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Chapter 14
Curriculum and Leadership in Transnational 
Reform Policy: A Discursive-Institutionalist 
Approach

Kirsten Sivesind and Ninni Wahlström

Abstract  Educational leadership research has in general focused on organizational 
conditions and expectations for managing and leading activities (Leithwood et al. 
1994, pp. 38–61; Spillane and Healey 2010; Møller 2006, pp. 53–69) in parallel 
curriculum theories have offered insights into substantial societal problems that 
must be addressed in school and society (Hopmann 1999, pp. 89–105; Westbury 
2000, pp. 15–54). This chapter presents a study in which we link curriculum theory 
both to discursive institutionalism and educational leadership policy and research 
findings. By including discursive institutionalism (Schmidt 2012) within a frame-
work of curriculum theory, it is possible to distinguish between different forms of 
discourses and their functions in forming and conveying ideas. Thus, we explore 
educational leadership policy using a reflexive approach to reforms as intertwined 
with public discourses and research. A transnational perspective on leadership con-
firms the applicability of reforms across geographical territories, relating to wider 
societal and cultural contexts. Following an institutional-discursive approach, we 
argue that the ways in which social and educational questions become intertwined 
in actual reforms are dependent on cognitive and normative ideas in the public 
sphere. Thus, reforms to education leadership are related to coordinative and com-
municative discourses beyond the individual reform, while solutions to curriculum 
and leadership problems are anchored in educational policies and practices. Against 
this background, we argue that a deeper understanding of the meaning of educa-
tional leadership discourse and the conditions under which such a discourse is con-
ducted is crucial.
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�Introduction

Curriculum theory and leadership research reflect similar issues and problems, 
albeit based on different theoretical perspectives and origins. While curriculum 
theory is rooted in theories of education and society, educational leadership research 
takes as its starting point normative and cognitive models concerning organizations, 
situations, and persons. Moreover, the scientific orientation makes leadership 
research a useful recourse for political control across various sites and sectors. Our 
discourse analysis of 14 policy documents published by the EU (European Union), 
the OECD (the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development), and 
various associated companies, demonstrates that the general and generic orientation 
of leadership models fits well with the overall ambitions and goals of transnational 
reform policy. Thus, educational leadership is regarded as an opportunity to improve 
the efficiency of transnational policy decisions and strategies, not least by reforming 
the tertiary education of school principals in the member countries. However, our 
main argument in this chapter is that there is a need to problematize the relationship 
between school leadership research, reform policy, education, and society. How are 
policy and leadership rooted in societal discourses? Can leadership models be 
applied in education without regard for curriculum issues and problems? How can 
these two fields, curriculum and leadership studies, learn from each other by pro-
moting critical stances towards policy reform discourses?

There are three primary reasons for our suggestion of exploring how curriculum 
theory might contribute to educational leadership as a research field and as policy. 
First, the meaning of educational leadership is embedded within the larger context 
of transnational policy. Second, the meaning of educational leadership is deeply 
intertwined with ideological discourses on education at large, since this meaning 
cannot be distinguished from important curriculum matters related to teaching and 
learning in schools. Third, to fully understand the complexity of educational leader-
ship, there is a need for a conceptual framework that takes ideology, structure, and 
actors into account. This implies a sensibility for sector-specific dimensions, which 
in our case relates to educational mandates, curriculum reform and the purposes of 
education.

Drawing on discursive institutionalism (Schmidt 2008, 2012), the purpose of this 
chapter is to introduce a framework for the analysis of transnational educational 
leadership policies that include underlying assumptions about society and education 
in general. First, we offer a short introduction to the history of the curriculum and 
leadership research fields in order to demonstrate the overlapping scopes and inter-
ests as well as the differences and relationships. We then introduce a discursive-
institutionalist approach as a framework for the analysis of policy documents 
concerning educational leadership that addresses transnational problems and per-
spectives in the current school systems in Europe and beyond. Curriculum theory 
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comes into the discussion as both a foundation for understanding how the percep-
tions of leadership as reflected in our documentation relate to institutional and soci-
etal ideas, and how policy- and research-based conceptions of leadership forms are 
attributable to programmatic ideas and norms  within education (as illustrated in 
Table 14.1). Finally, we make use of the institutional framework to discuss (i) the 
ways in which the established discourses on educational leadership associated with 
curriculum problems are linked to the basic notions of community needs, (ii) how 
the transnational meaning of educational leadership is maintained through a coordi-
native discourse, and (iii) how this agreed meaning is promoted to the nation states 
through a communicative discourse.

�Curriculum Theory

The long-standing issues of curriculum and reform have both been subject to exten-
sive research over the years. In the field of curriculum studies, educational reform is 
above all analyzed according to the origin and institutionalization of public school-
ing, which has today developed into comprehensive education systems (Hopmann 
2003; Lundgren 2003; Westbury 2003). The curriculum as a research field links the 
study of contemporary problems in education to the tradition of historiography and 
on to a large range of reflection theories that developed from the early nineteenth 
century onwards. Moreover, the field of curriculum research has primarily dealt 
with the history of educational ideas and the study of educational systems and insti-
tutions in which legislation and reforms have been a primary topic of study (Doyle 
1992; Gundem 1994). However, contemporary researchers add new perspectives to 
the field by examining governmental changes across and within specific geographi-
cal territories and in relation to comparative and international studies that consider 
the uniqueness of the reforms to a wider societal and cultural context beyond the 
national (Sivesind and Karseth 2014). A traditional focus of curriculum research has 
been to examine the topical structure of teaching practices in the context of peda-
gogy and schooling (Hopmann 2007; Uljens 1997). In curriculum research, the 
policy and practice of schooling, as well as its programmatic dimensions, have been 
approached by research that draws on different theories and traditions. First, in the 
curriculum field, a major presupposition is that the curriculum, whether understood 
as a curricular framework, teaching material, or a course of study, relates to formal-
ized and institutionalized modes of teaching practices that can be traced back to the 
pre-Renaissance (i.e., between 1000 and 1250) when schools were licensed by 
church authorities and not by the state (Hamilton 1989: 12–13). According to this 
perspective, the relevant ideas and concepts are related to the classical thinkers of 
Ancient Greece (Hopmann 1999; Lundgren 1979). Since that time, thoughts and 
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theoretical distinctions are considered perennial, although they have undergone 
ground-breaking changes with reference to alterations to the education system and 
the surrounding society (Hopmann 1999; Schubert 1986; Westbury 2000). For this 
reason, curriculum theories serve as more than a source for empirical research on 
institutions, organizations or persons in various settings. Curriculum theories 
approach practical and moral problems of education, first of all by making use of 
ideological and societal perspectives to critically reflect upon core conditions and 
processes in education.

Second, the reconceptual approach became central to curriculum studies during 
the 1970s in both the American and European contexts. William Pinar stands out as 
a key researcher in this tradition (Pinar 1978), while Englund (1990) argues that this 
approach has also been the core idea of curriculum history research in Scandinavia 
and Europe. The main aim of this perspective has been to establish a critical response 
to historiography studies and empirical conceptual approaches, which were part of 
the prevailing tradition of curriculum studies in the Anglo-American field in the 
1960s.

In the Scandinavian context, Lundgren (1972) examined several questions that 
were of political interest during the early 1970s, such as the consequences of divid-
ing pupils into homogeneous versus heterogeneous school classes with respect to 
the differences in their learning achievements. He later called for increased attention 
to be paid to the political aspects of education along with a reconceptualizing 
approach. This position was inspired by British scholars, particularly Basil Bernstein 
and Michael Young, who both argued for a new direction for the sociology of educa-
tion from the early 1970s (Bernstein 1971; Young 1971). The conceptual configura-
tion of this “new direction” expresses what occurred during the 1970s as a theoretical 
shift. Formalized regulations and institutions were no longer viewed as the solution, 
but rather as the problem. Instead, research on the sociology of education focused 
on outcomes and the structures that could explain those outcomes. For example, the 
main goal for Young was to shift the focus from thinking of schooling as being 
determined by society to instead contributing to the determination of society (Young 
and Whitty 1977). This shift in perspective highlighted the potential to change soci-
ety through education research.

The main viewpoint of the new sociologists was that knowledge is produced and 
reproduced by dominant groups in society and is, therefore, highly ideological and 
political in character. One major presumption of Bernstein’s theory was that the 
school system favored pupils from the middle class over those from the working 
class, partly because of its way of structuring the use of language that contributes to 
a power dynamic. A vertical dimension connecting politics and schooling was intro-
duced, and it conceptualized the curriculum as socially organized knowledge 
involving different kinds of interests (Young 1971). Later books and articles written 
by Bernstein (2000/1996) and Young (1998) centered on pedagogy, social discourse, 
and a recontextualized approach to identity and knowledge.

In recent decades, when curriculum standards entered the arena of educational 
reforms, they became a focus of attention too (Muller 2000). As a consequence, new 
research issues emerge within critical research that are informed by educational and 
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societal perspectives (Sundberg and Wahlström 2012; Yates 2009; Young 2008). For 
this reason, curriculum theories serve as more than a source for empirical research 
on institutions, organizations or persons in various settings. Curriculum theories 
approach practical and moral problems of education, first of all by making use of 
ideological perspectives. However, later theories have integrated the formal and 
societal-discursive perspectives, as well as their materiality, to critically reflect upon 
core conditions and processes in education. From this point of view, structural 
reforms possess interpretive dimensions that must be considered according to prac-
ticalities, discretion, and sensibleness in policy, research, and practice. Nonetheless, 
the features of education cannot be comprehended as organizational categories 
alone, but are instead institutionalized within their societal environment (Menck 
2000; Reid 1986, 1999).

At the beginning of the 2000s, a relevant question is how schooling as an institu-
tionalized pursuit is challenged by the views of what counts as core units of analy-
sis, such as competences and outcomes, compared with other kinds of purposes and 
pursuits, as part of the larger context of society. The interest in scientific approaches 
to reforming teaching in schools, which was followed by a constructivist approach 
to research and education, has also called for a stronger focus on the actors and 
systems and how they contribute to both the reproduction of society and the renewal 
of the education system. It is within this area, by framing our analysis within an 
institutional-discursive approach, that we can see an interface between curriculum 
theory and leadership research.

�Leadership Research

Leadership research examines how various actors are influencing the work of others 
in order to accomplish certain goals. In school leadership research, the school prin-
cipal stands out as the key actor within the school organization. For this reason, 
educational leadership research has traditionally placed emphasis on how the school 
principal performs a specific role and function within the school as an organization. 
The responsibility of school principals can be related to different tasks and duties 
within the schools, as well as to teaching, although the teachers have been consid-
ered to control the agency over classroom decisions. In educational leadership 
research, one strand of research focuses on management as the key concept charac-
terizing what school principals do within their organizations, while another strand 
of research considers leadership as a broader concept, which includes not only 
administrative but also relational and human features.

Until recently, educational leadership studies have focused on how leaders con-
duct leadership through power relations, thereby influencing others within the con-
text of the school organization. Based on theories from the larger field of organization 
studies, these studies can be broadly sketched by their orientation to traits, contin-
gency, and transformational theories (Lingard et  al. 2003). While traits theories 
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regard leadership in light of personal dispositions and qualities as dependent on the 
style and capacity of the person who is leading an organization, contingency theo-
ries emphasize how styles and behaviors are adapted to particular situations. The 
leader is, in this case, expected to coordinate goals and activities, being the prime 
instigator of the delegation of tasks and responsibilities by regulating other people’s 
mind sets and activities. Transformational leadership theories add the dimensions of 
vision and vision building to leadership studies. This perspective also integrates 
ideas regarding how transactions are played out by individuals, assuming that per-
sons act rationally toward each other to achieve certain benefits from their involve-
ment with organizations (Leithwood and Jantzi 2006). A more recent theoretical 
approach suggests that distributed leadership is a helpful perspective for studying 
how schools exercise informal power that goes beyond the boundaries of both for-
mal responsibility and the school context. This perspective also invites discussion 
on what constitutes democratic leadership in light of the discursive and political 
aspects.

Educational researchers have stressed the importance of situational theories and 
site-based work. Noteworthy studies utilizing this approach have been conducted by 
Hallinger and Heck (2010), who argue that instructional leadership is dependent on 
the mutual influence between students’ learning and school capacity, which is shap-
ing and is shaped by the collective leadership that is conceptualized as school-wide 
actions. These actions involve actors such as principals, teachers, administrators, 
and others. Based on this approach, educational features, such as constructing a 
school curriculum, are not separated from school leadership but are essentially a 
part of it (Hallinger 2010). Further, instructional leadership is seen as encouraging 
transformation, not merely by normative means but by developing the organiza-
tion’s cognitive capacity to select its purposes and support the development of 
instructional practices. This approach includes an interest in curriculum matters and 
school cultures, as well as the ways in which schools are capable of fostering high 
expectations for learning. Not only first-order change is highlighted, wherein tech-
nologies or persons directly regulate the work of students and teachers, but also a 
second-order phenomenon, whereby the school conditions and the climate require 
persons to change their actions within the organization (Hallinger 2003, p. 338). 
Consequently, instructional leadership is thought to exert both a direct and an indi-
rect influence on individuals’ actions and activities within the school organization.

In transformational leadership theories, common goals and shared visions serve 
as a key focus Thus, the shaping of the ideologies of members of an organization is 
a key issue in these studies (Leithwood 1994). The attention paid to goals is also 
important for examining transactional leadership as different from, or simply as an 
aspect of, transformational leadership. To examine how leaders and their followers 
exchange gratifications in order to achieve the best results, rational choice theories 
are built into these research approaches (Bass 1997, 1999; Burns 1978). Researchers 
who adopt this position often refer to empirical evidence to support their arguments 
concerning how such transactions make an impact on the processes within school 
organizations as well as their outcomes (Leithwood and Jantzi 2006; Leithwood 
et al. 1994; Oterkiil and Ertesvåg 2014). One consequence of this research approach 
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is the study of particular factors that might explain the actions and priorities of the 
actors involved, such as the significance of a school’s leadership, in terms of teach-
ers’ resilience. Day and Gu’s (2010) study of effective and trusting relationships 
within organizations demonstrates that a school’s leadership is actually regarded as 
the most important factor for organizational resilience, which supports transforma-
tional and transactional theories (see also Mulford (2003)).

In recent years, within school leadership research, as well as in national and local 
policy making, a distributive perspective on school leadership has aroused intense 
interest. A distributive view of leadership recognizes that leading schools can 
involve multiple individuals in addition to the school principal—“the leader-plus 
aspect”—and that leading a school is fundamentally concerned with interactions 
rather than about the actions of individual leaders—“the practice aspect” (Spillane 
and Healey 2010). According to Harris (2007), this view of distributed leadership 
rests on an idea of leadership as cognition. Research on distributed leadership is 
characterized by an interest in opening up new perspectives on the question of who 
can take part and who can be counted on when studying leadership practices. For 
example, Woods et  al. (2004) understand distributed leadership as an emergent 
property of a group or network of interacting individuals operating within an unlim-
ited space in which distributed expertise extends the boundaries by going beyond 
the formal functions of an organization. It has been argued that distributed leader-
ship does not necessarily guarantee democratic processes and practices because it 
does not explain who is in control of whom and on what premise; therefore, it is 
suggested that there is a need to integrate sociological theories into discussions 
about the complexity of organizations and leadership studies (Gronn 2009). In the 
debate regarding democratic leadership, Lingard et al. (2003) argue that educational 
leadership must acknowledge complexity, diversity, and equity as salient character-
istics in the formal leadership task of every school principal. Based on this perspec-
tive, the democratic features are specifically taken into consideration, and they have 
also been the focus of several studies on educational leadership within the 
Scandinavian context (Johansson 2001; Moos et al. 2004; Møller 2006). However, 
the political/democratic aspects of leadership practices cannot be viewed as merely 
being generated by a single leader and leadership practices in schools. This argu-
ment has led to sociological and critical-oriented studies that seek to interpret 
leadership as an aspect of policy formation related to the democratic problems of 
society (Gunter 2012; Møller and Skedsmo 2013).

This brief overview of the leadership theories indicates that educational leader-
ship research represents a diverse field that would benefit from a theoretical frame-
work with the ability to simultaneously capture the societal and ideological policy 
level and the different dimensions of the governance of institutionalized education. 
From both an instructional and a transformational perspective, and based upon the 
most recent discussion on distributed perspectives, it becomes clear that a deep 
understanding of the context of educational reform and policy changes is as impor-
tant as an awareness of the relevant actions of school leaders, teachers, and others 
who are involved in school leadership. Moreover, comparing the field of theories in 
leadership research and transnational policy, we see an urgent need for self-reflection 
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on the ways in which leadership definitions are included in the justification of pol-
icy. In light of curriculum theory, there seem to be several overlapping policies and 
practices between the research fields (Uljens and Ylimaki 2015). However, the 
understanding of educational leadership as it is described in articles and textbooks 
risks being either too general—that is, there is no distinction between leading a 
school or leading other social practices (see Young 2008)—or too restricted—that 
is, each school/district is considered to be its own independent unit.

We thus suggest that the meaning of educational leadership needs to be concep-
tualized by means of an institutional multilevel analysis, whereby transnational 
educational policy formations, as well as national governing discourses, curriculum 
problems, and local school leadership practices, are taken into consideration. In the 
following section, we turn to the theory of discursive institutionalism to frame our 
analysis into an integrative approach linking transnational policies on educational 
leadership to curriculum theories and problems. Our aim is to create a framework 
through which educational leadership can relate to curriculum theory, including the 
wider societal/ideological perspectives that are helpful in understanding the dis-
course of educational leadership. By this, we will not enter into the field of educa-
tional practices, but will instead examine the policy level within a transnational 
policy discourse.

�A Theoretical Framework: Discursive Institutionalism 
and Curriculum Theory

Discursive institutionalism is a collective term for exploring the content of ideas and 
the interactive processes that are reflected through discourses in institutional con-
texts. This fourth version of the new institutionalism approach is focused on both 
the theorizing of the substantive content of cognitive and normative ideas and the 
interactive discursive processes and argumentation by which these ideas are pro-
duced, conveyed, and potentially lead to collective actions (Schmidt 2012).

Schmidt (2012) argues that agents within institutions possess two forms of abili-
ties: background ideational abilities and foreground discursive abilities. Schmidt 
(2012) interprets background ideational abilities as a human capacity to understand 
and structure the environment from know-how concerning how the known world 
works. Human background ideational abilities allow actors inside and outside insti-
tutions to speak and think about institutions in certain ways, thereby contributing to 
both creating and maintaining institutions through collective discursive actions. 
Discourses work simultaneously at two levels in institutions. The background ide-
ational abilities represent an everyday level of communication within and about the 
institution. The foreground discursive abilities, conversely, comprise actions when 
people distance themselves from the everyday institutional activities and discuss 
and reflect on the institution at a more general level, which also involves reflection 
and change from an “outside” perspective. Thus, the foreground discursive abilities 
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provide the basis for a coordinative discourse that is characterized by the creation, 
elaboration, and justification of a certain policy. They also provide the basis for a 
communicative discourse that takes the ideas and policies outside the institution to 
“the public” for discussion and deliberation. The public here includes political 
actors, media, interest groups, and ordinary citizens who can act on and contribute 
to the discourse by engaging in the discussion (Schmidt 2012).

Discursive institutionalism distinguishes between two types of ideas: cognitive 
and normative. Cognitive ideas offer solutions to the problems at hand and represent 
the reasoning for what should be done and why. They include proposals, sugges-
tions, guidelines, and so on that are based on what should be done upon consider-
ation of the circumstances; that is, they express “necessary” actions that are evoked 
by certain causes and logic. Normative ideas, contrastingly, offer values as the bases 
for cognitive ideas. They add values to policy actions and policy solutions, and they 
legitimate policy with reference to normative values and ideologies. If cognitive 
ideas are legitimized by factual causes, normative ideas are argued for in terms of 
more general values (Schmidt 2008).

By combining the levels of cognitive and normative ideas with coordinative and 
communicative discourses, it becomes possible to analyze questions regarding 
when and where educational discourses on school leadership matter, who is setting 
the agenda, and to whom the agenda is communicated. When a special meaning that 
is embedded in a specific material context is translated to another context, it opens 
it up to a “discursive gap.” This gap constitutes a space for the production of dis-
course through the recontextualization of meanings; that is to say, when a discourse 
moves away from its original site and into a new arena, a transformation occurs by 
means of which different elements of meaning within the discourse are selectively 
appropriated, relocated, refocused, and so on. Although elements of the discourse 
can be recognized, it is not totally the same discourse anymore, since possibilities 
for partly new meanings have been created through the transformation from one 
arena to another. The construction of policy discourses and educational leadership 
discourses can be understood as processes recontextualizing discourses by moving 
between different arenas, thereby reinterpreting certain dominant concepts of a dis-
course (Bernstein 2000/1996).

�The Policy Documents: Data and Analysis

Discursive institutionalism as a research strand helps to classify groups of state-
ments in policy documentation that articulate how actors approach formal and sub-
stantive aspects of societal fields as well as their communicative character. In our 
study, we selected policy documents from the EU and the OECD, which we expected 
to reflect a transnational discourse on education reform policy beyond the national 
level. By initially screening a cluster of policy documents that we downloaded from 
the EU and OECD websites, referred by national authorities in our own countries 
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(i.e., Sweden and Norway), we selected a total of 14 documents that articulated 
meaning concerning the ways in which leadership makes sense as part of reform 
policy within and across national contexts. Thus, in our examination of the docu-
ments, we conducted a qualitative study that sought to unravel their meaning (Coffey 
2014, p. 8) as well as the discourses this meaning related to. Discourses were then 
thought of as “an ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categories through which mean-
ing is given to social and physical phenomena, and which is produced and repro-
duced through an identifiable set of practices” (Hajer 2003, p. 300).

To avoid a biased selection of documents compared to the existing corpus of 
policy documents published by the two organizations, we compared the reference 
lists between the documents and we made use of a snowball method by checking for 
other documents concerning leadership and leadership research that were men-
tioned within the papers. In this way, we could trace the ideas and discourses using 
a forward and backward tracing strategy, utilizing references in one document as 
pointers to other documents and thereby constructing a text corpus.

The documents were examined with regard to theory and, at the same time, 
informed by the narrative descriptions that we condensed in order to generate 
images of what was written about leadership, leadership research, and reform pol-
icy. The narrative descriptions were constructed by the use of a technique for iden-
tifying themes (Ryan and Bernard 2003). The themes were discovered by reading 
through the selected documents and clustering expressions in light of the theoretical 
perspectives framed by an institutional-discursive theory. Dimensions such as 
spheres, normative and cognitive ideas, and coordinative and communicative dis-
courses guided our reading of the documents and thereby our means of identifying 
and categorizing themes. By analyzing the themes and the narrative descriptions, as 
condensed by re-reading the documents, we were also able to point out ways in 
which leadership and leadership research were conceptualized within the discourses 
of reform policy for each of the fields and levels included in our study. Thus, we did 
not apply an evaluative approach to study the documents, but rather an interpretative 
point of view, for the sake of developing analytical perspectives and theories 
(Kuckartz 2014). In order to make the theoretical and deductive dimensions trans-
parent, we will present the core concepts and perspectives of Schmidt’s (2012) 
theory. However, our core purpose is not merely to make use of this theory in a 
deductive way, but with regard to the documents, to conduct an analysis that helps 
to renew perspectives on curriculum and leadership research.

In terms of discursive institutionalism, Schmidt (2012) distinguishes between 
three different spheres, although for this study only the first two are relevant. The 
public philosophy sphere represents a basic sphere of public worldviews and 
assumptions that underpin the policy solutions, although these assumptions are sel-
dom consciously formulated or even recognized. Instead, they form a background 
for the sphere of programmatic ideas. The public philosophy sphere generally 
includes two forms of ideas: normative ideas and cognitive ideas. Normative ideas 
are concerned with legitimizing policy programs that express the suggested solu-
tions by referring to how they are rooted in a deeper understanding of the world. 
Cognitive ideas are instead concerned with the interpretation of these background 
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assumptions in the public philosophy sphere in order to define the problems to be 
solved and identify the solutions to be used in the programmatic sphere. The sphere 
of programmatic ideas consists of a more general program that functions as a com-
mon frame of reference for ideas, actions, and solutions that are suggested as pos-
sible responses to a problem. This sphere is characterized by its foreground position, 
which means that ideas and suggestions are debated and discussed on a regular 
basis.

The spheres of discursive institutionalism are broadly in line with the levels of 
analysis that are generally suggested within curriculum theory: a societal/ideologi-
cal arena in which basic assumptions regarding the needs of a society and ideas 
about education are formed, and a programmatic arena that represents the actual 
concrete policy documents proposed. A third level of analysis points to the so-called 
classroom level, where the suggested policy solutions are interpreted and performed 
in local practice (Deng and Luke 2008; Lundgren 1979). By combining these arenas 
with the public philosophy sphere and the sphere of programmatic ideas of policy 
formation, discursive institutionalism contributes to curriculum theory with a more 
elaborate tool of analysis capable of distinguishing between cognitive and norma-
tive ideas, as well as between coordinated and communicative discourses.

In this chapter, the focus of the analysis is transnational educational leadership 
policy. Therefore, only the first two spheres or arenas are relevant to this study. The 
analytical interpretive framework combines concepts and meaning from discursive 
institutionalism and curriculum theory via an analysis of leadership discourses 
emerging in transnational policy documents. An overview of the combined frame-
work for the present study is presented in Table 14.1 below (see also Wahlström & 
Sundberg 2017).

Table 14.1  The framework of analysis and the links between the perspectives in discursive 
institutionalism, curriculum theory, and leadership discourses

Transnational arenas
Discursive 
institutionalism Curriculum theory

Leadership 
discourses

The societal/institutional realm Public 
philosophy

Institutional/societal 
ideas

Organizational 
theories

Normative and 
cognitive ideas 
about society 
and education

Basic assumptions 
concerning society and 
education

General ideas of 
the need for 
leadership in 
schools

The programmatic realm Programmatic 
ideas

Programmatic ideas 
and norms

Programmatic 
models

Coordinative 
and 
communicative 
discourses

Common policy 
understanding and 
recommendations to 
reform education

Policy- and 
research-based 
suggestions for 
the type of 
leadership 
needed
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�Societal Ideas and Programmatic Discourses on Educational 
Leadership in the Transnational Arena

In this section, we present the results of the analysis in terms of the normative and 
cognitive ideas in the sphere of public philosophy on education in general and on 
school leadership in particular. Further, we report on coordinated as well as com-
municative discourses concerning educational leadership in the field of program-
matic ideas.

�Public Philosophy: Ideas and Assumptions 
Concerning Education and Educational Leadership

Often in policy texts, the references and justifications in the overarching discourse 
refer to “the rapidly changing world.” This is also true for the overall discourse on 
education and school leadership. At a very general level, the basic assumption can 
be formulated as in the following example:

Across the globe, the 21st century is seeing rapid economic and social change. Social and 
population mobility allied with technological advances and an increased focus on schools 
to perform mean that students today face very different challenges from their predecessors 
(Pont et al. 2008b, p. 3).

Together, these changes are assumed to alter the role of schools, as well as the 
role of school leaders, in fundamental ways. Three distinctive implications of the 
current challenges for education in relation to leadership can be noticed in the 
OECD’s argumentation: (i) school autonomy, (ii) school accountability, and (iii) 
school leadership going beyond the individual school. With the increased autonomy 
of schools comes the increased autonomy of school leaders. Therefore, school 
autonomy is closely linked to school accountability in terms of student performance, 
for which school leaders are, in turn, ultimately responsible. The school leaders are 
also supposed to take on a broader responsibility, including for other schools and the 
local community in terms of a system-wide school improvement. The aim of this 
form of school leadership is to develop what the OECD refers to as system leader-
ship. It is linked to a normative idea of a learning organization. Further, system 
leadership, with its systemic focus, is assumed to have the potential to contribute to 
system transformation (Pont et  al. 2008a). However, system leadership can only 
exercise influence in relation to the degree to which it is focused on teaching and 
learning. Thus, a coordinated discourse of system leadership opens up program-
matic discourses of personal leadership (as “system thinkers”), of distributed lead-
ership, as well as of instructional leadership. The cognitive idea of the need for 
leadership of the school itself is never questioned in these transnational policy docu-
ments. Instead, the interest is focused on the meaning of education leadership in a 
rapidly changing world. A cognitive answer to this challenge is that educational 
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leaders need to take on a new role as system leaders in a broader understanding of 
leadership. The cognitive idea is that only if school leaders are both working close 
to their own school and with other schools and school leaders, caring for the success 
of both their own and other schools, can they contribute to changing the whole sys-
tem to be more effective and successful in terms of results.

The belief that it is necessary to change the school system as a whole is related 
to another basic cognitive idea of the effect of education on economic growth. 
Within this set of cognitive ideas, human capital is a core concept (Boarini et al. 
2012). The way in which the OECD deals with this issue, for example, is to relate 
students’ skills, as measured by the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), to economic growth by means of recent economic modeling. The OECD’s 
conclusion is that if each member state boosts its average PISA scores by 25 points 
over the next 20 years, there will be “an aggregate gain of OECD GDP of USD 115 
trillion over the lifetime of the generation born in 2010” (OECD 2010, p. 6). A simi-
lar idea was expressed in the Lisbon Strategy by the EU in 2000: “The Union has 
today set itself a new strategic goal for the next decade: to become the most com-
petitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world” (European Council 
2000, p. 2, italics in original).

To meet the demands for change, the main normative idea in the transnational 
arena is that of continuous learning from cradle to grave. In the discourse on life-
long learning, “competence” is a key concept. The identified competences are sup-
posed to express the individual ability that is needed to meet the complex demands 
created by globalization and modernization in an increasingly interconnected world 
characterized by diversity. Both the OECD and the EU have formulated frameworks 
of key competencies, and both systems of competencies are measured by the PISA 
surveys (European Commission 2007, 2013; Rychen and Salganik 2005). The idea 
of lifelong learning also implies that school leaders need to develop effective leader-
ship skills for leading learning communities. By implementing the frameworks of 
key competencies, both the OECD, through the PISA surveys, and the EU (European 
Council 2000), through the Open Method of Coordination (OMC), have the norma-
tive tools for monitoring and evaluating their member states’ adaptations of a frame-
work for lifelong learning.

�Programmatic Ideas of Education and Leadership 
in the Transnational Policy Arena

Programmatic ideas about education and school leadership in the transnational pol-
icy arena are analyzed by examining the coordinative and communicative discourses 
of educational leadership. On the transnational programmatic level, ideas of cur-
riculum are incorporated in a technical- instrumental coordinated discourse. The 
technical-instrumental curriculum discourse is characterized by the assumption that 
curricula ought to be designed in accordance with economic and labor market 
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related demands. It is in light of this discourse that the emergence of performance-
based and standards-based reforms can be understood because of their ability to 
measure “knowledge outcomes” in a seemingly comparable way (Sundberg and 
Wahlström 2012).

�A Coordinative Discourse of Effective Leadership

The “Rethinking Education” program, which was launched by the EU in 2012, 
argued for the importance of member states investing in education and skills train-
ing as the most valuable tool for increasing Europe’s competitiveness and produc-
tivity (European Commission 2012a). It is noted that school leaders spend more 
than 40% of their time on management and administrative activities. It is also noted 
that the number of applications for school leadership posts is often very low in the 
member states. The European Commission states that educational leadership is sec-
ond only to teaching among the school-related factors that determine the outcomes 
of students’ learning (European Commission 2012b, p. 43). The quality of school 
leadership is believed to affect both the motivation of teaching staff and the quality 
of their teaching. It is argued that the PISA results are higher in countries in which 
teachers are held accountable to school leaders and to external inspectors through 
the monitoring of lessons. The school leaders’ impact on the ethos of the school is 
also believed to be significant (European Commission 2012b). In a policy discourse 
in which efficiency and equity are placed at the foreground of education, school 
leaders are at the intersection of educational policy and its implications at the school 
level. The efficiency discourse emphasizes teachers’ motivation, skills, and compe-
tences as key factors for achieving high quality learning outcomes; in turn, the qual-
ity of educational leadership is an essential factor for achieving the goal of good 
teaching with an ability to inspire all students and make them all want to learn. What 
is referred to as “effective school leadership” is viewed as crucial for shaping an 
effective environment for teaching and learning—a learning environment with high 
aspirations that are supported by appropriate organizational structures and a good 
school climate. Two factors are highlighted in the efficiency discourse for school 
leaders: first, it is of key importance to ensure that school leaders are not overbur-
dened with administrative work; and, second, it is important to ensure that school 
leaders have the capacities and qualities needed to handle an increasing number of 
very diverse tasks (European Council 2009). The coordinative discourse is consis-
tent with a discourse of transformational leadership research, which expresses the 
purpose of leadership as motivating followers to work toward common goals. The 
leaders need to use their charisma and their ability to inspire their staff (Leithwood 
1994; Leithwood and Jantzi 2006). In later texts, instructional leadership and mana-
gerial leadership have been subsumed within the overall concept of transforma-
tional leadership. Transformational leadership has a clear connection to the 
policy-based and neoliberal concept of New Public Management (Hall et al. 2013), 
and its representatives argue that it is possible to find correlation between 
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transformational leadership and student outcomes (e.g. Sun and Leithwood 2012). 
Basically, transformational leadership promotes a role for the education leader as a 
“lonely hero” leading the team toward common goals to improve the school, 
although advocates of this leadership conception have also tried to go beyond a one-
sided, individually shaped leadership. In the coordinative discourse there is, how-
ever, still a strong normative idea about who can take on a role as principal, what set 
of central skills he or she needs to have, and that, in the end, the success of the 
school is dependent on the abilities of its principal.

�Communicative Discourses: Implementing Policies

The policy slogan of getting the right people to be principals has gained lot of media 
attention in recent years. The motto is also echoed in other policy documents from 
the OECD (2013) and the private sector (Barber and Mourshed 2007; Mourshed 
et al. 2010), and it mirrors the individual leadership expressed in the coordinating 
discourse above. The slogan summarizes a political understanding of leadership 
against which the communicated leadership discourses on the programmatic arena 
are reflected.

The McKinsey report from 2007 comprised several simple solutions for school 
systems that want to reach the top of the results table, including advice concerning 
educational leadership. It is all about “getting the right people to become school 
leaders,” providing “these people with the right set of skills,” and structuring “the 
roles, expectations and incentives to ensure that its principals focus on instructional 
leadership, not on school administration” (Barber and Mourshed 2007, p. 30). In 
this efficiency discourse, the “right” school leader is him- or herself an excellent 
instructor who spends his or her time coaching the teachers to become better instruc-
tors and, as a consequence of this coaching, improves the teachers’ ability to 
increase the students’ achievements. The ideal principal is a person who focuses on 
helping the teachers to learn from each other, a person who is constantly spending 
time out in the classrooms and halls among the students, and a person who engages 
in e-mails and administration only after everyone else has left the school for the day. 
On the other hand, in a follow-up study, the need to support the school leader with 
a school system that includes adequate administrative staff is emphasized to ensure 
that the principal can focus on educational leadership. The ideal in this subsequent 
report is rather the “collective capacity” that is reached when teachers and school 
leaders work together to examine “what works” and to improve instruction together 
(Mourshed et al. 2010). In these two examples of the efficiency discourse on educa-
tional leadership, the message is addressed directly to the national policy arena. 
This is a discourse that is pre-eminently interconnected with a standards-based cur-
riculum format because the leadership logic is based on the premise that “good” 
education leadership manifests itself in improved knowledge results. According to 
the EU (2012a), EU reforms have streamlined curricula across the EU by introducing 
standardized tests and infrastructure for literacy, mathematics, and science centers. 
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Thus, the ideal of education leadership needs to be interpreted in close relation to 
the promotion of standards-based curriculum reform at a programmatic transna-
tional level.

Furthermore, the policy text has the character of a decontextualized manual: if 
you act like this, your national school system will improve regardless of where in 
the world you are. In the two reports referred to above, a displacement from an 
individually to a more collective leadership ideal can be discerned. Stated other-
wise, in the programmatic arena the communicative discourse is moving from an 
individual to a distributed leadership discourse, although still remaining within a 
normative idea of system leadership and learning in organizations as well as within 
a coordinative discourse of transformational leadership.

Based on references to current research within the field of education leadership, 
the OECD also communicates a discourse of distributed educational leadership for 
schools. The assumption is that effective leadership does not need to be exclusively 
related to one or a few formal positions; rather, it can be distributed across a number 
of individuals and teams in the school. According to the OECD (Pont et al. 2008a), 
the “increased responsibilities and accountability of school leadership are creating 
the need for distribution of leadership, both within schools and across schools.” In 
accordance with this formulation, distributive leadership can be understood as part 
of the “system leadership” concept, formed in the field of cognitive ideas in the 
societal/institutional arena. In the same vein, the European Commission (2012b) 
argues that the core competencies for educational leadership can be supported by 
policy, for example, the impact of the principal tends to be stronger where the degree 
of school autonomy is higher. The Commission defines the core competencies as the 
ability to have vision and to be able to inspire others, to think strategically, to 
enhance learning environments and learning cultures, to improve the quality of stu-
dents’ learning and their learning outcomes, to manage resources effectively, to 
have good knowledge of the school system, to have strong communication skills, 
and to be able to solve problems. While all of those competencies can be said to 
represent systemic skills, the Commission also believes that successful education 
leadership requires specific personal characteristics. “School leadership staff are 
also likely to be most effective if they possess personal attributes such as courage, 
optimism, resilience, tolerance, emotional intelligence, self-awareness, energy, 
ambition, commitment and a desire for learning” (European Commission 2012b, 
p. 46). As school leaders are given greater responsibility for their school’s academic 
achievement, the EU urges their member states to promote distributed leadership as 
a route to school improvement. A collaborative approach to leadership includes a 
“greater degree of networking and mutual learning between school leaders at local, 
national and European level” to promote “self-reflection, encourage further profes-
sional development, facilitate mutual support, disseminate policy and practice … 
and mitigate some of the effects of between-school competition” (European 
Commission 2012b, p. 51).

So far, there have been strong links between personal (transformational) leader-
ship and collective (distributed) leadership in the programmatic ideas of the trans-
national policy arena. There is a clear communicative discourse advocating that 
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although a distributed leadership is increasingly favored, a collective leadership still 
needs to be led by a charismatic leader with a multitude of requested characteristics. 
At the same time as both individual and collective leadership represent two strong, 
intertwined conceptions of leadership in education policy documents, there is also a 
third theme of leadership in the communicative discourse. In 2013, the OECD pub-
lished an expert report that outlined the concept of “learning leadership” as a distinct 
new concept of leadership compared with, for example, instructional leadership and 
leadership for learning. It is emphasized that learning is a basic starting point for 
educational leadership policy. “As learning is the core business of education, it pro-
vides the paramount form and purpose of leadership focused on creating and sus-
taining environments that are conducive to good learning” (OECD 2013, p. 9). This 
approach is fully in line with the normative idea of lifelong learning as a public 
philosophy in the societal arena:

…learning leadership is specifically focused on the design, implementation and sustain-
ability of innovative, powerful learning environments through distributed, connected activ-
ity and relationships of a range of formal and informal leaders throughout a learning 
system (OECD 2013, p. 9).

Learning leadership builds on earlier findings concerning the importance of 
school autonomy, distributed leadership, and leadership as the path to school 
improvement. In fact, the latter is specifically emphasized in the claim that leader-
ship is highly influential for learning and outcomes at all levels of the school sys-
tem. The interest is centered on leadership itself, which means that all those included 
in a distributed leadership are affected, not only those who hold formal positions. 
The purpose of a learning leadership is to shape the conditions for “deep learning” 
to take place, in contrast to a merely instrumental view of learning. It is about creat-
ing innovative learning environments adapted to the challenges of the twenty-first 
century, calling for leaders “to be creative, thinking differently, and taking risks as 
they push themselves out of their comfort zones and experiment with developing 
and implementing new designs and encouraging others to do the same without fear 
of failure” (OECD 2013, p. 23).

Even if the basic analysis is still the same, leadership has an important impact on 
school results and so that leadership needs to be distributed to many. The require-
ments have now been increased and the demand of an innovative learning leadership 
implies that leaders are expected to continuously put themselves at stake. This 
approach is echoed in a curriculum strategy emphasizing that countries should “fos-
ter entrepreneurial skills through new and creative ways of teaching and learning” 
and focus on “the opportunity of business creation as a career destination” (European 
Commission 2012a, p. 4). The communicative discourse of both education leader-
ship and curriculum expresses dissatisfaction with a school that is perceived to be 
too traditional and poorly adapted to the current requirements of the global labor 
market. Though the innovative approach is highlighted and it characterizes the dis-
course by introducing a partly new way of talking about leadership, the original 
purpose of the improvement of students’ outcomes is still intact. In this “new” dis-
course, leadership is spoken of as dominated “by the relatively enclosed world of 
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formal schooling”; a learning leadership can, however, “open horizons” and explore 
what leadership means in “complex environments that mix different players, set-
tings, and styles” (OECD 2013, p. 14).

The concept of leadership that emphasizes “to lead” as well as to distribute a 
collective leadership is related to the modernization of the public sector in terms of 
the New Public Management (NPM). During the same period, distributed leadership 
has also aroused a considerable interest within educational leadership research. 
Gunter et al. (2013, p. 559) use the term “functional” to designate approaches that 
focus on “removing dysfunctions from the system, particularly in globalizing econ-
omy where governments have adapted modernizing accountability processes.” The 
term “normative” expresses a desire to change and improve practice. A functional-
normative perspective of distributed leadership thus represents research that pro-
vides findings that form the basis for specifically designed national leadership 
reforms with the purpose of promoting good practice, or the so-called evidence-
based policy initiatives. The research orientation is related to the research fields of 
school improvement and school effectiveness, with international organizations such 
as the OECD and the EU acting as mediators. The research within this field claims 
that the principal cannot lead the school alone; instead, the principal needs to share 
the leadership with others. It is argued that research makes it possible to identify the 
best way in terms of how and to whom the leadership should be distributed, which 
leads to practical advice concerning the leadership factors affecting the school and 
its outcomes in a positive direction (Gunter et al. 2013).

�Educational Reform, School Improvement, and Leadership

In this study, we have linked curriculum theory to discursive institutionalism and to 
educational leadership policy and research. Curriculum theory is helpful for illus-
trating how policy formations are recontextualized in different transnational and 
national arenas. We demonstrate how different actors, both governmental organiza-
tions and private multinational companies, form coordinated horizontal discourses 
of what it means to be a “good” leader. By including discursive institutionalism 
within a framework of curriculum theory, it becomes possible to distinguish between 
different forms of discourses and their different functions in forming and conveying 
ideas (Schmidt 2012). Coordinative discourses are nourished by ideas available in 
the public philosophy of a society through the elusive phenomenon of the “public 
spirit.” Such a strong normative vision of the overarching international arena is the 
idea of lifelong learning and the need for all citizens to learn throughout their lives.

A dominant cognitive idea on the societal international level concerning educa-
tional leadership is that schools need to have principals and that those principals 
have the ability to affect the outcomes of the school. The transnational perspective 
on leadership confirms the presence of reforms as travelling across geographical 
territories relating to wider societal and cultural contexts (Steiner-Khamsi 2013). 
The basic supposition is that when society changes rapidly in terms of its commu-
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nication and migration patterns, the principal also needs to go beyond his/her own 
school and exercise leadership in a wider system in order to change and transform 
the school in a more powerful way (Pont et al. 2008b).

These normative and cognitive societal ideas about lifelong learning and system 
leadership are reflected in the transnational discourse coordinated between different 
international actors on a programmatic level. There is a common understanding of 
educational leadership as being exerted by an individual person capable of leading 
followers toward common goals for an improved school. The focus on improved 
results requires a common transnational policy of a standards-based curriculum 
with predetermined goals and standardized national and international tests 
(Sundberg and Wahlström 2012). From this coordinated vision, there has been a 
gradual displacement towards a distributed leadership involving both formal and 
informal leaders of the school (Leithwood and Jantzi 2006; Lingard et  al. 2003; 
Spillane and Healey 2010); however, the image of the impact of the leader from a 
transformational leadership concept is still very tangible within a distributive under-
standing of leadership in policy documents.

A collective view of leadership develops to be the dominant coordinative dis-
course, and from this common base of distributed leadership, three different com-
municative discourses of functional-normative beliefs (Gunter et  al. 2013) about 
leadership can be distinguished. There is a strong discourse of getting “the right 
person” to be a leader linked to a transformational leadership (Barber and Mourshed 
2007). However, there is also strong advocating for a distributed leadership, not 
least from the OECD (Pont et al. 2008a, b). More recently, as if neither the transfor-
mational nor the distributed leadership has been able to offer enough force to seri-
ously challenge and improve the school system, a learning leadership has been 
introduced (OECD 2013). The latter has close connotations to innovation and 
“thinking outside the box,” manifested through the language used within this orien-
tation of leadership. Learning leadership is not a new form of leadership, but rather 
it is a variation of distributed leadership developed into network formations and 
experimentalism to provoke the system from within. The suggested solution for 
improving learning and knowledge results in schools is to keep the focus exclu-
sively on learning, leaving other institutional commitments aside. Learning leader-
ship can be said to illustrate a well-known truth within curriculum theory, namely 
that it is not easy to get reforms to deliver the expected results (Karabel and 
Halsey 1977; Lundgren 2006). In educational leadership policy and in much of the 
research on leadership, the expectations of the results of school reforms and school 
improvements are placed on the shoulders of principals as the central actors in 
schools (Barber and Mourshed 2007; Mourshed et al. 2010; OECD 2013; Pont et al. 
2008a, b).

By relating leadership research to communicative transnational discourses of 
educational leadership policy, it seems clear that certain international research and 
transnational policy initiatives can be viewed as symbiotic. In particular, the 
functional-normative orientation of distributive leadership is developed in close 
connection to the policy needs of evidence-informed recommendations concerning 
factors expected to contribute to improved educational outcomes. However, as this 
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chapter has shown, both societal and educational issues are crucial in reform policy, 
as well as the formal, substantive, and discursive dimensions. Following an 
institutional-discursive approach, we will argue that the ways in which social and 
educational questions become intertwined in actual reforms are dependent on cog-
nitive and normative ideas in the public sphere. Thus, reforms to education leader-
ship are related to coordinative and communicative discourses beyond the individual 
reform, while solutions to curriculum and leadership problems are anchored in edu-
cational policies and practices.

Against this background, we argue that a deeper understanding of the meaning of 
educational leadership discourse and the conditions under which such a discourse is 
conducted is crucial. While educational leadership research has so far focused on 
the organizational conditions and expectations for managing and leading activities, 
curriculum theories have offered insights into societal and educational problems to 
be dealt with in school and in society. We suggest taking both fields into consider-
ation in future policies and practices; however, not without a reflexivity around how 
reform and research are intertwined. It is with this ambition in mind that we have 
approached curriculum and leadership from a discursive-institutionalist 
perspective.
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