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Building leadership capacity in school leadership groups: an 
action research project
Marit Aas and Kirsten Foshaug Vennebo

Department of Primary and Secondary Teacher Education, OsloMet – Oslo Metropolitan University, Oslo, 
Norway,

ABSTRACT
This research study focuses on school leadership groups taking part 
in an action research project (AR project) within schools in 
a Norwegian municipality. The study aims to show and discuss 
how action research (AR) adopted in school change can help 
build collective leadership capacity in school leadership groups. 
Combined with the theory of expansive learning, the theories of 
critical participatory action research and practice architectures 
frame the study. The study identified two essential actions for 
building leadership capacity in school leadership groups: perform-
ing an empirical and historical analysis of the problem space worked 
on and conducting collective reflections regarding their experiences 
in the development work process. Furthermore, the study shows 
how external leadership supervisors can contribute as critical 
friends in ways that may be significant for capacity building in 
school leadership groups. The study concludes with two implica-
tions related to collective capacity building for school leadership 
groups and one methodological implication for performing action 
research.
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Introduction

School leaders play a significant role in developing schools. Change processes depend on 
the school leaders’ capacity to lead collective learning processes in schools through 
collaborative and theoretically informed reflexive activities (Kovačević and Hallinger 
2019; Fullan 2018; Stoll et al. 2006). Leadership groups offer a promising approach to 
building capacity by developing their collective leadership capacity through action 
research (AR), as is reported in this article.

Leadership is required to manage school development work and sustain change to 
improve student learning (Aas and Paulsen 2019; Bush 2018; Fullan 2014; Hargreaves and 
Shirley 2012; Mulford and Silins 2003). Development work cannot be accomplished with-
out active support from leaders at all levels (Harris and Jones 2019; Leithwood and Louis 
2012; Leithwood, Sun, and Pollock 2017; Vennebo 2015). This insight is supported by 
research and reflected in many countries’ educational policies (OECD 2013). Educational 
changes progress depending on school leaders’ and teachers’ individual and collective 
capacities to promote students’ learning (Hargreaves and O’Connor 2018). These 
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capacities include motivation, skills, positive learning, organisational conditions, organi-
sational culture and support infrastructure (Stoll et al. 2006).

Developing professional learning communities (PLCs) is one way of building capacities 
for sustainable school improvements and changes (DuFour and Marzano 2011; Fullan 
2018; Stoll and Louis 2007). As of yet, no universal definition of a PLC has been estab-
lished, but a broad international consensus has developed around the following defini-
tion: ‘a group of people sharing and critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, 
reflective, collaborative, inclusive, learning-oriented, growth-promoting way’ (Stoll et al. 
2006, 223). To understand the link between leadership and change, it is useful to consider 
the five characteristics that PLCs share: (1) shared values, (2) collective responsibility, (3) 
reflective professional enquiry, (4) collaboration and (5) group and individual learning 
(Stoll and Louis 2007). In other words, PLCs provide opportunities for leaders and teachers 
to discuss and negotiate the meaning of concepts and experiences and to understand 
new theories better, thereby building consensus concerning the values and goals of new 
collective practices (Timperley et al. 2007).

When the work of transforming schools includes all or most schools in a district, such 
work requires a system change. Transformation requires changes in what the participants 
say, what they do and how they relate (Kemmis 2009). A system change involves schools 
and districts learning from each other by strengthening the focus of the middle leadership 
regarding system goals and local needs (Fullan 2015). To close the gap between the 
different levels in the education system, establishing and developing school leadership 
groups as PLCs may be useful. In this article, the gap relates to the relationship between 
the district level (municipality) and the school level. By building learning centred around 
leaders’ experiences and practices, theory and practice can be linked together through 
collaborative reflexive activities (Aas 2017a; Dempster, Lovett, and Fluckiger 2011; Huber 
2011; Robertson 2013). In other words, school leaders being active and involved in 
development processes in their own schools is crucial to their personal and their schools’ 
learning as well as for remaking practices (Aas, Vennebo, and Halvorsen 2019; Vennebo 
2016). This corresponds to practical action research (Kemmis 2009), building on colla-
borative and self-reflective principles through which practitioners remake their practices 
for themselves. Action research (AR) may be called a ‘practice-changing practice’ and, as 
such, a mode of learning for school leadership development (Kemmis 2009). It can be 
a systematic, critical and self-critical process that animates and urges changes in practice, 
understandings and the conditions of practices through individual and collective self- 
reflective transformation (Kemmis et al. 2014).

Because negotiation and internal conflicts are part of the developmental and learning 
processes in schools (Aas 2017b; Roth and Lee 2006; Stoll and Louis 2007), in-depth 
examinations of school leaders’ and teachers’ behaviours and practices are essential for 
understanding change. Historical cultural activity theory and the idea of expansive learn-
ing (Engeström 2001) offer, in combination with AR theories, a theoretical framework that 
fits this study’s purpose: to show and discuss how AR adopted in the context of school 
change can help to build collective leadership capacity in school leadership groups.

The present study was guided by the following research question: How can school 
leadership groups build their collective leadership capacity through AR? The research 
context comprised AR undertaken in a Norwegian municipality with fifteen participating 
schools and their leadership groups in collaboration with three researchers/leadership 
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supervisors from two universities. Through an AR project the municipality wanted to 
support the schools’ change processes of integrating and using iPads in schools, espe-
cially to help the school leadership groups to develop their collective leadership capacity 
necessary to progress the school change processes. The following sections of the article 
include a presentation of the theoretical framework, the research context and the meth-
odology and an analysis of the findings in light of the theoretical framework. Finally, the 
last section offers concluding remarks on the research.

Theories of critical participatory AR and practice architectures

AR is described as a promising approach for transforming practice (Kemmis 2009; Lewin 
and Cartwright 1951; Reason and Bradbury 2006; Somekh and Zeichner 2009). Based on 
critical theory, particularly Habermas (1987) idea of critical social science, critical partici-
patory action researchers study practices from ‘within a practice tradition’ (Kemmis et al. 
2014). Researching a practice from ‘within’ means standing alongside practitioners to 
make or remake the practice by doing it differently, for example, supporting school 
leadership groups in their process of integrating and using iPads in schools. Critical 
participatory AR aims to change not only practitioners’ practices but also their under-
standings of their practices and the situations in which they perform them (including the 
practice architectures that shape them). None of these three change efforts precede the 
others; they all constantly interplay with one another (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 
2019).

The theory of practice architectures offers insight into interactions between the 
individual and the social perspectives of practices. Social interaction is seen as a system 
in which the combination of what is said and done and the relationships among those 
involved create a dynamic interaction (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2014). The frame-
work of practice architectures is inspired by Schatzki’s practice theory and philosophy 
(Schatzki 2006), first presented by Kemmis and Grootenboer (2008) and still undergoing 
development (Kemmis, Wilkinson, and Edwards-Groves 2017). The theory is used in the 
literature regarding theoretical, reflective and analytical frameworks, for example, con-
cerning school leadership (Seiser 2019; Skoglund 2020). Changing practices requires 
changing the conditions that support the practices and the practice architectures that 
enable and constrain them. New practices, with new sayings, doings and relatings, 
indicate that we must also have new practice architectures to support them: new cultural- 
discursive arrangements, new material-economic arrangements and new social-political 
arrangements. Only when these new practice architectures are in place can new practices 
survive (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2014).

Practice architectures appear in three intersubjective dimensions: semantic, social and 
physical. In the semantic dimension, cultural-discursive arrangements appear through the 
language and speech (Kemmis et al. 2014) surrounding the specific practice, such as 
during discourse about using iPads in schools. In the social dimension, social-political 
arrangements reveal how people relate to each other and to artefacts inside and outside 
the practice, such as through the relationships between leaders and teachers, between 
teachers and students or between teachers and parents. In the physical dimension, 
material-economic arrangements become visible in the actions and work that take 
place, for example, in the discourse about technological equipment.
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Through critical participatory AR, participants aim to analyse, explore and, if possible, 
transform particular sayings, doings and ways of relating. Sayings refer to ideas, narratives 
and perspectives that inform their practices and how these are situated in local discursive 
arrangements or new ways of thinking and saying (Kemmis et al. 2014). In relation to 
current AR, the following may be asked: Do different people have different views about 
whether iPad use in schools is a good idea? Do they have different views about whether 
the schools’ current practices are productive or unproductive? Doings refer to activities 
and patterns of work that animate the participants’ practices and the ways these are made 
possible by the particular local material-economic arrangements or new ways of doing 
things. Concerning current AR, two questions might be asked: Do different people have 
differing views about whether the schools’ current practices are sustainable or unsustain-
able? What sort of technical equipment is necessary to implement iPad use in the entire 
school? Finally, ways of relating are enacted in their practices and the ways these are made 
possible by the particular local social-political arrangements or new ways of relating to 
others. Relating refers to how people encounter one another as social beings in 
a particular place (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2019). Regarding the AR, the following 
may be questioned: Do the new practices foster solidarity and a sense of inclusion and 
belonging among the teachers, or do they create conflict among people? Do the school 
leader groups and teachers have different answers to these questions?

Critical participatory AR and the theory of practice architectures are built on the idea 
that practices are central to knowledge generation and change. This involves a shift from 
an epistemological perspective to an ontological perspective. An epistemological per-
spective puts knowledge at the centre of things, while an ontological perspective 
emphasizes practice. The former focuses on knowing and the latter on being and 
becoming (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2019, 190). An action researcher works more 
like a historian to write the local history of the practices and the traditions that they are 
part of and to document how they change in light of the efforts that participants make to 
improve their practices. While the theory of practice architectures can tell us how the 
transformations of saying, doings and relatings are part of contextual arrangements, the 
framework of expansive learning can help us to see how change activities are part of 
longitudinal cultural-historical arrangements.

Theory of expansive learning

Engeström’s (1987) theory of expansive learning explains learning as collective processes 
among communities of learners that relies on its own metaphor: expansion (Engeström 
and Sannino 2010). Expansion means that learners, in the learning process, learn some-
thing that is not yet there. The learners construct a new object for their collective activity 
and attempt to implement this new object in practice, which, in the present study, refers 
to integrating and using iPads in schools. This implies a process of constructing and 
reconstructing an object of change and looking into both short-term action and long- 
term activity (Engestrom 2000).

Questioning is a necessary starting point in Engeström’s (2001) sequences of action 
in an expansive learning circle. If the questions and motivations for change come from 
the participants within an organisation, a leader more easily obtains commitment than 
if these questions and motivations originate from external sources (e.g. the district). 
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Both historical and current empirical analyses should be conducted before a new 
solution (e.g. a new practice) is framed. The next sequence of action is to analyse the 
new model before implementing the corresponding practice. After implementation, the 
participants must reflect on the current practice before the new practice can be 
consolidated. New questions must be asked concerning current methods to illustrate 
the constantly changing practices. Expansive learning can potentially produce new 
forms of work activity; in doing so, however, the learning process may cease or break 
down.

An understanding of the role of contradictions is crucial to appreciate what happens 
within a collective activity. Contradictions are defined as historically accumulated struc-
tural tensions within and among activity systems (Engeström 2001. They serve as both 
driving forces and obstacles in a learning process (2001; Foot 2001). An expansive learning 
circle illustrates how development is a non-linear but contradictory process of expected 
and unexpected outcomes. A core idea of expansive methodology is that revealing and 
addressing tensions is necessary to attain sustainable practices and consolidate new 
practices. In the case of incorporating iPads into the schools as in this research, tensions 
were represented as conflicting voices between expectations from the district and teacher 
levels. Darwin (2011), who explores the methodological potential of AR in activity theory, 
argued that Engeström’s (2001) expansive methodology and the reflective circle of AR 
provide a foundation for alignment because they share the same transformative motive. 
On the one hand, AR methods offer expansive learning a complementary interventionist 
methodology; specifically, AR methods provide more democratic and participatory modes 
of research engagement and social learning. On the other hand, practice architectures can 
reflexively benefit from the analysis of action sequences in an expansive learning circle 
(Aas 2014). An overview of ‘sayings, doings and relatings within the expansive learning 
circle’ is illustrated in (Figure 1).

Research context

The research was conducted during a partnership between three researchers/leadership 
supervisors from two universities and fifteen schools involving the district level (a munici-
pality responsible for primary and lower secondary schools) in Norway. Based on their 
decisions about integrating and using one-to-one iPads in all the school classrooms, the 
district had put an action plan for digital competence building into action. The plan was 
based on the SAMR Model, which is a framework created by Puentedura (2013) that 
categorises four different degrees of classroom technology integration. SAMR is an 
acronym that stands for substitution, augmentation, modification, and redefinition. 
Substitution and augmentation are considered enhancement steps, while modification 
and redefinition are termed transformation steps. As a first practical step, the district had 
finished a year-long learning programme for all teachers on using iPads in schools. When 
the district, the director and his leadership team recognized the great variety between 
classrooms within schools and between schools in terms of using iPads, they wanted to 
support the schools’ change efforts, especially to help the school leadership groups 
develop their collective leadership capacity necessary to progress the school change 
processes further. In collaboration with three researchers/leadership supervisors from 
the two universities, an AR project was established to fulfil the district’s desire to support 
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the school leadership groups. The partners came to an agreement on developing knowl-
edge through exploring new teaching methods related to iPads, on building an environ-
ment for professional learning among teachers and in the leadership groups and on 
encouraging systematic improvement in the change process. The AR project commenced 
from June 2018 to June 2019. Prior to the project, the researchers/leadership supervisors 
observed selected courses from the learning programme for teachers to obtain knowl-
edge about how this particular learning programme could affect the schools’ change 
processes.

All researchers/leadership supervisors had specific knowledge about school leadership 
and the methodology of group coaching based on respect, recognition and positive 
feedback (Aas and Vavik 2015; Britton 2010; Brown and Grant 2010). A timetable was 
set up for four leadership group meetings per school, and each of the three researchers/ 
leadership supervisors was responsible for leading the process in five leadership groups, 
with fifteen schools altogether, including three lower upper-secondary schools and 
twelve primary schools. The district level (the director of the municipality) had superior 
authority in establishing the policies of the partnership, which were discussed in regular 
meetings with the researchers/leadership supervisors. During the process, observations 
and reflections from the researchers/leadership supervisors, especially problems with 
leadership groups that could not participate due to the timetable, were discussed with 
the director and his leadership team. All other leadership group meetings were confiden-
tial and kept between the supervisor and the leadership group member according to the 
ethical policy of AR (Carr and Kemmis 1986). A group coaching methodology (Aas 2017a) 
combined with the action phases in the expansive learning circle (Engeström 2001) was 
chosen to support the schools’ change processes (see Figure 1). With inspiration from 

Figure 1. Sayings, doings and relatings within the expansive learning circle.  Inspired of Kemmis et al. 
(2014) and Engestróm (2001)
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a protocol used in the Norwegian National Leadership Programme,1 a particular coaching 
protocol was developed (Aas and Fluckiger 2016; Brandmo et al. 2019). The five steps of 
the protocol are presented in (Table 1).

Methodology

In this article, we draw on reflection-based data from the AR project, which ran from 2018– 
2020, and focus on the leadership groups’ sayings, doings and relatings that evolved 
through the groups’ participation in the project during 2018–2019, the conditions that 
support their practices and the practice architectures that enable and constrain their 
practices, as well as how the AR project supported capacity building in the school 
leadership groups. Reflection notes written ahead of the four leadership group meetings, 
protocols after the meetings and the researchers’/leadership supervisors’ field notes from 
the meetings constituted the core data. The background data, the plan for digital 
competence building and the agreement regarding the AR project comprised 
PowerPoint presentations, meeting protocols and the researchers’/leadership supervisors’ 
field notes from the three seminars for all the leadership groups in the district, director 
and advisers at the district governance level and the three researchers/leadership super-
visors. The number of participants in the leadership groups ranged from two to six, with 
a total of 60 persons involved. The seminars included 68 participants. An overview of the 
data collection is shown in (Table 2).

The data collected at meetings allowed us to capture the opinions of leadership group 
members, while the practice architectures that enabled and constrained their practices as 
cultural-discursive arrangements, material-economic arrangements and social-political 
arrangements were documented in the field notes. To capture the longitudinal aspects 
of the study, the group meetings were repeated four times between September 2018 and 
June 2019. The researchers/leadership supervisors acted as critical friends, assisting 

Table 1. Protocol for the group coaching sessions.
1. Presentation of development area (leadership group)
2. Questions for clarification (supervisor)
3. Reflections from the supervisor related to development area
4. Response and proposals for actions from the leadership group
5. Summary and plan for further action (leadership group)

Table 2. Overview of the core data collection.
School Leadership Groups All Leadership Groups in the District

Collection 4 meetings 
- reflection notes 
- meeting protocols 
- field notes 
(duration: 2 hours each)

2 meetings 
- reflection notes 
- meeting protocols 
- field notes 
(duration: 6 hours each)

Participants Leadership groups (15) 
Leadership supervisors (3)

School leaders 
Advisers at the district governance level 
(municipality) 
Leadership supervisors

Number of 
participants

Ranged from 2–6 in each school leadership 
group. 
Total of 60 persons involved

Total of 68 persons involved

EDUCATIONAL ACTION RESEARCH 7



throughout the questioning and providing reflection and other viewpoints (Henriksen 
and Aas 2020; Swaffield 2004). A critical friend can be seen as a shoulder to lean on and is 
like the role of a leadership coach, who can contribute to principals’ learning through 
contributing critical questions and reflections that can lead to new leadership practices 
(Fluckiger, Lovett, and Dempster 2014).

Based on the data, we examined how each of the school leadership groups explored 
the change process through their sayings, doings and relatings. The analysis was 
conducted in three steps (Richards 2014). We started by revealing all statements 
proposed in the reflection notes, the meeting protocols and the field notes for every 
leadership group. Next, we organized the statements into seven analytical categories, 
referring to each of the sequences of action in the expansive learning circle (question-
ing, historical and empirical analyses, modelling the new solution, analysing the new 
model, implementing the new model, reflecting on the process and consolidating the 
new practice) across all fifteen groups. These analytical categories represent the long-
itudinal change process. Furthermore, we performed a close-up analysis of the state-
ments within each of the seven main analytical categories, as listed above. This 
provided an overview of which sayings, doings and relatings were typical in the 
different action sequences of the change process. Additionally, the field notes helped 
us to see how the practice architectures affected possibilities and barriers in the 
change process, which could help us in explaining why some leadership groups 
succeeded in building leadership capacity while others did not. In (Table 3), we show 
how, in the analysis, we combined the practice architectures with the analytical 
categories from the actions in the expansive learning circle to identify the main 
findings.

The Norwegian ethical guidelines for social-science-based research, provided by the 
National Committee for Research Ethics in the Social Sciences and Humanities (NESH), and 
the guidelines given by the Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) were adhered to 
throughout the research. All the participants consented to participate. They were assured 
confidentiality and informed that they were free to withdraw from the study at any time 
without explaining their reasoning. Member checking (Lincoln and Guba 1985) was used 
to ensure the quality of the research project. This means that all the leadership groups and 
the director of the municipality and his leadership team have read the text for both 
accuracy and the ethical dimension.

Findings and analysis

The aim of this study was to provide insight into how an AR can build leadership capacity in 
leadership groups. The analytical matrix in (Table 3) elaborates on and discusses the findings 
in five sections: first, discussions during the start-up of the change process (sequences 1 and 
2 in the expansive learning circle); second, discussions about the modelling of the new 
teaching and learning practices (sequences 3 and 4 in the expansive learning circle); third, 
discussions about the implementation of new practices (sequence 5 in the expansive 
learning circle); fourth, discussions about reflections on the process (sequence 6 in the 
expansive learning circle); and five, discussions about consolidating new practices (sequence 
7 in the expansive learning circle). Discussions about how barriers related to the practice 
architecture influence the practice of the leadership groups are included in each section.
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The presentation includes quotes from the participants to illustrate the main findings. 
The quotes were translated from Norwegian to English. We started the translation process 
when we worked on the close analysis of the statements, identifying typical sayings, 

Table 3. Analytical categories to reveal transformations in sayings, doings and relatings within the 
expansive learning circle.

The action 
research 
practice

Questioning 
(sequence 1)

Historical 
and empiri-
cal analysis 

(sequence 2)

Modelling and 
analysing the 

new model 
(sequence 
3 and 4)

Implementing 
the new model 

(sequence 5)
Reflections 

(sequence 6)
Consolidating 
(sequence 7)

Sayings 
Cultural- 
discursive 
arrangements 
(iPads in 
schools)

How can we 
use iPads 
in all 

classrooms? Differences 
between 
teachers’ 
competence 
and their 
willingness to 
change

A variety of 
topics for 
new 
practices 
was 
suggested 
in each 
school

A variety of 
new 
practices 
was 
discussed 
(ranging 
from 1–4 in 
each school)

Sharing 
experiences 
among 
teachers, 
most often 
without 
reflections

Consolidating of 
new practices 
(1–5 in each 
school)

Doings 
Material- 
economic 
arrangements 
(iPads in 
schools)

How can the leadership 
groups 
support 
a more 
collective 
practice?

Leading empirical 
analysis (10 
schools)

Technological 
changes (all 15 
schools). 
Pedagogical 
changes 
(ranging from 
1–4 in each 
school)

A variety of 
new 
practices 
was 

implemented 
in different 
classrooms or 
in the entire 
school 
(1–4 in each 
school)

Sharing and 
reflecting on 
new 
practices 
(10 schools)

Including a structure for 
analysis and 
reflections in 
change 
processes 
(10 schools)

Relatings 
Social- 
political 
arrangements 
(the role of 
the 
leadership 
groups)

How can the leadership 
groups 
build 
leadership 
capacity?

Leading historical 
analysis (10 
leadership 
groups)

Participating in 
the modelling 
process 
(10 leadership 
groups) versus 
administrating 
the modelling 
process 
(5 leadership 
groups)

Closely 
following 
up the 

implement- 
ation process 
(10 
leadership 
groups) 
versus 
leaving it to 
the teacher 
teams 
(5 leadership 
groups)

Leading 
reflections 
among the 
teachers 
(10 
leadership 
groups) 
versus 
leaving it to 
the teachers 
(5 leadership 
groups)

Developing a professional 
discussion 
approach 
(10 leadership 
groups) versus 
an information 
approach 
(5 leadership 
groups)
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doings and ways of relating in the different action sequences of the change process. To 
confirm that we captured the original meaning in the words during translation, the 
research team discussed the translations in light of the national and local context.

The start-up sequences

The first group meeting was mainly used to describe the school context to understand 
how each school’s organisation and culture (social-political arrangements) could influence 
the change process. In this investigation, the leadership group was a central theme in 
uncovering how the work in the leadership group was organized: how often they met, 
what they talked about and how they organized the work. An obligation in the AR project 
was that the schools had to define and pilot one or more new practices. Because the 
middle leaders were to lead and follow up with the work in their departments or teams, it 
seemed important for school leadership groups to develop a collective understanding of 
what to change and how to do it. A discussion on these questions was initiated by the 
researchers/leadership supervisors in the group meetings, and the principal then con-
tinued the discussion in their own school.

The first critical action was revealed in the second sequence of expansive learning: 
performing empirical and historical analyses. Ten of the schools completed an analysis of 
actual school practices regarding iPads, while five of the schools did not come up with an 
analysis. The main reasons for not conducting an analysis included a long tradition of 
private teacher practices, illness or other problems in the leadership group and too many 
projects initiated from the district level. As one of the principals said in the first group 
meeting:

Right now, I am alone in the leadership group because one middle leadership position is 
vacant and one middle leader has been sick for a long time. My focus is running the school, 
and so I cannot get deeply involved in all the development projects the district level asks us 
to do. (Principal at a small primary school)

For the ten schools that performed the empirical analysis, the most typical finding was 
that differences existed between teachers’ competence and their willingness to change. 
One of the principals described the situation in the following way: ‘There is a big variation 
in the skills of the staff around the use of iPads and apps; many may experience that the 
iPad project is not relevant to them and their students’ (Principal at a primary school).

Another barrier was identified in the analysis of the reflection notes and the meeting 
protocols. The reflection notes served as preparation for the meetings and should have been 
sent to the researchers/leadership supervisors one week in advance of each group meeting. 
After the meetings, the schools were instructed to write a summary of what had been 
discussed in the conversations and what actions they should accomplish before the next 
group meeting. Meeting protocols were to be sent to the researchers/leadership supervisors. 
The writing process was part of training the leadership groups to formulate their sayings in 
terms of achieving clarity regarding what to do and why and to build a bridge to the doings. 
A typical pattern was that the researchers/leadership supervisors had to remind participants 
about the deadlines for reflection notes and the meeting protocols. Reasons provided for not 
meeting the deadlines were most often that the principals had very stressful everyday 
working lives, that unexpected leadership challenges had occurred or that it was difficult 
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for them to meet all expectations placed on them, either by the district or by their teachers. 
On some occasions, the schools came to the group meetings without having submitted 
a reflection note in advance, or the meeting had to be postponed and conducted virtually 
on Skype. These conditions were either due to a principal’s illness or extraordinary conditions 
at the school. From the data, we can see how barriers to the cultural-discursive arrangements 
(weak tradition regarding writing) and the material-economic arrangements (tensions 
between external expectations and the conditions of their practical daily working lives) 
created challenges in the establishment phase and influenced the further process of change.

The modelling sequence

There was great variety in the topics that the schools wanted to work with and to develop 
further (see Table 3, the columns Modelling and Analysing the new model). Some schools 
were concerned with how they could use iPads in teaching and learning. This included the 
further testing of apps that they had already received training on from the courses and the 
desire for new apps. Several wanted to use iPads to strengthen students’ reading skills, 
especially for subject-specific reading. Competence development was another theme that 
was repeated in almost all schools as well as how to ensure that both the schools’ leadership 
groups and the teachers who were not keen iPad and digital technologies users could 
increase their competence. Many schools highlighted the need to discuss how iPads affected 
the role of teachers. A recurring theme questioned in many schools was how the iPad 
initiative was seen in light of the schools’ technical equipment and digital infrastructures as 
well as how the work could be included in an overall digitization strategy. The variety of 
themes illustrates how differently the schools started their work in terms of integrating and 
using iPads in teaching and learning. Across all the leadership groups, there were many 
questions about the future, exemplified in a reflection note from one of the principals:

We have a lot of questions: How can learning boards be used to increase exploratory and 
critical thinking pedagogy? How can teachers be helped to show how this happens in 
practice? How can a plan be made that contains more than competence development, and 
what is it possible to measure? (Lower secondary school principal)

Two different leadership approaches could be identified in the leadership groups in the 
modelling process. Ten leadership groups participated closely with the teachers during 
the modelling, while the other five leadership groups had a more administrative 
leadership style. Both material-economic arrangements (the practical conditions for 
the leadership group) and social-political arrangements (the culture and leadership 
style in the leadership group) influenced how the leadership group participated in 
the modelling phase. An example of how practical conditions function as a barrier in 
this process was expressed by one of the principals in a reflection note at the second 
group meeting:

We have had little time together in the leadership group since last time. One middle leader is 
following leadership training at the university, another is finishing his master’s and the third 
has had two full-day meetings at City Hall, as well as the fact that there are a lot of student 
cases arising due to teacher absence. (Primary school principal)
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The implementation sequence

The second critical action appeared during the implementation sequence. All schools 
defined and carried out the implementation of new practices in a limited area related to 
the use of iPads in the schools’ teaching and learning. The trials included the use of iPads 
in the students’ learning, the teachers’ learning and in each school’s administration. 
Technological changes to support the integration and use of iPads were implemented 
in all fifteen schools, often in collaboration with the district level. Concerning pedagogical 
changes, one to five examples of new practices were implemented in each school, either 
in some classrooms or across the entire school, as exemplified by one of the principals in 
their third reflection note:

Office 365 and the use of iPads are now an integrated part of the teachers’ education and 
students’ learning. We have a collective agreement about implementing iPads in the stu-
dents’ own evaluations. The purpose is to enhance the students’ reflections and dialogues 
regarding their own learning. (Lower secondary school principal)

Ten of the leadership groups closely followed up the implementation process, while the 
other five leadership groups left the follow-up to the teacher teams. At this stage in the 
change process, we could see how it became a challenge for the principal involved when 
the entire leadership group was not present during the supervisor group meetings. This 
was especially relevant when the piloting required the members of the leadership group 
to guide the work of their department or team. Only four of the leadership groups 
participated in all four group meetings, which was caused by barriers in the physical 
dimension, explained as the material-economic arrangements. In his reflection note from 
the third group meeting, one of the principals explained the difficulties of not participat-
ing in the meetings with his entire leadership group:

It is a challenge for me when we are not together as a leadership group in the group meetings 
because then I have to follow up the process back in school, and that is difficult. I cannot 
remember everything that is said by the supervisors, and it is impossible to replace the 
collective understanding that occurred in the group meeting. (Principal at a primary school)

Since the AR project’s idea was to support the schools’ change efforts and help the school 
leadership groups to develop the collective capacity (Stoll et al. 2006) necessary for taking 
the school change processes further, we can see how such processes depend on a place 
and time for a collective culture of sharing and critically investigating school practices. 
According to Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon (2019), this means new ways of relating to 
others as social beings in the particular place in question.

The reflection sequence

Several schools had a tradition of sharing experiences between teachers in departments 
or teams and, to some extent, between teams. A central theme for discussion in all 
leadership groups was how sharing experiences could be connected to collaborative 
reflections. The members of the leadership groups were trained in asking questions that 
could contribute to reflection and generate new learning by combining and connecting 
experience-based knowledge with research-based knowledge. Schools where entire lea-
dership groups participated in the supervised sessions benefited most from this learning. 

12 M. AAS AND K. F. VENNEBO



They emphasized that working with questions and reflections related to the definition 
and trialling of new practices contributed to increased learning for them and for the 
school as a whole. Several leadership groups reported that the supervision in the meet-
ings functioned as a model for how the principal could create and drive knowledge-based 
experiential learning in their own leadership group and for how the middle leaders could, 
in the same way, facilitate knowledge-based experiential learning processes in their 
departments/teams.

This particular effect of the modelling process was expressed by one of the principals in 
their last reflection note: ‘The critical questions from the supervisor have helped us in 
expressing and sharing our opinions, and we see that we as leaders have to facilitate the 
same reflection practices in supporting the teachers’ (Principal at a primary school). 
Another principal described how they had developed a school structure for reflections: 
‘Teachers collaborate about developing new classroom practices. After each trialling 
sequence, they make written reflections. Furthermore, they share their reflections in 
teacher teams and, finally, with the whole teacher group’ (Principal at a small primary 
school). As mentioned earlier, theory and practice can be linked together through colla-
borative reflexive activities (Aas 2017a; Dempster, Lovett, and Fluckiger 2011; Huber 2011; 
Robertson 2013). According to the practice architecture regarding the conditions of say-
ings, doings and relatings, we can see that both facilitating structures of collective reflec-
tions and the leaders’ skills in leading these processes seem to be crucial for schools’ 
learning and remaking practices (Aas, Vennebo, and Halvorsen 2019; Vennebo 2016).

The consolidating sequence

According to Engeström (2001), consolidating practices means that the new practices 
have become part of the institutional school organisation, for example, as collective 
understandings and new routines. The variations between schools identified in the 
start-up phase of the change process regarding teachers’ competences and the will-
ingness to change were also displayed at the end of the AR project. In the analysis, 
we could identify one to five new practices in each school that could be characterized 
as consolidating practices. However, some changes were only located in singular 
classrooms, whereas other changes were schoolwide, including collective understand-
ings and routines for collective reflections, as expressed by one of the principals:

We have completed several changes regarding pedagogical practice during this project, but 
the most important change involves translating experience sharing into new learning. The 
leadership group has made a long-term plan of how the pedagogical process surrounding 
the iPad should be taken forward. (Principal at a lower secondary school)

Concerning building leadership capacity in the leadership groups, we identified two areas 
of leadership practices that could be characterized as consolidating. First, ten leadership 
groups experienced how performing empirical and historical analysis in the group helped 
them to build a collective understanding of what to do and why in preparation for taking 
the modelling sequence further to the entire teacher group. As shown above, barriers to 
the practice architecture (the conditions for sayings, doings and relatings) seemed to 
inhibit the process for the five other leadership groups. Second, the same ten leadership 
groups enhanced their knowledge in leading collective reflections. The impact of leading 
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and performing collective reflections led to new learning for themselves and for the 
teachers, whereas in the five other schools, a more fragmented practice occurred depend-
ing on the willingness of single teachers and not the entire leadership group.

Conclusions

The study showed that schools where the principal and the leadership group themselves 
were actively involved in leading the AR project seemed to succeed in building collective 
leadership capacity for school change. New school practices emerged as a result of 
‘learning by doing’ (Dewey 1966) in a process of the transformation of sayings, doings 
and relatings (Kemmis 2009), first in the leadership group and then in the teacher group. 
Leadership groups that performed the analysis of actual practices appeared to be better 
prepared for coming up with new solutions in the modelling phase. Furthermore, knowl-
edge and skills in terms of leading reflections in experience-sharing sessions by asking 
reflective questions themselves facilitated experience sharing and resulted in something 
more than just telling each other about what had been done. It turned out that asking 
reflective questions became a critical skill in leading change processes and implementing 
new practices. By using the framework of expansive learning as an analytical tool 
(Engeström 2001), we identified two critical actions in building capacity in the leadership 
groups: first, in sequence 2, ‘doing empirical and historical analysis,’ and second, in 
sequence 6, ‘reflections of the process.’ The theory of practice architectures helped us 
to identify barriers in the conditions of sayings, doings and relatings in each action in 
expansive learning. As reported above, the barriers according to sequences 2 and 6 were 
related to cultural-discursive arrangements, material-economic arrangements, and social- 
political arrangements (Kemmis et al. 2014); they played out as a combination of practical 
barriers in the school organisation structures as well as expressions at the district level and 
the history of the school.

The role of the researchers/leadership supervisors as critical friends (Henriksen and Aas 
2020) was greatly acknowledged by the leadership groups, particularly by the ten groups 
that used the critical questions from the researchers/leadership supervisors to examine 
and improve the collective culture in their leadership groups. Because of the duty of 
confidentiality, the leaders were free to share their thoughts and concerns without any 
consequences for their jobs. The participants expressed great satisfaction that they could 
speak openly, and the atmosphere was characterized by trust, leading to increased 
motivation to make changes at their schools (Kemmis, McTaggart, and Nixon 2019). 
Critical participatory AR aims to change the practices of not only the practitioners but 
also the researchers/leadership supervisors (critical friends). As researchers/leadership 
supervisors, we learned from the AR project that we had to find a balance between 
motivating and supporting the participants in writing reflection notes and coming to the 
meetings. Even though we were disappointed when the leadership groups did not send 
the reflection notes before the meetings or suddenly cancelled a meeting, we had to 
focus on how we could support them in moving forward through each stage by showing 
them that we understand the challenges that appeared in their daily leadership practices.

We suggest two implications related to collective capacity building for school leader-
ship groups and one methodological implication of performing AR. First, leadership 
groups play a critical role in constructing and implementing new practices in schools. In 
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doing so, they need to enhance their knowledge of leading collective processes of 
performing an empirical and historical analysis of current practices before modelling 
new practices. Next, they need to improve their capacity for leading collective reflections 
(asking reflective questions) when new practices are implemented. Furthermore, the 
combination of using the framework of expansive learning and the theory of practice 
architectures might be useful as an analytical lens in studies of change processes in 
schools. The framework of expansive learning with its seven sequences of actions can 
help researchers to analyse what happens in a longitudinal change process, while the 
theory of practice architectures can facilitate examination of how the different actions are 
situated in cultural-discursive, material-economic and social-political arrangements. To 
conclude, the article provides knowledge about how to use the theory of expansive 
learning as a way to structure and analyse AR as well as knowledge about the benefits 
of using the theory in combination with the theory of practice architectures implementing 
reflective leadership in schools.

Note

1. The protocol has been tested in ten countries as part of the international project, 
‘Professional Learning through Reflection Promoted by Feedback and Coaching’ (PROFLEC).
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