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Abstract. In most countries today, schools are required to
conduct comprehensive testing and assessment. In Norway,
national tests in the fifth, eighth, and ninth grades evaluate
basic skills in reading, numeracy, and English. This article
presents a qualitative study of schools that have over time
performed well on national tests and for whom results cannot
be explained by the socio-economic profile in the school
context. Interviews were conducted with teachers and
administrators in four of these schools. The purpose of this
study is to present these schools’ own explanations and
reflections about why they have performed well on these tests
over time. The results show that the following issues emerged
as central themes: collective understanding, the importance of
school leadership, stability and long-term goals, and focus on
reading. These are discussed from the point of view of theory
of school development.

Keywords: Teaching; school leadership; collective knowledge
development

Introduction

In today’s school, there is a strong focus on quality and results. In
Norway, both politicians and the media have focused on the basic skills
that received a lot of attention after the "PISA - shock” in 2001, which
showed Norwegian 15 year-olds, expected to rank among the best, as
only average in reading and science when compared to other countries
in the OECD region (Haug, 2012). In order to improve the quality of
Norwegian schools, a national quality assessment system was
introduced in 2004 which included national testing in grade five, eight
and nine of three basic skills areas; reading, numeracy, and English.
Research connected to national testing has shown that test results, as
well as marks in general, can be connected to a pupils” socio-economic
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status (Gregaard, Helland & Lauglo, 2011; Huang, 2009). However,
pupils” learning and school performance are also connected to the
teaching they receive and the learning situations they experience. In
other words, it is the learning environment of each individual school
that has the greatest impact (Day, Stobart, Sammons & Kington, 2006:
Hattie, 2009). This is one factor explains why some schools can get good
results on national tests despite the fact that parents” socio-economic
status would suggest otherwise. When these schools continue over time
to get high results on national tests, the explanation could be that they
have created an environment that is conducive to good learning for a
diverse pupil population, or that they are “teaching to the test’.

Since the goal of national testing is to improve the quality of schools, it
is important to gain more insight into attitudes towards tests as well as
the work that goes into preparing for them in the schools. It is
particularly interesting to understand what characterizes particular
practices in the schools that repeatedly get good results. The study
referred to in this article is part of a larger study, funded by the
Norwegian Research Council, of schools that have received good
national test results (Langfeldt, 2015; Lyngsnes & Vestheim, 2015). This
article addresses the question: "How do teachers and school leaders
explain continuous high results on national tests at their school?” As the
research question reflects, the purpose of the study was to shed light on
the perspectives of teachers and school leaders as to why their schools
continually achieve good results on national tests. The findings will
have impact as a reflection tool (Gudmundsdottir, 1997, 2001) for those
who are concerned with and involved in training and for others who
wish to improve their own teaching practice and develop learning
outcomes for their pupils.

Theoretical background

Our objective in this article is to explore how teachers and school
leaders explain their schools” good results, and their perspectives and
reflections are therefore central. This study is located within a
constructivist paradigm (Postholm, 2010) in which individuals are
active and responsible participants, knowledge is in a constant state of
improvement and change, and understanding and opinions are created
through interactions with each other. Words and phrases are
interpreted differently depending on the contexts people find
themselves in and the environment in which they live also has an
impact on perceptions and understandings. It can therefore be said that
people living in similar environments and in the same context will more
or less interpret things in a similar way (Postholm, 2010).

Teaching traditionally has been seen as the responsibility of each
individual teacher, and something he or she does alone. Today we have
a widespread understanding that collaboration between teachers and
teamwork leads toward development and change in a school. When
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teachers work together, exchange experiences, for example about
pupils” work plans or teaching materials, the knowledge and skills of
the entire teaching team improves. These colleague-based interactions
are part of professional development. When teachers work together to
improve the daily learning environment, this collective learning process
also stimulates further reflection and the development of skills, which
in turn helps influence and improve teaching in the classroom (Jenssen
& Roald, 2012). In accordance with this, Hargreaves and Fullan (2012)
describe how high performing schools are those in which a professional
group as a collective is growing. They claim that in school development
the professional capital of the teachers needs to be developed. The
essence of professional capital is, according to Hargreaves and Fullan
(2012, p. 76): “[...] capability and commitment that are constantly
developed, applied, and refined with colleagues within the school and
beyond it”. Irgens (2010) also argues that quality in a school is not just a
result of what each individual teacher does on their own, but also what
teachers do as a group of teachers together. He says that this collective
dimension is of great importance for a number of factors, including
pupils” learning outcomes. A survey conducted by Dahl, Klewen, and
Skov (2003, in Irgens 2010, p. 134) supports this argument, concluding
that schools that work collectively support the individual in such a way
that it has a positive impact on the pupils. According to Irgens (2010) a
fundamental question is how schools can achieve a balance between
individual and collective performance, daily operations in the school,
and development. He has developed a model called ‘the Development
Wheel” for a school in movement that can be used to facilitate an
analytical and practical look at a school’s challenges and position in
areas of tension.

Figure 1. Development Wheel (Irgens, 2010, p 136)

This model is based on the tension between operations and
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development, that is, between the daily work that is carried out in a
school and the more long-term growth and development of the school’s
organisation and practice. The other main dimension in the model is
between individual and collective work. This type of model is,
according to Irgens (2010, p. 136), a gross simplification. However, it
illustrates that a school should be in all the sectors of the model,
something that will challenge both the teacher’s personal identity and
the role of the school leaders. If the tasks in section one are prioritized,
that will mean that the responsibility to create good teaching as well as
a good teaching environment is in the hands of the individual. In
section two teachers have the opportunity to work on their own
development. However, as this is focused on the individual, it isn’t
conducive to creating a good learning environment that is focused on
work as a team that establishes procedures and rules. Irgens (2010)
argues that to create a good school, one needs good teachers who have
competence in all four sections and school leaders who are able to
facilitate and monitor teachers” work outside their individual
classrooms.

Robinson’s work (2011) supports this concept. She writes that teachers
in professional teaching partnerships not only feel commitment to and
responsibility for their own teaching and pupils, but also for the
training of all the pupils in the entire school. The leadership plays a key
role in facilitating this process. Robinson points out that leadership has
many dimensions that overlap each other, affecting pupils’ learning.
She concludes that the more leaders focus their work on developing
teaching and learning, the greater impact they will have on pupils’
learning outcomes.

In summary, Robinson’s research and Irgens’ model show the
importance of both school leaders who focus on teaching and learning,
and a school that balances individual and collective development.
Irgens' (2010) model captures these dimensions, and we will therefore
use it to discuss our results.

Method

Based on the research question, we made a strategic choice to focus on
schools with a few special characteristics (Patton, 1990), namely those
who had high scores on national tests but were not in areas with a high
socio-economic profile. Four primary schools in three different
provinces that fit the criteria were selected. Schools will be referred to
here as school A, B, C, and D. All the schools were of medium size in a
Norwegian context with 200-300 pupils.

Data consists of group interviews with teacher teams in lower primary,
upper primary, and lower secondary schools respectively, nineteen
teachers altogether. Interviews were also conducted with the four
headmasters. To capture their points of view and their reflections, we
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chose to conduct qualitative semi-structured interviews (Kvale &
Brinkmann, 2009). The interview guide was partially structured with
most interview topics determined in advance, but room was allowed
for changes and additions. The interview guide focused primarily on
thoughts about teaching and learning, teamwork between teachers,
school development, leadership, and adaptive teaching. School
administrators and teachers were interviewed on the same themes.

Data was transcribed and analysed with the use of the constant
comparative analysis method (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). This involved
first open coding, reviewing all the material from each school and
extracting all statements that dealt with reflections on or reasons for the
schools” good results; these were then sorted into teacher and leader
statements. In the axial coding stage, these statements were processed
and compared to each other, and a pattern emerged. This formed the
basis for selective coding which identified the main themes in the data;
collective understanding, the importance of school leadership, stability and
long-term goals, and focus on reading.

Qualitative studies are interpretative research that is unique and
contextual (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Schoefield (2007) points out the
significance of studying cases that are considered to be good or ideal, as
in high achieving schools. Findings from such studies will have an
impact well beyond their own context, as analysis and interpretation of
these schools can have an impact on others who are concerned with and
involved in training. The text represents, therefore, experiences that can
be used as a reflection tool (Gudmundsdottir, 1997, 2001) for others who
wish to contribute to and improve their own teaching practice.

The trustworthiness of the study was ensured by triangulation in
different forms (Silverman, 2000). All interviews were conducted by
two researchers, and school administrators and teachers were
interviewed on the same topic. Thus, the topics were illuminated from
different perspectives. Furthermore, the data was analysed and
categorised by each of the researchers individually, before being
discussed and given its eventual name.

Results
Collective understanding

Analysis of the data concluded that cooperation and the sharing of
experiences, as well as reflection in a professional community, were
prominent explanations for good test results. The headmaster in school
A commented that the teachers working closely together in teams was
important. They also have dedicated time each week for development
work, and often have this as part of their plenary at school. Reflections
from teachers at this school say the same thing. One teacher reflecting
on good results says:
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It has something to do with working as a team. In one subject we have
at least two-three people who are responsible for teaching reading and
writing, and therefore the pupils are exposed to many different
perspectives [...] We are not alone, we are many, and so we have the
opportunity to also observe each other. We divide responsibilities and
discuss them. We don’t keep what we think and do to ourselves; we
share these things with each other.

These teachers feel that talking about their subjects on a regular basis,
discussing and dividing teaching assignments, as well as often
observing each other’s teaching, are significant, help them feel safer
with each other, and develop a spirit of cooperation. One teacher
comments: “It isn’t looked down upon here to ask for advice. You share
all the time. This is a “we-school’. This is our school and these are our
pupils.” This underlines the comments of another teacher, who also
emphasised the importance of reflection: “It is about reflection all the
way. This is a culture in which we ask each other, borrow from each
other and share”. This collective way of thinking is also reflected in the
comments from the headmaster of school B. He thinks it is important
that they all work together towards a common understanding. In his
opinion, the fact that they have been good at sharing experiences,
expertise, and questioning why things are done a certain way is also
significant. In reflecting on factors that could impair or hinder
improvement in their school, both the headmaster and the teachers tell
that the biggest limitation was not having enough group time for joint
cooperation and collaboration. Because of this, they increased the
number of hours allocated for meetings and teamwork each week. The
headmaster emphasises that they want to be known as a good school,
and so in his opinion it is important to focus on the school as a whole
and not on each individual teacher, “because we can never all be good
at the same things, but together we can be good at everything”.
Teachers at this school also feel that teamwork and a good division of
teaching responsibilities is the key, and that one reaps great benefits
when colleagues have advanced to the point that they have a common
perspective and similar approaches to teaching. “You don’t have your
private lesson plans, you don’t work in a vacuum and I think that is
good for our pupils,” one teacher remarks.

“If we are going to be a dynamic and learning-rich organization we
must constantly evaluate what we are doing”, says the headmaster
from school C. As part of meeting this objective, this school has weekly
reflection groups where dialogue between teachers is given priority. He
feels listening to each other and reflecting together about classroom
practice is central. The teachers talk about the importance of being
challenged to analyse and reflect upon their own practice and set new
goals. In addition, they feel that having two teachers connected to each
class, and working as a team could be one of the reasons their school
has had high national test scores for many years. Even though they
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each have their own individual ways of working, these teachers
acknowledge that their underlying foundation is the same.

This same ideology is echoed in the reflections of the headmaster at
school D. He says, “We work as a team, planning and reflecting
together”. He believes that when you share experiences and reflect on
the experiences together you gain new understandings and insights,
and that is characteristic of his school as an organization. Teachers at
this school also comment that the entire staff is trained and involved in
the development process, and in that way form a common way of
thinking for the future. In addition, they train each other, recognizing
there is a great deal of experience to share within the staff itself. They
do not always need to find it elsewhere, they say, because they can
share their own competence and skills within their own work
environment. They point out that they are also encouraged to reflect on
things they have done, and they need to justify their own practices and
decisions. “It is always about reflection”, one teacher comments.

The importance of school leadership

The importance of school leadership in determining how a school
functions is mentioned by teachers from each school. The headmaster
from school A says that she prioritizes time for what she calls
‘pedagogical leadership’. She believes that one of her primary
responsibilities as the school leader is to build the culture, something
confirmed by the teachers who say the headmaster is of great
importance for getting good results. They emphasise that the
headmaster both ‘nudges us towards the academic’ and that she has
been effective at building a high-quality working environment.

Schools B and C also link good results to good leadership. Teachers at
school B highlight that the connection between teachers and headmaster
is important. They work together towards common goals that enrich
and empower both parties. Teachers in school C also say that they have
good and straight-forward leadership that has clear expectations and
demands for them. The importance of school leadership as a builder of
internal culture is supported in the following statement: “I have to brag
about the leadership - there has been a focus that here we will have a
common culture where we work together throughout the entire school
and that has been incorporated for a long, long time.”

In school D the teachers recognise the importance of school leadership
and a long-range development plan. They point out that the
headmaster has made it a priority that the entire school staff will have
development opportunities, and that things must then be implemented.
“If you will go in a forward direction, it is important that everyone
knows what is happening and is a part of it.” Teachers at this school
also say that it is important that they have a headmaster who follows up
and asks questions. One teacher said: “It is she, our leader, who is
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always insisting that when we have learned something new we need to
use it in our teaching, and to share it, so the learning is not wasted.
Then all can benefit.”

Stability and long-term goals

There is also a common thread among the responses from the schools
that everything they do is for the long-term, and they are more
concerned with creating a stable school environment than following the
latest trends. “You just have to do some things because that is what you
are required to do, but other things you can skip. We do things because
we think they are important, because we have discussed them,” says
the headmaster at school A.

The headmaster at school B says much the same, emphasizing that
teachers at his school are willing to try new things, even though they
aren’t always the first to jump on new ideas. He emphasises that they
think through what they do, keeping what works and reflecting over
what to take with them into the future and what they will set aside.
This way of thinking is confirmed by the teachers:

We don’t hop on some of these trends before we are certain they will
improve the system we already have. So we are not concerned with
being the first ones out with something new, but we are not outdated
because of that. We get good results because of the work we do and
have done over many years.

The significance of long-term work is emphasised again in an interview
with the leadership at school C where they work towards long-term
goals, thinking about the bigger picture and what brings the best
learning outcomes. Teachers at this school also feel they are good at
finding outside ideas without feeling like they have to try everything.
Stability and having clear priorities are significant, but it is also
essential to have a stable group of teachers. The headmaster at school D
also emphasises that systematic work over time is essential to get good
results and says: “I think stability and development over time are
important.”

Focus on reading

The last common theme we have identified is that the school leaders
and teachers in all the schools believe that focus on reading is an
important reason for their good results. School A teachers report that
they have worked hard with_reading, and that they have a plan for
teaching reading, but that they don’t have a common method. The
headmaster at school B reports that they have prioritized reading
development as an area of focus for many years. They had previously
had a narrow view on reading, focusing primarily on beginning
readers. Now they have a plan for reading development for pupils in
grades 1-10, believing that reading in all subjects is the responsibility of
all the teachers. The headmaster comments, “One could say, therefore,
that the national tests have given us a better focus on what the basic
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skills are.” Teachers at school B also say that there has been a significant
focus on reading, reading skills, and reading comprehension, and that
everyone is required to be up-to-date on all the latest reading research.
They involve parents and have a very systematic plan for following up
on reading homework. They use time for reading in parent meetings,
explaining to the parents why reading is important.

School C has primarily focused on beginning readers, and has
developed what they feel is a good reading concept for grades 1-4. The
importance of reading skills is emphasised in school D, and all the
teachers have had training in teaching reading. This school has also
been involved in a national initiative for using the school library as a
resource. The headmaster explains this great reading initiative was a
response to previously not being good enough to read in all subjects
and points out that as a result they have prioritized training and
development for the entire teaching staff. However, he stresses that
they are not guided by getting good results on national tests, but
instead that pupils will learn.

Discussion

The four schools presented here share common practices that might
explain their good results on national tests. The first is about classroom
teaching. A two-teacher system, observation, and the sharing of
knowledge and experience is a natural part of daily approach to
teaching. If we compare our results with Irgens' model, we see that the
practice he has placed in sector one, individual work assignments, also
has a collective dimension at these schools. No one mentioned that
individual job performance or a competent “private practice” teacher
was a reason for their good results.

We also found the collective dimension along with the development
dimension in sector two. Teachers at these schools were involved with
both pedagogical and professional development through their teams
and cooperative relationships. Teachers commented that they worked
tightly together in teams, had group planning and evaluating sessions
about their teaching, were present in each other’s classrooms, and
shared teaching responsibilities. This ongoing, daily sharing of ideas
and knowledge, as well as transparency and open and honest
discussions about each other’s practice, were apparent in their
comments. Additional training in the form of continuing education in
many of the schools was prioritized for the entire teaching team and not
just for individual teachers. A typical model for continuing education
in the schools fits into sector 2 of Irgens” model. In the schools in this
study, there is also room for individual development, but for the most
part in a collective framework. Professional development in both
subject matter and pedagogical approaches is primarily found in sector
four, as in schools where all teachers receive continuing education in
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reading. This then creates a group framework and way of thinking that
creates a school focused on what is best for pupils” learning.

Teachers and school leaders comment on the sharing of knowledge,
reflection, and a joint long-term educational plan that can be placed in
sector four of Irgens” model. Allowing room for collective development
is important for these schools. They emphasised the growth
opportunities within the school, feeling that they affected all aspects of
their own teaching practice. These schools demonstrate many aspects of
what Hargreaves and Fullan (2012) describe as professional capital in
which the teachers’ collective capacity and commitment are applied and
refined, leading towards continual growth.

It appears that these schools, in the way that they have presented
themselves, have developed a “we-culture” in which they are
participants in a professional learning community that considers not
only their commitment to and responsibilities for their own classrooms,
but for all the students in the school. It is apparent that these schools
fulfil many of the requirements for a collective oriented school,
characterized by extensive teacher cooperation, shared values and
visions, collective responsibility for student learning, reflection,
individual and group learning, and shared leadership (Robinson, 2011).

School leaders at these schools are pedagogical leaders. According to
Robinson (2011) pedagogical leaders, leaders who focus on teaching
and learning will, in turn, have a direct impact on pupils’ learning
outcomes. This has also been emphasised by the teachers in this study
that school leadership is important for the good results the pupils at
their schools have. They stress that it is the leadership that creates a safe
climate, where everyone feels that they are free to share experiences and
reflections.

Conclusion

Based on the perspectives and reflections from teachers and school
leaders in this study, we can conclude that these schools achieve good
results on national tests over time because they have developed a
collective reflective practice that promotes pupils learning. They do not
achieve these results because they “teach to the test’.

The findings from this study are based on results from interviews with
four headmasters and nineteen teachers at four schools. The findings
are thus related to a few people in a Norwegian school context. Our
results can still have significance in that they can provide insight and
provide a tool for reflection and development of one’s own practice.
The results of this study correlate well with other research in schools
with good results. This includes the school administrator's importance
for teachers 'professional development, and hence students' learning in
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school (Hallinger, 2005, Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012, Irgens, 2010,
Robinson, 2011).

Our small-scale study raises new questions for further research. It
would be interesting to do observational studies, where we could go
into detail about how teachers work with pupils in in the classrooms,
and how they reflect and share knowledge within the team.

References

Bryman, A. & Bell, E. (2011). Business research methods. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Corbin, J. & Strauss, A. (2008). Basics of qualitative research: techniques and
procedures for developing grounded theory. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Day, C., Stobart, G., Sammons, P. & Kington, A. (2006). Variations in the work
and lives of teachers: relative and relational effectiveness. Teachers and
Teaching 12(2), 169-192.

Grogaard, J., Helland, H., & Lauglo, J. (2008). Elevenes laeringsutbytte: Hvor stor
betydning har skolen? [Pupils’ learning outcomes: How significant is the
school?] Oslo: NIFU.

Gudmundsdottir, S. (1997). Introduction to the theme issue of narrative
perspectives on research on teaching and teacher education. Teaching
and Teacher Education, 13(1), 1-3.

Gudmundsdottir, S. (2001). Narrative research in school practice. 1 V.
Richardson (Ed.), Fourth Handbook for Research on Teaching, (pp. 226-
240). New York: Macmillan.

Hallinger, P. (2005). Instructional leadership and the school principal: A
Passing Fancy that Refuses to Fade Away. Leadership and Policy in
Schools 4(3), 221 - 239

Hargreaves, A. & Fullan, M. (2012). Professional Capital. Transforming Teaching in
Every School. New York: Teachers College Press.

Hattie, J. (2009). Visible learning: synthesis of over 801 meta-analyses relating to
achievement. London: Routledge.

Haug, P. (2012). Elementer fra skolens historie [Elements from school history]. I
M.B. Postholm, P. Haug, E. Munthe & R. Krumsvik (Eds.), Lerere 1
skolen som organisasjon [Teachers in the school as an organization] (pp. 23-
46). Kristiansand: Cappelen Damm Hgoyskoleforlaget.

Huang, L. (2009). Social capital and student achievement in Norwegian
secondary schools. Learning and Individual Differences 19(2), 320-325.
Doi: dx.doi.org./10.1016/j.lindif.2008.11.004

Irgens, E.J. (2010). Rom for arbeid: lederen som konstrukter av den gode skole
[Space to work: the administrator as a constructor of the good school].
I RA. Andreassen, E]J. Irgens & E.M. Skaalvik (Eds), Kompetent
skoleledelse [Competent School Management], (pp.125-145). Trondheim:
Tapir Akademisk forlag.

Jenssen, E.S & Roald, K. (2012). Skolen som organisasjon og arbeidsfellesskap
[The school as an organization and work community]. In M.B.
Postholm, P. Haug, E. Munthe & R. Krumsvik (Eds.), Larere I skolen
som organisasjon [Teachers in the school as an organization], (pp. 119-135).
Kristiansand: Cappelen Damm Heyskoleforlaget.

Kvale, S., & Brinkmann, S. (2009). Interviews. Learning the craft of qualitative
research interviewing. Los Angeles: SAGE.

© 2015 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved.

97



Langfeldt, G.(Ed.) (2015). Skolens kuvalitet skapes lokalt. [The schools quality is
created locally. Presentation of findings from the research project "Learning
regions"]. Bergen: Fagbokforlaget.

Lyngsnes, K. & Vestheim, O.P. (2015). «Derfor lykkes vi». En kvalitativ studie
av skoler som over tid har hatt gode resultater pd nasjonale prever.
['Therefore we succeed". A qualitative study of school with good
results over time in national tests]. I G. Langfeldt (Ed.), Skolens kvalitet
skapes lokalt. [The school's quality is created locally. Presentation of findings
from the research project "Learning regions"], (pp. 271-285). Bergen:
Fagbokforlaget.

Patton, M.Q. (1990). Qualitative evaluation and research methods. Newbury Park:
Sage.

Postholm, M.B. (2010). Kvalitativ metode. En innforing med focus pd fenomenologi,
etnografi og kasusstudier. [Qualitative Methods. An introduction focusing
on phenomenology, ethnography and case studies]. Oslo:
Universitetsforlaget.

Robinson, V. (2011). Student-centered leadership. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Schoefield, ].W. (2007). Increasing the generalizability of qualitative research. I
M. Hammersley (Ed.), Educational research and evidence-based practice
(pp- 181-203). London: Sage Publications.

Silverman, D. (2000). Doing qualitative research. London: SAGE.

© 2015 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved.

98



