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1. Introduction and background 

This research project is conducted under the framework of the European Doctorate in Teacher 
Education (EDiTE) which is an Innovative Training Network initiative of Marie Skłodowska 
Curie Action, funded through the European Horizon 2020 flagship project (Cervinkova & 
Kalman, 2016). As such, this doctoral research project is part of 15 interconnected studies 
across Europe that jointly address the encompassing theme of Transformative Teacher 
Learning for Better Student Learning in the Emerging European Context and its individual 
components (Rasiński, Tóth, & Wagner, 2017). Furthermore, the research sits in the framework 
of The Learning Teacher which is a composition of three doctoral research projects connected 
to Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE) in Budapest, Hungary, and it is also part of the Centre for 
Higher Education and Innovation (CHEIR) at the Faculty of Education and Psychology (ELTE 
PPK, 2016, p. 6).  

Through exploring how a certain working environment affects teachers’ professional 
development, the study provides a strong examination of teacher learning in innovative 
schools. The most basic question asked through this research is how teachers learn when they 
work in non-routine and highly stimulating conditions and why is this important in the light of 
education today. Context is a cornerstone in this research, especially because innovation differs 
if observed in Far East Asia, United States, or Europe, it differs in terms of how it looks in 
individual regions and nation-states and it can even differ within schools in the same country. 

While teachers dedicate most of their professional efforts for student learning, there is always 
a pending question whether and how much they invest into their own learning. This question 
resides in a high level of complexity as the issues problematised here are not only whether an 
individual does something or not, but also how a specific context layered from the immediate 
teacher community to a national or transnational policy contributes to learning.  

Considering these, the main aim of this study is to understand the phenomenon of teacher 
learning in innovative learning environments and the aspects that are fostering such teacher 
learning. For the purpose of the study three research questions were developed to lead the 
process with the first being the main one: 

1. What are the characteristics of teacher learning in innovative learning environments? 
2. In what ways are innovative learning environments stimulating and supporting teacher 

learning? 
3. What elements are necessary for developmental reforms and interventions in order to 

enable teacher learning in innovative learning environments? 

The rest of the thesis attempts to provide a comprehensive answer to these questions, 
considering the valuable input from theoretical and empirical perspectives that the research has 
gathered.  

2. Theoretical perspectives 

In this research project, the phenomenon of teacher learning has been looked from the 
perspectives of adult transformative learning as proposed by Illeris (2009, 2014), Jarvis (2006, 
2009) and Mezirow (2009), as well as from the intersection of workplace, professional, and 
organisational learning. Illeris approached learning as an extensive and complicated set of 
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processes that depend on several factors, including biological predisposition, internal 
conditions and external factors and influences, while similarly for Jarvis (2006) learning is set 
in a combination of processes that influence a person as a whole. Furthermore, learning is 
conceived as a social experience that as an activity of social participation brings four different 
outcomes for the learner (Ettiene Wenger, 2009), as meaning, identity, community, and 
practice. Moreover, when problematic frames of reference, like mindsets, habits of mind, and 
meaning perspectives, are transformed though the sequence of learning, this process is called 
transformative learning (Mezirow, 2009). For Mezirow (2009), frame of reference is the 
essence of human cognition and it gives meaning to one’s existence.  

From the angle of workplace learning, one of the most influential theoretical concepts with 
regards to the topic of teacher learning in innovative learning environments is Ellström’s 
(2001) work-learning taxonomy of four learning types which are complementary. The main 
distinction for the two developmental types (productive type II and creative) is that they often 
occur in situations when the learners “encounter novel or unfamiliar situations for which no 
rules or procedural knowledge (know-how) are available from previous experience” (Ellström, 
2001, p. 424). Work related professional learning is tied with the notions of professional 
knowledge, and this type of knowledge is in large part tacit and implicit (Eraut, 2007), based 
on action and reflection (Schön, 1992), and is constructed through engaging with problem-
solving activities (Høyrup, 2006). Looking at professional learning from the perspective of 
teacher learning, Bakkenes et al. (2010) propose six categories of learning activities and four 
categories of learning outcomes broken down to changes in knowledge and beliefs, intentions 
for practice, changes in practice, and changes in emotions. Two of the most common are 
considering own practice and experimenting.  

The environmental factors are usually set in the social structure that embeds learning, and from 
that perspective, Lave and Wenger (1991) argue that work-based learning is in all its senses a 
type of situated learning, which cannot be entirely provided through theoretical framework. 
Whereas education and training can equip a person with a large quantity of knowledge about 
their future work, only by engaging in the exact working setting can the person really learn 
(how to work). Learning within such a dynamic structure that heavily relies on the people 
involved is commonly called communities of practice (Etienne Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 
2002, p. 5). Furthermore, Lave and Wenger (1991) explored how newcomers integrate into the 
workplaces and this brought forth a concept called legitimate peripheral participation, a 
process of learning through which novices pursue the path to professional mastery.  

Notions of teacher learning are also associated with teacher knowledge and this brings in the 
important work of Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) who propose three types of teacher 
knowledge. This typology of professional knowledge leaves considerable implications for 
teacher learning; investing in mechanisms for sharing the knowledge in practice and knowledge 
of practice might not always follow an easy and clear path. This learning path can also mean 
different learning activities for individual teachers. Providing sufficient time and attention to 
development of knowledge creation strategy within a school, thus, makes a significant 
difference. This is the central feature of innovative learning environments (OECD, 2015).  

The term innovative learning environments was coined as a concept by the Centre for 
Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), with an aim to generate knowledge by looking at a wide spectrum 
of cases (OECD, 2012). The outcomes suggested a set of seven principles supported across 
three dimensions in order to constitute a Framework for Innovative Learning Environments 
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and, according to OECD (2015, 2017) effectively support enhanced learning at a school level. 
The three dimensions are identified as (1) innovating the pedagogical core, (2) learning 
leadership and the formative cycle, and (3) partnerships to extend capacity and horizons. These 
dimensions are vital as, rather than focusing on a specific type of innovation, they suggest the 
generic character of an innovative environment. 

This creates a strong link to organisational learning and to understanding schools as 
organisations. The essence of organisational learning is to skilfully disposition individual 
learning and generation of common organisational knowledge and, thus organisational learning 
heavily depends on knowledge-sharing structures and the capacity for reacting and reflecting 
on problematic situations (Elkjaer & Wahlgren, 2006). Additionally, “organizations where 
people continually expand their capacities to create the results they truly desire, where new and 
expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspirations is set free, and where 
people are continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 1990, p. 3) are commonly 
interpreted as learning organisations. Senge brings forth the fact that any organisation needs 
continuous rethinking of its structure, procedures and goals, regardless of the professional field. 
He calls this “a shift of mind” and “seeing the world anew” (Senge, 1990), referring to the idea 
of refreshed systems thinking that cumulates the other four aspects, or in his word “disciplines”.  

The balance of organising work within an innovative setting is important in achieving stability 
and excellence in performance. Ellström (2006) and Bransford et al (2007) argue that 
reproduction provides work efficiency as it reduces variation in job execution, as the employees 
establish and maintain well-learned and routinized patterns. The logic of development rests on 
the premise of discovery and creation, as it demands flexibility, variability, and innovation of 
a routinised base. Finding a balance in routine and innovation supports teachers to become 
adaptive experts (Bransford et al., 2007) through engaging in reflective learning and analytical 
thinking, and by embracing the high probability of error and failure (Ellström, 2006).  

Leadership has been identified as an important element in establishing patterns of 
organisational learning, and it was proposed by Day et al (2009) that schools differ in the stages 
of development, and thus require different kinds of leadership in order to create a notion of 
layered development. Distributing leadership onto teachers through creation of formal 
positions, but as well as through informal roles, is an aspect strongly present in schools that 
embrace organisational learning (Silins & Mulford, 2004). It is it also emphasised that in-
school relationships make a difference when it comes to teacher performance in classrooms, 
thus focusing on collaboration and open communication is suggested as a crucial element that 
connects leadership and student outcomes. Next to this, a higher job-related satisfaction comes 
from school staff being more involved and having a greater number of opportunities in 
decision-making processes (Schleicher, 2015). The argument of school development and 
effectiveness is the one that ties together innovation, effective leadership, organisational, and 
workplace learning. Caena (2011) claims that teacher professional development and school 
effectiveness go hand-in-hand, as well as that school improvement programmes and their 
relation to active teacher learning are a fundamental factor in determining quality of education.  

While continuous educational reforms in most nations around the world integrate innovative 
elements to some extent, Sidorkin and Warford note that “[t]he problem of preparation for 
nonroutine cognitive work is difficult to address, for we have not yet learned how to measure 
skills that include critical and creative thinking and emotional and social intelligence” (2017, 
pp. 1–2). The inputs from the Rand Change Agent Study related to the public policy 
interventions, and particularly those inspiring innovative practices, provided additional 
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understanding on how to shift towards public policy that is more appreciative and 
understanding of local, grass-root processes (McLaughlin, 1990). The Rand analysis found out 
that within the implementation process, and in cases where innovation has successfully rooted 
into the school culture, the adoption of the intervention was merely a beginning. It was usually 
followed by a strong localised adaptation of the proposed changes which might not be easily 
visible within the greater picture (McLaughlin, 1990). Furthermore, the ways in which the 
school will react to the implementation process was well elaborated by Snyder et al (1992) who 
worked with a pre-existing idea of polarised perspectives, including fidelity perspective and 
mutual adaptation perspective. The third dimension brought in is formulated through “evolving 
constructions of teacher and students enactment” of the proposed curricular change (Snyder, 
Bolin, & Zumwait, 1992, p. 402). The role of teacher is of particular significance for the 
implementation of curricular change; from the perspective of being a passive receiver of an 
instruction to the concept in which the instructions, including the syllabus, are used as tools for 
creating new learning experiences, it is the teacher that initiates and transitions the idea and the 
working morale to the classroom.  

Through a detailed examination of the most successful education systems in the world, Darling-
Hammond et al (2017) point out the important measures that need to be taken at the initial 
teacher education and recruitment level, through establishment of a system that allows for 
further continuous development and professionalism. To accomplish the goal of having schools 
as model learning organisations and teaching as a learning profession, “the systems [need to] 
provide teachers with time to work with and learn from colleagues and to conduct their own 
research to test and measure the effects of innovative practices” (Darling-Hammond et al., 
2017, p. 105). The analysis of the countries that have successful policy implementation of 
innovative educational provisions shows that teachers are allowed and encouraged to 
collaborate and observe others’ practices, engage in research about practice, share and discuss 
findings with colleagues. Their worktime includes these activities therefore they are not an 
extra burden but integrated into the daily work scope (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). 

3. Research design 
This doctoral research was developed as an exploratory qualitative study of two European 
contexts, Hungarian and Portuguese. Case studies have been seen as the most appropriate 
approach to capture the complexity of the contextual elements and studied components. The 
unit of analysis, teacher learning, is considered as a multi-layered transversal unit that includes 
three important factors: personal, situational, and political.  

Following the exclusively qualitative approach of Stake’s (1995) and Merriam’s (1998) case 
study method (Yazan, 2015), the research on Hungarian and Portuguese schools and teachers 
exploits individual semi-structured interviews, small focus groups, document reviews, and 
unstructured observations. Semi-structured interviews and focus group interviews were 
selected as tools for data gathering primarily because they allow people to tell stories and 
“stories are a way of knowing” (Seidman, 2006, p. 7). Focus group was used as a qualitative 
technique that provides valuable insights from a group of individuals with a focus on a specific 
topic that allows for a plurality of answers even in the most homogenous group (Dilshad & 
Latif, 2013). In order to gain a better comprehensive view, the research opts for a nested case 
study approach (Pei Wen Chong & Graham, 2013) which uses a scaled line by travelling 
through macro, meso, and micro levels.  

The data collection was widely spread across the period of time between April 2017 and May 
2018, and the number of individuals participating included altogether 63 professionals. School-
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based data collection was conducted through two-day visits. The visits allowed for unstructured 
observations and for gathering data in the form of field notes, and for enabling a better 
interview relationship. Table 1 presents the breakdown of the participants. 
Table 1: Overview of research participants 

Participant type Number of interviews Hungary Portugal 
Educational experts and decision-makers 8 3 5 
School leaders (principals and deputies) 14 9 5 
School teachers 41 23 18 
Total 63 34 28 

Source: author 

All the interviewees were provided with information on the purpose and of the study, 
researcher’s own background, and ethical information such as confidentiality and procedures.  

Data from interviews and focus groups was first handled manually and later thoroughly 
analysed using MaxQDA qualitative data analysis software. Qualitative content analysis was 
used following a hybrid inductive-deductive pattern of ascribing codes and creating categories. 
The final analysis used a tripartite structure combining single units at the individual, 
organisational, and national level (Jasso, 2004).  

Finally, the limitations consisted of linguistic barriers, and time and human resources. The 
primary consideration was for the methodology which was adjusted to fit the demands of the 
research questions and reflect realistically the capacities at hand. Furthermore, selection of the 
participants for the study was restricted to teachers, principals, and educational experts. Due to 
time and resource restrictions, information was collected only from the school contexts that 
were identified as innovative. This provided a substantial understanding on how teachers learn 
in these specific environments. Yet, since no data was collected from schools that operate in 
traditional ways, a comparison between what makes teacher learning different in the two 
settings could not been made. Hence, this is a lucrative avenue for further research.  

4. Country case: Hungary 

In its recent history, Hungary has passed through a turbulent period of different national 
measures being introduced to the education system. These rather frequent changes, especially 
in the last 30 years, have seen periods that ranged from high level of school-control over the 
curriculum and an imposition to innovate, to strict top-down regulations and rules alongside a 
state-led curriculum (Halász, 2003). The political and social transformation at the end of the 
1980s and even more at the beginning of the 1990s provided an impetus for the democratisation 
and modernisation of education in Hungary. Requirements that came with the radical 
decentralisation and abolishment of school inspection in 1986, and aiding pedagogical 
experimentation, supported the inventive teachers and urged others to adapt to the new ways. 
The legislation, introduced in 1996, gave each school a time period of two years to create 
school-level educational solutions to perceived social problems. Additionally, the 1990s were 
characterised by large monetary investments from non-state sources, in particular from Soros 
Foundation and its education modernisation programme. Under these provisions a programme 
of school self-development was established (Halász, 2015).  

After 2004 most of the investment and provisions shifted to state regulated programmes 
substantially funded by the European Social Fund (Halász, 2015). Fazekas (2018) particularly 
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looked into those aspects of the national EU funding programmes that targeted development of 
school level solutions and innovations, and the analysis of these interventions has shown that 
they were all based on a complex development model with an interest of changing teaching 
methods, development of networks and a culture of knowledge sharing. The current system 
still heavily relies on European Union funding to address the current issues and support school 
development, under the national programme EFOP (Emberi Erőforrás Fejlesztési Operatív Program). 

A study conducted in the period of 2012-2016 provided valuable understanding of 
implementation of innovations in Hungary (Fazekas, 2018). It confirmed that innovative 
interventions had the strongest impacts in schools described as knowledge-intensive, and that 
some of the elements supporting such schools include high level of teacher learning and 
horizontal cooperation, climate of trust, and school leadership oriented towards knowledge 
creation and sharing. Schools that calibrate well with the notion of having distributed 
leadership and active involvement in overall school development set the best examples of 
successful schools under the support of European Social Fund interventions (Fazekas, 2018).  

A national research that is currently being implemented under the title The emergence and 
diffusion of educational innovations provides important conclusions in relation to both how 
school-level innovations are developed and how they influence the teaching staff and practices. 
According to the study, around 70% of all participating teachers are involved in training 
programmes and 1/3 of them had to create pieces of pedagogical tools directly connected to 
their everyday challenges (Halász, 2018). The results also indicate that among 3200 surveyed 
teachers almost 85% report that they invented new solutions for more effective pedagogical 
work at least once, while 40% noted that this happens often or very often.  

4.1 Brief presentation of schools 

Four selected schools in Hungary operate in different settings using different innovations. Two 
are based in Budapest, while the other two are village schools. Two of the schools, School 1 
and School 4, use the Complex Instruction Programme in their teaching, each in its own way, 
while School 2 has a mix of different programmes, such as Happiness (a programme that 
tackles mental health issues), Talent Recognition, and Ecological Awareness programme. In 
School 3, the curriculum is locally devised to fit the classroom practice of a very diverse and 
mixed student population that integrates several Special Education Needs (SEN) students. The 
highly differentiated pedagogical approach supports better integration of students, and they 
also work with formative evaluation until grade 6. The method focuses on the student being 
both a competent self-motivated learner and a collaborative learner, stressing the importance 
of understanding the potential of learning from each other and from different experiences.  

Other schools also have highly diverse student populations; School 1 has a high level of Roma 
children and works quite specifically towards eradicating social inequality, and as such has 
been recognised as an example of good practice nationally and internationally. Similarly, 
School 4 works with a number of migrant and SEN children, and focuses on creating a more 
balanced social status among the students. Both of these schools also have teachers that teach 
other schools; the principal and the teaching staff perform educational seminars in other 
schools and train other teachers in using the complex instruction method. Over years of doing 
so, both schools have managed to create a growing network of schools nation-wide that use the 
same method and continuously collaborate and share elements of practice. School 2 has a very 
complex organisation of work which is based on teacher teams under a distributed leadership 
format. One of such teams oversees a large archive of data that the school collects in order to 
measure the levels of satisfaction from different stakeholders, such as parents and students. 
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This database is used to fine-tune organisational, structural, and curricular matters, and is often 
a valuable indicator for determining further school strategies.  

Teamwork and collegiality that teachers engage with in these schools is a determining factor 
for their success and teachers take their roles in teams with high professionalism. Teachers also 
take peer classroom observations seriously, and curricular experimentations are quite often 
initiated internally and gradually spread within the whole teaching community until the 
approach becomes embedded as a school-wide practice. Creating a strong unified community 
is an explicit goal of the leadership team. All four schools have open days, a weekly or monthly 
occurrence when other schools or educational professionals can visit the school, enter a 
classroom and observe a teacher using a specific pedagogical method. Also, since all schools 
use particular pedagogical tools, the newcomers, even if experienced, have to undergo a school-
specific training that inducts them to the pedagogical practices and ways of working. 

4.2 Teacher learning 

When looking into the aspects of teacher learning in innovative schools, teachers’ everyday 
work and routines were examined, including preparation for class, undertaking special roles, 
collaboration between colleagues, finding new solutions, and dealing with innovation. Two 
additional categories, emotions and mind-change, were noted as important from the interviews.  

In addition to usual preparation, teachers in the four visited schools had extra tasks which 
usually related to the specific curricular approach or to partaking in functioning of the school. 
Teachers needed to use their private time to manage the workload, but they consider working 
around the clock as part of the profession, as mentioned here: “You can do this method only if 
you really catch the sense, and once you have it, you cannot leave it behind in the classroom. 
Because this is not for ourselves this is for the kids” (Teacher 11, School 4). Several teachers 
have noted that due to the method they use, sometimes the inspiration for the class comes while 
doing job-unrelated activities, like washing dishes or going for a walk in the nature. This has 
been an interesting moment in the study pointing out the possible need for diversifying 
teachers’ activities that can lead to accumulating fresh ideas for their classes. 

Preparation plays a specific role in teacher learning, especially when working with innovative 
methods, as teachers tend not to rely on pre-set pedagogical formulas. They are bound with 
discoveries of their own and they heavily lean on their capacities for creative, out-of-the-box 
thinking, thus employing their prior learning, pedagogical skilfulness, imagination and 
curiosity to find the best classroom tasks. This causes abundance of expansive teacher learning 
that gets stored in teachers’ experience as valuable knowledge of practice. Furthermore, on top 
of preparing their classroom work and focusing on the innovative pedagogical approach, all 
interviewed teachers had additional roles in their schools. Participating in teams that deal with 
some of the organisational or functional tasks of the school was not something unusual. In 
School 2, on average, each teacher is involved in a special task group, helping with organisation 
and implementation of school strategy. The school has a complex system of measuring and 
analysing data from different stakeholders, including students, parents and teachers, and as 
such rely on in-house capacities for both collecting, evaluating and monitoring the school 
progress. This was also the case in School 4, where the school particularly looks at the socio-
demographic changes. Some of the interviewed teachers held a role of leaders of the 
measurement teams, and some of them also had roles as mentor teachers. The mentoring role 
implies working with another teacher, usually a novice, guiding them into the profession, and 
providing a knowledge base required to start their own practice. In the four innovative schools, 
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the mentoring scheme was even more important, as this is the way to also prepare new-coming 
teachers for the specific pedagogical practice that is not taught at the university level.  

All the schools involved in this study have regular “open-door” days, which means that 
teachers from other schools can visit one of their classes. This might not seem as extra work 
for the interviewed teachers, but they did mention this as an additional function they have, 
especially in the case of School 1. Furthermore, the teachers make it a part of their practice to 
internally visit each other’s classes. In larger schools, like School 2 and School 4, this is a 
practice that is placed within the organisation of teachers work. Additionally, the school staff 
from these four would go out to other schools in order to teach other teachers about the 
innovative methods they use. This is especially the case with School 1 and School 4, which 
both implement a method called complex instruction. The structure in which practicing 
teachers teach other practicing teachers about current methodological and pedagogical aspects 
is an extremely strong aspect of teacher learning. These fora of teacher learning come as more 
authentic ways of expressing the struggles and reflecting on them, especially for the 
participating teachers. This is, of course, true for the teachers that are engaged in teaching, yet 
for them the learning takes a meta level as their attention moves beyond the productive type of 
learning and focuses on tacit ways in which their peers communicate, collaborate, and acquire 
new knowledge. In a way, they learn about teacher learning themselves. 

When discussing ways of collaboration, teachers usually describe it like “a common faith” 
(Teacher 1, School 1). They note that it is rather obvious that collaboration happens and that 
quite frequently it is also very informal. Actually, in all of the schools the teachers explicitly 
said that without a will to collaborate a teacher would very quickly become isolated and this 
would negatively reflect on the school functioning, his or her own work, and the work of the 
entire school staff. In School 3 acceptance was seen as the essence for creating a close teaching 
collective: “Working together as all staff, when we co-operate, it helps everybody. It helps us 
in the first place, and of course it helps children. We really work very close together. We accept 
everybody, as a child. And we accept everybody, as a teacher as well. Somebody can be good 
in music, and somebody can be good in organising things. Somebody might have difficulties 
with her private life, someone something else” (Principal, School 3).  

Most of the interviewees said explicitly or implicitly that they are continuously learning, even 
the ones that have worked with the same innovative methods for years. The continuity in 
learning was often associated with finding ways to tackle problems. While talking to the 
colleagues seems to be the most mentioned way of figuring out solutions, a few of the teachers 
state that they also rely on their own creativity and ideas they find on the internet. Sharing 
knowledge in terms of personal interaction was also mentioned, yet it comes with time restraint, 
as this teacher points out: “Sometimes I go to other teachers and I say ‘this is a great idea, the 
kids enjoyed it so much, please try it yourself and use it in your classrooms’. We could do this 
even more, if we had more time. But unfortunately, time is limited” (Teacher 11, School 4). 

The necessity to change in how teaching and education is done due to the changing conditions 
of the world and of the students were driving forces for almost all interviewees. Today, many 
teachers pointed out, the future holds unclear and more diverse possibilities and the task is to 
stimulate students to critically observe social phenomena and actively construct them. 
Understanding the reasons for changing the pedagogical method into something that is more 
appealing to the students comes with strong conviction that “the method is there for the kids” 
(Teacher 9, School 3) and that learning is much more likely to happen if students enjoy the 
activity, have fun and can connect it with their real-life situations.  
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When dealing with innovative pedagogical methods, majority of the teachers noted that the 
most difficult thing is the first period, when they need to start implementing it. Many of them 
mentioned that it is valuable to have a mentor that is supportive and can show how things are 
done. Efforts to grasp the innovation as quickly as possible and routinise some of its elements 
offers the optimal adaptability corridor towards becoming an adaptive expert. As such learning 
to balance with the emotional struggles of unknown results and brilliance of professional 
expertise brings the potential transformative element of learning. 

Emotions played an important and integral part, as this teacher pointed at the beginning of her 
interview: “I like my work very much and I will tell you about it!” (Teacher 5, School 2). The 
way teachers talked about their work contained a lot of emotions. Most of them expressed love 
for the profession and for the students, particularly when they see that the students are feeling 
pleased. The sense of accomplishment and acknowledgement for doing something worthy was 
mentioned in many of the interviews. In a focus group in School 3, they noted that they feel 
proud to know that their students get employment, can actually work well and cooperate with 
others in the “real world”. This creates a feeling of “giving something good” for the students.  

In several cases, teachers pointed out that they are feeling complete due to the evident self-
development and changes that they can observe in their professional lives. They noted that the 
success in their work with students makes them feel good about their role and they feel 
respected in the school and community. The support that they get from other teachers and the 
school in terms of how it is organised was an inseparable part of their narrative. Feeling joyful, 
satisfied and content about one’s work is a major influence to both teacher performance and 
their approach to further learning. While classroom issues can stimulate teachers to learn how 
to solve them, the perspective of “joy for learning” brings a dimension of learning as an 
enriching activity and, as with any similarly satisfying action, one tends to engage in it more.  

Finally, in almost all interviews a concept of mind change was mentioned as necessary in 
learning and working with school-based innovations. Some of them called it the attitude 
towards changing or the attitude towards renewing oneself, and in these segments the 
interviewees did not only refer to the practice but also to personal and professional traits. The 
change most specifically comes in the way the teacher role and teaching are perceived. Thus, 
as it was often explained by teachers themselves, the goal is no longer to teach the students 
about in-depth knowledge of a specific subject but rather to make them feel the joy of learning. 
One of the interviewed principals confirms this by saying: “This is our aim, to reach student 
autonomy. We want them [students] to decide if they need help and how they want to learn. 
Because it’s his or her task to learn. We can help them, but we want to teach them that this is 
their responsibility” (Principal, School 3). This connects to teachers understanding their 
students and emphasising their ability to educate, and for the latter most of the interviewees 
would make a connection again to the attitude towards their own profession and towards 
learning. The element of responsibility for working with children was mentioned while 
exploring the issues of teaching older teachers and preparing them for new classroom 
methodologies. A teacher who acts as a trainer in other schools explained that he did have cases 
where older teachers, especially those that are just few years ahead of retirement, would reject 
investing time and effort in learning and using new pedagogical techniques. The interviewed 
teacher noted he would boldly call upon the responsibility for the generations of children and 
that “it might be only 2-3 years for you [teacher in pre-retirement], but for them [students] they 
are losing 2-3 years of quality education. So basically, I tell them [teachers in pre-retirement] 
that they are robbing their students of quality education” (Teacher 3, School 1). 
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Many of the interviewees essentially stated that they appreciate the dynamics of their job and 
that this comes in a particular school environment. As this teacher adds: “For me the change 
of the point of view was very important thing, the change of perspective. It was a milestone, a 
revelation.” (Teacher 7, School 2). The fact that Hungarian teachers became exposed to, and 
emerged with, innovative educational practice provides a strong opportunity for them to learn 
about all of educational processes, including about themselves as important actors. 

4.3 School factor that influences teacher learning: Leadership 

Most of the leadership in the four Hungarian innovative schools is distributed among teachers 
and other school staff. By taking leadership roles, teachers get exposed to obligations and 
problems that are not narrowly connected to classroom management and pedagogical 
approaches. The knowledge they gain might not always benefit their classroom performance, 
but if looked from the transformative learning perspective, teachers with leadership tasks can 
arguably get better chances to engage with diversified professional learning. Another common 
trait was the sense of pride that was implicitly or explicitly stated in almost every interview. 
The pride that is associated with the school comes from the feeling of ownership and success, 
which is very carefully and consciously developed by the leadership. An anecdotal illustration 
of building a community in which everyone feels to have a contribution was provided by one 
interviewed principal that compared the situation in the school to a Hungarian novel The Paul 
Street Boys. In the novel, even the weakest characters get recognised for their contribution, 
thus everyone can bring value to the community.  

Interviews also indicated that the leadership in these four schools was perfectly clear with 
strategic direction of the school, and in all cases that heavily implied placing the child into the 
centre of the practice. Moreover, that also enabled the schools to have a strong idea of all others 
aspects, including the kind of teachers they need or the type and amount of funding they should 
apply for. This comes with a level of dedication of school leadership and it was noted that, in 
the Hungarian context, principals that act as dedicated leaders embody positive role models for 
the teacher community, usually inspiring continuous learning and curiosity among the teachers. 
As an illustration, in the principal’s office of School 4, there is a map of the world above the 
entrance, which is placed upside down, as the principal states: “It is the world upside down. 
And this is because I see the world upside down”. This daring action to change the perspectives 
in the established system is a driving factor of leadership in the four Hungarian schools, and 
quite often this has been also projected to the rest of the teacher community.  

5. Country case: Portugal  

The Carnation revolution of 1974 reflected dramatical changes to the existing education system 
which was faced with multiple challenges stemming from the new demands (Amaro, 2000). 
These new realities brought a need for an educational reform that will encapsulate new 
principles and provisions, which were devised through the Education Act in 1986 (Sousa, 
2000). Notwithstanding the fact that policy provisions enhanced centralisation of 
administration and curriculum (Roldão, 2003), according to Amaro (2000) it soon became 
evident that the implementation of an education act depends on more than just a curricular 
activity. Significant recognition was given to teachers, students, families, and communities, 
and their participation in implementation of the curriculum, with an understanding that schools 
need to develop locally credible educational goals (Amaro, 2000).  
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A new legislation (DL6/2001) was introduced at the beginning of 2001 aiming at offering 
schools a greater autonomy and flexibility to define the curriculum and specific class projects 
that would better suit the local circumstances and student needs (Roldão, 2003). The greatest 
success that marked Portugal’s public education system was the increase in student retention. 
By 2014 Portugal has managed to cut early-school dropout rates to 17.4%, which was almost 
by double in comparison to 2009 when the rate was 30.9%. Support was arranged through 
tailor made school level solutions within the Programme for Priority Intervention Educational 
Areas (TEIP). TEIP was introduced in 1996 as a tool for supporting inclusion in disadvantaged 
areas (European Commission, 2015). An important element of the Portuguese education 
system is the school resource management which clusters schools by their geographic 
locations. The school clusters (agrupamento de escolas) on average includes all levels of pre-
tertiary schooling, including pre-schools and kindergartens, three cycles of education (up to 
grade 9), and secondary school including secondary vocational provisions. Teachers are 
contracted and appointed to a specific school cluster through a central national system that 
supports equal distribution of experienced and novice teachers across the country.  

The Portuguese educational system today is based on a comprehensive policy system that has 
been learning from the lessons in the past and from the international examples. Among a 
number of legislative provisions, the most important in understanding the scope of current 
Portuguese attempt at innovation in education are two programmes, Curricular autonomy and 
flexibility and Pilot Project for Pedagogical Innovation (PPIP). PPIP involves six schools in 
an experimental project which provides them the freedom to reorganise classes, define an 
alternative curriculum, install new methodologies, even influence the timing and organisation 
of student classes (Kovacs & Tinoca, 2017). The other innovative provision, Curricular 
autonomy and flexibility, deals with providing more autonomy to school leadership and 
management, and more flexibility in the curricular activities within the classroom setting. The 
call for engaging in this measure was open in 2017 and 235 school clusters across the country 
joined. The provision is highly flexible in itself, therefore, the schools can contextualise it as 
they find most appropriate and apply the measure at a level of one grade, several grades, or the 
whole school.  

5.1 Brief presentation of schools 

The four Portuguese schools had some differences and some similarities. Three of them were 
public schools and were central for the school cluster, and only School 3 was a small private 
school. School 1 is one of PPIP schools and had previously implemented TEIP, and School 2 
and School 4 participate in Curricular autonomy and flexibility programme. School 3 has 
developed a special pedagogical model through which a number of innovative interventions 
are undertaken. One such is developing cross-curricular learning modules that integrate several 
subjects into one learning project. This is actually a common trait between the four schools, as 
for instance School 1 does the same concept of learning through PPIP. Supported by PPIP, the 
school has also changed the approach to student evaluation, making a shift towards formative 
assessment and preparing end of year scores and grades only after a complete cycle. Next to 
reinventing curricular provisions, School 2 and School 4 have their own innovations, too; 
School 2 was described as a failing school, known for student violence, drop out and drug 
issues. Within 10 years of leadership change, the student enrolment rose from 300 to 1500 and 
it persists to be one of the most popular schools in the district. The school includes multiple 
unorthodox mechanisms to keep the students and teachers engaged in the best possible way, 
including use of digital technologies and abolishment of traditional curricular materials and 
school bells. It is also interesting to mention that around 20% of students at School 2 fall under 
the integrated SEN provisions. School 4 was awarded with the European Award in 
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Entrepreneurship and they implement student-oriented programmes, such as D-Day which is a 
day when the students take over the school and teach their peers and teachers. As noted above, 
School 3 has a mix of different approaches under a specific pedagogical model, and some of 
the interesting aspects of it are student autonomy in learning and tutorship. Students have an 
individual learning plan that includes all aspects of curriculum and it is organised in a way that 
the student decides and takes responsibility for it. Teachers, apart from their regular role, take 
on a role of tutors or mentors and work individually with students on their individual plans 
which are reviewed and evaluated each fortnight. The school delivers a bilingual Portuguese-
English curriculum and actively takes on Content and Language Integrated Learning (CLIL) 
and Sugata Mirta’s concept of Self-Organised Learning Environment (SOLE). 

5.2 Teacher learning 

The best common capture of how preparation and the amount of duties are perceived by 
teachers in Portugal resonates in the following sentence from a teacher focus group: 
“Sometimes we also have private life ((they all three laugh))!!!” In many cases, the interviews 
provided a notion that there is a lot of work for teachers in innovative schools. For the work to 
be done, teachers participate in additional preparation and take up supplementary duties, which 
when contrasted to traditional preparation, takes more of their time. According to most of the 
data, teachers often say that their mind still remains active in thinking about work even when 
they leave the school. This clearly indicates the continuous reflections teachers have over their 
work, which connects to both how the work was done and what could be better, as well as how 
to structure the next upcoming task. Regardless whether they are “tasked” to think of the 
curriculum or not, teachers continue to develop and think of how to better structure learning 
for their students. In many cases, teachers also report that their work involves more imagination 
and collaboration with the colleagues, because the novelty of the approach requires creativity, 
examples, and practice sharing.  

On top of this, other duties involve participation in specific teams (e.g. school evaluation team, 
satisfaction of stakeholders, self-assessment, action planning, human resource management, 
etc.) and in some very special cases such as in School 3, teachers are also undertaking the roles 
of individual tutors/mentors, thus they have extra tasks towards individual students and their 
education. Tutorship is a different role than teaching, and it is more about what interviewees 
call educating. The link that is created between the individual student and a trusted teacher is 
significant and a valuable tool for supporting the student that goes far beyond the traditional 
classroom practice. Teachers see how this makes perfect sense in their practice as this caption 
reflects: “You cannot reach a student for whom you mean nothing” (Teacher 8, School 3). The 
significance of this approach was enhanced in this statement too: “The tutor guides the process 
of individual reflection that leads to self-assessment, helps the learner to take critical 
perspective on himself and to define points of effort for a better academic, personal and social 
performance. In the medium and long term, this reflective process has repercussions in all 
dimensions of the life of the learner” (Teacher 7, School 3). While there were notable benefits 
of tutorship with regards to student learning, this very special role does hold significant benefits 
to teacher learning as well. By spending one-on-one time with individual students in the 
attempt to support their learning, teachers are required to use all their pedagogical skilfulness. 

The lack of preparedness, knowledge and skills for innovative approach, teachers commonly 
compensate by an elevated rate and quality of teacher collaboration. Collaboration is seen as 
deeply integrated into the work of teachers in innovative schools, and all conversations implied 
that work is done through close and intense partnership with others. It was not easy to spot the 
qualities of collaboration through the interviews, thus the best of all indicators of 
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interconnectedness between the teachers was observed through focus groups. In these 
situations it was not necessarily what was said, but rather how it was said; situations in which 
three-four teachers would come together to answer the questions and discuss ideas about their 
work seemed as a lively bar conversation in which individual teachers finish each other’s 
thoughts, complement each other’s ideas and, in most cases, do this in a very energetic manner 
filled with laughter. Smaller chatter in Portuguese, especially when they might slightly disagree 
or have a difference of opinion was a common sight, as much as it was completely normal to 
help each other in translating from Portuguese to English when a colleague is lacking words. 
The easiness with which the interviewed Portuguese teachers in these focus groups talked to 
each other, as well as how relaxed they were in sharing anecdotes from their jobs, was a certain 
indicator of bond and dedication to the professional community. As one teacher pointed out: 
“teamwork is like one bionic relationship” (Teacher 8, School 3). 

In most of the school contexts in Portugal innovation is seen as a practical discovery of new 
solutions that help students learn better, thus the interviewed teachers and principals noted that 
practice sharing and collaboration among teachers was not enough. Continuous teacher inquiry 
at an individual level, and the motivation for constantly becoming better was identified as very 
important and needed to complement the somewhat structural notions of knowledge sharing. 
Another important perception was that a new solution needs to make sense for the improvement 
of practice, so in a way the teacher needs to “feel” that it will improve the practice. Having 
autonomy for designing work and being autonomous as a learner also helps in terms of teachers 
truly living their jobs and being immersed at the higher professional level. One teacher 
explained that since the school got rid of the books as the main source of preparation for the 
class, she found herself sometimes watching television or reading an article and getting fresh 
inspiration for her class. 

In dealing with innovation, most teachers recognised that it is not a question if they will 
embrace novel ways of working with students, but it is rather a matter of when this will happen. 
Teachers, as well as principals interviewed for this study, all agreed that a change in the way 
schools are working is urgently needed, yet some were slightly worried about the techniques 
to do it, as this teacher noted: “Teachers are a bit cautious to do stuff because they don’t want 
to fail” (Teacher 3, School 1). The notion of unknown outcome of non-routinised practice 
creates a fear among teachers because the failure in student learning connects to the failure of 
students passing the national exams which consist in highly routinised knowledge base. This 
was well explained in this caption: “it is the pressure, the pressure of the exams, the rankings” 
and “we want to believe that our students will be confident when they take the exams, that we 
will do a good job in preparing them” (Teacher 10, School 4). That is why some of the PPIP 
schools have been changing the way yearly evaluation is done, transforming it from formative 
to summative. While exam related fears and failure to “cover the content” are realistic 
concerns, they do not always stand in the way, as this teacher explains: “we have content and 
exams, they are present in our lives obviously, but we try to also teach them [students] for life, 
prepare them for life, for the social and professional world out there” (Teacher 12, School 4). 
This mixture of fear and purpose in dealing with innovative practices is a strong source of 
reasonable worry and pride that was well recognised among Portuguese interviewees.  

Teachers did note that working with a different approach has changed the ways they think of 
their profession and of their role, and most of this change was also connected to the notion of 
controlling not only the educational processes but the learning too. Additionally, teachers do 
realise and admit that, as in many other aspects of schooling, on average, change in teacher 
behaviour is very slow. Change also comes in situations where for instance teachers are 
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confronted with the abolishment of school books. This allows for expanding thinking of other 
resources such as smartphones and portable digital devices and invites for tailor-made subject 
content that the teacher alone, or most often with other colleagues, will devise for the class. 
Content change definitely gets a different dimension in situations where it is done 
interdisciplinary, as all these schools show: “Interdisciplinarity requires a permanent 
articulation and a continuous effort, although some of us already start naturally joining in an 
interdisciplinary way. Narratives as the guiding thread of learning help this interdisciplinarity 
always happen in a natural and never as forced way” (Teacher 9, School 3). Principals and 
educational experts are convinced that teachers are well capable of deciding what of the subject 
knowledge is essential for students when they leave the school, as much as they are capable of 
understanding the diverse ways in which students learn best. Thus, the main issues of teacher 
practices being rigid and inflexible were partly connected to the regulations and strict historical 
ways schools have been functioning. 

A common denominator for all the successful processes in the four schools was the teachers’ 
positive attitude towards the change in their regular daily routine as well as happiness with 
meaning that it brings. The interviewees had one single thing in common: they believed in and 
loved the job they do. Feeling that what is done in their jobs matters and makes difference was 
identified as a strong driving force for teachers that engage in innovative pedagogical 
approaches and allocate their private time to work out the new routines. Furthermore, strong 
personal links to the school, the working collective and the leadership is a notion that was 
present in all the school-based interviews. Principals knew exactly how to enhance the feeling 
of ownership and pride among teachers benefiting on knowing each of their teachers closely, 
tactically and consciously using the power of enthusiasm for new approaches yet not pushing 
too far to evoke fear of it. The enhanced relationships with students that bring vital fundamental 
meaning to the teacher profession in combination with evidence of success in terms of learning 
and comprehending both the subject and “life”, as some have mentioned, is the most powerful 
resource that innovative schools have tapped in.  

The strong presence of the vital feeling to change has been the most important definite element 
in teachers’ narratives that drove all other working structures, including teacher collaboration 
and autodidacticism. It is well captured in this quotation: “to want, to feel like doing it [the 
innovative approach] and to believe. It is only innovative if the people in the process of it are 
available and willing to do so” (Teacher 9, School 3). The most important change that teachers 
report on was the so-called “mind change” – a phenomenon in which the new practice 
transforms how teachers used to look at their work, perceive students, content and their 
colleagues, school at large, and even how they see education and its aims. When talking about 
the students, some of the emerged ideas were that an individualised approach is indeed much 
better for student learning: “we teachers have to learn that students are different, here I don’t 
have a class; I have 28 individuals and I have to know them” (Teacher 10, School 4). Along 
this, the teachers also mentioned how the innovative approaches pushed them to understand 
better how students learn more efficiently, and how changing small classroom behaviours 
enhances learning. The exposure to innovative methods, as well as to continuous collegial 
discussion around educational practice at an elevated level, stimulates teachers to learn about 
their profession and change their profession. Yet, teachers do note that it does not come easily 
and that “it takes a great capacity for adaptation and improvisation on the part of the teacher 
who needs to be supported by a deep knowledge of its expertise” (Teacher 9, School 3). The 
notions of change as well as the idea of teachers’ mind change are the driving forces for taking 
up innovations and “new” or “additional” roles. “We need to change” (Teacher 2, School 1), 
and by this the duties and preparation to this change becomes more acceptable even if it takes 
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time from their personal lives. In fact, through this element of mind change, teachers see their 
work through enhanced meaning which when connected to their learning provides a base for 
developing professional identity at a higher level.  

5.3 School factor that influences teacher learning: Leadership 

Possibly the most important common element of schools functioning as innovative learning 
environments in Portugal was connected with the model of leadership. School leaders 
presented a strong and stable idea of their institutions as successfully functioning schools, if 
not innovative per se. Common traits among these school principals included a clear and well-
elaborated idea of where the school is heading and how education should be envisioned in both 
short-term and long-term. Furthermore, the principals presented a clear understanding of 
learning, as a process that happens among students, and as a process connected to adults, ipso 
factum the workplace learning of teachers. This included a high level of behavioural science 
and workplace management comprehension, as this caption clearly presents: “I work with the 
model of open doors. It is important to talk to teachers and to students directly, and also to have 
a direct relationship with families, they are essential for the academic success. And many times, 
when I say talk, I actually mean listen. Just have time to allow others to say out what they need 
and you just listen. It is demanding but it is important” (Principal, School 1). 

This significance of relationships within the working community was repeatedly evident in all 
the visited schools. In fact, one principal argued that in order for the work to be successful in 
the school 80% is based in relationships and 20% is everything else, noting that “relationships 
are the key for everything. Everyone is different, so you need to find a different response to 
individual teachers and also students. It takes a lot of patience” (Principal, School 2). Thus, 
working with teachers is essentially developing differentiated learning relationships and they 
demand a lot of patience and determination.  

Decisions on how to move forward were unsurprisingly shared among the schools’ working 
communities, even if they would be directed from the principal’s office. Nevertheless, an 
important feature in changing the ways teachers perceive the decision-making or new 
developments was the fact that there is strong logic to it. The interlink between having a clear 
strategic vision and engaging on a very personal level with the teachers provides a powerful 
tool in school functioning. Teachers also appreciate the insightfulness of their school leaders. 
The principals’ resilience to persisting problems, as well as conviction and patience in finding 
the right solutions has most certainly been the strongpoint of the successful school functioning 
and a reference point for organising schools as learning and developing environments. 

6. Discussion and conclusions  

This study identifies teacher learning as a transversal phenomenon, embedded in a three-
layered unit as a component of the policy level, as a notion at the school community level, and 
as an individual feature of a single professional. Hence, it is important to understand that 
teacher learning from the perspective of this research is not only looked through a single unit 
at a policy or individual level, but also as a composite of all three. Thus, teacher learning as a 
phenomenon in innovative learning environments in the context of educational reforms and 
developmental interventions has to be seen as a multi-layered unit of analysis that assumes 
causal interlinks. 
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From the outcomes of this study it is possible to conclude that teacher learning in innovative 
schools is both developmental (Ellström, 2006) and transformative (Jarvis, 2009; Mezirow, 
2009). Involvement in innovations is likely to cause teachers to engage in developmental types 
of learning and experience learning as a transformative experience. The interface of task, 
interaction, and cognition, provides the bedrock for teacher learning at such level. Thus, the 
exposure to the innovative learning environment(s) has a substantial benefit in regard to the 
mind-change paradigm, and “how people ‘do’ their knowing” (Laursen, 2006, p. 73) is deeply 
reflective of their environments, technologies, relations, routines, and changes. The learning 
potential of the task is in service of complexity, autonomy and competence requirements 
(Ellström, 2006), and significantly raises the teacher’s stimulus for learning as it gives 
additional meaning to it. In the most elevated level of creative developmental learning where 
the task is not given, teachers recreate the curriculum from the very scratch and revisit the 
learning goals of students as well as the ways in which the learning is assessed. This arguably 
transforms not only the learning related to the task but also learning related to profession and 
oneself as a professional (Kovacs, 2018). In these situations, the whole framework of education 
is modified, not only the method or pedagogical approach.  

All teachers expressed great dedication and love for their profession, therefore, understanding 
that they can, or must, achieve better, brings in the moral commitment to learning (Kwo, 2010). 
This also provides greater insights into the “knowledge of practice” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
1999) which serves teachers to teach well and cannot be taught through conventional linear 
ways but emerges through practice and through reflection over practice. The spread of such 
knowledge materialises as a combination of teacher solitary and community reflection, which, 
according to the data, is an inevitable part of the practice in innovative schools. In all these 
cases, motivation for learning plays a highly relevant factor as, apart from when learning is 
organised as a continuous professional development course, there is no extra time and no 
additional monetary incentives granted for the teacher’s individual learning and preparation. 
This is a very intimate perception of the profession that cannot be forced, but needs to be 
mediated at the personal and societal level. Likewise, while the motivation of teachers as 
continuous learners is connected to the moral educational commitment of their profession 
(Kwo, 2010), it is also related to learning as finding meaning through experience (Ettiene 
Wenger, 2009). Learning as a “meaning” or sense-making, and particularly in a professional 
sense, is intertwined with learning as identity, as practice, and as community, thus all of these 
elements play a significant role in the case of teacher learning.  

Nevertheless, committing to learn and sometimes re-learn a pedagogical method or application 
of a new technology does position the teacher in the situation of legitimate peripheral 
participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Learning that is embedded in workplace is connected to 
all of the functions and activities of that workplace, and this includes performance (Elkjaer & 
Wahlgren, 2006). Job performance in teaching profession bears a heavy weight because it is 
connected to the students’ learning outcomes. While learning to handle a new pedagogical skill, 
teachers may become less effective and this might impact both their performance and self-
image. Going through this drop of effectiveness is difficult and emotionally painful 
(Hammerness et al., 2007). Gaining confidence is an important factor of continuous workplace 
learning (Eraut, 2000) and this is often related to the teacher’s ability to adapt to the uncertainty 
and trust the effectiveness of learning (Hammerness et al., 2007) that is embedded in the 
balance and combination between new knowledge and established expertise (Lave & Wenger, 
1991). This is when the gold standard for becoming a professional is seen in the term “teachers 
as adaptive experts” (Hammerness et al., 2007). Optimal teaching is neither completely 
routinised nor completely innovative but a corridor between the two extremes.  
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The common nucleus of all the eight schools is that they are in themselves transformative and 
reactive to how the social and pedagogical problems are dealt with (Kovacs, 2018). 
Collaboration is a common denominator and provides an understanding that everyone can 
deliver a valuable contribution. This has been nurtured and grown over time so that the 
institutional environment becomes a safe and stimulating space rather than a space of 
judgement and punishment. Additionally, it is very important that classroom peer-observations 
are part of the teachers’ work schedule approved by the leadership. In such a way, learning, 
and particularly collaborative learning, is officiated as part of the job, making it more natural 
and acceptable. These actions contribute to creating learning organisations (Senge et al., 2012). 

The data shows that learning is successfully stimulated by sharing ownership. In both Hungary 
and Portugal, it has been reported that conversations over fitting the best solution, developing 
a part of curriculum or a part of a class, understanding specific behaviour of a student, or just 
preparing an interesting piece of learning, was commonly seen as a joint practice. Autonomy 
to prepare and develop parts of the curriculum encourages full engagement of teachers as 
professionals and they feel they are considered for their professional knowledge (Biesta, 2012). 
Ownership of school functioning brings the encouragement that teachers’ opinions matter and 
that, even if they might not have a say in the ways of public policy at national level, they do 
have a say at the level of school functioning. Moreover, these schools functioned as informed 
environments where everyone has a place and where structure of work is consciously planned 
and timely revised.  

Leadership has been seen as the foundation of a well-functioning school that acts as an 
innovative learning environment. The principals do not act alone and they too practice an open-
door principle. Distributed leadership is a successful strategy for involving staff at different 
levels and in different aspects (Silins & Mulford, 2004), and, in such a way, leadership as a 
competency enables development of individuals and the collective (Day et al., 2009). Teachers 
continuously commented on the value of good leadership as well as the value of making 
connections through intelligible leadership strategy, and this most certainly supports creating 
a shared and school directions (Day et al., 2009). The contributions of these elements to teacher 
learning involve reflection over educational goals, and in innovative schools this includes re-
thinking of educational approaches and sometimes consciously seeking new ones.  

Innovative learning environments and teacher learning are essentially bonded to each other. As 
noted above, innovative schools indeed stimulate and support teacher learning, but it is true the 
other way around as well. For innovative environments to thrive and endure teacher learning 
must be present and, evidence shows, not only in its simple reproductive format. Innovative 
learning environments need an expansive, developmental type of learning that provides 
opportunities for changes and improvement. Hence, it is ultimately important to consider 
practices at the school level that enhance such types of teacher learning.  

Innovation and improvement in education, as well as teacher learning, are multifaceted and 
highly complex notions that involve policy-level and institution-level provisions, as well as 
wide and diverse stakeholder participation. This can be identified as a challenge in creating a 
culture of innovation and continuous teacher learning, as educational policies that need to 
tackle this include recruitment, teacher preparation, induction and mentoring, professional 
learning, teacher feedback and appraisal, and career and leadership development (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017). In other words, national educational policymaking has to be 
comprehensive and coherent, and educational reforms and developmental interventions should 
not target separately one single element of a complex and highly-interconnected system.  
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Stakeholder involvement is rather critical, and by reflecting this at the policy level a reform or 
an intervention can create better support for teachers. Policymaking that involves educational 
reforms and developmental interventions targeting innovation at the school level does need to 
be mindful, not only of how the measures will be embraced at the implementation level, but 
also of how likely they can be adapted to the local setting (McLaughlin, 1990). Centralised, 
prescriptive solutions that follow a “one-size-fits-all” perspective do not allow schools to 
develop at their own pace and in the way necessary for establishing lasting and logical 
connections with the local community (Day et al., 2009). Moreover, they do not work 
favourably with schools that already operate as innovative, mainly because for such schools 
innovation is not a prescribed check-list but rather a continuously developing notion that arises 
from understanding the school developmental phase, internal capacities, and external 
expectations. Ultimately, “effective curriculum reform implies growth from existing practice 
with schools able to react reflectively on their own progress” (OECD/CERI, 1998, p. 14). 

Well-devised policy that supports teacher learning is capable of bridging the gap of inefficient 
teacher education at the initial stage and preparedness for teacher practice. In some aspects, 
enhancing the research elements at the stage of initial teacher education (Pesti, Győri, & Kopp, 
2018) can indeed support higher levels of professional learning at the later stage. At the level 
of in-service professional development, data provides evidence which is congruent with 
available literature and previous studies on importance of providing sufficient time for different 
types of professional development (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). In most countries there is 
a prescribed amount of time that teachers need to account for in certified national continuous 
professional development courses. However, this rarely includes classroom experimentation, 
preparation for innovative pedagogic solutions, collaborative projects, teacher discussions, 
analyses and reflections of current pedagogical practices, and discovery of new ones. Looking 
from the perspective of elements that constitute developmental learning paradigms (Ellström, 
2006) closely related to innovative environments, usual nationally certified courses for teachers 
rarely inspire self-directed, transformative teacher learning.  

Closely connected to this are policies connected to teacher feedback and evaluation (Darling-
Hammond et al., 2017; European Commission, 2018). In systems where teachers are afraid to 
make mistakes, practices tend to stick to routines that are proven to be successful for the desired 
student outcomes. Some principals did reflect on the pressures of school ranking and failures 
in implementing innovations. Another rather connected aspect of teacher policy that can 
heavily influence teacher learning is related to career progression and leadership development 
(Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). In both countries the formal career progression schemes 
involve high levels of reproductive learning paired with administrative tasks, and they do not 
open ways for creative or transformative learning, neither do they inspire the elements of 
becoming adaptive experts. In relevant literature and previous studies, the importance of a well-
designed career progression and leadership development system is directly connected with the 
social status and attractiveness of the profession (European Commission, 2018). Arguably, the 
higher social regard a profession has, the better are the professional attitudes of future and 
current candidates. In terms to connecting this to teacher learning, if there is a low social 
expectation of teaching as profession and schooling as social activity, the impact of what is 
expected from the teachers might also be low.  

Finally, several interviewees did mention that the turnover of different measures is rather high 
and that in their careers they have seen reforms that have promised a lot but did not deliver 
much. Moreover, they noted that many of these have not been evaluated in a way that they, as 
teachers, could understand what worked and what needed improvement. This indicates that 
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there is a problem in policymaking in terms of how the outcomes of previous reforms and 
innovative interventions are measured and how the results are used and distributed among the 
practitioners, who not only have implemented the measure but have also remained without 
feedback of the outcomes of their work.  

The understanding of teacher learning is placed within the analytical framework that implies 
three layers of analysis, namely the policy level, school level, and individual professional level. 
Similar to the way that teacher work is embedded in a school organisation and practice, schools 
are anchored into a national context that bears specific characteristics which may support better 
options for both school innovation and better opportunities for teacher learning. When all the 
three factors and layers are in coherence, teacher learning is a more frequent, stable, and 
targeted occurrence. Furthermore, if the three levels are synchronised in achieving the same 
educational aims, and if these aims include a very broad vision of educational development, 
then innovation takes a big role in educational practices and consequently teacher learning 
tends to become more enhanced. 
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