
1 3

Journal of Educational Change (2023) 24:425–455
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10833-022-09451-9

Schools must regularly examine and adapt established practices to address stu-
dents’ and teachers’ changing needs (academic, social, emotional, and occupational; 
Askell-Williams & Koh, 2020). Yet many of the innovations developed to meet 
these needs fail due to a lack of strategies for implementation (e.g., consistent goal 
setting), structural prerequisites (e.g., time for planning and implementing innova-
tions), and motivation of school staff (e.g., innovativeness; Cheng & Walker, 2008; 
Palumbo & Manna, 2019). Theories of organizational change in the school context 
posit that principals and teachers act as change agents, innovating organizational 
practices, building collective knowledge around change, and supporting a positive 
climate for innovations. For this reason, we first assume that teacher collaboration 
is a key element for organizational change. When teachers collaborate to improve 
their schools, they can collectively identify the school’s needs, develop targeted and 
effective innovations, and, ultimately, implement innovations. Second, we assume 
principal leadership is a key supporting factor in teacher collaboration, as principals 
can ensure that teachers have sufficient time and resources, support in the creation of 
teacher teams, guide these teams on the process level (e.g., goal-setting), and moti-
vate teachers to achieve the desired organizational changes. Empirical evidence sup-
ports this assumption and suggests that principals can involve teachers in decision 
making relating to the planning and implementation of innovations and can create a 
caring environment for teachers to change their practices (Fix et al., 2020; Seashore 
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Louis & Murphy, 2017). However, there has been little in-depth research to date on 
the mechanisms that foster teachers’ and principals’ collaboration to achieve organi-
zational change. In particular, previous empirical research has not fully investigated 
the process from planning to implementation of improvement initiatives (Palumbo 
& Manna, 2019). As sustainable innovations can cover time spans of several years, 
longitudinal insights are urgently needed.

Using a longitudinal data set from three waves of interviews with principals and 
teachers at three schools in Germany, the present study addresses the aforementioned 
research gap by investigating the role of principals as initiators of teacher collabo-
ration and organizational change in schools. The data were collected in a research 
project that studied the implementation of a school improvement initiative over the 
course of two years. In the following sections, we provide definitions, theoretical 
rationales, and empirical evidence around the concept of organizational change, 
teachers as change agents, and principals as facilitators of teacher collaboration for 
organizational change.

Theoretical framework of organizational learning and organizational 
change

Organizational learning in schools involves the capacity of teachers, principals, and 
members of leadership teams to collectively detect problems in established practices, 
find appropriate solutions, and implement innovations (Seashore Louis & Murphy, 
2017; Silins et al., 2002). The implementation of innovations in schools is usually 
referred to as school improvement. School improvement initiatives may focus on 
innovations at the organizational level (e.g., defining academic and pedagogical 
goals), the staff level (e.g., professional development of teachers, staff appraisals), 
or the classroom level (e.g., evaluation and revision of curricula, implementation of 
innovative classroom practices; Muckenthaler et al., 2020). Numerous empirical stud-
ies have contributed to the definition and operationalization of organizational learn-
ing (e.g., Askell-Williams & Koh, 2020; Day et al., 2016; Schechter, 2008; Seashore 
Louis & Lee, 2016; Silins et al., 2002). The present study draws on a six-dimensional 
framework to analyze the capacity of organizational learning as suggested by Marks 
and Seashore Louis (1999) that has been subjected to critical review and empirical 
analysis in more recent studies (e.g., Feldhoff, 2011).

The six dimensions of organizational learning are as follows. First, schools as 
learning organizations have a structure that allows teachers to meet regularly, 
exchange information, and collaborate (e.g., teacher teams on a subject or grade 
level). Second, to ensure that change processes are sustainable, teaching staff need to 
share a commitment to school improvement: Here, teacher collaboration catalyzes 
the sharing and processing of information about common visions and goals (Seashore 
Louis & Lee, 2016). Third, principals and leadership teams need to provide teachers 
with opportunities for participation in decision making processes so that teachers 
have a voice and feel empowered (Austin & Harkins, 2008; Morris et al., 2020). 
Fourth, organizational learning requires knowledge and skills that members of the 
school community or other individuals (e.g., principals, teachers, or external experts) 
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either bring with them or acquire through training or other learning opportunities. 
Fifth, school leadership plays a decisive role in ensuring that all these resources are 
available. Principals need to set clear goals for school improvement, support teachers 
in achieving these goals, and distribute leadership practices (e.g., decision making) 
on different levels of the school structure (Sun & Leithwood, 2015). Sixth, schools 
need to create an internal culture of accountability by setting distinct standards for 
school improvement that help school staff adjust to organizational changes and feel 
invested in reaching the school’s goals.

Of the aforementioned six dimensions of organizational learning, the dimensions 
of principal leadership, teacher collaboration, and teacher participation play an espe-
cially important role in organizational change. We assume that specific leadership 
practices can enable principals to support teacher collaboration and participation of 
teachers. In this way, principals might act as facilitators for meaningful and collec-
tively implemented processes of organizational change at the micro level of teaching, 
the meso level of collaboration, and the macro level of school improvement. For this 
reason, the present study investigates the role of principals and teachers as change 
agents for organizational learning in schools. We sought to contribute to the current 
body of research by applying the framework offered by Marks and Seashore Louis 
(1999) to the process of organizational change in three schools using a comparative 
case study approach (Yin, 2014).

Teachers as change agents for organizational change

Empirical studies have shown that teachers, principals, and other members of school 
leadership teams can function as change agents and shape organizational learning 
in schools (Palumbo & Manna, 2019). In the following sections, we will present 
theoretical rationales and empirical insights that demonstrate diverse ways in which 
teachers and principals can serve as change agents.

Marks & Seashore Louis (1999) suggested that organizational change requires 
knowledge, skills, and a shared commitment by teaching staff. We assume teacher col-
laboration to be an important prerequisite for organizational change, as teachers can 
reflect upon established practices, identify potential areas of school improvement, and 
plan strategies for change (Kelchtermans, 2006; Leonard & Leonard 1999). Teacher 
collaboration can take place in teacher teams of different types, such as teams created 
for the specific purpose of organizational change, teams that teach the same subject or 
grade level, as well as loose networks of teachers. We differentiate between low-cost 
and high-cost forms of teacher collaboration (Muckenthaler et al., 2020). While low-
cost collaboration involves teachers exchanging information and experiences, high-
cost collaboration entails teachers sharing workloads and working together toward 
their group’s goals (Gräsel et al., 2006). Moreover, interactions between teachers 
may increase the entire teaching staff’s motivation to participate in organizational 
innovations, as teachers who are directly involved in change processes can convey 
the usefulness of specific innovations to others. This promotes teachers’ sensemaking 
of innovations and creates positive expectations of the costs and benefits of organiza-
tional change (Palumbo & Manna, 2019; Weick, 1995).
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Empirical evidence suggests that teacher collaboration is one of the most impor-
tant factors of change in schools (Askell-Williams & Koh, 2020; Day et al., 2016). In 
their literature review on the supporting factors of organizational change, Palumbo 
and Manna (2019) concluded that teacher teams that are created for the sole purpose 
of innovating organizational practices can support change processes. Nguyen and 
Ng (2020) as well as Fix et al., (2020) found that teams of teachers (and members of 
the school leadership team) support sensemaking of innovations, as teachers can col-
lectively reflect on established practices, find ideas for innovations, create goals and 
strategies, evaluate ideas with colleagues, and build task groups to involve further 
teachers in decision making processes. Seashore Louis and Lee (2016) report that 
teachers who observe each other in the classroom and collectively reflect on instruc-
tional practices report higher levels of practices that are conducive to organizational 
learning. The authors argued that teacher collaboration needs to be more than an 
exchange of information with peers in order to be effective for organizational inno-
vations. Instead, effective implementation of innovations requires teachers to collec-
tively share ownership of change, exchange in-depth information on organizational 
practices, and receive meaningful feedback on instructional behavior.

In conclusion, past research has provided evidence that teacher collaboration is 
an important prerequisite for organizational change—especially when teacher teams 
are created to implement innovations. We assume that principals can support teacher 
collaboration and, hence, foster processes of organizational change. In the following, 
we explain theoretical rationales on the relationship between principal leadership, 
teacher collaboration, and organizational change.

Principals as facilitators of teacher collaboration for organizational 
change

Organizational change in schools requires collective sensemaking by the teaching 
staff (i.e., shared knowledge, norms, and values related to the innovation) in order to 
appear plausible and win approval from teachers (Ala-Laurinaho et al., 2017; Thur-
low & Mills, 2014). Principals can support sensemaking in schools in two ways. 
First, principals can involve teachers in decision-making processes and share respon-
sibilities for change processes (Rikkerink et al., 2015). This gives teachers a voice 
and creates accountability and a positive climate conducive to change. Second, as 
sensemaking derives from social interactions between teachers, principals can sup-
port teacher collaboration to provide opportunities for interacting (Ala-Laurinaho 
et al., 2017; Weick 1995). Empirical research suggests that teachers who collabora-
tively participate in school improvement (i.e., in decision making and implementing 
innovations) are more committed to organizational change and, in turn, support a 
sustainable implementation of changes (Palumbo & Manna, 2019; Rikkerink et al., 
2015).

We assume that principals can support teacher collaboration for organizational 
change on different levels. On a structural level, principals can support teachers in 
establishing teacher teams by moderating teacher conferences or similar staff meet-
ings (Seashore Louis & Murphy, 2017). As principals are responsible for schedul-
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ing teachers’ class times, they can allocate time slots for teachers to collaborate on 
organizational innovations. Silins and Mulford (2004) studied schools as learning 
organizations and found evidence that these schools implemented structures (e.g., 
teacher committees or teams) that “encourage staff to participate in all aspects of the 
schools’ functioning, including decision making and review” (p. 459). These struc-
tures provided teaching staff the opportunity to take the initiative and share a sense 
of direction.

Once initiatives have been implemented, principals can also guide teacher teams 
on the process level of organizational change. On the one hand, they can define a 
clear mission and set precise goals for innovations themselves (Leithwood et al., 
2019; Truijen et al., 2013). On the other hand, principals can involve teachers in the 
process of goal setting. Results from Amels et al., (2020) suggest that teachers who 
are involved in decision making around innovations are more likely to internalize 
organizational goals as personal goals. When teacher teams perceive their goals to be 
self-initiated, they are more likely to develop collective ownership and sustainably 
pursue these goals (Nguyen & Ng, 2020; Thurlow & Mills, 2014).

Drawing on expectancy-value theory (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010; Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2000), we assume that teachers are motivated to contribute to change pro-
cesses when they expect the desired innovations to be of high relevance for the 
overall school community and their individual professional practices. In this regard, 
principals can support teachers on the motivational level by involving them in finding 
ideas for innovations. This gives teachers a voice and provides a bottom-up struc-
ture for pinpointing areas of organizational change, which in turn enhances teachers’ 
acceptance and willingness to participate in change processes (Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999). Results from Bartunek et al. (2006) suggest that motivated staff are 
less resistant to change processes and more willing to actively participate in the 
implementation of organizational innovations. Klein and Bremm (2019) report that 
a supportive relationship between principals and teachers (e.g., teacher empower-

Fig. 1  Conceptual framework of the present study
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ment, attentiveness toward teachers, a school culture that allows mistakes) may also 
contribute to teachers’ engagement in change processes in schools. Evidence from 
Lee et al. (2021) indicates that teachers who report high levels of teacher participa-
tion in school improvement also report high degrees of openness and consensus in 
the target-setting process of innovations. However, when teachers expect high costs 
to result from the innovation (e.g., additional workload), they may resist being part 
of the change process (Bartunek et al., 2006; Fix et al., 2020). When teachers raise 
doubts about innovations, principals can address their questions and concerns and 
react appropriately to reduce resistance (Gilley et al., 2009; Wigfield & Eccles, 2000).

In sum, empirical evidence suggests teacher collaboration to be an important fac-
tor for organizational change in schools. We assume that principal leadership can 
function as a catalyst for teacher collaboration as principals can help teachers to 
initiate teams, guide collaborative processes, and motivate teacher teams to engage 
actively in change processes (Meyer, Richter & Hartung-Beck, 2020; see Fig.  1). 
Previous research has investigated the relationship between teacher collaboration and 
organizational change, but most of this research has failed to take the role of principal 
leadership into consideration. For this reason, we need in-depth insights based on 
qualitative research that goes beyond the description of structures and procedures 
and takes into account mechanisms, triggers, and barriers of organizational change 
(Palumbo & Manna, 2019). In addition, we need to investigate social relationships 
and motivational aspects of school staff in the context of organizational change as 
these have largely been neglected in previous research (Klein & Bremm, 2019). As 
processes of organizational change usually take place over long periods of time, 
comprehensive longitudinal data on the entire process, from planning to implement-
ing innovations, are required to provide meaningful insights. Qualitative research 
based on longitudinal data sources is rare, however, due to the high costs, effort, and 
resources required (e.g., Rikkerink et al., 2015).

The present study contributes to narrowing this gap in the research, as it uses lon-
gitudinal data from three waves of interviews (14 months) with principals, members 
of school leadership teams (e.g., vice principals), and teachers from three schools in 
Germany. The study was conducted as part of an evaluation of a two-year profes-
sional development (PD) program that supported the development and implementa-
tion of a school improvement initiative in each participating school. The participants 
in the PD program chose different projects (e.g., revising the concept of students’ 
self-organized learning) that were initiated and implemented in their schools. We 
investigated the following research question: How can principals facilitate teacher 
collaboration to promote organizational change?

Methods

Study design

We conducted 50 semi-structured interviews (Adams, 2015; Longhurst, 2003) with 
a mean duration of 30.81 min (SD = 11.06). The PD program started in September 
2017 and the first wave of interviews took place in March 2018 (T1). Interviews were 
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conducted at T2 in November 2018 and at T3 in May 2019. 38 interviews were con-
ducted as individual interviews and 12 as focus groups. All participants were asked 
for permission for data collection and data use. Participants were assured that all data 
would remain anonymous.

Sample

The sample for our study consisted of principals and one member of their leadership 
team who both participated in the PD and volunteered for the interview study. In 
addition, we interviewed further members of school leadership teams, teachers who 
held a specific position in the school (e.g., heads of subject departments), and teach-
ers without any additional responsibilities (see Table 1). The numbers of participants 
differed between schools due to differing school sizes (see Table 2). The longitudi-
nally varying number of participants (in particular at the school Oslo) was due to 
smaller focus groups at T2 and T3.

All of the schools in the present sample were secondary schools. In Germany, 
secondary schools differ with regard to the potential career outcomes of students. 
While secondary schools with an academic track prepare students to attend univer-
sity (Gymnasium), secondary schools without an academic track prepare students to 
attend vocational schools (Gemeinschaftsschule). Some of these non-academic-track 
secondary schools offer an optional academic track for high-achieving students. The 
sample in our study consisted of one academic-track secondary school (the school 
Oslo1) and two secondary schools without an academic track (the schools Tokyo and 
Cape Town). The schools Tokyo and Cape Town were relatively small in terms of 
the number of students and teachers. Cape Town, however, had a higher propor-
tion of students with a low socioeconomic status (SES), who therefore received free 
instructional materials, and students with a migration background (see Table 2). The 
school Oslo had a high number of students and teachers and a relatively small propor-
tion of low-SES students, students with special needs, and students with a migration 
background.

1  For reasons of anonymity, we assigned fictional names to the schools.

Tokyo Cape Town Oslo
T1: NParticipants
  Leadership team 3 2 9
  Teachers 3 7 12
T2: NParticipants
  Leadership team 3 3 5
  Teachers 3 4 9
T3: NParticipants
  Leadership team 3 2 5
  Teachers 3 3 6

Table 1  Number of partici-
pants by school
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Data collection and analysis

For addressing the research question, we used the same list of open-ended questions 
for all participants, as we intended to gain comprehensive insights from the perspec-
tives of both school leadership and the teaching faculty (see Table 3 for examples). 
In particular, we asked all participants at different time points to describe the phases 
of planning and implementing their innovation and who was involved in these pro-
cesses. Especially at T2 and T3, we asked all participants to assess the outcomes of 
their innovation and whether they wished they had had more participation and col-
laboration from teachers.

With regard to data analysis, we followed the guidelines provided in the approach 
of Structuring Content Analysis, and used deductive and inductive category forma-
tion. We went through the following four phases using the software MAXQDA 2020 
(Muslic, Gisske & Hartung-Beck, 2020; Kuckartz, 2018; Mayring, 2003).

Phase 1  We derived deductive categories from a literature review in the fields of 
organizational change, principal leadership, and teacher collaboration.

Tokyo Cape Town Oslo
School track Secondary 

school w/
optional 
academic 
track
(grades 
5–10, or 
5–13)

Secondary 
school w/o aca-
demic track
(grades 5–10)

Secondary 
school w/aca-
demic track
(grades 5–12)

NTeachers 34 33 90
NStudents 375 374 960
Percentage of 
special-needs 
students

21 n/s 4

Percentage of stu-
dents with a migra-
tion background

18 50 9

Percentage of low-
SES students

34 54 2

School Improve-
ment Initiative

Transfor-
mation 
into an 
all-day 
school

Revision of the 
school’s concept 
of students’ 
self-organized 
learning
Revision of the 
instructional 
schedule

Creating a 
school concept 
for PD
Classroom 
disruptions
Refurbishing 
the staff room
Refurbishing 
the classroom 
for biology
Collaboration 
of teachers in 
STEM subjects

Table 2  Case description

Note. Information on the 
percentages of special-
needs students, students 
with migration background, 
and low-SES students was 
obtained from the principals; 
information on the percentage 
of low-SES students was based 
on students receiving financial 
support for school supplies
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Phase 2  Two coders analyzed two interviews from the material to evaluate the fit of 
the coding scheme. We coded the material using complete sentences as the smallest 
coding unit. We allowed coding of complete sections in order to include contextual 
information for further analyses. Also, we allowed coding of particular sections of the 
material with multiple categories in order to detect categories that were not clearly 
defined. The two coders discussed disparities in their results and revised the coding 
scheme accordingly. Codes were added to the coding scheme if the coders agreed on 
missing codes that might fit the material. Also, codes were removed from the coding 
scheme if they did not fit the interview material, or merged if they could not be distin-
guished properly (e.g., involving teachers in planning processes and involving teach-
ers in implementation processes became involving teachers in decision making).

Phase 3  The coders analyzed another four interviews from the material to evaluate 
the fit of the revised coding scheme following the guidelines for Phase 2. Again, the 
coders applied revisions to the coding scheme accordingly.

Phase 4  The coders analyzed the six interviews from Phase 2 and Phase 3 to evalu-
ate the revised coding scheme with regard to its fit to the data using Cohen’s κ to 
determine inter-rater agreement. Following recommendations by Wirtz and Caspar 
(2002), we used a cut-off value of κ > 0.60 to indicate a satisfactory inter-rater agree-
ment. After achieving satisfactory inter-rater agreement for all interviews in the trial 
phase, we divided the remaining material between the two coders, who then analyzed 
the interviews using the final coding scheme (see Table 4 in the Appendix). As a final 
check, we used four randomly selected interviews from T3 to evaluate inter-rater 
agreement. Again, we achieved values of κ > 0.60, which indicated satisfactory agree-
ment (Fig. 2).

List of themes Guiding questions
Planning the innovation Please describe your school’s 

planned innovation. What are 
the main goals?

Participation/collaboration Who is involved in its develop-
ment? Would you like more/less 
participation from others?

Communication To what extent are teachers 
being informed about the inno-
vation? Do you think that teach-
ers feel sufficiently informed?

Implementing the innovation What is the strategy for imple-
menting the innovation?

Participation/collaboration To what extent are teachers 
being involved in implementing 
the innovation? Do you think 
teachers would like more/less 
participation?

Conclusion/assessment How would you assess the 
innovation so far? What went 
well? What could be improved?

Table 3  Examples of guiding 
questions from semi-structured 
interviews
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The final coding scheme consisted of four broad themes that included several 
categories each: school structure, leadership, teachers’ perceptions, and teacher 
collaboration.

(1)	 School structure: Following results from Marks and Seashore Louis (1999), we 
wanted to investigate whether schools implemented formal or informal groups of 
teacher teams in their organizational structure that might contribute to organiza-
tional change.

(2)	 Leadership: We investigated how leadership practices supported the develop-
ment and implementation of innovations in the schools. These leadership prac-
tices included clear goal-setting (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Schechter, 2008), 
involving teachers in decision making (Marks & Seashore Louis, 1999; Rikker-
ink et al., 2015), strategic communication of change processes (Feldhoff, 2011), 
providing teachers with autonomy (Fix et al., 2020), representing teachers’ inter-
ests, and dealing with conflicts and resistance (both developed inductively based 
on the material).

(3)	 Teachers’ perceptions: We investigated teachers’ perceptions with regard to the 
innovation (knowledge related to the innovation, shared goals, perceived ben-
efits and costs, discontent with the prior/current situation, resistance toward the 
innovation; Feldhoff 2011, Gray & Summers, 2015; Marks & Seashore Louis, 
1999; Voelkel & Chrispeels, 2017) and motivational aspects (collective efficacy, 
innovativeness of teaching staff; Gray & Summers, 2015).

(4)	 Teacher collaboration: We also investigated whether teachers engaged in low-
cost (i.e., exchanging information and material) or high-cost forms of teacher 
collaboration (i.e., shared workload, joint work; Gräsel et al., 2006). Moreover, 

Fig. 2  Sequence of steps of creating the coding scheme
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we investigated whether schools implemented norms and standards for teacher 
collaboration (Hoy & Sweetland, 2001) and whether teacher teams showed inter-
dependence (Johnson & Johnson, 2009).

With regard to data analysis, we used a case study approach to conduct within-case and 
cross-case analyses (Muslic, Gisske & Hartung-Beck, 2020; Yin, 2014). We applied 
the coding scheme to the material and created case summaries for each school at each 
time point using a case-matrix design2 that included perspectives of all interviewees 
(Muslic, Gisske & Hartung-Beck, 2020; Kuckartz, 2018). First, within-case analyses 
on the cross-sectional level allowed us to compare different perspectives within the 
hierarchical school structure (i.e., principal and teachers). This helped us to reduce 
subjectivity in reports of individual interviewees and gain more reliable insights. 
Second, within-case analyses on the longitudinal level allowed us to reconstruct the 
change process and identify factors that support and hinder organizational change. 
Third, cross-case analyses helped us to compare all three cases with regard to longi-
tudinal changes while also considering contextual factors (e.g., school size, external 
support) for our interpretations. As a result, we identified several themes of principal 
leadership practices that might have affected teacher collaboration and, in turn, orga-
nizational change in these schools. We used the themes identified to develop specific 
assumptions, as presented in the discussion section.

Findings

In the following sections, we first present descriptive findings from within-case anal-
yses that provide contextual information and insights on the change process in all 
three schools. We then present results from cross-case analyses on leadership prac-
tices that might have affected teacher collaboration and organizational change pro-
cesses. We used italics to highlight the specific categories in our coding scheme and 
references to specific interviewees (for all categories, see Table 4 in the appendix). 
Detailed information on every case summary can be found as supplementary material 
in the online repository (i.e., case matrices).

As the present study investigates principals and teachers from Germany, we will 
briefly provide information on the German context for a better understanding of the 
results. Change-specific teacher teams known as steering groups have existed in 
Germany since the early 2000s (for an overview, see Feldhoff et al., 2010). Empiri-
cal research has shown that steering groups play an important role in organizational 
change in schools in Germany (Berkemeyer & Holtappels, 2007). Steering groups 
take on responsibility for processes of organizational change, initiating innovations, 
guiding communication processes, and coordinating project management (Feldhoff 
et al., 2010). Members of steering groups may be elected by the teaching faculty 
and, if so, are mandated to take part in decision-making processes in collaboration 
with school principals. For this reason, steering groups are positioned between the 
principal and the teaching faculty and are responsible for coordinating communica-

2  All case matrices can be found as supplementary material in the online repository.
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tion related to organizational change within the school’s hierarchical structure (e.g., 
passing on information on recent innovations and upcoming tasks; Feldhoff et al., 
2008; Feldhoff et al., 2010).

Within-case analyses

The school Tokyo: The innovation that Tokyo implemented focused on the organiza-
tional transformation into an all-day school (leadership—setting goals and develop-
ing strategies). Unlike half-day schools which students usually attend for around 
six hours a day, all-day schools in Germany extend the school day to around eight 
hours with additional extracurricular activities that consist of subject-related project 
groups, sports, and arts-related activities. To meet the needs of students and par-
ents, the school Tokyo had been providing both options, allowing parents to choose 
whether their children would attend for part or all of the day. However, the leader-
ship team saw increasing interest in all-day classes, which is why Tokyo switched to 
all-day classes only for grade 5 in the 2017/2018 school year. As the principal and 
leadership team expected increased interest in all-day classes, they set the long-term 
goal of transforming their school into an all-day school. However, this innovation 
required a vote from the larger school community (i.e., teaching faculty, students, 
parents) in order to be legally binding (leadership—setting goals and developing 
strategies). The idea had been put up for a vote in the past, but a majority of teachers 
had voted against the innovation. The leadership team assumed that the composition 
of the teaching staff had changed (i.e., lower mean age and higher innovativeness 
of teachers) and now expected a vote in favor of the innovation. They intended to 
carefully prepare for the vote by establishing teacher teams for the specific purpose 
of organizational change (teacher collaboration—joint work), involving teachers in 
decision making processes (leadership), emphasizing the innovation’s benefits, and 
discussing questions and doubts related to the innovation (leadership—dealing with 
conflicts and resistance).

“[…] our vision is that our school will become an all-day school. And the three 
of us think that it is only possible to be a good school as an all-day school. We 
failed in the past because the teaching staff voted against the idea of an all-day 
school. The staff was different back then—we had some people who didn’t share 
our vision, let’s put it that way. It was very close, but still. And then we said: 
‘Ok, let’s do it again. We’ll put it on our agenda. We’ll work on the concept 
and try to implement an outstanding innovation because it’s important to us.’” 
(principal, Tokyo, T1).

The leadership team created a steering group as well as project-specific groups that 
worked on different areas of the change process (leadership—involving teachers in 
decision making, teacher collaboration—shared workload, joint work). The steer-
ing group was supposed to coordinate the procedures as part of the change process 
(e.g., organizing conferences). As they reported having met regularly at T1, the steer-
ing group met less frequently throughout our study, so their work was hardly vis-
ible to any of the teachers at T2 and T3 (teacher collaboration—quantity of teacher 
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collaboration). Members of the steering group reported that this was due to a high 
workload and lack of time. Furthermore, project-specific groups were initiated at T1 
to support the implementation of the innovation (leadership—involving teachers in 
decision making). These groups were supposed to work collaboratively on different 
aspects of the project and consisted of teachers who volunteered to take part (teacher 
collaboration—shared workload, joint work). Again, throughout our study, relatively 
few interviewees appeared to know about the work of the project-specific groups. At 
T3, only the principal was able to report on one particular project-specific group that 
worked on the implementation of the innovation and had become an established part 
of the change process.

“No. It hasn’t taken place for a long time now, because every Friday we were 
busy with class conferences, where the principal is also involved, so even our 
last scheduled meeting did not work out. I would need to look in my calendar to 
see when the last meeting took place. […] We’re not active right now, I have to 
admit […].” (teacher, member of the steering group, Tokyo, T3).

As the teaching faculty raised concerns and questions about the innovation, the prin-
cipal instructed the staff council3 to visit other all-day schools in the district to gather 
information on their staff’s experiences with the all-day concept (leadership—deal-
ing with conflicts and resistance; teacher, T1). The staff council was then supposed to 
discuss insights with the teaching staff to answer questions and resolve uncertainties. 
Somewhat before T2, the staff council presented insights from their school visits to 
the teaching faculty. Over the course of our study, the leadership team postponed the 
vote twice due to high workloads and because the teaching faculty asked for further 
information about the innovation. At T3, the principal, leadership team, and teach-
ers reported their doubts around obtaining a positive vote, as they still felt that there 
was some uncertainty among the teaching faculty (teachers’ perceptions—perceived 
benefits-and-costs ratio). The vote finally took place shortly after T3. The majority of 
teachers voted against the transformation into an all-day school.

“Well, I think that we have done everything that we could do in terms of com-
munication and transparency. We were truly honest and transparent and have 
emphasized regularly: ‘This is our goal; this is what we want to achieve.’ Sur-
prisingly, there was suddenly very strong resistance […].” (member of the 
leadership team, Tokyo, T3).

With regard to teacher collaboration, we found evidence of both low-cost (teacher col-
laboration—exchanging information) and high-cost forms of collaboration (teacher 
collaboration—shared workload, joint work). On the one hand, several interviewees 
reported some group discussions over the course of our study (e.g., the leadership 
team presenting and discussing ideas with teachers in a staff conference; staff council 

3  The staff council is a group of teachers elected from the teaching faculty for a limited amount of time. 
They represent the teaching faculty’s interests and regularly organize staff meetings to discuss teachers’ 
concerns.
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discussing concerns with teachers; teacher, T1; staff council, T2). On the other hand, 
interviewees reported that at least one project-specific group was actively working on 
the innovation project (principal, T3; member of the leadership team, T3). However, 
despite the leadership team’s efforts to support teachers’ commitment and participa-
tion in decision-making processes and respond to their concerns and uncertainties, 
the innovation failed due to a negative vote by the teaching faculty.

The school Cape Town: The innovation initially planned for the school Cape Town 
focused on revising the school’s concept for students’ self-organized learning (lead-
ership—setting goals and developing strategies). This idea was proposed by the prin-
cipal and vice principal, who recognized that teachers and students were not satisfied 
with how students had recently been working in phases of self-organized learning. 
However, neither teachers nor the steering group4 were able to report on the desired 
innovation at T1, as they had not yet been informed by the principal or vice principal. 
Instead, several interviewees reported teachers perceiving a lack of communication 
from the leadership team and steering group (leadership—strategic communication).

“We on the staff council have told the principal that we would like a list of 
things that the steering group and also the other working groups at the school 
are actually doing. That way, we teachers know who is assigned what role and 
what task, and we can contact these people. […] At the moment, nobody really 
knows who is doing what and who is responsible for what.” (teacher, member 
of the staff council, Cape Town, T1).

From T2 on, Cape Town received support from an external consultant who was sent 
by the Ministry of Education, as the teaching faculty had previously filed a complaint 
due to high workloads and little time for organizational change. This external consul-
tant, who was formerly a principal of a school that was awarded the German school 
award, contributed to the change process in three ways. First, she chaired meetings of 
the leadership team and teaching faculty that were aimed at pinpointing school goals 
and strategies for organizational change. As a result, the school Cape Town changed 
its innovation project and began focusing on revising the teaching schedule with the 
aim of developing a new concept for students’ self-organized learning (leadership—
setting goals and developing strategies). Second, the external consultant initiated 
project-specific groups consisting of teachers who volunteered to take part by work-
ing collaboratively on tasks related to the innovation (teacher collaboration—shared 
workload, joint work). Third, she enhanced the steering group’s involvement in the 
change process, as each member of the steering group was supposed to participate in 
one of the project-specific groups (leadership—involving teachers in decision mak-
ing, teacher collaboration—interdependence). Finally, the leadership team—sup-
ported by the external consultant—took a vote on the innovation, which resulted in 
the majority of teachers voting in favor of the innovation.

4  The steering group at the school Cape Town had been in place for several years and consisted of the prin-
cipal, several teachers, the school’s social worker, parents, and an external consultant sent by the Ministry 
of Education in order to obtain a quality certificate.
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“We received support from an external consultant, who came here for a staff 
conference and helped us in pinpointing core themes. It took place on a day 
when all of the teachers were present. They thought about what they wanted to 
change and what was stressing them—about what they needed and what they 
wanted to keep. The teaching schedule was a big issue: ‘What does the schedule 
look like? Is it necessary that classes take place so late in the afternoon?’ […] 
And then she came here again after the summer break when we tried to make 
the whole idea more specific.” (principal, Cape Town, T2).

As reported from different perspectives at T3, the external consultant helped to 
increase the motivation of teachers to participate in the change process (member of 
the leadership team 1, T2). Teachers continued to meet in staff conferences and proj-
ect-specific groups to prepare for the implementation of the innovation. Interviewees 
felt, however, that the principal contributed relatively little to this positive shift, as 
he was lacking a vision for the school (teacher, member of the steering group 1, 
T3). Additionally, interviewees reported on teachers’ uncertainty around the school’s 
future, as there were rumors that Cape Town was supposed to be merged with a 
neighboring school (teachers’ perceptions—knowledge related to the innovation). 
This made teachers hesitant to take on additional work to achieve the organizational 
change (teachers’ perceptions—resistance to the innovation).

“Some time ago they said: ‘This is the only chance to have a unique feature as 
an all-day school.’ Otherwise we wouldn’t have done this back then. […] And 
then there was the merger [with the other school], which gets in the way of 
many things. I notice it myself. Of course, I do my job, because I’m doing it for 
the school. It’s my school, but it’s incredibly hard when you think, ‘What am I 
doing this for if it’s worth nothing in the end?’” (teacher, member of the steer-
ing group 1, Cape Town, T3).

With regard to teacher collaboration, we find evidence that is in part contradictory, 
yet points in a positive direction for the school Cape Town. In terms of low-cost col-
laboration (teacher collaboration—exchange of information), interviewees reported 
regularly scheduled meetings of the leadership team (i.e., weekly), the steering group 
(i.e., monthly), and the teaching faculty (i.e., monthly), in which team members dis-
cussed recent news and concerns. However, we found opposing evidence for the 
exchange of information between different groups. For instance, while the leadership 
team and the steering group reported that they had provided teachers with infor-
mation about the change process (i.e., sending out protocols with meeting results), 
teachers reported a lack of information and a desire for more transparency. In turn, 
members of the steering group reported a lack of participation and commitment to 
the organizational change from the teachers (teacher, member of the steering group 2, 
T1). In terms of high-cost forms of collaboration, interviewees reported an increase in 
sharing workloads and joint work in project-specific groups from T2 onward. These 
forms of collaboration mainly took place in a series of meetings that were initiated by 
the external consultant and provided the whole school staff with fixed time periods to 
collaboratively work on the implementation of the innovation.

439



Journal of Educational Change (2023) 24:425–455

1 3

“She is coordinating the whole process. The teachers say ‘We want to hold a 
staff conference’ and she talks to the leadership team about how to plan it. She 
tries to find out what the needs are […] and then she works with the teachers to 
develop a vision. […] We have planned to have several afternoons during the 
year where we have time to get together and work collaboratively on different 
aspects of school improvement. Then the proposals are voted on at the confer-
ences. She is monitoring and leading the whole process, yes.” (member of the 
leadership team, Cape Town, T3).

In sum, we found evidence of a turnaround in Cape Town’s change process around 
T2. At T1, interviewees reported unclear goal setting, a lack of communication, and 
little motivation of teachers to participate in the change process. Overall, the princi-
pal was hardly mentioned with regard to organizational change in either of the inter-
views at T1. However, from T2 on, interviewees reported perceiving an improved 
vision for the school’s innovation and an increase of collaboration in project-specific 
groups. While they also perceived an increase in teachers’ motivation to participate in 
the change process, some of the teaching staff were still undecided about participat-
ing in the change process due to their previous experiences with failed innovations 
and uncertainties about the school’s future (teachers’ perceptions—innovativeness, 
collective efficacy, perceived benefits-and-costs ratio).

The school Oslo: The principal of the school Oslo implemented two substantial 
innovations to the school’s organization after starting in his position in 2016 (before 
the beginning of our study). First, the principal introduced a new strategic approach 
to organizational change that would structure innovation processes in two-year cycles 
(leadership—setting goals and developing strategies). In preparation for each cycle, 
the leadership team organized a staff conference5 in which they collected sugges-
tions from teachers for future innovations. The staff then voted on the suggestions 
they found most relevant at the staff conference and volunteered to work in project-
specific groups to implement the approved innovations (teachers’ perceptions—per-
ceived benefits-and-costs ratio, leadership—involving teachers in decision making). 
For this reason, the school Oslo—unlike the schools Tokyo and Cape Town—imple-
mented more than one innovation during our study (see Table 2).

The principal of the school Oslo introduced collaborative networks of teachers on 
different levels of the school organization. First, he created an extended leadership 
team with the aim of sharing administrational responsibilities and workload (school 
structure). The extended leadership team consisted of nine teachers with different 
functions (e.g., year-level managers). 6Second, because teachers had reported a per-
ceived lack of transparency in a formal evaluation conducted by the extended leader-
ship team, the principal created groups of teachers to support communication within 
the school and involve teachers in decision-making processes (leadership—strategic 
communication, involving teachers in decision making). For instance, he initiated 

5  The staff conference at the school Oslo consists of the entire teaching staff and the leadership team.
6  The staff at school Oslo is structured differently due to its high number of teachers (see Table 2). For 
this reason, there are more and different types of middle managers (e.g., year-level managers) compared 
to schools Tokyo and Cape Town.
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what was called an instructional committee, which consisted of the department heads 
of each subject (e.g., STEM, arts, and languages). The instructional committee was 
supposed to support collaboration between subject departments, as well as between 
the leadership team and subject departments, as it regularly organized meetings to 
discuss news and concerns (teacher collaboration—norms and standards for teacher 
collaboration, interdependence).

“Well, basically I want to see all aspects of school improvement being imple-
mented somewhere in the school, that is, organizational change, staff devel-
opment, and instructional improvement—and a specific committee for every 
aspect.” (principal, Oslo, T1).

Moreover, the principal initiated a steering group to coordinate the work of project-
specific groups that were initiated as part of the innovation cycle. The steering group 
consisted of the principal, another member of the leadership team, and teachers who 
were elected by the teaching faculty for the duration of each innovation cycle (lead-
ership—involving teachers in decision making). Every teacher in the steering group 
also served as a spokesperson for a project-specific group in order to facilitate the 
exchange of information about work-related updates and questions between both 
groups (teacher collaboration—interdependence). As reported by several interview-
ees at T3, seven project-specific groups had been implemented throughout our study 
to work on different sub-projects related to organizational change (e.g., creating a 
concept for PD, reconstruction of the staff room). Almost half of the teaching faculty 
were involved in one of the project-specific groups (leadership—involving teachers 
in decision making; member of the leadership team, T2). At T3, several interviewees 
reported feeling that teachers welcomed the new collaborative approach because they 
were able to participate in decision-making processes and, thus, felt efficacious. Also, 
interviewees reported that six out of seven project-specific groups had implemented 
their innovations successfully.

“[…] This keeps teachers from feeling that things are organized from the top 
down. Especially in the case of the group on professional development, the ini-
tiative came from the teachers. It was young teachers who worked on the topic. 
It’s not like the principal was saying: ‘We have to implement this in our school.’ 
It was in the teachers’ interest. I think this is hugely beneficial for every subject 
[…].” (teacher, member of the instructional committee, Oslo, T3).

Similar to the school Tokyo, at Oslo, we found evidence of both low-cost and high-
cost forms of collaboration. With regard to low-cost forms of collaboration, inter-
viewees reported numerous situations in which teachers exchanged knowledge and 
experience and discussed questions and concerns (i.e., in staff conferences or group-
specific meetings). For instance, the extended leadership team, the instructional com-
mittee, and the steering group each reported on regular meetings to discuss news and 
updates. At the start of each meeting of the steering group, project-specific groups 
were supposed to report updates on their progress (teacher collaboration—norms 
and standards for teacher collaboration). Moreover, the project-specific groups were 
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supposed to post all work-related updates on a message board in the school building 
to keep the teaching faculty informed about recent developments (teacher collabo-
ration—norms and standards for teacher collaboration). With regard to high-cost 
forms of collaboration, interviewees reported on joint work by teachers in project-
specific groups. In these groups, teachers developed ideas and strategies for the 
change process, and implemented and evaluated their innovations collaboratively.

“I really think that the idea of having project-specific groups is very positive, 
because there are a lot of things where people said, ‘This is something we need 
and this is something we should do,’ but no one ever felt responsible. […] And 
now, there is a group that is in charge of that. This is, I guess, more effective 
than when people just talk about changing something and make plans, but in 
the end nobody feels responsible.” (teacher, member of the instructional com-
mittee, Oslo, T3).

Cross-case analyses

We used cross-case analyses to compare longitudinal changes in all three schools. 
This allowed us to identify four themes of leadership practices that might have sup-
ported teacher collaboration and, hence, contributed to the organizational change in 
the schools:

(1)	 setting goals and developing strategies for implementing innovations,
(2)	 involving teachers in decision making,
(3)	 supporting teacher teams on the process level,
(4)	 supporting teacher teams on the motivational level.

(1) First of all, principals need to set a clear vision for their school and develop a 
strategy for how to implement innovations (e.g., who to involve in the implementa-
tion process, what to communicate to the school community). We found that the prin-
cipal of the school Oslo had a clear idea of the school’s long-term goal, as he strove 
to improve the overall instructional quality by improving teachers’ participation in 
decision making and their perceived efficacy. In order to reach this goal, the school 
Oslo structured the change process in two-year long cycles in which teacher teams 
could bring up ideas for innovations, obtain feedback from the teaching faculty, and 
collaboratively work on implementing innovations. The principal intentionally lim-
ited each cycle as he intended to involve as many teachers as possible in the change 
processes and decrease additional workload on teachers. Moreover, he wanted to 
carry out innovations properly in order to collectively reflect on and evaluate out-
comes, and use these insights for future innovations.

“We would like to keep the cyclical structure. First of all, because this allows 
us to work on several projects simultaneously, to really conduct the plan-do-
check-act cycle and not lose too much time. But also, to reduce teachers’ stress 
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when we say ‘You have two years for that.’ If I’m faster, it’s fine; if not, I’m not 
too slow.” (principal, Oslo, T2).

The principal of school Cape Town, on the other hand, appeared to lack a clear vision 
for the school. As different interviewees reported throughout our study, the princi-
pal was reluctant to make decisions and, hence, failed to create a clear strategy for 
implementing the innovation (member of the leadership team, Cape Town, T3). This 
was confirmed by the principal himself as he reflected on his pedagogical beliefs and 
questioned his qualification as a principal at T3. However, as the school Cape Town 
received support from an external consultant, interviewees reported a turnaround 
at T2 (member of the leadership team, Cape Town, T2). This external consultant 
seemed to compensate for the perceived lack of leadership as she set clear goals for 
the change process, created teacher teams, and, hence, promoted the change process 
at school Cape Town. At T3, several interviewees reported feeling that the external 
advisor was the main factor contributing to a positive trend in the school’s change 
process (member of the staff council, Cape Town, T3).

“[…] I have some ideas about what principals are supposed to do, but I’m not 
sure if I want to do things that way: […] ‘This is my idea and this is how it’s 
supposed to improve things.’ I have no idea if I’m going to improve things. I 
also have no idea if I’m going to make things worse. I’m unsure about the out-
come. And I kind of feel that as a confident principal, I ought to be confident and 
say: ‘We’re going to do this in a different way’. […] And I have realized that’s 
not how I am. I need to find my own approach.” (principal, Cape Town, T3).
“Without [name of the external consultant], we wouldn’t have achieved what 
we did. We definitely wouldn’t have managed on our own” (teacher, member of 
the steering group, Cape Town, T3).

Similar to the principal at the school Oslo, the principal at the school Tokyo also 
reported a clear vision for the school and strategies for its implementation. However, 
she failed to convince teachers of the innovation’s relevance, which led to the major-
ity of teachers voting against it. This suggests that there are further factors that can 
support organizational change that go beyond strategies for setting and developing 
goals, as we will discuss in the following sections.

(2) Principals can involve teachers in decision making with regard to planning and 
implementing innovations. This promotes teachers’ sensemaking of innovations. We 
assume that when teachers perceive innovations as plausible and relevant, they are 
more motivated to participate. As interviewees from the school Oslo reported, almost 
half of the teaching faculty contributed to one of the many project-specific groups 
(member of the leadership team, school Oslo, T2). It is plausible that this motivation 
derived from teachers being involved in narrowing down ideas for innovations in the 
first place. As different interviewees reported at T3, this motivated teachers to partici-
pate because they expected success and felt efficacious.

“You see, there were a lot of people who contributed to these project-specific 
groups. And they were doing it on top of their own classes and on top of every-
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thing else they have to do. I think that shows a lot of motivation. When people 
recognize that they can really change something, when there is something that 
is relevant, they are willing to contribute. I think that is impressive.” (teacher, 
member of the steering group, Oslo, T3).

Our results also indicate that when teachers perceive an overall adverse ratio between 
an innovation’s relevance and its costs, teachers will reject the organizational change 
and prefer to stick to existing practices. While we found evidence of teachers’ con-
cerns over increased workloads related to the innovation for all of the schools in the 
present study, teachers from the school Tokyo appeared to be particularly reluctant. 
We assume that they did not perceive the anticipated innovation to be relevant, as 
they had rejected the innovation once before our study and voted against the inno-
vation after T3. Although several interviewees reported that teachers were usually 
provided the opportunity to contribute to planning ideas, they were not involved in 
developing the present idea. Instead, the current innovation was initiated by the prin-
cipal and the leadership team at the school Tokyo (member of the leadership team, 
Tokyo, T1). Moreover, interviewees reported teachers’ concerns over a lack of sup-
port from the district administration with regard to sufficient school staff and spaces 
in the school building for the innovation.

“As I said, they are mainly worried about the time they spend in school. This 
is a real problem. I do recognize this, because—and this is where things have 
come full circle—we have to build an addition to the school building because 
we don’t have enough space for teachers to work properly.” (member of the 
leadership team, Tokyo, T3).
“[…] because we don’t trust the district administration with regard to financial 
issues and the new building we are supposed to get. So, it’s actually not related 
to the principal, but to the overall context. This makes it difficult for us to really 
trust the project and say, ‘This will turn out fine and everything will be done 
quickly’.” (teacher, member of the steering group, Tokyo, T3).

(3) Our study suggests that principals can support teacher teams on the process level 
in two ways. First, they can help teachers to initiate teams and provide these teams 
with consistent time slots to meet, discuss, and work collaboratively on innovations. 
These teams ideally consist of teachers who volunteer to participate and share ideas 
and workloads, and work together on the innovation. For all of the schools in the 
present study, we found that teams of teachers were created to promote organizational 
change in some way. We found evidence of a steering group and project-specific 
groups initiated by the principal and external consultant at the Tokyo and Cape Town 
schools, respectively. With regard to the school Oslo, however, we found a well-
established culture of collaboration that set clear standards for processes of joint 
work among teachers. In particular, the principal of the school Oslo created teams at 
different hierarchical levels (e.g., extended leadership team, instructional committee, 
steering group, project-specific groups).
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“The instructional committee is responsible for instructional improvement. This 
is a new team that we created. And honestly, this is something we didn’t discuss 
much. But I suggested this structure. […] It is a group consisting of the heads of 
the subject departments. […] The steering group coordinates school improve-
ment, which means that they are not working on implementing initiatives, but 
that they support the individual project-specific groups. So, they are taking care 
of connecting the project-specific groups with the leadership team and other 
people that might be important, like the ministry or the district administra-
tion. And they also take care of the communication between the project-specific 
groups and the teaching faculty, so there is a constant exchange of information 
and high accountability […].” (principal, Oslo, T1).

Second, principals can guide teacher teams and help them to set internal goals, cre-
ate within-group accountability, monitor progress, and exchange information on 
work-related news with colleagues outside the group. This is important, as teachers 
are usually not trained to manage organizational change and, therefore, might lack 
knowledge and skills related to project management. At the school Oslo, the principal 
established a clear distribution of tasks, which helped to create responsibility within 
the group and transparency toward the teaching faculty (i.e., extended leadership 
team; principal, Oslo, T3). Moreover, the principal supported project-specific groups 
by providing tools for project management (e.g., setting deadlines, supporting clear 
communication, tracking progress on publicly accessible message boards) and creat-
ing a culture of transparent information sharing.

“And the groups that have used this, for example, the professional development 
concept group […] have used the charts and have achieved great results; they 
have developed internal goals and so on. Then there are others that haven’t 
used it and were still successful […]. But every group has its message board 
here, so at least they have a starting point. They have reflected on this fully at 
least once. And we hope that this turns into something sustainable. We were 
able to give them feedback that the groups that have worked well were the ones 
that have used these professional tools in some way.” (principal, Oslo, T3).

Interviewees also reported high levels of interdependence between the steering group 
and project-specific groups, as each of them had a spokesperson who was also a 
member of the steering group and shared information in internal meetings (similar 
structures were reported for the instructional committee and subject departments; 
teacher, member of the steering group, Oslo, T3).

“We organized it in such a way that one member of the steering group was the 
contact for a project-specific group, sometimes participated in their meetings, 
and always organized things: ‘When are you going to present something to the 
teaching faculty? Do you need a contact? Shall I contact someone outside the 
school, the principal, etcetera?’ They have been a kind of a connecting link.” 
(principal, Oslo, T2).
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Interviewees at the schools Tokyo and Cape Town also reported collaborative struc-
tures. However, these forms of collaboration did not seem to follow specific standards 
and procedures. For instance, although the school Tokyo created a steering group for 
the purpose of implementing the innovation, this group of school staff contributed 
little to the change process as they met very infrequently (teacher, member of the 
steering group, Tokyo, T3). The steering group at the school Cape Town was reported 
by the teaching faculty at T1 to work mainly in isolation (teacher, member of the staff 
council, Cape Town, T1). For this reason, teachers knew very little about their work. 
However, this changed when the external consultant initiated project-specific groups 
and promoted the steering group’s participation from T2 on.

“This was done by [name of the external consultant] at our first big meeting. 
We created teams of interested teachers […] and they thought about what they 
would change. […] Then we summarized all the aspects and evaluated them. 
That was what [name of the external consultant] did.” (principal, Cape Town, 
T2).

(4) Principals can support teacher teams on the motivational level by providing teach-
ers with autonomy, creating positive error management, and responding to teachers’ 
concerns. We found for the school Oslo—but not for the schools Tokyo or Cape 
Town—that principals were able to promote teachers’ sense of autonomy by delegat-
ing individual decision making to teacher teams and only providing support where 
it was needed. As the principal of the school Oslo emphasized, he intended to create 
organizational change on the basis of the school staff’s consensus. Teachers were not 
forced to participate, but were asked to contribute voluntarily.

“I don’t lead by saying, ‘This is how we do things,’ but by providing the work-
ing conditions for teachers to work in a good way and achieve results, by not 
demotivating them, and by guaranteeing efficiency. This is what the collabora-
tive structures were intended to achieve: to make teachers feel empowered and 
capable of contributing to the school. And to make them feel that the school is 
based on shared norms and visions. […] But no one is obliged to do more than 
their required teaching.” (principal, Oslo, T1).

Moreover, the principal reported his intention to create a positive error manage-
ment culture in order to retain high levels of teacher motivation. Several interview-
ees reported their observation at T3 that the principal of Oslo accepted the fact that 
one project-specific group did not implement its innovation successfully. Instead, the 
principal considered this an opportunity to reflect on future changes in practices of 
organizational change.

“[…] I need to accept that, for example, one group might work in a differ-
ent way than I would. Or that they work at a slower pace or achieve different 
results. Or that the results match my expectations by only 70% with regard to 
quality or quantity. But I am convinced that it’s always better if a school works 
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together to achieve 70% than if I try to achieve 100% on my own.” (principal, 
Oslo, T3).
“Well, we have seen that there might be projects […] that haven’t reached their 
goals. But this is something that was emphasized from the beginning, that fail-
ing might be an option.” (teacher, member of the steering group, Oslo, T3).

As organizational change produces discontinuity in established practices, it enhances 
teachers’ perceptions of uncertainty and stress. Our results suggest that support from 
the principal (or someone else who is responsible for leading change) might reduce 
this stress, as principals can emphasize an innovation’s relevance and usefulness. For 
instance, we found evidence of a positive turnaround in teachers’ attitudes toward 
change at the school Cape Town around T2. As reported, this turnaround was mainly 
initiated by the external consultant, who supported the change process and promoted 
teachers’ motivation. However, we found a negative turnaround of teachers’ attitudes 
toward change at the school Tokyo at T2. While the principal and the leadership team 
reported making different attempts to address teachers’ concerns, they were not able 
to change the concerns (principal, Tokyo, T3).

“It is a huge problem that our teachers see that they have to spend more than 
two afternoons here. We also have conferences every Friday, and then they 
have to stay longer three or four times a week. This is what they are afraid of, 
and they told the principal that […].” (teacher, member of the steering group, 
Tokyo, T2).

Discussion

In the present study, we assumed principal leadership to be a facilitator of teacher 
collaboration for organizational change. We investigated the research question, draw-
ing on longitudinal qualitative data from three schools in Germany. We presented 
findings on a school that failed to implement its innovation (Tokyo), a school that 
successfully implemented several innovations (Oslo), and a school with pending 
outcomes of the change process (Cape Town). Based on our results, we developed 
four specific assumptions on how principals’ leadership practices can facilitate and 
support teacher collaboration and, hence, contribute to organizational change. In the 
following, we will discuss the assumptions in light of the current body of research 
and their practical implications.

(1) Principals need to set a clear vision for their school and develop a strategy for 
how to implement innovations  This finding coincides with other evidence demon-
strating that processes of organizational change need to be goal-oriented and clearly 
structured in order to be implemented effectively (Day et al., 2016; Rikkerink et al., 
2015; Sun & Leithwood, 2015). Anticipated innovations to organizational practices 
need to be specific and consistent with one another (Desimone, 2002). If innovations 
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are contradictory or imprecise, teachers are less likely to support their implementa-
tion (Cheng & Walker, 2008).

(2) Principals can involve teachers in decision making with regard to planning and 
implementing innovations in order to increase their motivation to participate  As 
previous research has shown, organizational innovations need to be perceived as 
plausible and relevant in order to be implemented successfully (Ala-Laurinaho et 
al., 2017; Bartunek et al., 2006). Being involved in decision making helps teachers 
make sense of planned innovations and increases their motivation to adapt profes-
sional practices (Thurlow & Mills, 2014). In light of the findings of Lee et al. (2021), 
who reported poor correspondence between principals’ and teachers’ perceptions of 
aspects of school improvement (e.g., innovativeness of teachers, teacher participa-
tion), active involvement of teachers in school improvement might help to reduce 
disagreements. Drawing on expectancy-value theory (Wigfield & Cambria, 2010; 
Wigfield & Eccles, 2000), we assume that teachers will be motivated to participate 
in innovations when they value their importance, expect themselves to be successful, 
and perceive low costs related to the innovation (Bandura, 1993). Our results suggest 
that the more teachers are involved in decision making, the likelier it is that they will 
perceive innovations as useful and, in turn, collaboratively implement these innova-
tions. This corresponds with evidence from Honingh and Hooge (2014), who found 
a relationship between participation in decision making and teacher collaboration for 
a sample of Dutch teachers.

(3) Principals can support teacher teams on the process level of organizational 
change  First of all, principals can provide teachers with structural prerequisites for 
collaboration (e.g., consistent meeting times; Gray et al., 2016; Vangrieken et al., 
2015). As observed at the school Oslo, they can help teachers to initiate teams by 
jointly pinpointing ideas for potential innovations. Based on their interests, teach-
ers can then join groups so that they can have shared goals for their joint work. This 
finding is in line with results from Szczesiul and Huizenga (2014), who also found 
that clear goal setting and shared norms help teacher teams perform well. Without 
a common vision, teacher teams may lack orientation for their collaborative work 
(Truijen et al., 2013).

(4) Principals can support teacher teams on the motivational level of organizational 
change  Drawing on self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), we assume that 
teachers will be more motivated to contribute to implementing innovations when 
they perceive themselves as acting autonomously in their collaborative work (Fix et 
al., 2020; Gagné et al., 2000; Hornung & Rousseau, 2007). This corresponds with 
findings from Truijen et al. (2013). Moreover, principals can promote a climate of 
trust in their school, especially with regard to positive error management (Dyck et al., 
2005). This allows teachers to make mistakes and, hence, encourages teachers to try 
to contribute to organizational change in the first place. At the same time, principals 
need to accept that results will not always correspond with their expectations, which 
is in line with results from Palumbo and Manna (2019).
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Conclusion

Based on both within-case and cross-case analyses of three school improvement 
initiatives, we developed four assumptions on how principals can support teacher 
collaboration and, hence, processes of organizational change. These assumptions 
provide practical implications for principals as examples of effective practices for 
school improvement. Principals can create a long-term vision for the school and set 
short-term goals that are in line with this vision. Principals can involve other school 
staff, such as further members of the leadership team and teachers, in this process 
to foster collective sensemaking of innovations and foster the overall motivation of 
school staff to participate in implementing these innovations. In this regard, prin-
cipals can also help school staff to initiate teams, guide them on the process level, 
and provide them with autonomy to collectively plan and implement innovations. If 
principals lack the skills to initiate and monitor processes of organizational change, 
they can seek support from external consultants or coaches.

Our findings also have implications for school administration. As our results sug-
gest, professional practices related to implementing innovations (e.g., project man-
agement skills) are important for both principals and teachers. Principal preparation 
and PD programs can consider this in two ways. First, they should train principals 
in initiating, monitoring, and evaluating innovations in their schools (Andreoli et al., 
2019). In particular, our results highlight the important role of individual coaching 
by external consultants (e.g., administrational support by supervisors; Cape Town). 
Individual coaching of principals who struggle with leading changes might be an 
effective way to sustainably improve a school’s capacity to change. Coaching allows 
principals to learn from experienced colleagues and see what works best in school 
improvement (Tahir et al., 2021). Second, preparation and PD programs should sup-
port principals in providing teachers with the knowledge and skills required for orga-
nizational change. Principals need to know how they can distribute tasks to teacher 
teams and equip them with the right tools to fulfill these tasks.

However, our findings should be interpreted keeping some methodological limita-
tions in mind. First, we investigated a sample of only three schools. Although each 
case consists of multiple perspectives, transferability of our results to other contexts 
is limited. Second, we did not measure objective outcome variables (e.g., student 
achievement, teacher job satisfaction). Therefore, our interpretation of a school’s suc-
cess in implementing an innovation is solely based on the interviewees’ subjective 
perceptions. Future studies should consider using mixed-method approaches in order 
to gain ample evidence. Third, the schools in the present study differ from each other 
with regard to student composition. As previous research has suggested, teachers 
at schools that serve disadvantaged communities (i.e., high proportion of low-SES 
students) often have low expectations of students, show dysfunctional relationships 
between staff members, and lack responsibility for students (Klein et al., 2021). This 
might contribute to a low motivation on the part of teachers to participate in activi-
ties that are additional to their teaching workload. In particular, quantitative stud-
ies should investigate the influence of school-level characteristics on organizational 
change.
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In sum, our study contributes to the current body of research in several ways. 
First, it provides in-depth insights into the relationship between principal leader-
ship, teacher collaboration, and organizational change that to go beyond the simple 
description of structures and processes. In particular, our study provides evidence 
on how principals can support the motivation of school staff to participate in change 
processes. Second, only a few studies have investigated longitudinal interview data 
using within-case and cross-case analyses to generate insights into mechanisms of 
implementing innovations in schools. Our study provides comprehensive evidence 
with regard to the process of planning and implementing innovations in schools. On 
the basis of our results, we developed four specific assumptions on potential causal 
relationships between principal leadership, teacher collaboration, and organizational 
change in schools. These relationships should be investigated in future research. 
Moreover, we highlighted the relevance of distributed leadership practices and the 
role of members of the leadership team, middle managers, teacher leaders, and exter-
nal consultants as change agents for the implementation of innovations in schools.

Appendix

Table 4  Coding scheme
Code name Source Definition
School structure Marks & Seashore 

Louis, 1999
Obligatory formal 
structures

* Formal collaborative activities obligatory for school staff, 
e.g., staff conferences

Non-obligatory 
formal structures

* Formal collaborative activities not obligatory for school 
staff, but implemented voluntarily, e.g., steering groups, 
project-specific groups

Informal 
structures

* Informal collaborative activities of school staff, e.g., loose 
networks of teachers

Leadership Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999

Providing teachers 
with autonomy

Fix et al., 2020 Leadership practices that promote teachers’ autonomy with 
regard to participating in change processes

Involving teach-
ers in decision 
making

Rikkerink et al., 
2015

Leadership practices that involve teachers in decision 
making with regard to organizational change, e.g., finding 
innovations, developing strategies, implementing change

Setting goals 
and developing 
strategies

Leithwood & 
Jantzi, 2005
Schechter, 2008

Leadership practices that aim at setting short-term and 
long-term goals for organizational change, as well as 
leadership practices with regard to developing strategies 
for implementing innovations

Strategic 
communication

Feldhoff, 2011 Leadership practices that aim at deliberately communicat-
ing information related to the innovation, e.g., forwarding 
specific information to specific people at a specific time 
point

Dealing with 
conflicts and 
resistance

* Leadership practices that aim at dealing with concerns and 
resistance from teachers with regard to the innovation
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Table 4  Coding scheme
Code name Source Definition

Representing in-
terests of teachers

* Principals supporting interests of teachers when designing 
and implementing innovations; principals advocating for 
the interests of teachers

Teachers’ perceptions Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999

Shared goals Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999;
Voelkel & Chrisp-
eels, 2017

Teachers sharing the same vision and goals for organiza-
tional change

Teachers’ perceptions Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999

Knowledge related 
to the innovation

Feldhoff, 2011
Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999

Teachers reporting details related to the change process 
with regard to planning and implementing innovations

Collective teacher 
efficacy

Gray & Summers, 
2015

Teachers sharing the belief that innovations can imple-
mented successfully by the teaching staff

Perceived 
benefits-and-costs 
ratio

Wigfield & 
Eccles, 2000

Teachers gauging the personal/professional benefits and 
costs related to the implementation of an innovation

Innovativeness Gray & Summers, 
2015

Teachers’ motivation to change established professional 
and organizational practices

Discontent with 
prior/current 
situation

* Teachers being unhappy with organizational practices that 
they might want to change

Resistance toward 
the innovation

* Teachers showing active and passive resistance towards 
the innovation of specific professional/organizational 
practices

Teacher collaboration Marks & Seashore 
Louis, 1999

Exchange of 
information

Gräsel et al., 2006 School staff sharing ideas, experience, concerns, and ques-
tions with regard to the innovation

Shared workload Gräsel et al., 2006 School staff sharing tasks and responsibilities related to the 
innovation

Joint work Gräsel et al., 2006 School staff establishing teams for working jointly on tasks 
related to the innovation

Norms and stan-
dards for teacher 
collaboration

Hoy & Sweetland, 
2001

Teacher teams having established norms for working to-
gether, e.g., assigning roles and responsibilities within the 
team, implementing procedures for meetings

Interdependence Johnson & John-
son, 2009

Teacher teams having assigned responsibilities within the 
group and, hence, creating a relationship between an indi-
vidual’s contribution and the whole group’s achievement; 
also having assigned responsibilities within the whole 
school to different teacher teams and, hence, creating a 
relationship between an individual group’s contribution 
and the overall innovation

Quantity * Number of occasions for teachers to work together, i.e., 
exchanging information, sharing workload, working jointly

*Category was developed inductively from the material
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