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Preface  
I have been working as a teacher for almost twenty years. This, I have been fortunate 
enough to do in several school systems and in different countries. From my 
experience, I have noticed a sad but common general trend amongst students in 
schools, regardless of where they are. There seems to be a restlessness present in 
them; a restlessness that often leads to disciplinary issues in school (affecting the 
classroom climate) and often interpreted by adults to be indicative of a disinterest in 
learning. So, dare we ask ourselves what is it that we are not doing right? Well, that 
question has been asked and there are various answers to it. I choose to look at how 
learning has changed or must change, at the awareness of principals in the need for 
change of learning styles and curriculum, and their roles in bringing about this 
change. 

 

The work presented in this study would not have been possible without the help and 
guidance of many people. I would like to thank the principals and vice-principals who 
gave their valuable time and thoughts in participating in the interviews. I would also 
like to thank my supervisor, Sharon Todd from the Stockholm Institute of Education 
for her professional guidance, encouragement and support throughout the entire 
process, which included checking readability and inconsistencies in the manuscript. 
Many thanks also go to Kim Hays and Preeti Gahlawat, my friends and co-struggling-
thesis-writers for all their help, suggestions, phone calls, smses and e-mails 
throughout the then never-ending process. 

 

I guess I should mention my family for having to put up with all my excuses and me 
during the process. 

 

- Vasugi V Ribbarp (July 2007) 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

Background and Problem Statement 

As a parent, teacher and concerned individual, I have long considered the impact of 
education on our children and the future it is leading us towards. On top of the 
destruction we are causing nature, we are also constantly bombarded by bleak images 
of human behaviour through the media. What is the cause for this? Why are we not 
behaving like educated individuals? Why are we not coming out of schools with the 
urge to help and serve? 

 

It was while searching for answers to my questions that I came across the UNESCO 
report, Learning: The Treasure Within1, which deals with learning for the twenty-first 
century.  I felt then that the findings of the report and its suggestions were exactly 
what are needed to boost education in the right direction. So, when I had to choose a 
topic for my thesis, I decided initially to explore how much of what was suggested in 
The Report was reaching the schools in Sweden at the grassroots level. Since the 
Report would have reached the students and teachers through the school principals, I 
decided to find out how much influence school principals have on student learning. 
However, as I started talking to teachers when I was in schools substitute teaching, I 
found out that they had not heard of the UNESCO Report. I was further surprised 
when only two of the principals I spoke with remembered hearing of The Report 
when it came out in the late 1990s. Others mentioned they might have been informed 
of its appearance but could not definitely say they remembered it. On the other hand, 
they are all aware of the concept of Education for the Twenty-first Century and 
Lifelong Learning, terms used widely in the Report. 

 

Although I was planning for my paper to be grounded in The Report, I soon realised I 
had to switch course. What I have chosen to do instead is to look at how learning for 
the 21st Century can be influenced by school leaders. Since I sent out a brief overview 
of The Report to the school principals before the interviews, I have attached it in the 
Appendix (see Appendix 4).  

 

When I got out into the schools to interview the principals, I realised it was not 
possible to conduct a study involving schools without mentioning the national 
curriculum, the Lpo’94, which is the Curriculum for the compulsory school system, 
the pre-school class and the leisure-time centre. In it is a section on ‘Responsibility of 
the School Head’ (p.19 – 20) with a comprehensive list over all the responsibilities of 
the school principal. However, it does claim that ‘the school head is responsible for 
the results of the school and thus within certain limits (my own stress) have specific 

                                                 
1 Will be referred to as The Report 



responsibilities for ensuring the development of the school structures to promote 
greater pupil participation; integration of interdisciplinary areas of knowledge in 
teaching; cooperation between home and school; organisation of the working 
environment to encourage independent learning; establishment of a school action plan 
against abusive treatment; allocation of resources; co-operation with schools and the 
outside world to ensure concrete experiences for the students to help them make 
informed decisions about their future; provision of training for the staff to ensure 
competence and professionalism; and familiarising the staff with the international 
agreements that Sweden has undertaken to observe in education (Lpo’94, p.19). 
Compare this to the statement made in Leithwood and Riehl: 

Local, state and federal achievement standards for ambitious learning for all children 
have the landscape of educational accountability. Pressure is on actors at all levels, 
from students themselves to teachers, principals and superintendents. In these times 
of heightened concern for student learning, school leaders are being held accountable 
for how well teachers teach and how much students learn (2003, p.2), 

 

This research therefore aims at investigating the focus principals have on student 
learning and how they look at learning today as preparing children for the future. It 
uses evidence from a small-scale interview with a total of five primary school 
principals and vice-principals in the Stockholm Municipality to examine the ways in 
which leadership can contribute towards the development and enhancement of student 
learning and what they consider to be important learning outcomes for their students. 

 

Aim 
The principal aim of this research study is to explore the notion of learning for the 21st 
century in relation to how school leaders think they influence student learning. 

The research questions 
I hope to achieve the aim through the following research questions: 

 

• What are the expectations principals have of learning for their students? 

• Has there been a change in perception of learning in the 21st Century? 

• How do principals think they influence student learning? 

• How do principals see their role towards lifelong learning? 

 



 Outline of the paper 
This study consists of 6 sections. The first, which is the introduction, explains why 
and how I chose the topic. It also presents the aim and research questions. Section 2 
consists of the literature review and introduces recent research in the areas of 
leadership and learning for the 21st century. Section 3 – the Methods section - 
introduces the study and its implementation. It also describes how the data collected 
was analysed and argues for its validity and reliability. The main results are presented 
in the fourth section and are then discussed and summarised in the fifth section. My 
conclusions and suggestions for further research are presented in the final section. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Literature Review 

Learning for the 21st Century 
Today we are forced to rethink the nature of teaching and learning by researchers and 
writers on education, as there is a growing dissatisfaction with teaching and learning 
that encourages dependency and passivity in learners. This dissatisfaction is grounded 
in the belief that current learning practices do not equip learners with the autonomy 
and confidence to manage their learning outside school and throughout their lives 
(Foskett and Lumby, 2003, p.23). The emerging alternatives emphasise a more 
holistic approach to teaching and learning and are largely influenced by movements 
from psychology. Two of the most prominent schools of thought in this area have 
been situated learning (Lave and Wenger, 1991) and constructivism (Gipps and 
MacGilchrist, 1999). 

 

Recent work in cognitive and constructivist psychology shows learning in terms of 
networks with connections in many directions, “not as an external map that is 
transported directly into the student’s head” (Gipps and MacGilchrist, 1999, p.47). 
Thus in the constructivist learning theory students learn by actively making sense of 
new knowledge, making meaning from it and mapping it onto their existing 
knowledge. As the student learns, a network is reorganized and restructured, 
suggesting that learning only occurs when information is interpreted. Teaching is then 
seen as an intervention in an ongoing knowledge construction process. 

 

Situated learning has as its central defining characteristic a process called legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p.29) whereby learners inevitably 
participate in communities of practitioners and that the mastery of knowledge and 
skill requires newcomers to move toward full participation in the sociocultural 
practices of a community. It takes into consideration the relationship between 
newcomers and old-timers, the role of activities, identities, artefacts and communities 
of knowledge and practice. It engages a person’s intention to learn and the meaning of 
learning is configured through the process of becoming a full participant in a 
sociocultural practice (Lave and Wenger, p.29). 

 

What both these schools of thought have in common is their view that learning for the 
21st Century should be constructed by the learner through connecting new 
experiences, facts and emotions to previous experiences and knowledge. Roelofs and 
Terwel call this notion of learning “authentic pedagogy” (1999, p.201) and define it 
as: 

 

the meaningfulness of the learning context; the connection between learning 
and behaviour; knowledge as a tool rather than as a goal in itself; the 



significance of the interactions among learners; the influence of cultural 
attitudes; the idea of the learner as an active researcher; less emphasis on the 
teaching of facts and greater emphasis on the personal aspects of knowledge; 
more attention to coherent forms of knowledge as well as greater emphasis on 
the way in which the learner arrives at a solution; more focus on the complex 
problems that learners restructure for themselves; application of the 
‘reinvention’ principle; and the acceptance of more than one solution to an 
existing problem. 

(Roelofs and Terwel, 1999, p.205) 

 

The UNESCO report, Learning: The Treasure Within (Delors, 1996, p.51) looks at 
how societies should move towards a necessary utopia of greater mutual 
understanding, sense of responsibility and solidarity by accepting the spiritual and 
cultural differences that exist globally. It claims that education has the universal task 
of helping people to understand the world and to understand others. The purpose of 
education should therefore be to develop one’s talent to the full, to realise one’s 
creative potential, to take responsibility for one’s life and to achieve one’s personal 
goals. On an equally important scale, the document claims that education must also 
contribute to economic and social development. With a more flexible education 
system that allows for greater curricular diversity, school failure, it is argued, can be 
greatly reduced. This makes it necessary, according to the authors, for a broader view 
of education, one that is pursued throughout one’s life and enables students to develop 
awareness of themselves and the environment, and encourages them to be socially 
active and responsible. The concept of learning throughout life thus emerges as one of 
the key concept in education in the 21st Century. According to Delors (p.51), it meets 
the challenges posed by a rapidly changing world. Coleman (2005, p.27) follows a 
similar line of thought, recognising education as the crucible where the next 
generation’s attitudes and values are forged. 

 

Learning Outcomes 
 Whatever the aims, learning outcomes attempt to represent all of the changes that 
occur to learners as a direct result of the experiences they have in schools - cognitive, 
affective and physical. These outcomes express themselves through acquired 
knowledge and understanding or in changes in attitudes, skills and behaviours. In the 
individual, the outcomes may be explicit and observable (for example, through the 
testing of knowledge) or implicit and private (for example, changes in attitude) and 
they may have a short-term impact (for example, qualifications for entry into higher 
education) or a long term one (for example, earning a higher income throughout one’s 
lifetime) (Foskett and Lumby, 2003, p.37) 

 

Mortimore et el (in Foskett and Lumby, 2003, p.39) claim schools can do much to 
foster good behaviour and attainment and how schools are managed and operated 
makes a difference to learner outcomes. This focus on learner outcomes has 



established a high profile in the educational policy in many developed countries. 
Outcomes-based education is rooted in: the learning needs of students, not the 
knowledge transmission wishes of teachers; the assessment of students on what they 
know, understand and can do, instead of predetermined assessment criteria; and the 
identification of specific knowledge, understanding and skills which students should 
achieve from education, as opposed to the sole learning of facts. 

 

To achieve such outcomes, schools must be turned into “learning organizations.” The 
idea of learning organizations was made popular by Senge (1990) who defined them 
as: 

 
…organizations where people continually expand their capacity to create the 
results they truly desire, where new and expansive patterns of thinking are 
nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and where people are 
continually learning to see the whole together. 

(Senge, 1990, p.3) 

 

Bush and Middlewood (2005) identify learning organizations as schools that: focus 
their energies and activities on learning; place the needs of the learner first; establish 
and develop an ethos and ethic of enquiry; recognise that learning is multi-faceted and 
has various sources; set the ground for lifelong learning and are never stagnant. 

 

There is a wide range of research that recommends different approaches to achieving 
the learning organization. Fullan (1995, p.233) claims that a thorough change in the 
culture and organization of the schools is needed; Leithwood, Lawrence and Sharratt 
(1998, p.264-267) conclude that what influences organizational learning most, 
whether directly or indirectly, are leadership, structure, policy and resources at school 
and district levels. Foskett and Lumby (2003, p.174), however, feel that learning will 
be more effective if leaders understood more fully how barriers to learning are created 
and maintained, how people can be helped to unlearn before they learn and what 
collective learning means in practice. Only then will they be in a position to help 
move schools to a more learning-centred practice. 

 

Lifelong Learning 
The ability to read, write and count are necessary, but lifelong learning is also dependent on 
the individual’s desires, motivation and attitudes to education and learning 

 (Skolverket, 2000, p.7) 

 

UNESCO first introduced the idea of lifelong learning more than thirty years ago. 
Lifelong learning and concepts related to it, such as “recurrent education” from the 



OECD2 and “education permanente” from the Council of Europe, made a great impact 
in the debate on educational policy (Skolverket, 2000, p.16). The debate centred on 
lifelong and life wide learning and the individual’s role in that process. In Lifelong 
Learning Policy and Research (2000), Tuijnman claims that not only in Europe and 
North America but also in the rest of the world, policy makers are endorsing the 
concept of lifelong learning and fighting for its implementation due to the shift from 
an industrial to a knowledge-based economy. Moreover, he also claims that lifelong 
learning contributes to a democratic society since education is a necessary means to 
that end (p.2). Lifelong learning also involves a shift in responsibility from the state to 
the individual. It is the individual’s motivation and ability to look for and make use of 
the opportunities available in a learning environment that will set the wheels of 
lifelong learning into motion. As society changes in both economic and democratic 
terms, there is a shift towards technological development. This puts a greater demand 
on competence and learning throughout life. It is no longer possible for individuals to 
acquire the competence they need for working life in a single dose. Knowledge and 
competence have become “perishable goods” partly due to the consequence of 
technological development (Skolverket, 2000, p.12). Husèn (1999) agrees with this, 
claiming that schools must make their pupils aware that the education they receive 
today will not last them the rest of their lives; they must be aware that education is a 
lifelong process (p.35). They must also be inculcated with an interest for learning, a 
flexible mind, the readiness to accept change and the desire to learn more and to 
relearn when necessary. This is because, as Delors (1996) puts it, “ A shorter working 
life, shorter working hours and a longer expectancy of life after retirement are also 
increasing the time available for other activities” (p.99). Students must realise that 
“learning throughout life is essential for people to retain mastery of their own 
destinies” (Delors, 1996, p.101). 

 

It is the formal education system that creates the basic foundations for lifelong 
learning through the achievement of fundamental skills and competence. However, 
these are not sufficient in themselves, as the individual’s self-confidence, motivation 
and desire to learn are needed to sustain her throughout her life in the twenty-first 
century. Therefore, the formal education system of today must help the individual to 
maintain and develop her positive attitude to education and learning environments as 
the ability and motivation to learn are established early in life.  Equipping students 
with the skills and motivation to learn on a continuous basis is crucial for the 
cognitive, social, emotive and physical development of children. Research has also 
shown that early learning experiences pave the way for later learning readiness 
(Tuijnman and Schullar, 1999, p.11). Susie Parsons (2003), chief executive for 
Campaign for Learning3, believes we should develop confidence and readiness to 
learn in our students since we do not know what skills are needed for the future. She 
calls it “learning to learn” and defines it as a process of discovery about learning, 

                                                 
2 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development  

3 An independent Charity which campaigns for the cause for lifelong learning 



believing that learning is learnable. The Campaign for Learning launched a two-year 
project in 2000 adopting learning to learn approaches and found that learning to learn 
can help to improve student achievement, increase teacher morale and make schools 
more effective, inclusive and motivating for a wider range of pupils.  

 

Hargreaves, (2004) agrees, claiming that “if, during our school years, we could not 
merely learn a specific content but could also learn how the process of learning itself 
works and can be improved, then we would be better equipped for all later learning”  
(p.2). Surveys conducted in different countries show that adults’ further participation 
in educational and cultural activities is related to the level of schooling already 
received; that basic education should arouse a desire to carry on learning (Delors, 
1996, p.101). Rose and Nicholl (1997) point out that ”even a well-educated, fully 
trained adult with a wealth of qualifications” will only remain current with 
developments for a maximum of three years (p.9) 

Major trends in Leadership 
Leadership is a process of influence leading to the achievement of desired 
purposes. Successful leaders develop a vision for their schools based on their 
personal and professional values. They articulate this vision at every 
opportunity and influence their staff and other stakeholders to share the vision. 
The philosophy, structures and activities of the school are geared towards the 
achievement of this shared vision. 

            (Bush and Glover, 2003, p.8) 

 

In Current Issues In School Leadership, (Huges and Larry, 2005), substantial 
evidence is given to support the importance of leadership for creating good schools. It 
states that school leadership strongly influences the culture and climate of schools 
(p.296). Yukl (2002, p.3) defines leadership as the influence “exerted by one person 
[or group] over other people [or groups] to structure the activities and relationships in 
a group or organisation.”  Coleman and Earley (2005, p.9) theorise leadership as “a 
two-way process dependent on followers as well as leaders working in a particular 
context.” Although Goldring and Pasternak (1994) have suggested that effective 
schools have principals who are instructional leaders, Leithwood (1996) claims that it 
is transformational leadership that contributes to such organization-level effects such 
as organizational learning and the development of a productive school climate. 
However, a survey conducted by Leithwood and Jantzi (2000, p.415) in one large 
Canadian school district demonstrated that the effects of principal leadership on 
student engagement in school were indirect but significant. 

 

While looking through the literature on leadership styles, I noticed that instructional 
leadership and transformational leadership are the two major trends strongly related to 
21st Century learning. In addition, Fullan, (2002) discusses the Culture Change Leader 
who, for reasons I discuss below, is an extension of the transformational leader. I treat 



it separately, however, in order to make clear the developments within the leadership 
style in specific relation to the needs of the 21st Century. After presenting the three 
leadership styles, I will briefly compare the transformational leader and the cultural 
change leader to summarise what the literature says about them.  

 

Instructional leadership stresses the centrality of learning by defining the school 
missions, managing the instructional programme and promoting the school climate. It 
is also commonly known as ‘learning-centred leadership’ due to its focus on good 
teaching, effective learning and achievement (Coleman and Earley, 2005, p.15) and 
linked to the concept of the learning community or the learning organisation. The 
instructional leader is likely to be concerned with the curriculum, teaching and 
learning, and the monitoring of learning (Coleman and Earley, 2005, p.15 and 
Southworth, 2002, p.79). It assumes that leaders should focus on school culture and 
on the behaviours of teachers as they engage in activities directly affecting the growth 
of students (Leithwood, et al, 1999, p.8). More contemporary models of instructional 
leadership include broader categories and functions: for example, defining the school 
mission, managing the instructional programme and promoting the school climate 
(Bush and Glover, 2003,p.11). According to Leithwood et al (1999, p.8) this model 
assumes that school leaders, usually principals, have both the expert knowledge and 
the formal authority to exert influence on teachers.  

 

 Hopkins (www.ncsl.org.uk) claims the instructional leader is someone who:  

• Articulates values and vision in relation to student learning and achievement 
and is able to promote and sustain them 

• Understands how pedagogic structures have an impact on student achievement 
and learning 

• Distinguishes between development and maintenance of activities and 
structures 

• Understands the role of organisational capacity in sustaining and enhancing 
change 

• Promotes enquiry – the ‘how’ rather than the ‘why’ 

• Promotes and manages the continuing professional development of teachers 

• Engenders trust and provides positive reinforcement 

 

In contrast, Leithwood (1994) claims that “instructional leadership images are no 
longer adequate” because they are heavily focused on learning and do not address 
issues like organisation building (p.499). Bush and Glover (2003) however feel that 
despite these comments, instructional leadership is a very important dimension 
because it targets the school’s central activities – teaching and learning (p.11). 



Instructional leadership focuses on teaching and learning and on the 
behaviour of teachers in working with students. Leaders influence is 
targeted at student learning via teachers. The emphasis is on the 
direction and impact of influence rather than the influence process itself. 
(Bush and Glover, 2003, p.12) 

 

In The Change Leader (Fullan, 2002, p.16), the following are suggested as necessary 
to developing the instructional leader: nested learning communities; principal 
institutes; leadership for instruction; peer learning and individual coaching. This is 
because Fullan feels that although instructional leadership increases student learning, 
it is not enough (p.17). What are needed are leaders who can create a fundamental 
transformation in the learning cultures of schools and of the teaching profession itself.  

 

Transformational leadership seeks to transform feelings, attitudes and beliefs. In so 
doing, it impacts on the culture of the school in order to change it. It is an umbrella 
term, which encompasses charismatic, visionary, cultural and empowering concepts 
of leadership. This assumes that leaders should focus on the commitments and 
capacities of organisational members on building school vision, establishing school 
goals, providing intellectual stimulation, offering individual support, modelling 
organisational values, demonstrating high performance expectations, creating a 
productive school culture and developing structures to foster participation in school 
decisions (Leithwood, et al, 2000, p.424). Empirical research on transformational 
leadership offers evidence that such leadership contributes to teacher-perceived 
student outcomes through a range of teacher’s psychological states that impact student 
learning. These include an unflagging commitment to the welfare of students and not 
accepting second-rate performances from anyone. There is also evidence that 
transformational leadership contributes to organisational learning and the 
development of a productive school climate (Leithwood et al 1999 p.9). 

 

In Coleman and Earley (2005) the following characteristics are associated with 
transformational leaders: 

• Idealised influence 

 Principals are role models, they consider the needs of others before their own, 
they demonstrate high levels of ethical and moral conduct and they avoid 
using power for personal gain 

• Inspirational motivation 

 They inspire followers through their vision for the future and encourage team 
spirit and enthusiasm 

• Intellectual stimulation 

They encourage innovation and creativity and produce a positive, supportive 
environment for new ideas 



 

• Individualised consideration 

 They consider the needs of each individual and provide coaching and 
mentoring (p16) 

 

Bush and Glover (2003) sum it up such: “Transformational leadership describes a 
particular type of influence process based on increasing the commitment of followers 
to organisational goals. Leaders seek to engage the support of the teachers for their 
vision for the school and to enhance their capacities to contribute to goal 
achievement. Its focus is on this process rather than on particular types of outcome.” 
(p.15) 

 

Cultural Change Leadership stresses the importance of aiming for high standards in 
all levels of development, not just in academics, thereby creating a deeper and more 
lasting influence on the organisation. In Fullan’s opinion, (Fullan, 2001, p.103) the 
principal of the future is the Cultural Change principal – someone who is attuned to 
the big picture, a sophisticated conceptual thinker who transforms the organisation 
through people he works with (p.17). He also states there are five essential 
components which characterise leaders in the knowledge society: 

• Moral purpose 

 The principal is concerned about closing the gap between high-performing and 
lower-performing schools and raising the achievement of (and closing the gap 
between) high-performing and lower-performing students. They also aim to make 
a positive difference in their own schools and at the same time improve the 
environment in other district schools. Student learning is very important to the 
Cultural Change principal and s/he work towards preparing the school to carry on 
and progress after her/his departure. 

• Understanding change 

 The principal provides opportunities for people to visit sites that are using new 
ideas, invite questions and dissent and expects a bumpy start to any new 
implementation during the first few months. S/he forges ahead anyway and 
expects progress within a year because the Cultural Change principal usually 
yields results sooner than later due to the conditions s/he has nurtured. 

• Improving relationships 

The principal builds relationships with diverse people and groups especially those 
who think differently. S/he is also sensitive and inspires others and has the 
capacity to motivate and energise disaffected teachers. 

• Creating and sharing knowledge 

The principal is the lead learner in the school and models lifelong learning by 
sharing her/his knowledge, encouraging action research and implementing inquiry 
groups among the staff. 



 

• Coherence making 

The principal’s main focus is on student learning and is therefore vigilant in 
seeking out new ideas that can further the thinking and vision of the school. (p.18-
19) 

 

Comparing the Transformational Leader (TL) and the Cultural Change 
Leader (CCL) 

In the literature, Fullan (2002) refers to the present state of society as the knowledge 
society and claims that what is needed for this age and time (the 21st Century) is the 
Cultural Change leader (CCL). To me, it is evident that the Cultural Change Leader is 
an extension of the Transformational Leader (TL) as they both have similar features. 
In both, relationships and student learning are of utmost importance. These features, 
however, are further developed in the Cultural Change Leader.  

 

The following examples will help to clarify the statement: First, while the TL has high 
performance expectations, the CCL expects high levels of development in all areas, 
not just in academics. Secondly, while the TL is concerned with promoting 
organisational learning and a productive school climate, the CCL goes further. She 
also works to close the gap between high-performing and lower-performing schools, 
thereby improving not only the environment in her own school but in other district 
schools as well. Thirdly, the TL, by transforming feelings, attitudes and beliefs, 
changes the culture of the school, whereas the CCL transforms the organisation 
through the people she works with. And, lastly, while the TL builds school vision, the 
CCL constantly seeks new ideas to further the thinking and vision of the school. 

 

So, to put it simply, leadership is about building a shared sense of direction for the 
school or district and influencing people to move in that direction. It is safe to claim, 
therefore, that without good leadership, the potential contributions of other important 
people and conditions in school and districts remain untapped, muted or just plain fail 
to materialise (Leithwood, Aitkin and Jantzi, 2006, p.59). 

 

 The role of leadership in student learning 
There is research evidence from empirical studies that show the significant effects of 
leadership on school conditions and student learning. Some of these include large-
scale quantitative evidence of school leader effects on student achievement (Hallinger 
& Heck, 1996, Mortimore, 1993 and Leithwood, Jantzi and Steinbach, 1999)  and 
studies of leadership succession effects on school improvement initiatives and student 
learning (Hargreaves and Fink, 2006). The review conducted by Hallinger and Heck 



(1996) concluded that studies that inquire only into the direct effects of principals on 
student outcomes show a weak relationship but studies that include indirect variables 
report significant effects. Likewise, Leithwood and Riehl (2003) indicate that large-
scale quantitative studies of schooling conclude that the effects of leadership on 
student learning are small but educationally significant, and are indirect, through 
promoting vision and goals and by making sure that resources and processes are in 
place to enable teachers to teach well (p.4).  Hargreaves (2006) agrees, claiming that 
the quality of headship influences the motivation of teachers and the quality of 
teaching which takes place in the classroom, which then influences student motivation 
and achievement (p.100).  

 

In contrast, Day et. al (2000, p.189) claim that a review of literature shows there is no 
convincing connection between effective instructional leadership and student 
performance. This view is also held by Goldring and Pasternak (1994) who claim that 
leadership functions, which achieve improved student performance, are embedded in 
a number of people and roles within the educational organisation. Bush and 
Middlewood (2005, p.197) also stress the importance of leaders being role models as 
learners, claiming they should be personally committed to their own learning, that 
lifelong learning must be a reality for them personally. 

 

Leithwood and Rielh (2003, p. 4-9) have summarised five major claims from research 
on school leadership. What is of interest in this study is the claim that leadership has 
significant effects on student learning, second only to the effects of the quality of 
curriculum and teachers’ instruction. Another interesting claim is that successful 
school leaders respond productively to the opportunities and challenges of educating 
diverse groups of students by building powerful forms of teaching and learning that 
are appropriate and effective for the population they serve; creating strong 
communities in school which engage and motivate students to learn; promoting equity 
and justice for all students by establishing school climates in which both subtle and 
explicit discrimination are challenged and negated; and nurturing the development of 
families’ educational cultures through trust and communication (p.4-9). I noticed that 
these claims tally with the responsibilities of the school head as stipulated by the 
Lpo’94. 

 

The role of leadership in Lifelong learning 
If school leaders have a significant influence on student learning, then they play an 
important role in lifelong learning because it is in schools that the first steps towards a 
lifelong learning society are created. It is in schools where learners are at their most 
impressionable – where values and attitudes are developed, where opportunities for 
dealing with social inequalities are presented, where the early warning signs of 
learning reluctance, demotivation and emotional difficulty are remedied. It is also in 



schools where the love, indifference or hate for learning is developed (Longworth, 
2003, p.121).  

So, a school as an organisation for learning must cater to the changing educational 
needs of everyone there – the children, teachers and administrative staff. It is 
therefore the role of the leaders to see to it that  

• every person in the school has a continuous improvement plan for academic 
and personal skill or knowledge development embedded into their system and 
related to the school’s development plan.  

• they add human resource by tapping into skills, talents and knowledge of 
parents and everyone in the community; that is, they use innovative strategies 
to involve the community in school development. 

• they incorporate personal skills development into the curriculum and help to 
improve self-esteem for all. 

• they incorporate guidance, support and counselling systems for all learners 
and their families by taking advantage of all available resources and that 
services for rapid identification and solution of learning and social problems 
are in place. 

• they involve the family in the life of the school through increased home-
school cooperation and active participation in school events. 

• they introduce an active social curriculum in and out of school to enhance 
tolerance and understanding of different races, creeds and cultures. 

• they provide training for teachers in the management of learning, use of ICT 
and other learning tools and help to increase resources for the school. 

• their schools concentrate on both the academic and personal success of all 
pupils, staff and the community at large          (Longworth, 2003, p.121-173) 

 
After these readings on recent research in leadership and student learning in the 21st 
century, I chose to conduct interviews which I thought would help me carry out my 
investigation – that is, how school leaders think they influence student learning in the 
21st century. The methods chosen are elaborated in the next section. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Methods 

Introduction – What type of study? 
This study was carried out through the use of a simple questionnaire4 (to extract some 
background information about the participants) and an interview study. Data was 
collected through the interviews and the questionnaires and the names of the 
participants and locations were changed to protect identities. The data used were 
responses by school principals which were then analysed to determine what these 
principals thought to be important learning outcomes for the twenty-first century and 
if they thought they had any influence over student learning and how. 

 

Devising the questions for the interview took a lot of thought on my part. After 
numerous discussions with my supervisor, I came up with a list of questions that I felt 
would give me the data for my research. With those set of questions, a minor, 
informal pilot interview was conducted amongst friends who are teachers to judge the 
feasibility of the interview questions. Planned techniques and methods were tried out 
to see how they worked in practice. The pilot interview was followed by a face to face 
discussion. The overall points of view were positive although constructive comments 
concerning structure and wordings led to some modifications and additions to the 
original set of questions. A short checklist cum questionnaire was also devised to gain 
background information about the interviewees.  

 

In an effort to develop suitable interview methods, I have chosen the approach 
suggested by Patton (1987, p.13). It stresses that every face-to-face interview involves 
and requires observation and that a skilled interviewer is also a skilled observer. 
Patton also points out that the purpose of interviewing is to allow us to enter the other 
person’s perspective. The approach I used was the standard open-ended interview, 
which is “…a set of questions carefully worded and arranged for the purpose of 
taking each respondent through the same sequence and asking each respondent the 
same questions with essentially the same words.” (Patton, 1987, p.112)  

 Selection of Samples 
Originally I wanted to interview 8 primary school principals from five different 
districts within the Stockholm municipality. Since I was conducting the interviews in 
December, the majority of the principals I approached declined to take part, largely 
due to the lack of time. In the end, I ended up interviewing two primary school 
principals and three vice-principals, two males and three females, from two districts 
within the Stockholm municipality. I approached the vice-principals of the schools 
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when the principals could not spare the time. In one of the schools, School D, I 
interviewed both the principal and the vice principal. 

 

My initial contact with the principals was over the phone. When they agreed to 
participate, we made an appointment for the interview. I then emailed them a letter, 
introducing myself and giving details about my study5 and a general introduction to 
the UNESCO Report – Learning: The Treasure Within. 6 
 

 The districts, the schools and the principals 

Two districts within the city of Stockholm were chosen. Both have very similar 
profiles in terms of population (62 200 vs 61 500); average income (300 000 kr / year 
vs 337 000 kr / year); education (63% with university equivalent education vs 66% 
with similar qualification and 96% of the youth continue with high school education 
directly after grade 9 vs 97%); unemployment (2.6% for both); and social aid / benefit 
(1.7% vs 1.0%). Schools A and B are from one district and Schools C and D from the 
other. 

School A 

School A has a total of 520 students, encompassing around 80 different nationalities, 
from the kindergarten class to grade 9. It is a communal school with both Swedish 
and English speaking classes. Its student population for the Swedish classes comes 
from the surrounding neighbourhood but the English speaking population are mostly 
children whose parents are researchers based here in Stockholm for a few years and 
not necessarily living in the neighbourhood or within the district. 

 Vice-Principal A 

Vice-principal A is a female, in her late fifties. She has been a vice-principal for a 
total of sixteen years, prior to that she spent seventeen years teaching. She obtained 
her teacher training from the Stockholm Institute of Education. She has attended 
several leadership training programmes sponsored by her employer. Presently, she is 
not attending any training programme or course. 

School B 

 School B has a similar profile as School A. It is also a communal school with both 
English and Swedish speaking classes. It serves the surrounding neighbourhood and 
the students from the English section come from different cultural backgrounds. It has 
a student population of 366 from the kindergarten class to grade 5. Like School A, 
School B’s Swedish population comes from within the district but the children from 
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the English language section come from other districts within the Stockholm 
municipality. 

 

Most of the students from School B continue onto School A after grade 5. This is true 
for both the Swedish and English sections. 

Vice-Principal B  

Vice-principal B is a female in her mid-forties. She has been a vice-principal in this 
school since the beginning of the autumn term 2006 (i.e. about 6 months now). She 
has been a teacher in the school since 2000 and before that she was teaching in a 
small neighbourhood school in Bromma, one of the suburbs of Stockholm. As she is 
new to the position, she has been and will continue to attend leadership courses 
organised by the municipality.  

 

School C 

School C is a communal Swedish school with a student population of 900 serving 
students from the kindergarten class to grade 9 from the surrounding neighbourhood. 
Due to this, the student population is quite homogeneous, the majority of them being 
Swedish. 

Principal C 

Principal C is a male in his late fifties. He has held a leadership position for a total of 
fifteen years. He has been a principal of this school for nine years. Before accepting 
leadership responsibilities, he was teaching for fourteen years. He has teaching 
qualifications from Växjo Institute of Education and Stockholm University. He has 
also attended numerous leadership training courses, for example at the Institute for 
school leadership (Skolledarhögskolan). At the moment, he is not engaged in any 
courses or training programmes. 

 

School D 

School D is an independent school approved by the National Board of Education and 
financed by the municipalities in which the students live. This means the school 
follows the Swedish school curriculum, the Lpo 94, but all teaching is carried out in 
English. Swedish is taught as a subject throughout the grades. It has a student 
population of 515, from the kindergarten class to grade 9. The majority of the students 
come from different cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds from different districts 
within the Stockholm municipality. 

 



Principal D 

Principal D is an American male in his mid forties. He has been the principal at the 
school since August 2005 (i.e. one and a half years). Before that he was a vice-
principal in one of the other schools in the neighbourhood. He has a total of four and a 
half years experience in a leadership position.  He has been a teacher in Sweden and 
in New York and has ten years of teaching experience. He obtained his teacher 
training from the New York County Board of Education and his leadership 
qualifications from Stockholm University. At the moment he is attending a state-run 
school leadership-training course (statlig rektorsutbildning).  

Vice-Principal D 

Vice principal D is an American woman in her early sixties. She has been a vice-
principal at the school since 1999 - prior to that she has been teaching in that school 
since 1993. She has a total of eighteen years experience as a teacher. She received her 
teaching qualifications from the Stockholm Institute of Education and her leadership 
qualifications from Almega, Stockholm. Presently, she is not pursuing any courses or 
training programmes. 

 

Implementation: The interviews 
A total of five interviews were carried out and they lasted for about forty minutes 
each. At the initial stage of making the appointment, the interviewees were told that 
one-hour was required. This was to provide for questions or discussions that might 
arise and were important for the research. All the interviews were audio taped upon 
agreement with the interviewees. This I did because, according to Robson (2002), 
audio taping interviews should be used whenever feasible in order to be able to 
concentrate on the interview and its dynamics. Kvale (1997) mentions that using a 
tape-recorder makes it possible to record laughs, pauses and intonation thereby 
making it easier to recall all these feelings when transcribing the interviews which 
makes the interpretation more valid. However I noted down as much of what was said 
as possible in case there was a fault in the recording. Also I chose to transcribe the 
interviews word for word, documenting any emotions that came up, as I believed this 
would increase the accuracy in the interpretation and subsequently strengthen the 
validity of my analysis and conclusions. The transcriptions were carried out shortly 
after conducting the interviews while they were still fresh in my mind and to meet the 
criteria of time consistency. I conducted the interviews in English but two of the five 
respondents answered in Swedish. 

 

As all the principals and vice-principals had their own room/office at school, the 
interviews were conducted in those rooms. That ensured minimum disturbance 
although we were interrupted at least once during all the interviews. I started by 
briefly introducing myself and outlining my study. Then I went through the questions 



in the checklist cum questionnaire7 first, to get a general background of the person 
interviewed. Vital information here included age range, teaching and leadership 
qualifications and experience. Once these were established, we proceeded to the 
interview questions. A fixed set of interview questions8 was used so as to be able to 
classify the answers easily. The questions all aimed towards trying to find out what 
school leaders considered to be important learning outcomes for the twenty-first 
century, if they believed they had any influence on student learning and if so, how. 

 

Data analysis 
For this paper data analysis was done in conjunction with data collection. Category 
construction was easy as it corresponded directly to the research questions, so the 
information gathered from the interviews were segregated into the appropriate themes 
– four in total – already after each interview. A running list of groupings was made 
from the data of each interview, which meant that initially I ended up with a total of 
twenty groupings – the five different principals with four categories each. These were 
then merged into a master list consisting of the four categories. The items on the 
master lists were then referenced against the latest research reviewed earlier (see 
Literature review) and an analysis of the data was carried out. The results of the 
analysis are provided in detail in the next section. 

 Data analysis is the process of making sense out of the data. And making 
sense out of data involves consolidating, reducing and interpreting what people 
have said and what the researcher has seen and read – it is the process of 
making meaning. 

(Merriam, 1998, p.178) 

 

Validity and Reliability 
The aim of every piece of research is to produce valid and reliable knowledge in an 
ethical manner. Ensuring validity and reliability in qualitative research involves 
conducting the investigation in an ethical manner and it also involves examining its 
component parts – for example, were the interviews reliably and validly constructed, 
was the content of the document properly analysed, do the conclusions rest upon 
data? (Merriam, 1998, p.199) Therefore, validity and reliability should be approached 
through careful attention to a study’s conceptualisation and the way in which the data 
was collected, analysed and interpreted, and the way in which the findings are 
presented. 
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In this study, the use of a fixed set of questions for the interviews increased the 
validity because the questions were carefully worded and arranged for the purpose of 
taking each respondent through the same sequence and asking them the same question 
with the same words. Any questions or doubts I had during the interviews were raised 
and the respondents were given an opportunity to clarify. This further enhanced the 
validity of the study, as I was able directly to clarify any doubts. In addition, I 
incorporated peer examination while analysing my data and approached a few of my 
working colleagues to comment on the results as they emerged. 

 

Reliability refers to the extent to which research findings can be replicated but 
Merriam (1998) mentions that this term is considered to be a misfit when applied to 
qualitative research. It is suggested that we think about the dependability or 
consistency of the results obtained from the data instead. That is, rather than 
expecting the same results when the experiment is repeated, it is important that, given 
the data collected, the results make sense – that they are consistent and more 
dependable. The question then is not whether findings will be found again but 
whether the results are consistent with the data collected (Merriam, 1998, p.205). 

 

 Ethical Considerations 
It is demanded of the researcher to take into account ethical considerations when 
conducting research. In qualitative studies, ethical dilemmas are likely to emerge with 
regard to the collection of data and in the dissemination of findings (Merriam, 1998, 
p. 213). The basic claims of the individual as laid out by the Humanities Social-
science Research Council are specified under four areas. They are the claim of 
information, consent, anonymity and use of information (The Swedish Research 
Council, April 10, 2007). The participants should be informed of the purpose of the 
study and how it would be carried out. They should also be informed of their roll in 
the study and the conditions of their participation. They should be made aware that 
their participation is voluntary and they can choose to drop out of the study at any 
point.  

 

In this case, the individual principals and vice-principals were emailed a letter clearly 
introducing myself and the purpose of the study after they had agreed to be 
interviewed. They were assured that the data collected would be used for the sole 
purpose of this study only and informed that their cooperation was important to the 
study. The participants have also been assured of anonymity and I have taken special 
care in presenting the results so as not to distinguish individuals or schools. 

 

 

 



Results 

Basic findings 
The objective of this study was to explore learning for the 21st Century in relation to 
how school leaders think they influence student learning. It also takes a look at the 
expectations principals have of learning for their students and their role in lifelong 
learning. Data was collected in four schools within two districts in Stockholm from a 
total of five interviews – two principals and three vice-principals, all within primary 
schooling. The findings were based on the responses provided by the participants 
during the interviews. The results from this study are grouped into the following 
categories: principals’ expectations of learning; how learning has changed in the 21st 
Century; principals’ role in student learning and principals’ role in lifelong learning. 

 

 Principals’ expectations of learning 

There was a clear pattern from the respondents on this question. The heads who were 
Swedish stressed the importance of students achieving the national stipulated goals 
for all subjects as indicated in the Lpo’94, that is, graduate with at least a ‘pass’ (G – 
Godkänn) in grade 9 for all subjects. They also expect their students to “do their best” 
and aim for a “better result than just a ‘pass’ (G)”.   (Principal C) 

 These academic skills were seen as the primary expectations of learning. Only after 
stressing the importance of achieving academic goals did the principals mention the 
importance of social-emotional development, preparing them for new jobs and life 
outside school. This is in line with the Lpo’94, which indicates other fundamental 
values, and tasks that the school must promote. These include democracy, 
understanding and compassion for others, objectivity and open approaches, providing 
an equivalent education and promoting the rights and obligations of individuals. “The 
task of the school is to promote learning by stimulating the individual into acquiring 
knowledge.” (Lpo’94, p.7) 

 

 Heads with a different background than Swedish, hope that learning in school will 
help prepare their students for life outside school, that it will provide them with 
social-emotional development to help them understand how others think, develop 
problem solving skills and be able to work with people of different cultures. They also 
mentioned the importance of teaching students how to learn and how to handle 
changes. “…because jobs today won’t exist when they come out and they need to be 
prepared for the job market” (Vice-principal D). Further, “it is important that kids 
leave us with the skills they need to go on – to make new friends …make them 
independent.” (Principal D). They also stressed the importance of teaching students 
the importance of learning and for them to think for themselves. This group of heads 
mentioned the obvious importance of achieving academic success but felt that it is 
through working with the other skills that academic success can and will be achieved. 



 

The two groups stressed the importance of students learning to analyse facts, 
cooperating with others and handling changes. They also considered parents’ 
expectations and building on home-school cooperation to be important. From a 
critical point of view, I think that all the heads had the same expectations for their 
students, but expressed them differently. Those with a Swedish background expressed 
the need of students to achieve academic qualifications while developing in other 
areas but the heads from a different background talked about achieving other areas of 
development and in the process acquiring academic achievement. The bottom-line is 
they all thought that both academic and social-emotional developments are equally 
important expectations of learning. 

 

There was no gender or age distinction evident in the responses to this question. 

 

How learning has changed in the 21st Century – the role of students, 
teachers and parents 

In this area all the heads agreed that learning has become more goal-oriented since the 
existence of the Lpo’94. Teachers and students meet halfway on the journey of 
knowledge acquisition; the teacher does not have all the facts anymore. Students have 
influence over what is learnt and the methods that are used and each child has his/her 
own Individual Development Plan (IUP, in Swedish). This is a clear indication that 
students are recognised as individuals and not seen as a group. Students must 
therefore know their roles and be responsible for reaching the goals of the curriculum. 

 

Teachers are characterised, on the other hand, as no longer standing up front and 
delivering knowledge – “the ‘chalk and talk’ method” (Vice-Principal D) – but are 
considered to have to meet the students half-way. They also have more freedom in 
choosing the methods of instruction, which in its turn places a bigger responsibility on 
them. The principals now see teachers as professionals – before the Lpo’94, they were 
seen more as ‘puppets on a string’ (Principal C). The old-fashioned method of 
instruction has been replaced by better classroom management methods: 

Teachers are not standing up front now – what I call the ‘chalk and talk’ 
method. There is more classroom management, more cooperation between 
students and teachers and the kids are expected to find information 
themselves.                                                                              (Vice-principal D) 

 

 However, over time, resources have grown smaller and class size has grown larger 
and teachers are now expected to take on responsibilities which they might not be 
trained in. “Sometimes our staff has to deal with areas outside their areas of expertise 
which they do not have the proper qualifications for.”         (Principal D) 

 



 

All the principals interviewed felt that parents have a lot of power in the Swedish 
school system. However, they are only engaged with their own child’s schooling and 
the schools find it difficult to get them to be engaged with the whole school. At the 
same time there are parents who find it hard to understand why their child is not 
working with filling in answers in a book anymore. “Some parents find it difficult to 
understand why we’re not working in a book. They still think learning is filling in a 
book” (Vice-Principal D). Vice-Principal B compared her experience from her 
previous school and thought that the parents from school B (and especially the parents 
from the bilingual section) have greater and somewhat different expectations from 
parents with a Swedish background. This she thinks is due to their own experiences 
from schools from their own countries. Sometimes she felt that there were conflicts in 
expectations due to that. Both the principal and vice-principal of School D had similar 
observations. 

 

 Principals’ role in student learning 

Four of the five interviewees believed that they had some influence on student 
learning but to different degrees. Vice-Principal B felt that since she has only been in 
that position for about six months, she couldn’t tell yet if she has any influence on 
student learning. Vice-Principal A said she hoped she has some influence through her 
involvement in the student healthcare team in school. Her role involves providing 
support to students who need help and encouraging teachers to think creatively by 
conducting regular classroom observations. Vice-principal D saw her role through the 
creation, review and implementation of the school’s curriculum. 

Principal C was very aware of his role as a principal in student learning. Being in 
charge of the budget gives him a lot of power he felt; because he has the power to 
approve or disapprove the buying of materials and activities at all levels. He also sets 
the teachers’ salaries and feels in that way he influences teachers’ motivation, which, 
in its turn, influences student learning. He also decides on the methods of teaching 
that he wants the school to adopt.  “I have sent fifteen teachers on a study-trip to 
Västgötland to study the implementation of The Smart Board9 in the classrooms. Now 
we have invested in that too because I believe it will help us reach the goals of the 
Lpo’94” (Principal C). All the heads who felt they had some sort of influence also 
mentioned the importance of communicating with parents. 

 

 Principals’ role in lifelong learning 

Although the respondents felt that as school leaders they should play an important 
role in lifelong learning for the students, they regretted that they were far from 
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practicing some of its important aspects. At present, there is very little exchange 
between the schools and the immediate community they are in. The Lpo’94 mentions 
that school heads are responsible for the development of the school’s international 
links (p.20). However, as Principal C claimed, “One of our weakest point is not 
working actively in and with the immediate community. It is because we are in 
Stockholm. In smaller communities, there still exists vår skola (‘our school’). The 
economic sector in those communities collaborate actively with schools and see them 
as partners in development.” Vice-principal D said, “ It is difficult for us to have any 
direct contact with the community around here as most of our students do not live 
around here.” Vice-principal A, however, mentioned that because they are a public 
school, they have a lot of close contact with other school and school leaders within 
the district. “We also have contact with the police and the social service but these are 
directly related to keeping our older students out of trouble!” A comment by Principal 
C showed that at least they were trying to work towards that goal – “Although we 
have been involved in a few projects with the community, they were temporary and 
were not properly structured; that’s why I guess they have yet to succeed.” 

 

All five wished they could involve parents more in school. Interestingly, they all 
blamed the set-up of the Swedish society for this. They claimed that Sweden has a 
long tradition of keeping parents out of the classroom. However, in line with the 
Lpo’94, the schools are aiming for a continuous development plan for every student 
in school and are working towards having such plans for the staff as well (p.19). By 
approving and encouraging certain teaching styles, they claimed they imparted long-
term values and attitudes to learning. Each of them stressed that they had a strong 
social curriculum to promote tolerance and understanding of different races and 
cultures better and had zero tolerance for bullying in their schools. For example, Vice-
principal A mentioned that in her school the student health team met once a week to 
discuss both problems that have risen and methods of improvement. These meetings 
catered to the overall health of the students and are attended by the vice-principal, the 
special needs teachers, the school nurse and the school psychologist. Sometimes the 
principal was also present. All the five heads I interviewed had similar practices in 
their schools. 

 

Although all five admitted it was important to keep learning continuously, only one 
was actually attending a course at the time of the interview. They were aware that 
some of their staff were attending courses but admitted that it was not a practice that 
was strongly encouraged by them in their roles as leaders. This scenario was common 
in the schools: “We tell our staff to look out for courses they could attend to better 
themselves and when we have the developmental talks, we decide if they should go or 
not. So far only courses directly related to their job description had been approved – 
for example, teachers are allowed to go for teaching or pedagogical courses” (Vice 
Principal A). 



Discussion 

Scratch the surface on an excellent school and you are likely to find an 
excellent principal. Peer into a failing school and you will find weak 
leadership. That, at least, is the conventional wisdom (Leithwood and 
Riehl, 2003, p.2). 

 

The aim of this thesis has been to investigate what school principals considered to be 
important learning outcomes for the twenty-first century and how they felt they could 
contribute to student learning. The result showed that, in this case, it was difficult to 
see what kind of leadership was present in the schools. Amongst the literature on 
school leadership, I chose to discuss briefly the major contemporary models of 
leadership, mainly; instructional, transformational and cultural change leadership. 
After studying each type and presenting their characteristics, I find it difficult to 
pinpoint what type of leadership is practised in schools here. Perhaps this is due to the 
contemporary school climate within which schools have to operate, despite the 
popularity of these models in the literature. The Swedish school system requires that 
school leaders adhere to the Lpo’94. It explicitly states the aims of the curriculum and 
the values to be adopted, but schools are free to choose the pedagogy to see to the 
realisation of the aims. 

As both pedagogical leader and head of teaching and non-teaching staff, the school 
head has overall responsibility for making sure that the activity of the school as a 
whole is focused on attaining the national goals (Lpo’94, p.19). 

 

Instructional Leadership 

The literature on school leadership claims the following to be the main characteristics 
of the instructional leader: articulates values and vision in relation to student learning 
and achievement; concerned with curriculum, teaching and learning, and the 
monitoring of learning; concerned with school culture and the behaviour of teachers; 
has expert knowledge and formal authority to exert influence on teachers; promotes 
peer learning, individual coaching and the professional development of teachers; 
engenders trust and provides positive reinforcement. It is therefore a learning-centred 
leadership, stressing the importance of the school mission, school climate and the 
learning community (see page 10). 

 

From my data, I found out that none of the leaders interviewed mentioned the sharing 
of school vision with teachers and students – an important aspect of instructional 
leadership. In the final report of studies that have been done on school leadership 
commissioned by the National College for School Leadership (NCSL), it is claimed 
that vision is increasingly regarded as an important component of leadership (Bush 
and Glover, 2003, p.5), However, there are different views about whether vision is an 



essential aspect of school leadership or a feature which distinguishes successful from 
less successful leaders.  

 

The principals understood how pedagogical structures impacted on student 
achievement and learning and they promoted enquiry amongst their students. They 
also believed it was important to provide trust and positive reinforcement. Principal C 
said because he has the power to decide what kind of teaching method and pedagogy 
should be used in his school, he was also obliged to keep track of latest research in 
those fields. “ I make sure that my teachers do not stand in front of the class and 
lecture all the time. In this school we encourage the students to work in groups 
through project work assignments.” He also quoted the Lpo’94 in this matter. The 
Lpo’94 clearly states that  “the task of the school is to promote learning by 
stimulating the individual into acquiring knowledge” (p.7) and “…methods of 
acquiring and using new knowledge and skills are important” (p.7). Principal D said 
that a big part of his role as a principal involves having discussions and mentoring 
students through which a lot of trust is developed. “In the practical day to day 
activities of the school, I meet the students a lot. I mentor them and guide them to 
come up with learning process that will help them throughout life. I try to help them 
see the importance of it all so that they will want to invest their time in all this.” 

 

Transformational and Cultural Change leadership 

Looking back on the school leadership literature, we are reminded that the 
transformational leader is one who transforms feelings, attitudes and beliefs; builds 
the school vision through establishing school goals, providing intellectual stimulation, 
offering individual support and expecting high performance from all; and encouraging 
organisational learning and a productive school climate. The cultural change leader 
has similar characteristics but aims for high levels of development in all areas, not just 
academics; she transforms the organisation through the people she works with; is 
concerned with sustainable leadership – wants the school to continue to progress even 
after her departure; understands and encourages changes; improves relationships and 
inspires, motivates and energises others; models lifelong learning; and she seeks new 
ideas to further the vision of the school. (see pages 11 – 13 for a more detailed 
summary) 

 

From the data, I found that the only point clearly brought up by the principals 
interviewed was individualised consideration, where they mentioned the importance 
of considering the needs of each individual and providing coaching and mentoring to 
both teachers and students. One of the principals (Principal C), by sending his 
teachers on a study visit to another school and then implementing the use of the 
smart-board in his school, shows his willingness to impart change – a vital 
component of the cultural change leader. After careful scrutiny of the Lpo’94 and the 
above-mentioned leadership styles, I feel however that it is the combination of the 



instructional and the transformational leader who is needed to fulfil the goals of the 
Lpo’94.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Conclusion 
Before drawing conclusions, one should bear in mind that this research has been done 
on a very small scale and the result does not portray the entire picture of leadership 
influence on student learning.  

 

When I started the study, I chose to look at three leadership forms – instructional, 
transformational and cultural change. I believed school leaders to have an influence 
on student learning and set out to discover if there was one prominent leadership 
form. The results showed that the heads who participated in this study were aware of 
their role in student learning and believed they play an important part. This they did 
through the school budget, discussions with teachers, looking over the school 
curriculum, mentoring and supporting students and teachers and communicating with 
parents. They however, also saw their flaws in the lack of encouraging lifelong 
learning, which is an important component of 21st Century learning. The results also 
showed that learning in Sweden changed with the introduction of the Lpo’94, six 
years before the turn of the century. Perhaps that is one reason why most of the heads 
(three out of five) did not even remember the release of the UNESCO Report on 
Education for the Twenty-first Century, Learning: The Treasure Within in 1996. All 
the principals interviewed believed in the importance of achieving both academic and 
social-emotional development to be successful in the future. Students of today must 
learn to understand how others think and develop problem-solving skills to be able to 
work with people of different cultures. This is necessary not only because people are 
travelling more than ever but also due to the migration there are very few 
homogenous societies left in the world.  Students must also be made aware that 
education is a lifelong process even if only for the fact that the education they receive 
today will not last them the rest of their lives. Unfortunately, I could not associate any 
specific leadership style to the principals but have concluded that the roles of the 
school principal as stipulated in the Lpo’94 is a combination of both the instructional 
and the transformational leader. 

 

The leadership model most associated to 21st Century learning is transformational 
leadership because it contributes to organisational learning and the development of a 
productive school climate. However, it is the cultural change leader who impressed 
me most. She has the reforms to create the schools of the future; she endorses 
continual learning and growth through knowledge sharing and she strives for 
sustained improvement and sustainable leadership, that is, she prepares the school to 
sustain and advance reform even after she departs. In this sense, the Cultural Change 
Leader is the principal of the future. But, to encourage sustainability, the school 
principal must work towards transforming teachers’ working conditions. ‘We will 
only get quality principals when we have quality teachers’ (Fullan, 2002, p.20). 

 



 Implications for further research 
This study was carried out with limited data. The phenomenon of leadership influence 
on student learning is very complex and because there is not much research done in 
the field, it is difficult to get a real insight into this area. With such a complex topic, 
one cannot rely only on the viewpoint of the principals. I felt though that this was a 
good start – looking at how school leaders think they can influence student learning. 
They are, after all, in positions of power, which can be put to good use.  

School improvement depends on principals who can foster the conditions 
necessary for sustained education reform in a complex, rapidly changing 
society. Never has the time been ripe for change than right now. 

 (Fullan, 2002, p.20) 

 

Since it is mentioned time and again in the literature that students and teachers are 
partners in learning, perhaps in the future, I might look at what the teachers and 
students think of the role of leadership in student learning and school organisation. 
That might give a more complete insight into the issue. 
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Appendix 1 
Checklist cum questionnaire 

 
1. Age : 30 – 39  ______ 

 

   40 – 49  ______ 

 

   50 – 59 _______ 

 

   60 and above ______ 

 
2. Number of years working as principal / assistant principal ________ 

 

3. Number of years teaching before taking on leadership position __________ 

 

4. Were you a teacher before you became a principal / assistant principal?  Yes /No 

 

5. Where did you do your teacher training? 

     _________________________________________________________ 

     _________________________________________________________ 

 

6. Have you attended any leadership courses?   Yes / No 

 Where? _______________________________ 

 

7. Do you have other professional training in any area? Yes / No 

   What and where? ________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________ 

 

8. Are you attending any courses at the moment? Yes / No 

    If yes, what course(s) are you doing? 

      _________________________________________________________ 

 
 



Appendix 2 
 

Interview Questions 
 
1What are your expectations (as a principal) of education for your students? 

2a. Have you seen any change in learning for the 21st century? 

2b. If yes, has this led to changed roles for teachers, students and parents? 

3.   Has your perception of learning changed for the 21st century? 

4. What is the role of (student) learning in your school? 

5a. Do you have any influence on student learning? 

5b. If yes, how? 

6. How do you see your role as a principal in relation to the immediate community? 

7a. Have you heard of the UNESCO report on learning in the 21st century - Learning: 
The Treasure Within?  

7b. What do you think of the four pillars of education and are they incorporated in 
your school? 

8. How do you see your role in lifelong learning for the students? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Appendix 3 
 

Letter of Introduction to principals 

 
To whom it may concern 

Dear Sir / Madam 

Let me introduce myself. My name is Vasugi Ribbarp. I have been a teacher for 
almost 17 years. I have taught in a variety of schools, covering a wide range of 
student types – nursery, pre-primary, primary and secondary. Presently, I am pursuing 
a Master’s degree from the Institute of Education, Stockholm (Lärarhögskolan I 
Stockholm) – Pedagogical Work in National, Trans-National and Global Contexts. 
As this is the final term, I am writing my thesis. My chosen area of interest is 
education in the 21st century. As this is a broad area, my study will concentrate only 
around student learning and the role of the principal (leadership) in this. I need to 
interview school principals as part of my data collection and would appreciate it if 
you could spare about 1 hour of your time to participate in the interview. It would be 
most convenient to schedule for either week 47 or 48; otherwise, I would be willing to 
meet you at a time and date to your convenience.  

 

As I am using the UNESCO Report, Education: The Treasure Within as the reference 
point of my paper, the interview questions will be related to the Report. I have 
therefore attached an extract of the Report concerning the Four Pillars of Education 
for your reference. An extract of the Report is also available online: 
http://www.unesco.org/delors/ 

I would like to record the interview to help me check for accuracy against my note 
taking. If the need arises for the use of direct quotations of interview transcripts or 
statements, you will be approached for verification first. A digital recording system 
will be used and all recorded material will be destroyed soon after the publication of 
the study. I guarantee complete anonymity and if, for whatever reason you choose to 
withdraw from the study, you may do so. 

  

If you have any questions, do not hesitate to contact me. 

Thanking you in advance for your time, 

 

Sincerely 

Vasugi Ribbarp  

Tel: 0730 512 453 

 
 



Appendix 4 
 

Outline of the UNESCO Report Learning: The Treasure Within. 

The International Commission on Education for the Twenty-first Century was 
formally established at the beginning of 1993. Financed by UNESCO and working 
with the assistance of a secretariat provided by the organization, the Commission 
produced the report Learning: The Treasure Within. This was done after intensive 
research and consultations with a wide range of eminent persons and organizations 
with a distinguished record in different areas of education. The aim of the 
Commission was to study and reflect on the challenges facing education in the 
coming years and to formulate suggestions and recommendations in the form of a 
report which can serve as an agenda for renewal and action for policy-makers and 
officials at the highest levels. The Commission’s main focus was to investigate what 
kind of education is needed for the twenty-first century society. It considered the new 
roles and demands made on education systems in a world of accelerating economic, 
environmental and social change and tension. It studied the implications for education 
of the major trends in the evolution of contemporary society; it examined the state of 
knowledge and experience of the best educational practices in various cultural, 
economic and political settings in order to identify the strengths and weaknesses of 
contemporary policy. In doing so, it attempted to keep at the heart of its work those 
most intimately involved in education – learners of all ages and those involved in 
fostering learning. These could be parents, teachers, and members of the community 
or other participants in education. 

 
The Commission also kept in mind the most important universal aims and principles 
of education. These are: 

• Education is a basic human right and a universal human value – and must be 
made available over the entire lifetime of each individual. 

• Education, formal and non-formal, must cater to the dissemination of 
knowledge and science by making knowledge and teaching universally 
available. 

• The triple goals of equity, relevance and excellence must be in all educational 
policy. 

• Educational reform must be based on successful practice and policy. 

• Educational development must consider the values and concerns of the 
international community and of the United Nations system: human rights, 
tolerance and understanding, democracy, responsibility, universality, cultural 
identity, the search for peace, the preservation of the environment, the sharing 
of knowledge, alleviation of poverty, population control and health. 

• Education is the responsibility of the whole society. 



 

The report was delivered to the Director-General of UNESCO on 11 April 1996. 

The four pillars 
Looking at the direction the world is heading towards, the Commission agreed that it 
was necessary for us to change the aims and expectations of education. Now, each 
individual must be equipped to seize learning opportunities throughout life, to 
broaden knowledge, skills and attitudes and to adapt to a changing, complex and and 
interdependent world. “Education must, as it were, simultaneously provide maps of a 
complex world in constant turmoil and the compass that will enable people to find 
their way in it” (Learning: The Treasure Within, 1996, p.85).We must therefore aim 
for a broad, encompassing view of learning which enables each individual to 
discover, unearth and enrich his or her creative potential. We must strive towards an 
education that emphasizes the development of the complete person. 

To succeed in this task, the Commission felt that education must be organized around 
four fundamental types of learning, which will act as the pillars of knowledge 
throughout a person’s life. These are: 

* Learning to know 

* Learning to do 

* Learning to live together 

* Learning to be 

Learning to know 

People have to learn to understand the world around them and this can be done 
through mastering the instruments of knowledge themselves – not so much of 
acquiring itemized, codified information. What is needed instead is concentration, 
memory and thought and a sense of discovery. 

Learning to do 

How do we adopt education so that it can equip people to do the types of work needed 
in the future? It is no longer feasible for schools to train children to perform a specific 
physical task – that was a twentieth century industrial era need. The key concept now 
is “personal competence”. Today’s employment market requires people skills such as 
communication, team building and problem-solving. Furthermore, there is a shift 
away from physical work in advanced economies. Most of the active population of 
the industrialized countries is employed in the service sector and many services are 
defined mainly in terms of interpersonal relationship, where information and 
communication play a vital role. The growing service sector needs people with good 
social and communication skills – skills which need to be taught in today’s school. 

Learning to live together 

One of education’s tasks is both to teach students about human diversity and to instil 
in them an awareness of the similarities and interdependence of all people. From early 
childhood, the school should teach students the importance of recognizing the rights 



of other people, the values of pluralism, mutual understanding and peace by carrying 
out joint projects and learning to manage conflicts. Moreover, whether education is 
provided by the family, the community or the school, children should be taught to 
understand other people’s reactions by looking at things from their point of view. 
Developing empathy has a positive effect on young people’s social behaviour for the 
rest of their lives. 

Learning to be 

All people should receive in their childhood and youth an education that equips them 
to develop their own independent, critical way of thinking and judgement so that they 
can make up their own minds on the best courses of action in the different 
circumstances in their lives. In this regard, education must include all aspects of a 
person’s potential – memory, reasoning, aesthetic sense, physical capacities and 
communication skills. The Commission recommends that we start to conceive 
education in a more encompassing fashion; that we should move away from the 
overemphasis of knowledge acquisition to the detriment of other types of learning. 
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