible accounts in which all parties involved 

can agree. The following section will therefore discuss if the construction of a meta-narrative 

about the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is possible based on 

the studies and analyses in this thesis.   

6.5 Troubling the construction of a meta-narrative 

According to Roe (1994), narrative analyses can contribute to the public discourse by 

constructing a meta-narrative in which opposite opinions and interpretations can meet in a 

form of consensus. As meta-narratives can reestablish the grounds for decision-making, as 

well as provide recognition to opposing views, the construction of such narratives might 

facilitate the grounds for governing as well as legitimize professional practice (Roe, 1994; 

Czarniawska, 2004). However, given the empirical basis of this thesis, and braved by the 

notion of discursive perspectives on policy making (Ball, 2000; Ball, et al., 2012; Bowe, et 

al., 1992; Braun, et al., 2010; Ozga, 2000), I will argue against such a construction. 

First, this thesis has shown that the conception of both school leadership and student learning 

outcomes differs significantly amongst policy-makers, school leaders and teachers. These 

differences are fundamental for the interpretation of the relationship between school 

leadership and learning outcomes posed by the three narratives. As such, the thesis has 

illuminated significant diversions of interpretations and understandings amongst actors in the 

Norwegian educational sector that need to be reconciled in order to generate a meta-narrative 

in which all parties involved could agree.  



Second, the narratives constructed in this thesis are all representational (Gubrium and 

Holstein, 2009) rather than naturalistic narratives, in the sense that they have all been 

constructed by me as a researcher on the basis of my empirical findings. Further, as narratives 

they are not accurate accounts of practice, neither governing, school leadership practice, nor 

teaching. My second argument against constructing a meta-narrative is therefore that such a 

narrative should build on more accurate accounts of practice. So, rather than building on 

narratives that justify practice, it should build on narratives that are generated from 

observations and investigations of how policy makers, school leaders and teachers engage 

with learning outcomes in their everyday practices, and how leadership is executed within 

schools.      

Third, this thesis is based on a limited set of agents in the educational sector. In the 

Norwegian educational sector there are also other significant actors involved that have not 

been included, such as school owners, parents and students. From the narratives generated 

through this analysis, an impression of students as active agents is increasingly built 

according to the closeness the narrators has to engagement with student learning. Further, this 

thesis is based on interviews with teachers and school principals working in schools located in 

the Western part of Norway. Although the schools included in this analysis to some extent 

represent the variety of Norwegian lower secondary schools, local differences may also be 

explained due to school ownership and the nature of the relationship between municipal 

school owners and schools (Skedsmo, 2010; Seland, Vibe & Hovdhaugen, 2013). So, by 

recognition of the contextual features of narratives, I would therefore argue that the voices of 

a broad variety of school owners, parents and students, also should be included in an attempt 

to formulate a narrative in which all parties involved could agree.   

Finally, as narrators, policy makers, school principals and teachers are professionals attached 

to differing epistemic cultures (Jensen, Lahn & Nerland, 2012; Knorr Cetina 1991). The 



differences in the way the relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is 

narrated may therefore be partially explained due to differences in the way the actors involved 

engage with and warrant knowledge. As public narratives, the policy- and organizational 

narratives presented in this thesis draw on and feed in to significant cultural understandings of 

the world (Gubrium and Holstein, 2009). As the construction of a meta-narrative would 

require a detachment from the significant cultural features incorporated in the narratives 

presented in this thesis, there is a danger of such a narrative being read a “vehicle or medium 

for carrying and transmitting a policy message” (Ozga, 2000, p. 33). On the basis of this 

analysis I would not recommend such a detachment, but rather, acknowledge the possibility 

for cultural diversity, ambiguity and equivocality that lies within a democratic policy sector 

(Ozga, 2000; Ball, 2000; Ball, et al., 2012; Bowe, et al., 1992; Braun, et al. 2010), such as the 

Norwegian educational sector.   



This thesis set out to address how the relationship between school leadership and students’ 

learning outcomes is narrated by actors in the Norwegian educational sector, and further, the 

thesis set out to identify perspectives on school leadership and conceptualizations of “learning 

outcomes in public narratives presented in policy documents, by Norwegian school principals 

and teachers.  The thesis has shown that inn all three narratives the relationship between 

school leadership and learning outcomes is narrated as an indirect route, where school 

leadership is connected to student learning outcomes through instruction, teaching, and 

learning. As such the thesis seems confirmatory to the increasing body of research on school 

leadership significance for student learning and school success. However, through the project 

significant differences in the rationale behind the narrative plots, as well as the interpretations 

of both school leadership and student learning outcomes have been illuminated, as teachers 

and school principals narrate school leadership practice and student learning outcome in a 

way that differs from both policy documents and the current most dominating research on 

school leadership significance for student learning and school success.  

In this way, this thesis suggests that neither empirical research nor policy ideas are imported 

into practice. Rather, policy ideas and empirical evidence are reframed and negotiated as they 

enters different national and local contexts, according to the actors engaged with the specific 

idea or practice at hand. 

7.1 Implications for leadership practice  

As narratives, the three accounts of the relationship between school leadership and learning 

outcomes presented in this thesis are not accurate accounts of practice, neither governing, 



school leadership nor teaching. Rather, the narratives presented signals “ideal scripts” for this 

relationship. Implications for practice should therefore be made with precaution. However, 

from the analysis it is possible to outline some challenges facing school leaders that need to 

be balance in order for them to meet the expectations narrated in these various accounts. 

First, the thesis shows that school leaders are faced with conflicting expectations of what they 

should do in order to enhance student achievements. From a policy perspective, school leaders 

are expected to facilitate changes in school through implementing ideas and decisions made 

by local and national government. At the same time, they are expected to facilitate change 

through an open and accepting working climate. Both the school principal- and the teacher-

narratives describe such open and accepting working climates. However, these descriptions 

open for the bottom-up processes where teachers make decisions about change and 

improvement, and not only top-down implementation of ideas and decisions made at a 

superior level.  

Further, from a governing perspective, school leaders are expected to introduce and mediate 

evidence-based teaching practices by implementing them in their own schools. This 

perception of how knowledge is distributed in schools is opposed by the teacher narrative 

where school leaders are expected to accept and trust teachers’ expertise and competence 

when it comes to instructional leadership and teaching. These expectations legitimize a 

practice where it is hard to make clear distinctions between school leadership and the 

professional practice of teachers.   

Finally, both the school principal- and teacher- narratives frame instructional leadership 

within organizational routines where teachers’ agency is significant. Consequently, both 

narratives explain instructional leadership in a way that justify a leadership practice where 

autonomous groups of teachers constitute norms for professional practice that make the 

influence of formal leaders unnecessary, or avoidable. In previous research instructional 



leadership has been identified as more effective for student learning than any other leadership 

style (Robinson, et al., 2008). This thesis suggests that the conceptualization of leadership in 

Norwegian school principals’ and teachers’ narratives, troubles the close relationship between 

leadership practices and student learning outcome in this research, as Norwegian teachers are 

narrated as more involved in instructional leadership that the school leaders. This shows that 

ideas about leadership and relationships between leaders and teachers should not be imported 

without adaptation to the national educational system, culture and positions.   

7.2 Implications for further research 

The relationship between school leadership and student achievements has been scholarly 

investigated and an increasing body of evidence confirming school leaders’ significance for 

school effectiveness and student achievements has been build. However this thesis suggests 

that the evidence of school leaders’ effect and significance for student learning outcomes 

should be the object for further investigations and debate. The narratives illuminated in this 

thesis indicates that the evidence created by previous research are contested by school 

principal- and teacher- narratives about what this relationship looks like in Norwegian 

elementary and lower secondary schools. As such, this thesis seems to put weight to Slater’s 

(2011) critique of research into this field of enquiry for being dominated by research within 

Anglo-Saxon school systems, which is not necessarily valid in another context where e.g. the 

accountability systems are softer.  

Further, this thesis suggests that there are contesting understandings of the relationship 

between school leadership and learning outcomes even within the Norwegian educational 

sector. Given the significance of the actors included in this project, the varieties of 

interpretations presented in this thesis are important in order to understand how the 

relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is made sense of in governing 



as well as in practice in schools. Still, other actors such as students, school owners and parents 

whose interpretations have not been included in this thesis may also provide important 

perspectives that need to be both articulated and visualized in order to comprehend how the 

relationship between school leadership and learning outcomes is made sense of within the 

Norwegian educational sector.     

Finally, in this thesis the narration of leadership practice within schools indicates that 

delegation of leadership in Norwegian lower secondary schools also involves a distribution of 

power, trust and authority when it comes to instructional leadership as well as classroom 

practice. In order to understand and claim evidence of school leadership effects on student 

learning outcomes this distribution of authority, trust and power needs to be explored in more 

debt, as this has not been the case in the current most dominant body of research evidence.    
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