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Creating and Developing a Collaborative and Learning-
Centred School Culture: Views of Estonian School
Leaders
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The present study aims to analyse how school leaders perceive their
activities in creating and developing a collaborative school culture that
promotes the school learning process. The data were collected in semi-
structured interviews with nine school leaders and analysed using the-
matic content analysis. The results revealed that only three of the school
leaders focused on the shared values and shared leadership necessary
for creating a systematic and analytic approach to organisational and
teacher development. The school leaders understood the importance of
leading the development of the learning process, but this did not take
place as expected in practice. Organisational and teacher development
seemed to be unsystematic or not based on the continuous monitor-
ing of processes. The findings of our study indicate that development
programmes for school leaders should concentrate more on shaping
the views, knowledge and skills needed to develop a collaborative and

learning-centred school culture.
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Vzpostavljanje in razvijanje sodelovalne in na ucenje
usmerjene Solske kulture: stali§¢a estonskih ravnateljev
sol

KATRIN POOM-VALICKIS, EISENSCHMIDT EVE IN ANN LEPPIMAN

~> V raziskavi skusamo analizirati, kako ravnatelji Sol dojemajo aktivnosti
vzpostavitve in razvoja sodelovalne $olske kulture, ki spodbuja $olski
uéni proces. Podatki so bili zbrani s polstrukturiranimi intervjuji deve-
tih ravnateljev $ol in analizirani z uporabo tematske vsebinske analize.
Izsledki so pokazali, da so se le trije ravnatelji osredinjali na skupne vre-
dnote in deljeno vodenje za ustvarjanje sistemati¢nega in analiticnega
pristopa pri organizacijskem razvoju in razvoju utiteljev. Ravnatelji so
razumeli pomen vodenja razvoja u¢nega procesa, a se to ni odrazalo v
praksi. Organizacijski razvoj in razvoj uciteljev sta bila nesistemati¢na
ali pa nista bila osnovana na stalnem spremljanju procesa. Ugotovitve
raziskave kazejo, da se morajo razvojni programi za ravnatelje $ol bolj
osredinjati na stali$¢a, znanje in na vescine, ki so potrebne za razvoj so-
delovalne in na u¢enje usmerjene $olske kulture.

Kljucne besede: ravnatelji $ol, sodelovalna $olska kultura, na znanje

usmerjeno vodenje
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Introduction

Previous research has demonstrated that changes in teaching do not oc-
cur if the organisation is not oriented to the learning and development of its
members (Opfer et al., 2011). The collaboration of teachers influences the qual-
ity of teaching and consequently the learning outcomes of students. However,
such collaboration depends on whether the school management has created
favourable conditions for it to thrive (Kruse & Louis, 2009; Woodland et al.,
2013). Estonian schools provide interesting contexts to study leadership, as they
show high academic performance and achievement levels in international as-
sessments, such as PISA (OECD, 2019). Interestingly, however, the Teaching
and Learning International Survey (TALIS) (OECD, 2014) points to a poor
culture of collaboration among teachers and a lack of substantive feedback on
their teaching activities. Although not designated as head teachers, Estonian
school leaders have a high level of autonomy, with authority to appoint and
dismiss staff, negotiate working conditions, and make decisions about school
finances, educational priorities and development plans for the school (Estonian
Parliament, 2010). They are the main actors in designing the school curriculum,
which is based on the national framework, and in supporting teachers” profes-
sional development in order to implement changes. At the same time, based
on the TALIS 2013 survey, only 7% of Estonian school leaders regularly visit
lessons to observe and monitor learning processes (the TALIS average is 49%),
while 41% of school leaders develop measures to support teacher collabora-
tion on new teaching methods (the TALIS average is 64%). In order to gain a
clearer understanding of the contradictory results referred to above, we decided
to explore school leaders’ views on their activities in creating and developing
a collaborative school culture within their everyday leadership practice. This is
particularly pertinent considering that the Estonian Lifelong Learning Strategy
(Estonian Ministry of Education and Research, 2014) and the Estonian school
leader’s competence model (Innove, 2016) emphasise the school leader’s essen-
tial role in leading changes and developing a leadership style that focuses on the
development of learners, teachers and all school personnel.

The school leader’s role in creating a learning-centred
collaborative school culture

A collaborative school culture that focuses on the improvement of
the learning process has been addressed by researchers for a long time. Such
a culture makes an important contribution to both the success of the school
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improvement process and its effectiveness (Campo, 1993; Fullan & Hargreaves,
1991), creating an environment in which changes are faster, problems are solved
together, and teachers support each other (Eisenschmidt et al., 2015). It has also
been realised that a collaborative school culture helps teachers to increase their
self-esteem and self-confidence, take responsibility for managing various situ-
ations (Angelides, 2010; Kohm & Nance, 2013), and find additional meaning
in their work (Kruse & Louis, 2009). School leaders play an important role in
creating a school culture that values collaborative learning by providing time
for teachers to do research, plan and design together. Researchers have identi-
fied that the school leader’s support for and participation in the professional
learning of teachers is the most significant means by which school leadership
impacts student learning (Robinson et al., 2008). A collaborative learning-
centred school culture provides a climate and structure that encourages teach-
ers to work with each other, fosters staff learning and professional growth, and
benefits all members of the school community.

Research into school leaders has highlighted various strategies and op-
portunities for making a school culture more collaborative (Day & Sammons,
2006; Hallinger, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2008; Liu et al., 2016; Sales et al., 2017).
Based on earlier research, we can point out four key activities in developing
learning-focused leadership and collaborative school cultures: (a) building a
shared vision and setting goals; (b) sharing responsibility and creating an envi-
ronment for collaborative learning; (c) improving the quality of teaching and
learning; and (d) modelling and building trusting relationships within the or-
ganisation (see Table 1).

Table 1
School leaders’ key activities in creating a learning-focused collaborative school
culture.

Leader’s key activities Description of activities

1. Building a shared vision - Formulating a broad, long-term agenda (vision) and explaining it

to the entire staff.
- Planning actions based on the vision.
- Constantly communicating the vision.
- Fostering the ownership and acceptance of shared goals.
- Clarifying roles and objectives.

and setting goals

2. Sharing responsibility - Joint decision-making and shared responsibility.
. . ~n_ - Sharing expertise.
and creating an env.|ron - Team building.
ment for collaborative - Creating opportunities for working together (working groups, for-
learning mal and informal meetings, professional networks, etc.).

- Creating conditions for learning and sharing experiences (time and
space).
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Leader’s key activities Description of activities

3. Improving the quality of - Systematically supporting teachers’ professional development.
teaching and learning - Monitoring the Igarnjng process anq collecting evidence (obse.rv—
ing lessons, monitoring student achievement, research, measuring
impact, etc.).
- Providing feedback to teachers.
- Mentoring.

4. Modelling and building - Being a role model (motivating, inspiring).
trusting relationships - Open and positive communication.
- Recognising and acknowledging progress.
- Creating a safe environment for learning and risk-taking.

Building a shared learning vision and goal setting reflects the extent to
which school leaders articulate and communicate an inspiring vision that mo-
tivates learning in the school (Liu et al., 2016). Creating and communicating a
shared vision in dialogue with the members of the organisation is a foundation
for effecting changes in an organisation (Kruse & Louis, 2009; Leithwood et al.,
2008). Efficient school leaders who share the school vision are always visible
in the school building: they go around and talk with teachers, give feedback
about the latest developments, set new development goals, and create a feel-
ing of success by giving positive recognition (Barber et al., 2010; Engels et al.,
2008), thus fostering ownership of the directions for development. Researchers
have stressed the significance of clearly communicating values and directions
of development (Day & Sammons, 2006). However, it is important that the vi-
sion is also operational, that is, openly formulated as explicit and clear activities
in the development plan of the school. In addition, these goals and activities
should constantly be kept in mind when making choices and decisions (Youngs
& King, 2002).

Convincing research has shown that sharing responsibility is one of
the essential steps for creating a collaborative school culture (Vangrieken et
al,, 2015). Shared responsibility and expertise encourage the sustainability of
changes, enabling the changes to have a more solid footing (Harris, 2005; Heck
& Hallinger, 2009). Implementing shared leadership presupposes shared goals
and a favourable working climate, ensuring time for teachers to get together
and benefit from the school leader’s friendly and supportive attitude (Bush &
Glover, 2014). Thus, the leader’s role is to create a hospitable environment, de-
vote time and space to collaboration and sharing expertise, provide resources,
and support the implementation of teacher learning (Barber et al., 2010; Hal-
linger, 2011; Kruse & Louis, 2009). A school culture that is based on open com-
munication and flexibility allows teachers to participate in decision making
and express their opinions, thus increasing their feelings of control in work
engagement (Zahed-Babelan et al., 2019). Empowering teachers’ learning com-
munities and working groups (although professional learning communities can
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include members from outside the school, e.g., parents, staft from other schools
and external stakeholders) supports teacher leadership and plays a crucial role
in improving the quality of teaching.

In order to improve the quality of teaching and learning it is essen-
tial that the main process of learning is constantly and consistently planned,
monitored and analysed in light of the shared goals. Research has shown that
student achievement is higher when the school leader focuses on developing
and leading teaching and learning at school (Leithwood et al., 2008; Robinson
et al., 2009).

Effective leaders pay attention to teaching with a particular focus on stu-
dent learning. They devote as much time as possible to supporting teachers in
their efforts to strengthen teaching and learning in the classroom. They moni-
tor the process and collect evidence to provide feedback to teachers in order to
ensure that high quality and alignment between learning goals and classroom
instruction is maintained (Murphy et al., 2007). Instructional quality can be
strengthened by systematically supporting teachers’ collaborative planning, ev-
idence-based practice development, reflection and mentoring (Robinson et al.,
2008; Lai et al., 2016). Thus, we can say that school leaders who see themselves
as pedagogical leaders focus first and foremost on developing and guiding the
learning process (Bush & Glover, 2014; Hallinger, 2011; Hallinger et al., 2017).
Researchers have observed that one important aspect through which school
leaders influence teacher commitment to change and professional learning is
gaining their trust in the school vision and leadership (Li et al., 2016; Tschan-
nen-Moran, 2009).

Modelling and building trusting relationships highlights the role that
school leaders play in supporting the values of openness, risk-taking and col-
laboration in their own behaviour (Hallinger, 2011; Leithwood et al., 2010).
Research indicates that trust develops between school leaders and teachers
when the school leader’s beliefs and actions are consistent with school goals,
when school leaders share responsibility and support teachers’ work, and when
they manage conflicts proactively and effectively (Youngs & King, 2002). In
other words, trust favours effecting changes, but well-managed and successful
changes also build up trust in the school leader. School leaders cannot build
trust simply by talking; it must be seen in their actions (Kruse & Louis, 2009).
By creating a climate of psychological safety, leaders can increase learning (by
learning from mistakes and failures) and encourage teachers creativity and
their readiness for risk-taking in implementing novel ideas in their teaching
process (Yukl, 2012). Trust and a supportive working atmosphere in which
school leaders model learning leadership and help other leaders and teachers to
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grow are considered important traits of a learning organisation (Bruggencate
et al., 2012).

In order to understand how Estonian school leaders perceive their role
in fostering the learning process at school, we seek the answer to the following
question: How do school leaders view their activities in creating and developing
a learning-centred collaborative school culture?

Method

Sample

School leaders who had participated in a large-scale survey conducted
in Estonian schools in 2017 were invited to participate in a qualitative study.
Nine school leaders agreed to take part: five of them were men and four were
women, and they were all aged between 30 and 60 years (see Table 2). Their
work experience varied from one to thirteen years. The type of school varied
from preschool/primary to upper secondary school (grades 10 to 12), and the
number of students in the schools varied from 208 to 1520.

Table 2
Data on the school leaders and schools studied.

Work experi-
ence as a school
School  Gender Age leader Type of school
(years at the
present school)

Number of students
as of 2017/2018

_ Upper secondary school
! Male 50-59 L (with basic school) 1520

Upper secondary school
2 Female 60 + Over 10 (with basic school) 876
B Upper secondary school
3 Male 50-59 13 (with basic school) 900
4 Male 50-59 8 Basic school 438
_ Upper secondary school
> Female  50-59 9 (with basic school) 381
6 Male 40-49 2 Upper secondary school 479
7 Male 30-39 1 Upper secondary school 208
8 Female 50-59 8 Preschool/primary school 764
9 Female 60 + 5 Upper secondary school 323
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Data collection and analysis

The data were collected using semi-structured interviews. The questions
were compiled based on interview questions devised by Nevgi and Korhonen
(2016), which focus on mapping and analysing the leadership styles of mid-
dle managers at universities, and adapted to the context of Estonian schools.
In the present study, we focused only on the questions concerning the school
leader’s perceptions of their role and activities in developing a learning-focused
collaborative school culture. The questions focused on: (a) organisational cul-
ture (e.g., How would you describe the work culture of your organisation?); (b)
leading the learning process of the school (e.g., What is your role and what are
your goals as a leader in pedagogical development? What do you view as the
changes that need to be implemented in this regard?). A more detailed over-
view of the questions used in the study is provided in Appendix 1.

The duration of the interviews varied from 53 minutes to 1 hour and 33
minutes. The interviews were transcribed and analysed using thematic content
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The unit of analysis was a complete answer
or single sentences, or sets of sentences that expressed a conceptual whole. A
deductive approach was used: a list of key activities for supporting learning and
a collaborative school culture (see Table 1), compiled based on the texts, was
used to structure the analysis. The interviewees’ responses were analysed based
on this list, and similarities and differences in the school leaders’ patterns of
behaviour were mapped. In the first phase, the first author undertook the initial
data analysis. In the second phase, the themes and codes were reviewed by the
second author and the reliability of the coding was checked. During mutual
discussions, disagreements were discussed until the researchers reached a com-
mon interpretation of the coding.

Excerpts from the interviews with the school leaders are provided with
the corresponding school number (see Table 2) in order to distinguish the
views of different school leaders.

Results

Building a shared vision and setting goals

An analysis of the school leaders™ key activities supporting a learning-
centred and collaborative school culture reveals that although five school lead-
ers clearly stated that their schools do have a vision, only in three schools does
this vision actually serve as the foundation for daily decision making and ac-
tivities: “...what is important for us at the moment and what is not. What do we
do, and what don’t we do, what is relevant and what is not...” (7). In this case,
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the role of the school leader is described by one of the school leaders as: “Seeing
the big picture. Whether something is not right, whether something needs to be
changed, or maintained /.../ and for understanding, if it gets too tight somewhere
you need to look at those main documents all the time /.../ the vision has already
been created, and the main direction has been set, but now it is about how we get
all those wobbly things better...” (9). The need for constant communication is
viewed as follows: “...we know our vision and our direction in the sense that I see
it like this /.../ I simply explain, or at least it seems to me that I have to work at it
all the time” (8).

In the case of four of the school leaders, the shared values and long-term

C

goals that they aim to achieve remained unclear: “...maybe this vision for the
future and what happens, but as I said, it is kind of a vague situation” (3). “I
don’t, uhm, create this vision by myself, it has to come through someone else (4)”.

The school leaders claimed that they aimed to make and maintain chang-
es, but what those changes were remained unclear. Two of the school leaders
admitted that the school development plan had a life of its own, so to speak,
and administrative duties did not leave enough time to take the initiative; con-
sequently, the school leader’s essential role in communicating the vision re-
mained largely unfulfilled. Five of the school leaders mentioned that they do
not manage to “get around and about the school” (2) as much as they would like
and be visible to the teachers as much as needed. Nevertheless, when it comes
to implementing the vision in practice, the shared understanding of the entire
team plays a significant role. If the vision is not shared by everyone, then it may
happen that: “...head teachers move things in a different direction, the goals of the
development plan are not actualised, or only some people contribute” (1).

Thus, the interviews reflected the tendency for school leaders to become
dissatisfied with the work of the management team in schools, which either
lacked clear direction and strategic goals, or in which the aims were not suf-
ficiently communicated and not used in everyday decision-making and operat-

ing processes.

Sharing responsibility and creating an environment for collaborative

learning

The second key activity for a learning-centred collaborative school cul-
ture is related to joint decision making and shared responsibility. The inter-
views revealed that in most schools, the responsibility for pedagogical devel-
opment was delegated to head teachers. School leaders saw their role rather
as that of a generator of ideas and a discussion partner: “..I think that my role
is about letting the others know when I hear about innovations /.../ then I create
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the opportunity for the head teacher” (5). One school leader considered their
own role to be mainly about managing finances: “...I tell them all the time in the
teachers’ council /.../ that you are top specialists, I am not managing your time, I
am managing finances, those things, so that you do the things that we have agreed
on together...” (1). Only two leaders said that they had a close collaboration with
the head teacher in substantively developing teaching and learning processes.
However, these school leaders also mentioned that their long work experience
as a head teacher made it easy for them to have this collaboration.

Based on the interviews, it seems that shared leadership works mostly
from top to bottom, meaning that the management assign a task, propose an
idea, and lead the formation of working groups. On the one hand, the school
leaders expected the teachers themselves to show more initiative and take re-
sponsibility: “...I wish there were fewer questions about how to do this or that and
more about what needs to be done; at the moment, the way it works is that once
you set up a task the next question is how are we going to do it /.../ Kind of taking
responsibility...” (2). On the other hand, not enough opportunities were given
for such initiative, as the processes were lead from top to bottom.

Teachers’ lack of initiative may also be due to vague development goals,
which influence motivation as well as the feeling of ownership of innovations.
Here, the school leaders with a clear vision of strategic goals clearly stood out:
“...things like ‘I got this really great idea, let’s do it like this now!” just don’t work.
You've got to talk about it first, in an information meeting, for example, that I've
got this idea, and how I came to it and why it came or how we could get it, whether
someone sees any obstacles, then it becomes like everyone’s idea. So, then we can
get on with it, or I get some feedback that: ‘Come on, don’t mess around, that’s
totally irrelevant’ or “That’s not okay’ or ‘Let’s think about it... and so on...” (7).
In these schools, joint discussions were organised and decision making on new
initiatives and activities was broad-based.

In the interviews, all of the school leaders mentioned regular meetings
for sharing daily information, but in two schools there was also a longer meet-
ing for joint discussions. In the words of one school leader: “...last year we
created a collaboration day /.../ when everyone said that we don’t have time to
meet /.../ and don't find the place, then we'll do it this way by making a collabo-
ration day, and this collaboration day is Monday; on this day nobody leaves the
school before half past three” (2). It is important for the school leader to create
opportunities for collaboration and provide teachers with the time and space
for sharing experiences and planning their activities together. This not only cre-
ates a favourable environment for collaborative learning, but also supports joint
decision making. When teachers are involved in the decision-making process
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and understand the goals of planned activities and consider them meaningful,
they are more likely to contribute to these goals. When the strategic goals are
unclear, the teachers seem to try everything (e.g., participate in projects, test
different methods, etc.), but the usefulness and sustainability of it all remains
weak. “Then we've had learning via Skype /.../, integrated learning, we ordered an
external lecturer for that... Then we've tried open education... Weve also done lots
of these kind of days of integrated learning to get teachers working together, to get
them to mix and mingle, participating in projects, so weve had project days with
different schools and weve also done a lot of outdoor learning days, internally,
kind of collaboration days /.../ so we try to bring in these new methods every way
we can...” (5). Agreeing with every small change without any clear goal frag-
ments teachers’ capacity to work and decreases their motivation.

Only three of the school leaders reported involving teachers in imple-
menting changes in which teachers” opinions were important. In these schools,
teachers were also more proactive, and the leaders were more satisfied with
teacher collaboration.

Interestingly, only one of the school leaders described how students
were also involved in leading the school and how realising the development
goals of the school was supported through the student council: “...through the
student council, time after time we try to remember, that you know, weve got
this development goal (students taking responsibility for learning), and think by
yourselves now how can you talk to the students, how can you first assume the
right attitude yourselves and in this way influence the opinion of others...” (9).
The student council was involved in establishing differentiated pay for teachers:
“I allowed the students to discuss how the school leader should assess teachers
contributions...” (9).

To sum up, if the vision is vague (or there is none) and values are not
dealt with, they are not sufficiently discussed and shared. This results in teachers
feeling less responsible for changes and showing little initiative for collabora-
tion, while their activities are fragmented and random. Although learners’ de-
velopment and shaping an environment conducive to learning was important
for all of the school leaders, the development goals in most of the schools were
unclear, and leadership was shared only among the management team. The
interviewees described many different activities and projects, but it remained
unclear why and how these undertakings helped to achieve the development
goals. In addition, it seems that although there were systems for sharing every-
day information, few of the school leaders had created favourable conditions
for teachers’ collaborative learning; for example, effective forms such as men-
toring and co-teaching were not mentioned by the interviewees.
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Improving the quality of teaching and learning

The quality of education depends on teachers’ competence; therefore,
improving the quality of teaching and learning is one of the most essential tasks
for a school leader. However, it seems that only three of the nine school leaders
included in the survey had a systematic approach to supporting teachers’ pro-
fessional development. These leaders mentioned appraisal interviews, lesson
observations, giving feedback, and interviews based on teacher’s self-assess-
ment (the latter were also used for choosing training courses). Even though all
of the school leaders talked about teachers’ training needs and joint training, it
remained unclear how these decisions were taken, or as one school leader said:
“...this kind of constant training and this is what we do, but I am not saying that
it is very systematic and planned or something...” (4).

Most of the school leaders emphasised teachers’ freedom in choosing
training courses. Nevertheless, too much autonomy may not support teachers
if they lack a feeling of competence or connection: “...people are kind of au-
tonomous in the choices about self-development, like you can do what you want,
you are a professional /.../ But sometimes, what comes along with it is that people
feel a bit left alone, in the sense that the whole subject-field is on your shoulders.
This is your business. And then when something gets weird, then there will be this
kind of insecurity, I mean this system suits strong personalities...” (6). It remained
unclear how teachers made their choices, as most of the schools included in
the study did not have a feedback system for teachers and lacked collabora-
tion, while only four of the school leaders mentioned having developmental
discussions.

A learning-centred school culture presupposes the constant monitoring
of learning processes, data collection and analysis. However, only one of the
school leaders highlighted the necessity for monitoring and collecting data to

3

establish future directions in order to improve the learning process: “...its a
matter of long-term perspective /.../ what are the things I can already work on,
look at the number of students in the county, trends, determine how we accept stu-
dents into our school, how many students there are, what they study, what they ac-
tually will need to know when they finish school, what the teaching methods could
be, the content /.../ or look at how old my teachers are, uhm, what their training
needs are, how to support them, help them, when some of them might say that
okay, were going to retire now, whether I've got some younger teachers who could
take their place or I have to start looking for a replacement...” (7). With regard
to developing everyday practices: “...this is again that example about surveys
that when there is direct feedback that we’ve got a problem with collaboration,
then we start to think, what are those points where we could improve that /.../ For
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improving that (teaching quality), you need feedback. This is where these surveys
come into play, and it’s no secret that examination results, contests, competitions
etc. give an insight into such things” (7). It can be said that the interviewed school
leaders had a limited awareness about evidence-based leadership in school de-
velopment; decisions and choices were made based on instincts rather than
analysis of data.

Constant improvement of learning assumes that teachers receive feed-
back on their work. Among the studied school leaders, three stood out: in these
schools, teachers received feedback via developmental discussions and lesson
observations. In this regard, one of the school leaders, who was talking about
developing a feedback system, commented: “The thing with feedback systems is
that youve got to be very careful when implementing them because at a certain
point people get the feeling that theyre going to check us. It's very much like a kind
of fine mechanics...” (6).

We can nevertheless conclude that improving the quality of teaching
and learning was generally implemented in a chaotic manner in the schools
studied. Processes of monitoring trends and collecting evidence in a more in-
formed manner took place in only one school. Providing feedback for teachers
and supporting their development seems to be random or largely the teachers’
own responsibility.

Modelling and building trusting relationships

All of the school leaders emphasised the significance of relationships
and had made efforts to improve relationships in their schools. However, the
leaders’ behaviour differed, and those in organisations where good relation-
ships were valued clearly stood out from the others. The team was harmonious
and teachers showed considerable initiative: “..our teachers-staff members are
really great leaders, as a teacher should be, and they often love to take the leader’s
role and implement their ideas’ (9); “..I absolutely love these moments when we
are all together and do some things together, I mean the kind of nice things of
being and doing things together, whether it’s sports day or some excursion or our
school assemblies...” (7).

However, several of the school leaders expressed scepticism regarding

9

teachers’ readiness and willingness to collaborate: “...collaboration between peo-
ple is so scattered” (3). Others admitted that these processes had not gained
ground as expected: “But I think that one thing we haven’t got running very well
is the kind of working groups that do something throughout the whole year” (6).
Top-to-bottom initiative does not increase teachers’ trustful relations:

“...project day, this forces them again into some kind of collaboration. But well,
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we do have some bottlenecks, where nobody really wants to take responsibility
for organising these project days /.../ so what we do at least is that we plan these
things until the end of the school year, who does what, and topics are also more or
less settled, but who leads this, who takes responsibility, like everyone does it, but
in the end, it’s the same people who do it’ (4). For motivation, it is essential that
teachers sense the support of colleagues and management, the necessity and
usefulness of changes in their daily work, and freedom of choice and opportu-
nities, i.e., autonomy. In order to inspire teachers to develop their practice and
try new things, the environment must be conducive to learning, as one school
leader emphasised: “...we allow a child to make mistakes, right, because through
mistakes we learn; the same applies to all of us, that we all still make mistakes
from time to time” (8).

The importance of recognition for a supportive school climate was es-

3

pecially stressed by one of the school leaders: “...we talk about things a lot. And
it starts with the fact that we have long information meetings twice a week, 40
minutes, and there we haven’t got this kind of boring and dry information sharing,
but rather people talk about what they have done, where they have been with their
students, how these events have succeeded, what results students have achieved in
competitions, and the head of the school also has an opportunity to praise every-
one, and by the way, the employees really like it, the fact that they are recognised
right there in front of their colleagues” (7).

It is also crucial for a school leader to be a pedagogical role model. As
one of the school leaders said, his/her goal was to show that achieving certain
development goals is possible for teachers: “..firstly, I became a class teacher. I
will show them that appraisal interviews and forming bonds is my first priority”
(1). Another leader emphasised the need to be updated and not to lose contact
with teachers and students: “...I want to be in front of the class for exactly this
reason so that I would not lose touch with students or with teachers...otherwise,
we would become distant” (7).

Leaders should contribute to the development of trusting relationships
by serving as an example when communicating with colleagues and students.
As one of the school leaders noted: “We are all different /.../ it isn’t only impor-
tant that we say that we care; it also needs to be obvious, people need to feel that
they are cared for. Whether you are a child or an employee or a parent...” (8).

Based on the analysis of the interviews, it seems that the relationships
are better, and the willingness to collaborate is greater, in schools where the
goals are clear and shared among the staff. Clear goals increase trust in the lead-
er and collaborative activities are more focused, thus increasing teachers’ will-
ingness to take the initiative in the school’s development. It could be assumed
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that school leaders’ work experience or school size could influence the quality
of leadership activities and the ability to create a shared vision and a collabora-
tive learning-centred school culture. Surprisingly these patterns did not emerge
in the results. The results of our study confirm those of other studies that found
that there are more differences within the studied school leader group than be-
tween groups with a different level of experience (e.g., Barnett et al., 2012). Spe-
cifically, the views of the three school leaders with only 1-2 years of experience
differed significantly: only one of them viewed the role of the school leader as
mainly managerial, while the other two viewed the role primarily as a shaper of
collaborative school culture and a substantial leader in school development. As
this study focused primarily on school leaders’ perceptions of the leader’s role,
further research is needed to determine the extent to which the ideas reflected
in the interviews are realised in everyday school management activities.

Concluding remarks and further perspectives

A collaborative school culture presupposes shared goals and responsi-
bility, encouraging teamwork and relationships, supporting everyone’s devel-
opment, and providing feedback and recognition in an atmosphere of trust. To
summarise the findings, it appeared from the interviews that even though all
of the nine school leaders included in the study valued collaboration and high-
quality teaching and learning, only three of them had a clear vision and goal
that was actually used as the basis for everyday decisions. The leaders who had
a clear vision for school development supported collaboration in a more sys-
tematic and diverse manner, and described a well-functioning team and close
collaboration in the school. An unclear and blurred perception, however, leaves
space for uncertainty and irresponsibility. Therefore, the leaders who did not
have a clear vision were mainly sceptical about the relationships between the
teachers and described teamwork in their school as meagre. Even though these
school leaders believed that teamwork was crucial, it remained unclear why
that was the case and what could be done to improve the situation. The ability
to create and communicate a shared vision, and to give meaning to it through
actions, is considered one of the characteristics of an effective school leader
(Leithwood et al., 2008; Kruse & Louis, 2009).

The role of leadership in shaping a collaborative school culture should
not be underestimated, as it encourages sharing responsibility (Vangrieken et
al,, 2015) and promotes the sustainability of changes (Harris, 2005). From the
interviews, it appeared that all of the school leaders exercised shared leadership
to some extent, although it was frequently used in a top-to-bottom manner and
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without much thought on how to increase teachers’ motivation and involve-
ment in daily school management. If responsibility is shared, it is more likely
that the organisation can guarantee professional development at the organisa-
tional as well as the individual level. Forming working groups inside the organ-
isation is one way to develop relationships and increase the effectiveness of col-
laboration, and to support teachers” professional development (Kruse & Louis,
2009). All of the leaders pointed out that team training sessions and excursions
were organised in their school to a greater or lesser extent. At the same time,
supporting teachers’ professional development was unsystematic, and the for-
mation of working groups tended to be a management initiative. There needs
to be an increase in school leaders” knowledge and skills regarding the creation
and support of learning communities, and the strengthening of teacher agency
and motivation to work in such communities.

If the goal is to change the school culture, it is essential for leaders to have
a better understanding of their role in leading the main process of a school, that
is, the learning process. Leading and developing teaching and learning is the
main focus of a pedagogical leader; in the present study, this was most clearly
seen in the case of three of the school leaders. Moreover, the data of TALIS
2013 indicated that school leaders who focused more on supporting teaching
and learning were more likely to take specific measures to influence teachers’
work and careers (Ubius et al., 2014). Although the school leaders in the pres-
ent study felt that changes in the learning process were necessary, most of them
delegated the task of developing the learning process to the head teacher. It is
very likely that this is because such tasks have traditionally been the duty of the
head teacher in Estonian school culture.

In order to develop the learning process in school, leaders should gath-
er and analyse data to make decisive changes. Only one of the school leaders
talked about the importance of research, evidence and data analysis in making
decisions about long-term development strategies, as well as everyday teaching
and learning. Nowadays, capacity building, inquiry-oriented practice, and data-
driven decisions are considered to be central themes of educational improvement
(Hargreaves & Shirley, 2012; Louis & Stoll, 2007). Teachers should therefore also
be informed about what kind of evidence they should collect so that the effective-
ness of the practices implemented can be analysed (Datnow, 2011).

Practical implications for strengthening collaborative learning-centred

school leadership

Based on the interviews, school leaders need support and training in two
particular areas: 1) creating a shared school vision and putting it into practice;
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and 2) acquiring the knowledge and skills required to systematically improve
the quality of learning and teaching.

Development programmes for school leaders should support them in
developing a pedagogical vision and should provide tools for collecting data
and analysing the progress towards the established goals. With regard to
practical measures, implementing school leaders’ self-assessment as a part of
internal assessments of schools should be considered, in addition to training
and development opportunities. There are different self-assessment models
available aimed at helping educational leaders to assess their personal mastery
(e.g., Gregorzewski et al., 2018) and to analyse their activities with regard to the
school’s development goals, in order to gain feedback on their work and profes-
sional development.

Another aspect that should receive more attention in the training of
school leaders is how to enhance teachers” professional development so as to
increase school capacity and accomplish organisational goals. According to the
present study, some school leaders seemed to believe that their role was mainly
to find resources to implement a variety of innovations, but they failed to see
that this kind of approach - introducing multiple forms of new initiatives with-
out a clear vision - leads to a fragmented set of chaotic activities that are un-
able to support teacher motivation, commitment and learning. Development
programmes for school leaders should therefore place more emphasis on how
to enhance schools’ capacity to build a shared commitment to school goals, and
to create structures and work conditions that systematically promote teacher
collaboration and learning. The dimensions and practices associated with col-
laborative and learning-centred leadership in this study may offer a starting
point in this regard.

The limitations of the present study clearly suggest an opportunity for
turther research: the interviewees” answers may not have reflected all of the ac-
tivities undertaken in their schools. A more broad-based study should therefore
be conducted among school leaders in order to gain a deeper insight into the
main challenges for school leaders in developing a collaborative school culture.
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