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Abstract
This article deepens the knowledge of middle leaders’ impact on school improve-
ment and organisation development. More precisely, it focuses on how middle lead-
ers from comprehensive schools and preschools translated improvement strategies 
and tools from a municipal course on leading school improvement into their own 
organisations. It is based on interviews with middle leaders, teachers, and princi-
pals at two schools and two preschools. Translation theory is used as a theoretical 
frame. The findings show that the middle leaders translated improvement strategies 
based on local needs, and for several reasons: for clarification and reduction of roles 
and improvement areas; structuring improvement work; engaging and involving col-
leagues in school improvement; and developing a professional culture. When taking 
the role of translators, the middle leaders became central to progressing the develop-
mental elements of local school organisations. The study recommends investing to 
provide middle leaders with improvement strategies and an understanding of transla-
tion theory to enable translations that aid the development of school organisations.

Keywords Middle leaders · Organisation development · School improvement · 
Translation theory

 * Jaana Nehez 
 jaana.nehez@hh.se

1 School of Education, Humanities and Social Sciences, Halmstad University, Box 823, 
301 18 Halmstad, Sweden

2 Department of Education and Special Education, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, 
Sweden

3 The City of Malmö Upper Secondary School and Adult Education Administration, Malmö, 
Sweden

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-9293-0445
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10833-021-09418-2&domain=pdf


316 Journal of Educational Change (2022) 23:315–341

1 3

Introduction

Teachers in middle leading positions in schools are of interest to school improve-
ment researchers all over the world (Boyaci & Oz, 2017). The issue is treated in 
literature reviews (Burke, 2008; de Nobile, 2018; Harris et al., 2019; Wenner & 
Campbell, 2017), and has been studied in terms of change agents (Blossing, 2016; 
Burke, 2008) and teacher leaders (Muijs & Harris, 2003). The interest in teachers 
as middle leaders is motivated by their supposed power in driving change in edu-
cational practice. Compared to other leaders, such as principals and external con-
sultants, they are closer to the classroom, they are mostly more skilled in teaching 
acitivities, and they are more aware of the teacher culture and how to strategically 
deal with it. On the other hand, this advantage can also be a disadvantage; they 
are too close to the classroom to see the problems, they are perhaps not skilled in 
teaching acitivites in relation to different subjects, and they are themselves part 
of the teacher culture that might require change. Most of the previous research 
referred to above has focused on the roles and tasks of successful middle leaders. 
Defining roles and distributing tasks can be one way of adapting strategies for 
developing school organisations. A less researched area is how middle leaders 
could use the general knowledge from this research and adapt it to the local situ-
ation. This could be quite a challenge and in this study we contribute by focusing 
on middle leaders’ understanding and use, in terms of translating, improvement 
ideas in order to best affect and support improvements at the local school level.

The focus here is on a Swedish case, where middle leaders, in cooperation with 
principals, have improved the developmental elements of local school organisa-
tions by translating models and tools obtained from a municipal course in leading 
school improvement. Organisations can analytically be separated into one oper-
ational and one developmental element, also called an entrepreneurial element 
(Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). The former follows routines and rules that push for 
order and control, efficiency, and productivity, and the latter pushes for opportu-
nities, innovation, and change. Developmental elements are often said to be frag-
mented, and to lack the ability to improve; ideas are initiated but seldom imple-
mented and institutionalised (Blossing et  al., 2015). In an earlier study (Nehez 
et al., 2017) that focused on this particular Swedish case, schools and preschools 
were identified in a certain school district in a municipality in southern Sweden 
that had made strong efforts to overcome such problems. In this article we report 
about this district.

By analysing this case, our aim is to deepen the knowledge of how middle 
leaders make an impact on school organisations. The research questions are: (1) 
How can middle leaders translate ideas in the form of improvement strategies for 
use in their own organisations? and (2) What impact can middle leaders’ transla-
tion processes have on a local school organisation?

Translation theories can be used for analysing how ideas are transferred 
between contexts, packed in one context and unpacked in another (Czarniaw-
ska & Sevón, 1996; Lindberg & Erlingsdóttir, 2007; Røvik, 2016). The primary 
interest here is the change and transferring process of ideas. Compared to, for 
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example, research on fidelity on implementation (Cantrell et  al., 2013), we are 
less interested in the original and planned ideas. Moreover, in contrast to some 
other research on translation (Røvik et  al., 2014), the focus is not on specific 
improvement ideas, but more concretely on improvement strategies in the form of 
models and tools. The school district of focus for this study had no ideas for how 
to implement improvement other than using middle leaders to do so, and to train 
them to use such models and tools.

This paper begins with a brief introduction of research about the use of mid-
dle leaders for school improvements before looking at organisational change, and 
translation as a theoretical frame to understand change. Methods for the study are 
described before the findings are presented and discussed.

Middle leaders for school improvement

Research about using middle leaders for school improvement has generated knowl-
edge about middle leader roles, conditions for middle leaders, and what middle 
leaders focus on in order to affect several levels within school organisations. How-
ever, not much is known about the micro processes of translating ideas into activi-
ties in order to promote school improvement, or how to adapt general knowledge of 
improvement strategies to the local school organisation.

In his review on middle leaders, de Nobile (2018) found six different roles for 
such leaders: the student focused role; the administrative role; the organisational 
role; the supervisory role; the staff developmental role; and the strategic role. Bloss-
ing (2013) identified similar roles in a Swedish empirical study. Based on whether 
they worked with micro or macro processes, and whether they worked within the 
operational element or developmental element of the organisation, Blossing identi-
fied four roles. Two of these roles, the school leader assistant role and the project 
leader role, focused more on leading the everyday work in the operational element 
of the organisation, rather than leading school improvement. The third role, the 
supervisor role, focused on micro processes in change by, for example, leading dia-
logue among teachers in the developmental element of the organisation. The fourth 
role, the organisation developer, worked with macro processes in order to improve 
the organisation of the whole school. The latter was the intended role for the middle 
leaders in the investigated municipality, and it’s initiating course sought to prepare 
them for that role.

According to Day and Harris (2002), teachers in middle leading positions seem 
to have important roles as change agents. At the classroom level, they link prin-
ciples for improvement to classroom practice. At the collegial level, they develop 
ownership of improvement work through involving collegues in teacher collabora-
tion. At the school level, they take a mediating role in communication and resource 
mobilisation.

de Nobile (2018) found that middle leaders performed their roles by managing 
relationships, leading teams, communicating effectively, managing time, and manag-
ing self. Fairman and Mackenzie (2015), who studied how teacher leaders in seven 
schools in the United States influenced their colleagues, found that they focused on 
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both students’ and teachers’ learning, and used strategies such as sharing, modelling, 
advocating, supervising, collaborating, and learning together. The researchers highlight 
the importance of both supportive aspects such as trust, time, and support from the 
school leader, and relational aspects for successful teacher leadership. Teacher leaders 
need to have a challenging and supportive approach in which honesty, openness, reflec-
tion, communication, and courage are central. Fairman and Mackenzie also found that 
teacher leaders do not often call themselves leaders, because they are more influential 
as informal leaders.

Tensions between teachers with and without middle leading positions are observed 
by Bennett et al. (2007). One type of tension arises between the new expectations on 
leading the whole school organisation, loyalty to one’s own team or staff, and the pro-
fessional rhetoric of collegiality. This raises the following questions:

• Does collegiality mean joint professional learning or trust in colleagues’ individual 
professional autonomy?

• Traditionally teachers are regarded as equals, but what happens when some of them 
suddenly have leading tasks?

• How do middle leader positions get legitimacy?

Focusing on a formal middle leader role active in translations, it is acknowledged 
that middle leadership is part of a broader phenomenon of distributed leadership, 
including formal and informal leaders, as well as followers, and making up a collective 
practice of capacity building intended for better work and improvement (Liljenberg, 
2015).

Grootenboer et  al. (2015) found that many teachers spontaneously took informal 
roles as teacher leaders due to the fact that they had developed new knowledge and self-
confidence based on education. Middle leadership is generated both through education 
and through practising new knowledge and developed skills, as we hoped to demon-
strate in our study.

Middle leaders as translators of ideas for organisational change have been sparserly 
researched. Radaelli and Sitton-Kent (2016) identify translation practices of mid-
dle managers from aquistion of ideas to stabilisation of ideas. One of their findings is 
that middle managers are appropriate for the translation role. They make sense of new 
ideas and their impact on organisation practices. They use their intermediate position 
to collect signals of the actors in the organisation where the translation is going to take 
place in order to be able to know how to proceed, and they build a translation identity 
by becoming involved with the new ideas. The advantages of an intermediate position 
when it comes to translation of ideas have also been stressed by Furu and Lund (2014) 
in a study of middle leaders in a Norwegian school reform.

Organisational change and school improvement

In our study, local schools are considered as organisations with operational and 
developmental elements. Upholding a difference between operational and devel-
opmental element of organisations provides a competitive advantage for all sorts 
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of businesses (Pålshaugen, 2000). It is vital that both elements of the organisation 
need to involve all teachers, so that tasks developed in the innovative develop-
mental element of the organisation are implemented into the operating element. 
Otherwise, older, already institutionalised routines, survive (Ellström, 1992). 
Louis and Miles (1990) emphasise that the two elements need to be planned dif-
ferently; operational elements can be planned rationally, but developmental ele-
ments require developmental planning. Ellström (1992) points out that opera-
tional tasks need to be regulatory and efficient, whereas developmental tasks need 
to be process-focused and based on creativity and teamwork. Björn et al. (2002) 
analysed failures in doing this, and Lander (2009) found a successful case.

In Sweden, schools have developed more evidently as local organisations since 
1980 (Lander et al., 2013). The school reforms in the 1980s were influenced by 
organisational development and ideas about participation, group work, and action 
research in order to facilitate change. The change agent was a key role player as 
the leader of groups or teams. The core leader task was to enable participative 
processes with the aim to plan for improvement actions.

Institutional regulations have clearly promoted such a development in Sweden, 
but norms of participation and the need of teacher individuals to collaborate and 
to take action are also important for change to happen in the organisation. How-
ever, for our study it is important to bear in mind that local organisations are 
not shaped soley by institutional regulations from the state, but to a high degree 
are also shaped by the local rules and norms of social behaviour in groups when 
teachers perform daily school work (Louis & Miles, 1990).

To generate knowledge about organisational change, or more specifically about 
middle leaders’ impact on their school organisations, we use translation theo-
ries. Such theories can help to understand how ideas are objectified in a school 
improvement course for middle leaders, and translated into local activities in their 
schools.

Translation theories as a theoretical frame

Translation theory has been used during the last three decades to understand 
organisational change. Wæraas and Agger Nielsen (2016) have identified three 
theoretical perspectives on translation: actor-network theory; knowledge-based 
theory; and Scandinavian institutionalism. The perspectives focus on differ-
ent aspects of the translation process and use different terminology. Scandina-
vian institutionalism focuses on the process of an idea being prepared for being 
brought into practice, which fits with our research interest.

Scandinavian institutionalists (Czarniawska & Jorges, 1996; Czarniawska 
& Sevón, 1996; Røvik, 1998; Sahlin-Andersson, 1996) have elaborated transla-
tion theories to understand how improvement ideas are transferred between con-
texts. According to these theories, transferred ideas or objects change on their 
way between contexts; individuals and contexts influence, or translate, ideas and 
objects (Andersson, 2011; Lindberg & Erlingsdóttir, 2007). A translation is in 
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itself seen as an act of several individuals (Lindberg & Erlingsdottír, 2007; Røvik, 
2016). Improvement ideas are being circulated between actors such as teachers, 
principals, researchers, consultants, and local or national authorities. This means 
that multiple actors with different interests, perceptions, and interpretations shape 
translations. How the translations are shaped varies across settings.

The translation theorists within Scandinavian institutionalism focus on differ-
ent aspects. Czarniawska and Jorges (1996) focus on travelling ideas; how ideas are 
objectified and spread by individuals with assignments to disseminate the ideas. In 
our study, these individuals are represented by the course leaders. The teachers in 
middle leading positions attending the course then translated the objectified ideas 
into local activities.

Sahlin-Andersson (1996) focuses on aspects such as social control, conformism, 
and traditionalism that affect the translation processes. Wittbom (2009) and Anders-
son (2011) have both applied the theory in empiricial studies and when doing so 
they have found that ideas can be refused, or translated as assimilation, uncoupled or 
transformed. Andersson emphasises that assimiliation does not lead to any decisive 
change in the receiving context, and that uncoupling means that goals are more or 
less disconnected from what is considered as the core business. However, transfor-
mation means that the translation results in changes in structures and attitudes.

Røvik (2016) expanded the translation approach in Scandinavian institutionalism. 
He presents translation work as mediation and communication between a source 
and the target. According to Røvik, ideas are conceptual, and have to be expressed 
through language, even if they arise from practices. He refers to the process of trans-
lation of an observed or narrated practice into an abstract representation as de-con-
textualisation. Contextualisation, on the other hand, is the process of translating the 
abstract representation into a concrete practice in the target context. The abstract 
representation that is transferred from source to target is named the transferred 
knowledge construct. Following Røvik, the critical point in de-contextualisation is 
to ensure that the translation includes all relevant information and practice func-
tions in the source context. The translators need to understand the complexity of the 
idea or object, including social and cultural relations and technical conditions. High 
explicitness of a practice improves the chances of successful translation compared 
with low explicitness. The critical point in contextualisation is to ensure full under-
standing of the target context, for example formal structures, cultures, routines, and 
personal skills that can enable or constrain the translation outcome.

Røvik’s (2016) translation theory is used in this paper to understand how 
middle leaders used ideas from a municipal school improvement course in their 
own organisations. Røvik’s translation theory (2016) focuses on the translation 
made by the receivers of the ideas. The theory offers concepts and reasoning on 
how to describe improvement processes in education in general and, more spe-
cifically in our case, in local schools and preschools. Some translations have no 
impact on the context, or might even make conditions worse, while others lead 
to major improvements in the transferred knowledge. Røvik stresses that knowl-
edge transfers between organisations are rule-based. Furthermore, he argues that 
the outcomes depend on translation performances and competences. Awareness 
of translation modes and rules are decisive elements of improvement. Modes 
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refer to a style of translation performance, while rules are guidelines for what 
kind of translations are possible according to a mode. There are three different 
translation modes and four translation rules.

When translators aim to reproduce a practice from a source as precisely as 
possible, they use the reproducing mode. The translation rule then is copying. 
If translators wish to copy one idea, but realise that adjustments of the idea are 
needed, the translators instead use the modifying mode. The rules here are addi-
tion and omission. Compared to the reproducing mode, the modifying mode is 
more pragmatic. When it comes to the third mode, the radical mode, the ambi-
tion is to use others’ ideas to develop local solutions. The rule here is alteration, 
which refers to the creation of unique versions in the target context.

The translators’ understanding of the source context and the recipient context 
decides what modes and what rules are being used. The three modes and the 
connecting rules are central to the translators’ competence. The way they are 
used may explain why some schools succeed in reforms while others do not. 
It depends on the translators’ ability to use the right mode, or the right rule, in 
each situation. That is translation competence.

A limitation with Røvik’s translation theory is highlighted by himself; 
namely, that it has not been sufficiently empirically tested (Røvik, 2016). Spyri-
donidis et al. (2016, pp. 234–235) conclude that “Røvik (2016) offers a fruitful 
avenue for future research by encouraging the research community to explore the 
connection between knowledge transfer and translation”. In Norway, research-
ers have used the theory to analyse and conceptualise school reforms (Røvik 
et al., 2014). Questions emphasised are: who the translators are, where and how 
the translations take place, what rules guide translations, and what competences 
are used in translations. Furu and Lund (2014), for example, have used the 
theory to understand how a national reform concerning formative assessment 
was translated through network activities and learning into school practices by 
those attending the network meetings. Furthermore, Nygård and Røvik (2014) 
have used the theory to understand the transfer of lean processes (creating more 
value for customers with fewer resources) into school practices, and Rotvold 
et al. (2014) used it to understand how national ideas of classroom management 
have been translated into local school practices. However, empiricial studies of 
translation have mostly focused on how ideas change during transfer (Radaelli & 
Sitton-Kent, 2016). The latter researchers have conducted a rewiew of research 
about middle managers as translators; however, there are few studies about the 
actors who are translating ideas. Furthermore, they stress that these few studies 
focus mostly on executive managers.

The Swedish context

Reforms of educational systems initiated at the arena of formulation are intended 
to reach the arena of realisation (Lindensjö & Lundgren, 2000). These will need 
translation and it is obvious that middle leaders in Swedish schools have already 
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played an important part in this. Discussions in Lander et  al. (2013) are here 
extended.

During the 1970-1980s, principals began to put together informal leadership 
teams, partly as a result of the national principal training programme from 1976, 
which was optional, but attended by about half of the country’s principals. The 
training programme implied a requirement for local schools to carry out devel-
opment projects, and for this principals needed to cooperate with engaged staff 
members. The idea of school-based teams for improvement, with principals as the 
leading figures, was at the same time stimulated by state-sponsored courses for 
such teams. Early experiences were extended through nationwide in-set projects, 
where teams were trained to motivate school staff to support the vision for the 
compulsory school to be “a school for all", inclusive, and encompassing pupils 
with differing learning needs.

An early middle leader category, the teacher team leader, entered the scene 
during the 1980-1990s following an informal demand in the national curricu-
lum of 1980 for team teaching. The original task for teams was the coordina-
tion of instruction for pupils in need of support, but assignements got broadened 
to include many kinds of teacher coordination, which motivated the introduction 
of team leaders. In preschools, the climate for cooperation was growing, while 
resistence in schools was common.

In 1991–92, state ownership of schools was abolished in favour of municipali-
ties and private schools. A voucher system shaped an educational market. Schools 
and preschools felt a need for marketing a specific profile of the whole unit hav-
ing a coherent staff.

Organising cooperation needed leadership. Increasing demands of leadership 
concurred with demands of professional recognition for teachers, which were met 
by distributed leadership of the kinds mentioned, including the recruitement of 
teachers and preschool teachers to middle leading positions, and finally a state-
sponsored post of “first teacher” (only in schools) was introduced in 2013. All 
teachers’ roles were affected, as they had to adjust both to more intense coopera-
tion, and to more middle leaders. Translation of improvement strategies is espe-
cially needed for adapting them to teachers who favour the ideal of the autono-
mous master of his or her classroom, and the ideal of equality among all teachers. 
Among preschool teachers, collegial cooperation was already a tradition, but not 
middle leadership. What is new in our case is that middle leaders were equipped 
with concrete models of how to build organisations, and asked to translate and 
use them in their own school organisations. Middle leaders in preschools were 
thus offered as support to supposedly already cooperating teams. Middle leaders 
in schools were offered as support for principals in need of help from engaged 
staff members.
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Method

The Swedish case

In 2013, one year after the municipal course for middle leaders in leading school 
improvement in a municipal school district in southern Sweden, we let the staff at 
the 13 primary and lower secondary schools and 12 preschools in the district rate 
the efficiency of their middle leaders, called ‘process leaders’ (Olin et al., 2014). 
In a questionnaire, they rated items such as “Issues and points of views from 
the process leader are fruitful” and “The process leader organises improvement 
work efficiently”. If the school or preschool had more than one process leader, 
respondents were asked about the one they knew best. In a follow-up study of 
2016, based on the same questionnaire used in 2013, staff once again rated the 
efficiency of their process leaders (Nehez et al., 2017). The reason for doing the 
follow-up study in 2016, i.e. three years after the first, and four years after the 
course for process leaders, was that we expected organisational change to be a 
time-consuming task.

In the follow-up, we looked for establishments where staff had increased or 
decreased their ratings since 2013. The motive was that process leaders had 
started to be questioned at some places, while we heard praise from others, which 
was easily seen in the data, and we wanted to explore that. We interviewed staff 
at two schools and two preschools. At all of them, process leaders were deemed 
equally important by the political and the administrative leadership. However, 
units where process leaders were still in postions had been reduced to four schools 
(31%) and eight preschools (67%). For schools this was heavily stimulated by 
the previously mentioned reform around first teachers, for which schools could 
receive a certain state grant (but not for municipal process leaders). In our sam-
pling for interviews, we looked for one school and one preschool where staff rat-
ings had increased, and one school and one preschool where they had decreased. 
Furthermore, we looked for variation in socio-economic background.

The interviews showed that the school and preschool organisations had 
changed since 2013 (Nehez et  al., 2017). Despite decreased process leader rat-
ings at two of them, organisation structure had changed positively at all four. 
Decreased ratings had been an issue related to expectations being too high from 
the beginning, and in one case the result of a time lag between questionnaire 
responses and interviews; improvements had been remarkable in the last months.

The interviews revealed that the course had been important for the change of 
the organisations. In this study, we re-analyse the interviews to understand how 
the process leaders translated ideas in the form of improvement strategies for use 
in their own organisations, and what impact the translation processes had. These 
theoretical aspects of improvement are well suited for generalising learning from 
single case studies (Flyvbjerg, 2011).

This case study comprises four separate educational establishments, which 
have been given pseudonyms: The Thor school; the Freya preschool; the Loki 
school; and the Vidar preschool. The Thor school is a mid-sized school for 
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children aged 6 to 16, located in what has historically been a socio-economically 
homogenous area with middle and upper class families. The Freya preschool is 
located in three buildings, and with the same kind of social environment. The 
Loki school is a mid-sized school for children aged 6 to 12 located in a socio-eco-
nomically heterogeneous arena. The Vidar preschool is located in four buildings, 
also within a heterogeneous area in the municipality.

When the two schools and two preschools initiated process leaders, all of them 
were involved in operational tasks, but few in developmental (Nehez et al., 2017). 
Operational issues dominated the content of both operational meetings and meet-
ings intended to be developmental. The improvement areas were many, but it was 
unclear who was responsible for leading them and what the process leader role was. 
Few process leaders were expected to lead all improvement areas and take care of 
all developmental tasks. Futhermore, initiated improvements were not followed up.

We found new relations between the operational and developmental elements of 
the organisations, relations that enabled routine-breaking school improvement. The 
macro processes in developmental element of the organisation had increased, and 
focused improvement work on children and pupils. The developmental element of 
the organisation had received a more distinct role and become an integral part of 
the overall organisation. The improvement processes had become fewer, but more 
focused, and clearly adapted to local needs. Priorities for improvement had been for-
malised and process leaders’ assignments clarified. Expanded collaborative cultures 
were growing. More teachers were involved in developmental tasks. The schools and 
preschools had developed into what we call task and process driven organisations 
(Nehez et al., 2017).

By naming these schools and preschools task and process driven organisations, 
we mean that improvement elements were formulated as tasks or assignments and 
talked about as processes. The assignments freely engaged increasing numbers of 
teachers. In many cases, operational tasks were also formulated as specific tasks 
for specific people who were seen as resources to their colleagues in those areas. 
Leadership then was distributed to more teachers than process leaders. The develop-
mental tasks consisted of well-structured actions based on evaluations, continually 
planned and followed up. Both operational and developmental processes were made 
more efficient.

The leading school improvement course

The course for the process leaders at the 13 schools and 12 preschools took place in 
2012. One in seven of the staff at the schools and preschools attended the course, a 
total of 62 teachers. Their main function as middle leaders for change was to stimu-
late and guide school improvement in close cooperation with principals.

The primary goals for the course were to develop process leaders’ understand-
ing of, and strengthen their capacity in, leading change. The course consisted of 
nine half-day seminars completed over one school year. Each seminar had a specific 
theme, e.g. what does school improvement and leading improvement mean, what 
kind of communication strategies can be used in improvement work, what kind of 
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tools for observation, documentation, and reflection can be used to understand what 
happens in improvement work, how can groups be led, and how can attitudes to 
school improvement be changed? Furthermore, each seminar consisted of presenta-
tions of theories, presentations of teachers’ own leading practices, and dialogue. A 
smorgasbord of tools to support school improvement processes were presented to 
the participants. Participants tried out several of them, both at the seminars and in 
their own schools and preschools between the seminars.

To make the current understanding among teacher colleagues visible, the course 
participants learned to use challenging questions and structures in learning dialogue. 
Furthermore, they received models for peer observation. They also received a num-
ber of observation templates to enable analysis of, for example, patterns in group 
conversations and school cultures, as well as to what degree various school improve-
ment processes had been initiated, implemented, and institutionalised.

The process leaders were given models for analysing the gap between current and 
desirable situations, as well as for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats 
in their own school improvement work. They analysed what they needed to do more 
of, less of, start to do, and stop doing (so called extended value analysis), in their 
own school improvement work. To be able to solve problems and find new ways to 
handle dilemmas, they tested structures for problem solving, such as dialogue and 
collegial mentoring. Finally, to support the movement from current to desired situ-
ations, the course leaders presented several models for formulating action plans and 
following up on actions. Models for effective goal setting were also introduced.

Interviews and analysis

In all four cases, principals, process leaders, and teachers were interviewed dur-
ing May and August 2016. In total, 12 interviews were conducted (Table 1). Each 
interview lasted for 45 to 60 min. The principal interviews were individual, apart 
from one in which a deputy principal also attended. The process leader and teacher 

Table 1  Participants in the 
conducted interviews at each 
school

Interview School Participant/participants

Interview 1 Vidar preschool 3 teachers
Interview 2 Vidar preschool 4 process leaders
Interview 3 Vidar preschool 1 principal, 1 deputy principal
Interview 4 Loki school 5 teachers
Interview 5 Loki school 2 process leaders
Interview 6 Loki school 1 principal
Interview 7 Thor school 5 teachers
Interview 8 Thor school 5 process leaders
Interview 9 Thor school 1 principal
Interview 10 Freya preschool 2 teachers
Interview 11 Freya preschool 1 process leader
Interview 12 Freya preschool 1 principal
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interviews were pair or group interviews, apart from one in which only one process 
leader attended. In total, 12 process leaders were interviewed and 15 teachers.

The interviews were semi-structured. We asked the participants to tell us about 
local improvement initiatives, the process leaders’ tasks and improvement strategies, 
the principals’ and teachers’ engagement in development tasks, as well as changes 
within these question areas. All interviews were audiotaped and transcribed.

The analysis was conducted in three steps. The first step was identifying elements 
in all transcripts that explicitly or implicitly concerned tools and models from the 
course, how they were used in improvement practices, and why or what for. The sec-
ond step was identifying what translation rules process leaders in different contexts 
used, and how their own context and knowledge of the context shaped their transla-
tions. The third step involved performing a thematic analysis inspired by Braun and 
Clarke (2006) with the aim of identifying common patterns in translations at all four 
establishments concerning the first step of the analysis. Data extracts were coded 
and the identified codes were collated into themes (see Table 2). Within the themes, 
we identified similarities and differences between the establishments.

Findings

Overall, the process leaders translated ideas in the form of improvement strategies 
from the municipal course for four main purposes: (1) clarification and reduction 
of roles and improvement areas; (2) structuring improvement work; (3) engaging 
and involving colleagues in school improvement; and (4) developing a professional 
learning culture. Within each identified purpose, the process leaders translated sev-
eral improvement strategies and used different translation rules, even when translat-
ing the same improvement strategy. The identified strategies are related to how they 
were translated and why the process leaders used particular rules connected to each 
identified purpose described.

Translation of ideas for clarification and reduction

Process leaders at both schools and at the Vidar preschool translated ideas about 
clear and defined work descriptions for process leaders together with principals. 
They continuously followed up these descriptions. Process leaders, teachers, and the 
principal at the Loki school point out that the framing has resulted in clarity:

Some of those who lead improvement processes have specific assignments, 
which are evaluated and revised twice a year (principal, Vidar preschool).

The idea of clear and defined work descriptions was highlighted in the course based 
on different research studies presented to the process leaders. Clear and well-com-
municated roles were recommended, and several examples of roles were presented.

The process leaders translated these ideas in order to raise awareness of the man-
date given by the principal and gain legitimacy amongst their colleagues. One pro-
cess leader described it in the following way:
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In the small teacher team there was a pressure. I had a mandate and wanted to 
deliver. It was not easy to lead the teacher team I was part of. I felt a tension 
between management and colleagues in both directions. Difficult to handle 
that pressure (process leader, Thor school).

The principals supported the process leaders, since they wanted them to be a part of 
the management team and be able to lead school improvement:

[The process leaders] now have the legitimacy in the group, among the teach-
ers. They did not really have that [before]. Here we noticed that the commu-
nication of their assignments was important for getting legitimacy (principal, 
Loki school).

Process leaders at different schools made different translations when clarifying 
different roles, for example teacher leadership, and communicating roles to nur-
ture school improvement. In a way, they copied the idea of clear and defined work 
descriptions, but designed the roles based on the knowledge they had about their 
own school’s needs. Thereby, they used addition as a translation rule.

At the Thor school, the process leaders linked ideas of roles with ideas about 
focusing on fewer school improvement areas and stuck to them over time. Within 
the framework of a course assignment, the process leaders analysed their schools’ 
improvement history, and to what degree various school improvement strategies had 
been initiated, implemented, and institutionalised. In a template for analysing school 
improvement initiatives, each initiative was listed in a separate row and analysed 
with the help of questions in the template (see Table 3).

The process leaders at the Thor school used the observation template as an ana-
lytical tool along with research findings about how to interpret the outcomes of the 
analysis, especially findings on school improvement, highlighting the challenge of 
making improvement work sustainable over time. The process leaders considered 
the observation template easy to use and they therefore often chose to copy it with-
out making any changes.

Through the analyses of the school improvement history, the process leaders and 
principals at Thor school became aware of what made the process leaders’ work dif-
ficult; namely, the numerous simultaneous improvement areas and the many ambi-
guities regarding who was responsible for what at the school.

The course contributed to an understanding that there were so many processes 
going on. It did not seem like the principal knew about it. [...] It was a good 
awakening. We spent a lot of time identifying the processes (process leader, 
Thor school).

They also became aware that few of the improvement initiatives had been sus-
tainable. Because of the analysis of the school improvement history, the principal 
reduced the number of improvement areas at the Thor school. The principal estab-
lished a management team consisting of the principal, the deputy principal, and the 
process leaders, who represented both the primary school and the secondary school. 
The process leaders’ roles moved from leading numerous improvement areas to 
focusing on a few processes, which reduced their workload:
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There was no job description before [for process leaders]. It was written in con-
nection to the course for process leaders. […] It turned out to be an extensive 
description. […] Today it feels more specified […] our colleagues know who to 
turn to in various matters (process leader, Thor school).

Copying of implications from research presented in the course resulted in job descrip-
tions that later on were clarified as a result of addition. Overall, the organisational 
change at the Thor school can be described as a result of alteration, as the process lead-
ers, together with the principals, translated ideas for clarification and reduction from 
theory to their own practice. Roles were developed based on the needs of the school, 
which included pupils’ language development, assessment for learning, and interdisci-
plinary work. The principal emphasised in the interview that they held on to identified 
focus areas.

At the Thor school, the clarification of roles was one of the first translations made 
by the process leaders and the principal. At the Vidar preschool, on the contrary, this 
framing was a more recent one. The process leaders’ role only started to become clear 
after almost three years. The translation was triggered by colleagues not understanding 
process leaders’ role and their own roles in improvement work. One teacher described 
the change:

I have experienced that [the process leaders] have changed their structure (…). 
Before they all worked with one thing, now they have divided the assignments 
between them. (…) I feel that it has become much clearer in the last six months. 
(…) I think they have been given clearer assignments (teacher, Vidar preschool).

The teachers underlined that the process leaders now really fronted the improvement 
work, compared to earlier when they were only assisting the principals even though 
their role was presented as leaders and owners of improvement processes.

Translation of ideas for structured improvement processes

Particularly at both schools, and at the Vidar preschool, process leaders translated 
tools that could help them to structure improvement processes. Process leaders, teach-
ers, and the principal at the Vidar preschool described how the process leaders used 
tools introduced and used during the course. A template for analysing strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities, and threats, so called SWOT-analyses, were used for identifying 
strengths and weaknesses in improvement areas. A template for action plans was used 
for formulating plans for improvement areas. A template for documenting observations 
and reflections was used for following up, documenting, and evaluating improvement 

Table 4  Template for observation and reflection (Tiller, 2009)

Done Learned Wise to do

What have we done? What have we learned? What is wise to do next?
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actions together with the teachers. The template, called DLW (Done, Learned, Wise to 
do) was used after every assignment during the course (see Table 4).

During the course, the attending teachers noted individually what they had done 
within their process leader practice and reflected on what they had learned. Together 
with other participants, they reflected on what would be wise to do next.

The process leaders at the Vidar preschool emphasised that the tools had con-
tributed to them identifying areas for development and being able to stay focused 
during long-term processes. Action plans and DLW were also used at both schools. 
DLW was copied by all cases, but for different purposes. Process leaders at both 
schools used it in connection with peer reflection on teaching practice observations. 
The action plan template, on the other hand, was translated using addition. The pre-
sented template contained examples of areas to involve in a plan but opened up for 
individualised suggestions. Thereby, the process leaders sometimes added aspects in 
practice that seemed urgent to highlight, and that were added to the template. This 
led to an expansion of the original template by adding questions. Furthermore, when 
DLW was used for evaluation at the Vidar preschool, the process leaders developed 
the template by adding more questions to be able to reach deeper reflections when 
following up their improvement work.

At the Vidar preschool, process leaders, teachers, and principals had a need for 
a common approach to leading improvement. They all highlighted tools for struc-
turing improvement work. The preschool had four middle leaders from the start, 
with assignments to provide structures and tools for their colleagues’ improvement 
work. The preschool is located in four buildings with each building consisting of 
two or more departments. Parents are satisfied with the preschool and recommend it 
to other parents. Nevertheless, staff members have differing views on, for example, 
teaching methods and children’s learning, and the departments have been working 
in a somewhat isolated manner from each other over a long period of time. The pre-
school has had the same principal for many years. The principal wanted the process 
leaders to find one way of organising improvement for all departments. The process 
leaders saw the need for clearer structures and processes, and chose to use SWOT, 
learning dialogue, and an action plan as tools.

The first step for the process leaders at the Vidar preschool was to use copying 
when translating the SWOT assessment tool before initiating new improvement 
areas, to analyse what enabled and constrained the practices. The SWOT tool does 
not imply new ways of carrying out previous practices; instead, it helps assess prac-
tices as they are. The process leaders considered this to be an easy tool to transfer an 
idea from the course into the preschool practice. It also yielded an immediate result 
that could be taken into consideration by the leaders, who were, according to the 
process leaders, in need of new impulses to overcome old obstacles to improvement.

The action plan was a translated structure that over time became highly appreci-
ated at the Vidar preschool. The process leaders considered the action plan to have 
a potential to lift their joint work to a higher level as it helped them hold on to pro-
cesses over time. Initially, the focus was on copying the action plan. However, they 
assumed that as their colleagues’ understanding of the action plan increased, there 
would be more focus on the content than on the structure. Their assumption was 
correct:
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Now, after the effort of language development, I feel that the approach has 
started to come together. The next time we have better conditions when enter-
ing into an action, there will not be as much focus on how to use the action 
plan. Instead, there will be more focus on its content (teacher, Vidar pre-
school).

In the beginning of the second year of using action plans, there were additional 
changes in how the plans were used. As a consequence, all staff were more satisfied 
with the joint development work at the preschool. The ownership of the action plan 
as a tool for school improvement has been passed along to the teachers. The situa-
tion opened up for both the teachers and the process leaders to become translators.

The interviews revealed how some process leaders translated the very idea of   cre-
ating structure. At the Thor School, the process leaders developed their own tem-
plates to create structure linked to different areas for improvement, such as language 
development work. A process leader created a framework for collegial meetings 
with fixed questions that recur at each meeting to facilitate teachers’ preparation.

Translation of ideas for engagement and involvement

Process leaders from both schools and preschools translated ideas about engag-
ing and involving all teachers in improvement work. For example, process leaders, 
teachers, and the principal at the Freya preschool all emphasised the importance of 
everyone who works at the preschool being involved. The process leader stressed 
that they all act as leaders:

[…] I try to make my colleagues involved so that we create together. I am not 
the leader of them, but still try to look at how we can work with the processes 
in the beginning, but then it is our joint work. We really work as a team and 
I think that is the most important thing. I think we got many tips on how to 
strengthen the teacher team at the process leader course (process leader, Freya 
preschool).

The interviewed process leader at the Freya preschool pointed out that she brought 
many models and tools from the from the course to her own organisation, but that 
she has mainly focused on how to engage colleagues. She had legitimacy at her 
preschool department and could therefore engage them. She used structures from 
the course to ensure that all her colleagues were involved in dialogue. The process 
leader described how such structures have become a natural part of her everyday 
work. The teachers and the principal at the Freya preschool confirmed this and sup-
ported the idea of participation: “The idea is that all teachers at the preschool should 
be involved in the learning conversation in order for it to yield results,” the principal 
said.

In the course, the process leaders were presented with structures for dialogue. A 
specific kind of dialogue was introduced and practiced during the course; namely, 
learning dialogue for getting all teachers to engage in school improvement. Learn-
ing dialogue aims to enable all participants to share experiences and knowledge in 
well-defined subjects. The method is very strict and provides detailed instructions 
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for when everyone is supposed to speak and what they are supposed to speak about. 
The method involves so-called rounds, i.e. taking turns when speaking. In descrip-
tions of the model, it is recommended that an observer is used initially to pay atten-
tion to how the model is being used, and to give feedback to the person leading the 
dialogue and the colleagues participating in it.

All four cases translated ideas about learning dialogue for engaging and involv-
ing all teachers, although they used different translation rules. Process leaders at 
both schools and at the Freya preschool at first copied the idea. They expressed that 
they even used the recommended observers to get feedback on how they managed 
to listen to each other and create knowledge together. At both schools, there was 
a readiness for trying new structures for dialogue since the teachers felt a need for 
change in order to meet the new situation experienced at their schools. The prin-
cipals emphasised that, for many years, the pupils had been highly motivated. In 
recent years, however, at the Thor school, the area had expanded from a residential 
area to also include apartment complexes, which made it more socially heterogene-
ous. The teachers needed competence to support children with differing needs and 
diverse experiences of succeeding in their studies. The Loki school had received 
new group of pupils, young immigrant newcomers, and had to expand their teaching 
to support children with special needs. This put pressure on both individual teachers 
and the entire teaching staff. The teachers expressed a need for improvement work to 
expand their knowledge and find new ways to develop their professional competence 
and teaching practices. They considered learning dialogue as a way to develop com-
munication to aid learning. After a while, the process leaders and teachers at both 
schools and the Freya preschool modified the learning dialogue; they did not use the 
observer role, for example, and thereby changed their translation rule from copying 
to omission.

However, at the Vidar preschool, having tested the model once, the process lead-
ers modified the learning dialogue. Some of the staff found the rounds in learning 
dialogue to be very stressful and the process leaders then eliminated this procedure 
from the method, which means that an omission was made in the translation:

These are not strict learning conversations, because [the colleagues] think it 
feels a little strange, but we have dialogue with the conversation leader and 
secretary. We use rounds, but not as strict, and we are careful not to interrupt 
each other. It feels good. There were many colleagues who got a little stressed 
[when everybody was supposed to talk]: ‘Now I have to talk and then I have 
nothing to say’. So this feels a little easier (process leader, Vidar preschool).

The process leaders altered the learning dialogue in order to meet colleagues’ needs. 
Instead, other routines for making sure that everybody had a chance to voice their 
opinions and ideas were added, such as sharing written reflections. This is an exam-
ple of how changing one aspect of the method by omission and addition does not 
change the purpose of, in this case, collegial learning. The method is still recognis-
able and therefore defined as the same method.

At the Vidar preschool, before the course for process leaders, the principal started 
dialogue with the teachers about professional values and learning environment. 
The principal tried to enhance collaboration through dialogue aimed to develop the 
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professional practice. There was dialogue focusing both on the way staff interacted 
with the children and with each other. There were vast differences in how staff mem-
bers perceived and experienced dialogue; some found it emotionally challenging. 
The staff also tried to agree on what an integrated and stimulating learning environ-
ment for the children might look like. In some departments, there had been ongoing 
improvements of the learning environment. In others, professional improvement ini-
tiatives had been scarce. The introduction of process leaders for school improvement 
became a way for the principal to continue developing dialogue. The process lead-
ers became facilitators of professional learning groups at the preschool, and thereby 
learning dialogue became a tool for structuring the dialogue they were supposed to 
lead. The principal emphasised the importance of having process leaders taking this 
role:

I think they help increase the staff approval of our processes, and that our pro-
cesses become more solid when we have them. Our dialogue becomes clearer. 
More teachers speak their mind and add their perspectives. We could not have 
done this well without process leaders (principal, Vidar preschool).

The process leaders have moved from having an unclear role to having a clear role 
in the preschool’s improvement work, leading their colleagues in processes in both 
large and small elements of their daily work. The principal’s trust in the capacity of 
the process leaders led to the development of distributed leadership. This enabled 
sustainable development that included all staff.

Translation of ideas for professional learning

Process leaders from both schools and both preschools translated ideas about devel-
oping school cultures that promoted professional learning and joint improvement of 
teaching. In the interviews, several process leaders stressed that they gained knowl-
edge of these theories and tools during the course. For example, both schools organ-
ised professional learning groups and at both schools and preschools teachers, in 
different ways, engaged in each other’s teaching practices:

Five years ago, I had no idea what was going on in primary school (…). Now 
we are inside [each other’s classrooms] and reflect upon each other’s lessons 
(…). It is a huge difference. Before we talked about it, then (…) nothing hap-
pened (process leader, Thor school).

In the course, all process leaders analysed their own school cultures and had, as an 
assignment, to analyse the culture along with colleagues at their own school. Many 
of them realised that they worked in cultures characterised by teams separated from 
each other, without common visions or goals. The course leaders presented strate-
gies such as peer observation for getting teachers to engage in each other’s practices 
and develop practices together. Furthermore, the course leaders emphasised that 
peer observation could be done in several ways. They highlighted the importance of 
having local agreements for such observations based on the teachers’ confidence in 
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exposing their teaching to each other, as well as documenting the observations, and 
giving and taking feedback from each other.

At the Thor school, the ideas of engaging in each other’s practices were translated 
into teachers observing each other’s teaching with DLW as an observation template, 
and having learning dialogue based on the observations every two weeks. A pro-
cess leader described that intially the teachers themselves chose what to be observed 
on. However, as the trust within the collegium grew, thoughts on having a com-
mon focus in observations was raised, to further challenge teachers’ understanding 
of their practices. An example of a common focus was how teachers in their teach-
ing practices communicated what to learn. This can be considered as copying ideas 
of peer observations and documenting observed activities. At the Loki school, the 
ideas were translated into observations and filming of each other’s teaching in math-
ematics. Filming is an addition. The process leader linked filming to learning studies 
and lesson studies, and offered to film the teachers’ practices. One of the teachers 
explained how the process leader structured the situation:

She [the process leader] explained that it is called learning studies and les-
son studies and what [these different methods] means but emphasised that the 
important thing is not to delve so much into differences. She explained what 
to do and set a clear deadline. We worked in groups and then mixed groups. 
It was a long but well-structured process. (…) During the observations, we 
had subsequent conversations and then we focused on how we made progress 
(teacher, Loki school).

To sum up, the process leader used addition as well as copying by partly combining 
different methods from the course, and partly applying some methods in their origi-
nal form.

The principals at both schools supported collegial learning to improve teaching 
practices to be able to help all children to reach the learning goals. Filming in peer 
observations at the Loki school was first voluntary but later became mandatory, 
based on the principal’s decision. At both schools, teachers were in need of each 
other’s competence to support children and it became clear that the principal’s sup-
port was an important condition for the translation of ideas of peer observation. At 
both schools, process leaders, principals, and teachers described how teachers first 
resisted peer observations and filming each other, but later wanted to prioritise such 
learning opportunities. A teacher at the Loki school expressed that “observations 
with filming were something we were obliged to do, but it turned out to be positive”. 
The process leaders at the Thor school were about to take another step in their trans-
lation of the idea of peer observation; namely, observing teaching at another school 
and inviting peers from this school as observers. They expressed that they needed 
new input about teaching heteogenous groups of pupils.

At the preschools, the ideas of peer observation were not copied by the process 
leaders. Instead they translated the ideas into practices where teachers from different 
departments visited each other’s departments for staff meetings, and presented how 
they worked to develop children’s different skills. Then, at both preschools, the ideas 
of peer observation were translated by omission, and emerged as showing examples 
on teaching practices. The translations were made based on the conditions at the 



336 Journal of Educational Change (2022) 23:315–341

1 3

preschools, conditions that differed from those at the two schools. The preschool 
teachers were not used to interacting within each other’s teaching practices. Not 
all of them were confident with being observed by colleagues. Instead, they were 
encouraged by the process leaders and principals to present to each other how they 
worked with the children to reach the goals within the improvement areas:

Ideas from the other preschool departments are usually presented at the staff 
meetings. We are shown how the others have worked and we can bring in parts 
[in our own teaching]. A few months ago, there was focus on learning from 
each other, not only within the teacher team but also between the preschool 
departments (teacher, Freya preschool).

The principal at the Freya preschool described how she stressed the importance of 
openness among the teachers as well as sharing between preschool departments and 
joint improvement; she emphasised that a new school culture characterised by these 
basics was being established. The process leader and the principal continuously add 
new elements to the idea of presenting how they worked to develop children’s differ-
ent skills to cultivate a professional culture.

Discussion and conclusion

The starting point for this study was a former study (Nehez et al., 2017) in which we 
identified that process leaders had affected their school organisations. They changed 
them from organisations with unclear improvement areas and strategies, where many 
teachers lacked engagement in joint school improvement, to organisations with clear 
improvement areas, efficient improvement strategies, and collaborative cultures. In 
relation to our aim to deepen the knowledge of how middle leaders make an impact 
on school organisations, we have, in this study, identified that the process leaders 
contributed to this change by (1) using translations for clarification and reduction 
of roles and improvement areas, (2) structuring improvement work, (3) engaging 
and involving colleagues in school improvement, and (4) developing a professional 
learning culture.

Our research questions focused on how middle leaders translated ideas in the 
form of improvement strategies for use in their own organisations, and what impact 
middle leaders’ translation processes had on a local school organisation. Concerning 
the first question, our study showed that the middle leaders chose improvement strat-
egies and translated them into variants in their own school organisation by identify-
ing the needs of their local organisation and considering these needs. By consider-
ing these needs, they made constant adjustments in the translations.

These results confirm the findings of Radaelli and Sitton-Kent (2016) that middle 
leaders, based on their intermediate position, are appropriate for the translation role, 
which enables organisastions to develop. They clearly constantly engage themselves 
in collecting signals of how to best translate improvement strategies and when to 
adjust the translations. By doing this, the middle leaders in our study managed to 
perform what Røvik (2016) refers to as a successful contextualisation; translations 
that are adapted to their organisations and contribute to organisation development.
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What the findings specifically added to previous research is knowledge about 
the micro processes of translation. The results describe translation activities made 
by the middle leaders in order to promote school improvement. In terms of transla-
tion, they use different translation rules to translate different kinds of improvement 
strategies. Common for the improvement strategies brought into practice by copying 
was that they were all simple structures and not contextually dependent. Strategies 
translated by addition either lacked content of their own (i.e. templates) or contained 
several possible combinations or interpretations (i.e. ideas of roles). The feature that 
distinguished strategies that were translated using omission was that the underly-
ing purpose (i.e. learning through dialogue) did not depend on transformation of 
one specific aspect; the strategy still facilitated what was aimed for (i.e. professional 
learning). The strategies that were translated by alteration were characterised by 
complexity of underlying ideas.

Concerning our second research question, i.e. what impact middle leaders’ trans-
lation processes had on a local school organisation, the study indicated that the 
middle leaders’ translation of improvement strategies affected the emergence of 
task and process driven organisation at the two schools and two preschools. This is 
demonstrated by: how translations formed clear assignments for middle leaders (and 
in some cases also teachers); well-defined, focused and fewer improvement areas; 
well-structured improvement work; increased participation in school improvement; 
and growing collaborative cultures. In these task and process driven organisations, 
the leadership was distributed not only to the middle leaders, but to many teach-
ers, being resources for their colleagues within specific areas. These findings are in 
line with previous research, for example Blossing’s (2016) results of middle leaders 
improving whole school organisations, as well as Day and Harris’ (2002) results of 
change agents working at several levels in order to improve classroom practice and 
making changes at the school organisation level. Our study expands the knowledge 
by showing that this this type of development also applies to preschools that have 
middle leaders.

Translation seems to be a matter of understanding needs signalled within an 
organisation, of constant adjustment, and of joint activity. Instead of rational plan-
ning, implementation seems to be a matter of contexualisation, which is in line with 
both Ellström’s (1992) and Louis and Miles’ (1990) research. At the Thor school, for 
example, the process leaders combined several improvement strategies to meet the 
school’s preconditions and needs. They used the teachers’ experiences of an unclear 
organisation for improvement and of not having sufficient competence to teach het-
erogeneous groups. They used copying and adding to identify challenges such as 
the extensive amount of school improvement initiatives and the lack of collabora-
tion and collegial learning. The process leaders found some of the challenges to be 
more significant than others and therefore decided that changes needed to be made 
immediately. Furthermore, they used alteration to develop common concepts and to 
support understanding of clarified improvement areas and roles among the teachers. 
With such constant adjustments, the process leaders contributed to the change of 
their organisations.

To sum up, our conclusion is that middle leaders, when assuming the role of 
translators, become central to the development of school organisations. Teachers, 
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as middle leaders, are important actors when it comes to translating improvement 
strategies for school improvement.

One limitation in our study is that it is only based on interviews. We have not 
observed the translation practices, and therefore have to rely on what the partici-
pants tells us about the translations made. On the other hand, the process leaders, 
teachers, and principals in each specific case confirm each others’ opinions. Nev-
ertheless, observations could have given a deeper understanding of how middle 
leaders translate ideas in the form of improvement strategies for use in their own 
organisations and what impact middle leaders’ translations have on local school 
organisations.

Another limitation is that we don’t known to what extent different types of trans-
lations contribute to different types of development. Previous research (Fairman & 
Mackenzie, 2015) shows that middle leaders need both a supporting and challenging 
approach to succeed in their mission. But to what extent do they challenge, and how 
does that affect the result of translations? What might have happened if, for exam-
ple, the process leaders at the Vidar preschool had challenged the teachers and stood 
up for the original form of learning dialogue, instead of replacing the translation 
rule of copying with omission? This could be a relevant focus in further research, for 
example, in relation to aspects of control, conformism, and traditionalism (Sahlin-
Andersson, 1996).

In our study, the middle leaders’ translation of ideas should not be seen as the 
single factor driving organisational change at the four establishments. However, the 
middle leaders were in many ways important as translators who could bring out the 
relevant ideas from tools and models, combine them with practical experience from 
their own school, and use ideas and experiences for a successful translation into 
their own practice. Being equipped with relevant models and tools is highly likely to 
have increased their legitimacy in middle leadership; this is an important factor, as 
such legitimaty is often contested (Bennett et al., 2007). Ways of gaining legitimacy 
are also important questions for further research.

A practical implication from our study is that it can be a worthwhile investment 
to provide middle leaders with several improvement strategies and let them practice 
these in a variety of settings over a period of time. When middle leaders are able to 
continually practice different strategies they seem to come to a deeper understanding 
of the strategies and how they can be contextualised. It helps them in what Røvik 
(2016) refers to as de-contexualisation, which seems to be important in translating 
ideas. Furthermore, middle leaders should be informed about theories of translation, 
to be aware of the importance of identifying the complexity of ideas and structures, 
as well as the needs in the local context. Our recommendation is to address these 
aspects in order to enable translations that aid development of school organisations 
(contextualisation). We hope that the results of this study will be a good starting 
point for other organisations in the process of improving their work based on middle 
leaders as translators, and that it might contribute to further research and knowledge 
in this area.
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