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Abstract

This report describes an in depth case study of two good practice schools where a professional learning community and 

distributed leadership are highly developed. The goal of this study was to learn what conditions in the school support a 

professional learning community and distributed leadership. We gave specific attention to the supporting role of the 

school leader.

The importance of continuous school improvement is self-evident and is achieved when teachers and school lea-

ders collaboratively address educational issues, also known as a professional learning community (PLC). Within a 

PLC, school leaders and teachers alike must have the opportunity to take influence. Leadership is therefore not only 

exercised by the school leader, but is based on expertise, talents and qualities that are necessary for the issues at hand. 

This is known as distributed leadership (DL). A PLC and DL are combining forces, the sum of both drives the process of 

school improvement. However, as a previous study shows, teachers and school leaders still often struggle to collabo-

rate and to make use of each other’s expertise. 

After an elaborate selection process - through an online survey and group interviews - two schools in The Netherlands 

were identified as good practices of a PLC and DL. The selected good practices are: primary school ‘Willibrordus’ 

and secondary school ‘Vathorst College’. We visited these schools and spoke with and observed teachers and school 

leaders. 

In the good practice schools, school leaders combine an informal role to support DL and a PLC and formal tools to ne-

cessitate and enable it. Most strikingly is that at Willibrordus and Vathorst the daily work- and educational practices are 

organised to enable and entice teachers to work together on school improvement and innovation. It seems that these 

collaborative practices - that are absent in most schools - are what lay the base for DL and a PLC. However, these prac-

tices are not sufficient. Additionally, within such a practice teachers and school leaders alike must show or develop the 

ability to professionally communicate with each other. At Vathorst College and Willibrordus this professional conversa-

tion entails giving constructive feedback, communicating openly and approaching the other respectfully. 

Other highlights from these descriptions are the following. Willibrordus and Vathorst College show a culture that is 

characterised by a large amount of teacher autonomy, creativity and cooperation between teachers. Both schools lay 

a strong emphasis on professional development (formally organised and informally supported) that helps teachers to 

gain new ideas and take influence from their acquired expertise. Finally, in both schools school leaders and teachers 

hold clear professional expectations of each other.

In addition to the insight in the practice of two schools, this study concludes with the following recommendations for 

school leaders and teachers to stimulate a PLC and DL in their school:

• Create practices that make collaboration inevitable.

• Communicate through a professional dialogue.

• Make radical decisions about the educational practice in line with the school’s vision.

• Discuss what it means to be a professional at your school.
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1 Introduction

Early 2016 the Dutch School Heads Association (AVS) and Welten Institute published the findings of a multiple case 

study on the learning climate within Dutch primary schools (Hulsbos, Van Langevelde, & Evers, 2016). The main con-

clusion stated that teachers and school leaders often struggle to collaborate on work-related problems and make use 

of each other’s expertise. This lack of collaboration forms a barrier for improvement and innovation in the school.

Furthermore, although school leaders underlined the importance of professional development and improvement, 

in practice they showed few actions supporting teachers to do so. This supporting role consists of inviting teachers 

to apply their expertise, collaborate on shared goals and values, and stimulate a professional dialogue. However, the 

school leaders were mainly focused on solving the educational issues at hand, instead of stimulating teachers to take 

initiative and collaborate on the solution. Teachers that, for example, gained new expertise through training were not 

invited to share their expertise with colleagues and to use it to solve collective problems. As a result, the lack of sup-

port from the school leader and a learning climate in general diminished the effect of individual teacher professional 

development on school improvement.

The above shows a struggle of schools to build and maintain a learning community, where taking initiative and col-

laborating on school improvement is part of everyday work. Similarly, the results of the OECD Teaching and Learning 

International Survey (TALIS) 2013 show that a third of the school leaders in European schools do not actively encoura-

ge collaboration among teachers (OECD, 2016a). The questions that arise are: what does a climate for school impro-

vement look like? What conditions in the school support this? And specifically, what is the role of the school leader in 

supporting this climate?

This study aims to learn from an in depth investigation of two good practice schools where teachers and school 

leaders work and learn together intensively on school improvement. After an elaborate selection process - through 

an online survey and group interviews - we identified one primary and one secondary school in The Netherlands as 

good practices. We visited these schools and spoke with and observed teachers and school leaders extensively, to see 

and experience how they work and learn together. Ultimately, to learn what conditions in the school support their 

collaboration and learn from the supporting role of the school leader.

1.1 The self-evident importance of school improvement

Schools face all kinds of political, social and organisational challenges that demand the ability of teachers and school 

leaders to combine forces and work together on solutions (OECD, 2015). The need for continuous improvement and 

innovation in schools therefore receives a great deal of attention among practitioners, policy makers and researchers. 

This need transcends national borders and drives schools across countries to share ideas and experiences. This is cha-

racterized by one of the central aims of the European School Heads Association (ESHA): “discussing and developing 

views (…) on innovative education and on school leadership” (ESHA, 2016). All driven by a deep desire for an educa-

tional environment that stimulates the development of children to their full potential and providing equal opportuni-

ties. The question is not so much if educational improvement is important, but how it is best stimulated and fostered 

in schools. 

The TALIS 2013 results indicate that teaching is still largely a solitary profession. More than half of the questioned tea-

chers report that they very rarely or never teach with colleagues, and two-third state they very rarely or never observe 

their colleagues teaching (OECD, 2014). Cooperation with colleagues is scarce and mostly focused on organisational 

matters such as rosters or extracurricular activities. Yet, a large body of literature highlights that school improvement 

is achieved when teachers and school leaders collaboratively address educational issues (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2010; 

Sleegers, Den Brok, Verbiest, Moolenaar, & Daly, 2013; Fullan, 2014; Prince, 2014). This capacity can be described as a 

professional learning community (PLC). 
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In a PLC, school leaders and teachers alike must have the opportunity to take influence within the school (Kessels, 

2012). Leadership is therefore not only exercised by the school leader, but is based on expertise, talents and qualities 

that are necessary in a specific situation (Leithwood, Mascall, & Strauss, 2009). This type of leadership is known as 

distributed leadership (DL) and has gained much attention in recent years (Duif, Harrison, Van Dartel, & Sinyolo, 2013; 

Harris, 2008; Spillane, 2006; Kessels, 2012; Hulsbos, Van Langevelde, & Evers, 2016). 

1.2 Distributed leadership and a professional learning community are both essential

Essential for school improvement and innovation is the learning climate within the school, that is characterized by a 

combination of distributed leadership and a professional learning community (Jones & Harris, 2014; Stoll, 2009). A PLC 

helps teachers to develop their expertise, but when they have no influence within the school to use that expertise 

(DL), school improvement is unlikely to occur (Snoek, 2014). Improvement will then often be limited to their own edu-

cational practice. Additionally, this lack of influence diminishes teacher’s enthusiasm to improve the school. 

On the other hand, school improvement is unlikely to occur when teachers have the opportunity to take influence 

within the school but lack expertise and/or possibilities to develop relevant expertise. At best teachers are able to 

incrementally improve their own practice, but only from the abilities and expertise they already posses. 

This leads to one of the questions in the current study: how can schools support both a PLC and DL? 

1.3 School leaders play a key role

School leaders are key players in supporting a PLC and DL. Effective school leaders actively promote professional 

development and are capable of building collaborative teams (Jones & Harris, 2014). In his book “The Principle. Three 

keys to maximizing impact”, Michael Fullan (2014) argues that one of the school leaders’ main roles is to lead learning. 

This means that school leaders support teachers in a process of learning that is aimed at improving their teaching. 

Not solely by sending them off to formal courses, but by “…learning alongside them about what works and what 

doesn’t” (p. 55). This is an interesting point of view, since it implies stronger cooperation between school leaders and 

teachers than is the case in most schools today. Similarly, school leaders can be seen as the ‘gate keepers’ of DL and 

should create fruitful conditions for it to flourish (Harris, 2008). A question that we therefore address in this study is: 

what is the role of the school leader in supporting DL and a PLC?

1.4 Other supporting conditions in the school

Alongside the formal school leader, structural and cultural conditions impact the school’s capacity for DL and a PLC 

(Jones & Harris, 2014; Sleegers et al., 2013). Building this capacity is a collaborative process in itself and can only be 

successful when the school climate is focused on supporting collaboration and collective professional development

(Stoll, 2009). School improvement is not a solitary process, but one that is fostered by a professional dialogue bet-

ween teachers and school leaders. The possibility for learning and to take influence are combining forces, the sum 

of both drives the collaborative process of school improvement. This study aims to examine what conditions in the 

school climate contribute to DL and a PLC and what school leaders and teachers can do to create these conditions. 

To do so we studied, after an elaborate selection process (see Chapter 3), in depth one primary and one secondary 

school in The Netherlands where DL and a PLC are highly developed. 

The central research questions are:

1) What do distributed leadership and a professional learning community look like in good practice schools?

2) What is the role of the school leader in supporting distributed leadership and a professional learning community?  

3) Which additional conditions at school, team and individual level support distributed leadership and a 

  professional learning community?
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2 Theoretical framework

2.1 Professional learning community

The capacity of teachers and school leaders to collaboratively learn and address educational issues can be described 

as a professional learning community. As a PLC schools “…engage in and sustain continuous learning of teachers and 

the school itself for the purpose of enhancing student learning, influenced by individual teachers within a school; the 

school’s social and structural learning context; and the external context” (Stoll, 2009, p.116-117).

A PLC acknowledges that learning takes place primarily in social interaction (Pahor, Skerlavaj, & Dimovski, 2008), where 

school improvement and professional development are initiated and organised by professionals in interaction with 

each other (Wenger, Trayner & De Laat, 2011). In this study we perceive a PLC as all the activities within a school that 

entail working collaboratively on professional development and educational improvement.

Sleegers et al. (2013) emphasize that a PLC concerns the entire school, it is not a single team of teachers working on 

work-related issues. A PLC describes a school where interactions and collaborations on school improvement occur all 

the time. Favourable conditions can be created in the school to support this capacity. In this study we look at three 

levels of conditions in the school, in line with Sleegers et al. (2013). The levels are:

• Individual: conditions related to individual abilities for professional learning and working on improvement.

• Team: conditions related to the ability of teachers and school leaders to collaborate.

• School: conditions related to the structures in the school that stimulate individual and collective learning and 

improvement.

2.2 Distributed leadership

Distributed leadership postulates that leadership is not solely reserved for the formal school leader, but can be clai-

med depending on the situation and the expertise required (DeRue & Ashford, 2010; Kessels, 2012; Spillane, 2006). 

Each teacher possesses relevant expertise that may be needed at a given time (Harris, 2008). DL implies influence from 

teachers, and an application of different types of expertise, talents and qualities that lay in each member of the school 

organisation. 

Traditionally, leadership is associated with strong individuals that possess the ability to lead in different situations. 

The rest of the organisation is considered as followers. In contrast, the perspective of DL postulates that leadership is 

“...an emergent property of a group or network of interacting individuals” (Bennet, Wise, Woods & Harvey, 2003, p. 7). 

Leadership is not an individual attribute, but stems from a group. This also implies that the distribution of leadership 

cannot be planned or delegated by a single leader from the top of an organisation, but emerges while a collaborative 

process between colleagues unfolds. This means that teachers pool their expertise and dynamically switch between 

leading and following roles (DeRue & Ashford, 2010), leading to an outcome that is more valuable than the sum of 

their individual actions.

For this study we define DL with two basic dimensions: the leader-plus aspect and conjoint agency. The underlying as-

sumption is that both dimensions should manifest in a collaboration for it to be DL. Next we define both dimensions. 

2.2.1 Leader-plus

The first dimension of DL is the leader-plus aspect. The term “leader-plus” was coined by Spillane (2006) and entails the 

“openness of the boundaries of leadership” (Bennet et al., 2003, p. 7). Leadership is accessible to everyone in a school, 

not only to the formal school leader(s). Each organisational member possesses relevant expertise that may be needed 

at a given time (Harris, 2008). Depending on the expertise that is required in a specific situation, teachers can either 

demonstrate leadership or adopt a follower role (Kessels, 2012). A common misunderstanding is that DL means that 
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everyone leads (Harris, 2008). Rather, it is the possibility that those with the required expertise can claim leadership 

when needed. This study focuses on the possibility of teachers to exercise influence in the school, and more specifi-

cally on school improvement and innovation. 

2.2.2 Conjoint agency

A common concern with DL is that the possibility for everyone to be a leader is erratic. In this concern everyone would 

do what they think is best for them, without considering what is best for the school. In any collaboration, it is essential 

that activities of group members show “common aspects” (Thorpe, Gold & Lawler, 2011). This means that an individual 

or team’s activities should be aligned with the overall purpose of the organisation (Thorpe et al., 2011). Traditionally, 

the school leader maintains a ‘helicopter view’ and determines what an individual should and should not do. DL states 

that this is not solely the responsibility of a formal leader, but the shared responsibility of all the individuals in a group. 

The individuals have the responsibility to contribute to attaining the shared vision and goals. Gronn (2002) calls this 

conjoint agency, our second dimension of DL. This “...means that agents synchronise their actions by having regard 

to their own plans, those of their peers, and their sense of unit membership” (Gronn, 2002, p. 431). When multiple 

members of the school organisation claim leadership (leader-plus) and additionally synchronise their actions (conjoint 

agency), this leads to the most innovative outcomes (Hulsbos, Van Langevelde, & Evers, 2016).
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3 Method

To study the PLC and DL, the role of the school leader, and supportive conditions, we identified two good prac-

tice schools as cases for a case study. One school in primary education, and one in secondary education in The 

Netherlands. The selection of these schools was an elaborate process and contained two steps. First, we used an online 

survey to measure the PLC and DL in Dutch schools. Second, we visited the top three highest scoring schools for a 

group interview. After this we selected one school in both primary and secondary education as the good practices for 

our case study. Below we provide more detail about the process of case selection and finally the case study.

3.1 Step one in case selection: online survey

In the first step we used an online survey to quantitatively measure DL and a PLC in Dutch primary and secondary 

schools. A survey provides the possibility to involve a large group of schools in the study and carefully select the 

schools that are most remarkable considering DL and a PLC. The aim of the online survey was not necessarily to study 

a representative group of schools, but to find schools that show a good practice compared to other schools. The goal 

of the survey is to identify three primary and three secondary schools that (statistically) stand out compared to a 

group of schools. These schools will be subject of the second step in the selection process. 

To distribute the survey among Dutch primary and secondary schools, the researchers and the Dutch School Heads 

Association (in Dutch: Algemene Vereniging Schoolleiders – AVS) personally contacted teachers and school leaders. 

We asked them to spread the survey among their colleagues at the same school and - if possible - other schools. A 

total of 304 participants finished the online survey. 

To get a reliable DL and PLC score of a single school, the survey needed to be filled in by two teachers and one school 

leader. We identified of which schools we had sufficient participants. Schools with less participants were excluded 

and when a school had more then three participants, we randomly selected two teachers and one school leader. This 

selection was necessary so the DL and PLC score of all schools are based on the same number and type of participants. 

This resulted in a group of 19 primary schools and a group of 20 secondary schools. Table A presents the demography 

of the participants of the online survey.

Next, we analysed the data in order to select the three highest scoring primary and secondary schools. We used a 

benchmark method, in which the average score of a single school is compared to the average of all the other schools. 

We invited the highest scoring schools for step two in the selection process. Before we go into detail about the second 

step, we elaborate further on the measures used in the survey and the analysis.

Table A. Demographic variables for the primary and secondary schools.

 Demographic variable Primary Secondary

 Total number of respondents 57 60

 Total number of schools 19 20

 Gender (% male / % female) 16 / 84 70 / 30

 Age ( μ / σ ) 43 / 11 45 / 11
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3.1.1 Measures in the online survey

The online survey had three sections, which are described below. In total there were 41 items and it took the partici-

pants approximately 5 minutes to finish the survey. 

1. The first section consists of demographic items on gender (female = 1, male = 2), age (years), role in the school 

(teacher or school leader) and school location.

2. The second section measured the DL in the school. We used the validated distributed leadership questionnaire de-

veloped by Evers, Kreijns & Klaeijsen (2016). This questionnaire measures three aspects of DL: temporary leadership-

in-action (three items, α = .81), granting temporary leadership-in-action (three items, α = .89) and alignment (three 

items, α = .81). The first two aspects relate to the leader-plus dimension of DL, and the third to the conjoint agency 

dimension. Each aspect was measured with a 7-point Likert scale. Example items are: ‘In my school we enact our 

influence based on the qualities we possess’, ‘In my school we support colleagues that enact their expertise’ and ‘In 

my school our mutual expectations are clear’. A higher score on an item indicates that leadership is more distribu-

ted in the school. The average score on the three aspects was used as the DL score.

3. The third and last section measured the PLC in the school of the respondent. We used the validated questionnaire 

developed by Sleegers et. al. (2013). This questionnaire measures three dimensions of a PLC: personal capacity 

(seven items, α = .85), interpersonal capacity (seven items, α = .84) and organisational capacity (ten items, α = .84). 

Each dimension was measured with a 4-point Likert scale. Example items are: ‘In my school teachers think about 

what works and what does not work in their teaching’, ‘In my school teachers cooperate to acquire and apply new 

knowledge, skills and approaches’ and ‘In my school there are sufficient possibilities for professional development 

of teachers’. A higher score on an item indicates a stronger PLC in the school. The average score on the three dimen-

sions was used as the PLC score.

3.1.2 Analysis of the online survey 

To select the three highest scoring primary and secondary schools we used a benchmark method. In this method the 

average score of a single school is compared to the average of all the other schools (the benchmark). This means there 

is a large difference in group sizes, three for a single school and 54 (in pe) or 57 (in se) for the benchmark. Because of 

this we used the non-parametric Mann-Whitney U test. Using a non-parametric test also makes sure that the resul-

ting difference – indicated by the p-score - between the school and benchmark are a conservative calculation. Table 

B shows the benchmark results of the six primary and secondary schools with the highest scores. At this point we 

publish anonymous names of the schools, because the names are irrelevant in this part of the case selection. The three 

highest scoring schools for each group are highlighted (based on the 

p-scores). These schools show the highest difference with the benchmark, indicated by the lowest p-scores on DL and 

the PLC (see table B). We invited these schools for the second step of the selection process.

Table B. Benchmark scores with the Mann-Whitney U test of the six highest scoring primary and secondary schools.

   PLC   DL    PLC   DL
  
  µ  p µ  p  µ  p µ  p

 
 Primary school A 3.94  .078 6.52  .007* Secondary school A 3.31  .024* 6.22  .006*

 Primary school B 3.97  .045* 6.15  .141 Secondary school B 3.35  .003* 5.67  .100

 Primary school C 3.31  .104 6.15  .194 Secondary school C 3.11  .380 6.00  .126

 Primary school D 3.72  .969 6.04  .227 Secondary school D 2.99  .480 5.56  .244

 Primary school E 3.86  .309 6.00  .278 Secondary school E 2.96  .668 5.44  .338

 Primary school F 3.94  .078 5.89  .537 Secondary school F 2.83  .745 5.41  .552

* Significant (two-tailed): p < .05.
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3.2 Step two in case selection: group interviews

The first step provides a quantitative indication that DL and a PLC are highly developed in the selected schools. 

However, it does not provide insight in how the concepts are manifest in the daily practice of the school. In order to 

select the good practice schools for this study we therefore took another step. We invited the three primary and three 

secondary schools for a group interview with at least two teachers and a school leader. Five schools accepted our 

invitation, secondary school A declined further involvement in the study.

In the group interview we asked the participants how they work and learn together in general, and more specifi-

cally on school improvement. The researchers analysed the interview data to choose one primary and one secon-

dary school where DL and the PLC in school practice seemed strongest developed. The criteria were: clear practical 

examples of DL and a PLC in the school, a strong combination of DL and a PLC, and a visible supporting role of the 

school leader. It is important to note that based on the group interviews the researchers are confident that all five 

schools are good practices, worthy of a case study. The schools we ultimately chose were most suitable according 

to the mentioned criteria, based on the group interview. The selection process resulted in primary school B, named 

“Willibrordus” and secondary school B, named “Vathorst College” as our good practices for the case study.

3.3 Case study

Once we identified the two good practice schools, the next phase was to visit these schools and dive deeper into their 

practice of DL and a PLC, the role of the school leader and other supporting conditions. The methodological design of 

the phase can be described as two single case studies. Both schools are a critical case, defined by Yin (2009, p. 47) as “a 

single case, meeting all of the conditions for testing the theory, can confirm, challenge, or extend the theory”. Studying 

these critical cases gives us the opportunity to learn how DL and a PLC can take shape within a school and what condi-

tions are supportive.

For the case study two researchers visited both schools to interview the school leader and teachers. The interviews 

with the school leader were planned, the interviews with the teachers were at random with those who were available 

at the moment. Additionally, the researchers received a tour by the school leader, observed classes and had (when 

possible) informal conversations with students and teachers. Table C presents the number of interviews and observati-

ons in both good practices.

Table C. Number of interviews and observations in the case study at both good practices.

  Willibrordus Vathorst College

 Interview with teacher 6 8

 Interview with school leader 3 2

 Group interview 1 2

 Observation / informal conversation 1 3

The interviews were semi structured, questions were prepared in advance concerning the research questions. During 

an interview the researcher immediately transcribed the answers in a report. Furthermore, the interview was recorded 

in order to complement the report afterwards. Interview reports were sent to the respondent for approval, as a form 

of member check. Observations and informal conversations were documented as field notes, in which the researchers 

wrote down what they had seen or heard shortly after.

For the analysis the researchers read all interviews and labelled relevant fragments concerning DL, PLC, or conditions 

at the school, team or individual level. Next we grouped the fragments for every label across all interviews. A second 

researcher checked the labelling to ensure reliability. This made it possible to study the concepts, and provide a relia-

ble description of how they are practically manifest in the case (Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2014).
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4 Case description

In this chapter we will thoroughly describe our two good practice schools. These schools are the Vathorst College, 

a secondary school located in Amersfoort, and primary school Willibrordus, from Deurningen in the east of The 

Netherlands. After their consent, we chose to publish the names of the schools and respondents, because it adds to 

the realism of the case description. 

For both schools we sequentially give:

• A general description of the school. This section gives an overview of general data of the school, such as number of 

students/pupils and organisational structure.

• A description of most notable features of the school’s educational and/or work practice. 

• A description of DL and the PLC. In this section we go into different contexts in which teachers and school leaders 

work on improvement and innovation in their school (and how DL and a PLC are manifest in these contexts).

• A description of the role of the school leader in supporting DL and a PLC. If possible, we relate actions of the school 

leader to the contexts described before.

• Other conditions for DL and a PLC. This section will discuss all additional conditions for DL and a PLC at school, 

team and individual level.

At the end of each case description a recap will follow, which provides an overview of the most noticeable features of 

the case.

4.1 Secondary school: Vathorst College (Amersfoort)

4.1.1 General description of the school

The Vathorst College (hereafter referred to as ‘Vathorst’) is a public secondary school located in Amersfoort, in the 

centre of The Netherlands. Vathorst was founded in 2005 and since then provides education for students from 

vocational (‘vmbo-t’) until pre-university level (‘vwo’). In the last five years Vathorst’s student population has grown 

considerably, from 428 students in 2010 to 971 in 2015. Notable is that the student population consists largely of 

girls (643). Administratively, Vathorst is part of the Stichting Onderwijsgroep Amersfoort, along with thirteen other 

public schools in Amersfoort. Furthermore, Vathorst presents itself as an innovative school (‘vernieuwingsschool’) and 

is part of ‘Platform Eigentijds Onderwijs’ (Pleion), a platform of secondary schools that have strong beliefs regarding 

education, such as supporting students to discover their talents and interests. Pleion helps affiliated schools to share 

knowledge and to collectively propagate their ideas.

The school’s organisational structure consists of a headmaster (‘rector’), a deputy headmaster (‘conrector’), four 

section leaders that are formally accountable for a specific year and seven coordinators with different areas of focus, 

such as ‘student care’ or ‘self responsible learning’. A total of 110 employees (of which 89 are teacher) are working at 

Vathorst. 

4.1.2 Educational practice at Vathorst

Several educational practices are characteristic for Vathorst. 

• Firstly, students follow the main part of subjects in so-called learning houses (‘leerhuizen’). A learning house is a 

large space (about the size of four average classrooms) and provides the opportunity for four classes of students to 

simultaneously attend courses. Students from the same grade are placed in one learning house. A team of around 

ten teachers (referred to as a ‘learning house team’) from several subjects cooperatively run a learning house. 

Multiple (at least two) teachers teach courses in a learning house at the same time. All courses (except for the arts 

and courses that require specific materials, such as chemistry) are taught in the learning houses. 
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• Secondly, teachers from different subject matters are supposed to cooperate in designing courses around realistic 

themes. For example, the Second World War can be taught from a historical point of view, or from a linguistic or 

artistic perspective. Thematic education is also clearly visible in the so-called ‘matinees’. Matinees are held every 

Tuesday afternoon between 1 and 2.30 pm. The matinee is a free space for teachers to design courses of any topic 

they find interesting and that might be interesting for students. Each school year students can choose matinees of 

their liking. For example, visual arts teacher Monica and biology teacher Michiel have cooperated in designing and 

teaching a matinee called ‘Cooking and Art’. 

• Thirdly, Vathorst supports students to take responsibility and self direct their learning. Students are supposed to 

find information themselves and, if necessary, call teachers for support. 

• Fourth, art courses constitute an important part of Vathorst’s curriculum. Vathorst offers four art courses that stu-

dents can pick from: music, dance, theatre and visual arts. According to Vathorst’s school guide, during art courses 

students learn to critically think. 

• Finally, Vathorst makes ample use of digital tools to support student’s learning. For example, all students are re-

quired to bring their own laptop to school.

4.1.3 Distributed leadership and professional learning community at Vathorst

At Vathorst, we have identified four contexts in which teachers and school leaders work on improvement and innova-

tion and where DL and the PLC are manifest. Table D gives an overview and a brief description of these contexts.

Table D. Contexts within Vathorst College where DL and the PLC are manifest.

 Context DL and the PLC

 1. Learning houses Here teachers have large autonomy over their work and collectively learn and improve teaching.

 2. Coordinates Formally organised teams that are responsible for improving and innovating in a certain area of focus.

 3. Informal collaborations Groups of teachers that ad hoc initiate improvements and innovations in reaction to problems or questions they encounter.

 4. Formal learning activities All sorts of mostly formally organised learning activities during which the staff of Vathorst collectively learn. 

We will discuss these four contexts sequentially. 

Context 1: Learning houses
Teachers at Vathorst have a large amount of autonomy and responsibility within their learning houses. As a team they 

are responsible for designing, developing and providing education for their students. In the first place, the leader-

ship that teachers can claim within the learning houses relates directly to the primary process of education. Science 

teacher Bob explains:

“Student coaches and teachers at the learning house can really design 
their pedagogical and didactic approach”.

This means that the leader-plus aspect of distributed leadership is formally organised in the learning house teams. We 

refer to this type of DL as ‘pedagogical leadership’. Obviously, a large amount of autonomy within the primary process 

is not exceptional in education. Yet the pedagogical leadership at Vathorst is a highly collective type of leadership. In 

other words, teachers have the possibility to influence their teaching together. Additionally, history teacher Harmen 

explains that he and his fellow team members also decide on matters such as work organisation:

 

“We agreed that we would rotate the chairmanship of our team meetings. 
And that we would meet for maximally twenty minutes and then split up in smaller 

groups to further elaborate on specific ideas”.
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Teachers in the learning houses also find different ways to align their activities and reach conjoint agency:

“At the start of each lesson we come together. At the very least to briefly discuss our division 
of tasks. […]. During the course we often make eye contact. […]. I look at my colleagues; 

do they experience the same things?” (Teijl)

“A few minutes before the lesson starts we discuss how we divide different roles, how much time we use 
for different subjects and who uses what part of the space. This is dependent on the goal of the lesson. 

[…]. During the lesson we have contact on how things work out.” (Ingrid D.)

DL in the learning houses is clearly visible, relates strongly to the primary process of education and teachers find ways 

to align their activities. Additionally, the learning houses seem to stimulate teachers to collectively learn and work on 

improving and innovating their teaching, as is described in the following statements:

“You see so much from each other. In three weeks time I have learned more from my 
colleagues here than I have in years at my previous school”. (Femke)

 

“We have tested a method for reading skills in several classes. […]. First we tested the level 
where students were. Then we used the method and tested students’ level again. 

Our study showed the method did not work. So we continue our search for a method 
that will help to improve reading skills”. (Ingrid H.)

“Once a month we set up a meeting to discuss if everything is going well. This can also be highly practi-
cal, for example ‘are we still using the right teaching materials?”. (Harmen)

Context 2: Coordinates
The second context where teachers influence school improvement and innovation are designated teams that are res-

ponsible for a certain ‘coordinate’ (subject). A coordinating teacher heads each of these teams. In total there are seven 

coordinates: ‘student care’, ‘art and culture’, ‘digital learning’, ‘thematic learning’, ‘self responsible learning’, ‘extra cur-

ricular learning’ and ‘community internship’. Overall, it seems that these teams are formally expected to bring about 

improvements and innovations in their area of interest, whereby they follow a systematic approach. Teijl, coordinator 

‘self responsible learning’, describes it as follows:

“I am responsible, together with my fellow coordinator, to do propositions in the area of self responsible 
learning, in order to improve education. That is my job. Each year I formulate objectives”.

Coordinators try and involve colleagues to cooperate with them, as Teijl describes:

“You conduct research, and you try to involve your colleagues. 
Together with others you try to develop things”. 

These teams and their coordinators are part of the formal organisation of Vathorst, i.e. they are officially described in 

the school guide as positions and coordinators had to apply for the job. The coordinates maintain contact with and 

are accountable to one of the section leaders. Therefore, similar to the learning houses, in the coordinates the leader-

plus aspect of DL is formally organised. Being part of a coordinate gives teachers the responsibility and opportunity 

to influence that specific area of focus. This area of focus (whether it is student care, self responsible learning or com-

munity internship) seems to be the main guiding principle and helps teachers in the coordinates to reach conjoint 

agency. 
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Context 3: Informal collaborations
In contrast to the coordinates, the third context where teachers cooperate on improvement and innovation, emerges in 

a more informal way. At Vathorst groups of teachers often take spontaneous initiatives to improve or innovate certain 

aspects of the school. In these informal collaborations teachers take influence purely based on their interests or in 

response to problems or questions they encounter in their daily work. An example is the initiative of Bob (science) and 

Frank (sociology) who together have designed a new course for fourth graders. They were both unsatisfied with the 

substitute that most schools start using for the general science course. They decided to design their own course, which 

became a combination of their respective areas of expertise. The example of these teachers shows how a shared pur-

pose (both wanting to design a better course) helps to find direction and reach conjoint agency.

In this third context the leader-plus aspect of DL is not formally enforced (as in the learning houses and the coordina-

tes), but is driven by a conducive atmosphere in the school and intrinsic motivation of teachers. There is ample oppor-

tunity to take initiative, without an approval from all colleagues. Teijl explains: 

“There is a creative atmosphere. I am not so much doing what my section leader wants me to do, but I 
am working from my own responsibility: ‘I think this is a good idea, or that is necessary, 

I think this could improve”. (Teijl)

Additionally, according to Teijl the school management does like to be informed on these new initiatives and ideas:

“Sometimes teachers take initiative: ‘Hey, I want to talk about this or that’. Then it is common to notify 
the school’s management. You have a lot of freedom, but the school management does not appreciate 

it when you drop an idea in the school without informing them”.

Context 4: Formal learning activities
Finally, at Vathorst there is an abundance of formally organised learning activities in which teachers and school ma-

nagement cooperatively learn. In contrast to the first three contexts, here there is not necessarily a direct objective to 

improve or innovate. Most mentioned (3 respondents) is a formal learning activity called “didactic coaching”, in which 

teachers are videotaped in their classroom. These videos are later analysed together with a “video coach”. Ingrid D. 

explains:

“This can be quite confronting. I make unexpected mistakes. But when you discuss 
it with colleagues, you get tips that help you work better”.

Other respondents (2) mention seminars where external speakers are invited. The school is also part of ASHOKA, 

an international network of schools and organisations that want to bring about social innovations. These formal 

activities are mainly focused on professional development of teachers and school leaders, and may (indirectly) lead to 

improvement and innovation. 

4.1.4 The role of the school leader in supporting DL and the PLC at Vathorst

In this paragraph we discuss several actions head master Jasmijn has taken to support DL and a professional learning 

community at Vathorst. 

Firstly, since a large part of Vathorst’s school improvement and innovation is formally organised in the coordinates, this 

means the formal leaders at Vathorst have a managerial tool to encourage DL and a PLC. They have the ability to assign 

coordinating teachers to these teams, to monitor the teams’ progress and suggest new coordinates if 

necessary. In other words, in this context Jasmijn and her fellow managers have - to a certain extent - formal control 

over DL and the PLC.
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Secondly, many teachers call Jasmijn and the other managers at Vathorst highly receptive of teacher’s ideas. 

“Our section leader Luuk stands open to many ideas”. (Harmen)

 “It is very easy to get in touch with Jasmijn or a section leader”. (Ingrid H.)

 “She tells us to come to her with ideas. […]. She invites people to give input”. (Arnoud)

This open minded and receptive attitude of formal leaders seems to add to the “creative atmosphere” at Vathorst that 

Teijl refers to (see earlier quote). In general, this attitude is vital for the innovative behaviour of teachers in the coordi-

nates and especially in the informal collaborations, as for example becomes clear in the following quote by Femke: 

“I think it all starts with a basic attitude of leaders that see opportunities rather than difficulties. 
I prefer chaos over people who are being held back in their creativity”.

Or in terms of our conceptual framework: this receptive attitude specifically supports the leader-plus aspect of DL.

Thirdly, Jasmijn clearly takes initiative to map and describe the school’s vision. In doing so, Jasmijn has involved all 

stakeholders of the school: 

“We have set up a workgroup in which every segment of the school was represented and all 
colleagues could get involved. And of course students. First, we checked if our vision was still 
correct, and it was. Then we started thinking what we wanted to reach in the next few years 

and how we could realise those goals. I have my own ideas about that, but we have to 
shape such a process together”. (Jasmijn)

Jasmijn and her colleagues refer to the school’s vision as “the intention of Vathorst”. The intention is to “get the best 

out of ourselves, out of others and out of the world”. Thereby everyone can work in a way that suits him or her best. 

Important principles that people at Vathorst work from are equality and positivity. Femke explains that Jasmijn has 

formulated the intention based on all activities that were being taken within the school: “It turns out we all have the 

same basic attitude”. Several teachers (5) express their appreciation for Jasmijn taking on this role. This shows that the 

content of the school’s vision and the process Jasmijn has followed to formulate it support conjoint agency within the 

school.

Fourthly, if ideas fit within the school’s vision, Jasmijn and other managers make sure these ideas are supported, for 

example by providing extra time for teachers to work on these ideas. An example is the new course that Bob and 

Frank have developed (see DL and the PLC above). First, they worked on the course in their own free time. When 

Jasmijn picked up the idea she was enthusiastic and reserved extra time for the two teachers in the new school year. 

Bob and Frank can now also involve other colleagues in their plans. The goal is to make the course an integral part of 

the school’s curriculum. Jasmijn herself explains her attitude:

“I literally ask what teachers need. […]. That is my role, to help realise an idea”.

On the one hand, this offers the opportunity for teachers to influence change in the school (leader-plus). On the other 

hand, Jasmijn and the other managers carry decision power over which ideas become reality and which do not, as is 

expressed in this statement by Bob:
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“I do not receive time for all my ideas. What I do get is appreciation and opportunity to 
work on ideas. […]. Ideas have to fit within the cadres that are set by management, 

but they trust us as professionals”. (Bob)

Thereby Jasmijn can ensure that ideas are aligned with the school’s vision, which contributes to conjoint agency. In 

addition to this role as facilitator of ideas, this also gives formal leaders a managerial tool and dominant position over 

teachers. To a certain extent they decide whether ideas become reality or not. Teijl doubts if the formal leadership at 

Vathorst fully acknowledges this dominance they have over teachers:

“My supervisor also evaluates me. There is a certain inequality in that situation. 
Formal leaders within our school sometimes downplay this inequality”.

Finally, Jasmijn and her fellow managers also often bring in ideas themselves. For example, Jasmijn has initiated 

Vathorst’s membership of the ASHOKA network (see DL and the PLC above) and on the day of our case study she invi-

ted an external speaker to provide a workshop for eight interested teachers on RTTI (a method to measure professio-

nal development of teachers). At the start of the workshop Jasmijn explained the group of teachers that she has been 

working with RTTI on her previous school, and that she thinks it could be of help for Vathorst. She invited the teachers 

to figure out for themselves if RTTI could be useful for them. 

4.1.5 Additional conditions for DL and the PLC at Vathorst

Conditions at school level
Several additional conditions at school level are supportive of DL and the PLC at Vathorst. As we have seen in the 

previous paragraph on DL and the PLC, Jasmijn has taken initiative to formulate the school’s vision. This ‘intention of 

Vathorst’ is a guiding principle for developing new ideas on improvement and innovation. Five teachers we have in-

terviewed indeed consider the school’s intention as the main guiding principle in their behaviour. This vision ensures 

that people’s ideas are aligned in the same direction and thereby supports conjoint agency. Bob, for example, says: “It 

is very clear what our goal and vision are, and because they are so widely acknowledged in the school, all initiatives 

are in line with that goal and vision”. Even more outspoken on how the school’s vision guides teacher’s initiatives is 

Dutch language teacher Femke:

“Everything is based on an extremely clear vision about how we look at children. 
Our behaviour derives from that vision”.

Indeed, respondents have a similar notion on what Vathorst’s intention constitutes: i.a. working with children from a 

positive perspective, supporting children to get the best out of themselves, helping them become self responsible 

citizens, and approaching each other based on equality. Luuk calls this vision the “framework” in which initiatives may 

take place. This clear and seemingly shared vision, and the work- and educational practice that derive from it, also 

lead to a selection of personnel. Those who endorse Vathorst’s vision will stay, while those who do not often leave 

after a year:

“You must take firm decisions based on your vision. Dare to be radical. 
Then people will leave who do not share your vision”. (Femke)

In addition to the school’s vision it seems that the practical application of Vathorst’s intention to their work- and edu-

cational practice is at least as decisive for DL and the PLC. Several statements point in this direction:
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“When we are working at the learning house we have to cooperate. The three of us have to do the 
same things. Of course there can be minor differences; one teacher works somewhat differently than 

the other. Students also know this. But the bottom line is that we as a team propagate the same way of 
doing things, because in this construction you are forced to cooperate. You have to choose a conjoint 

approach to teaching”. (Bob)

“We have an open culture, partly due to the learning house concept. 
You cannot hide behind the walls of your classroom”. (Ingrid D.)

“Perhaps the four art courses, which students start with in the first grade, 
provide a lot of opportunity for creative development”. (Bob)

“You choose to cooperate with colleagues because you want to teach thematically”. (Ingrid H.)

“The matinees are really good for cooperation with teachers from other subjects”. (Monica)

Conditions at team level
At team level there appears to be a working culture that stems from the shared vision and educational practice des-

cribed above. Several statements sum up what this working culture entails:

 “In our school it is okay to make mistakes”. (Ingrid H.)

 “There is a very inviting attitude towards people to bring in ideas”. (Arnoud) 

Although there is opportunity to “make mistakes” and “bring in ideas”, teachers and managers at Vathorst find it 

important to give each other feedback on the quality of their work. At the same time, they critically reflect on their 

ability to do so. For example:

“At a learning house you are one of four links, so the others will definitely 
watch how you do things”. (Bob)

“Since we are so dependent on each other, you must be able to discuss things. Sometimes this 
can be hard; how do you do that? You are respectful towards each other, but sometimes 

you also want to make a clear point”. (Ingrid D.)

“For many people, including myself, giving feedback to others about things that 
are not going well is a challenge”. (Arnoud)

“Giving feedback is not always going well. It is still something we have to pay attention to. We are 
working in the same learning house team for a few years, so automatically you will say more, but it still 

takes courage to give a person feedback on his behaviour”. (Femke)

Conditions at individual level
When we asked teachers and managers what it takes for an individual teacher to work at Vathorst, they described a 

clear and similar profile of the ‘ideal teacher’ at Vathorst. That teacher is first of all a teacher who feels responsible for 

school improvement and likes to take initiative:

“What’s most important, is that everybody feels partly responsible for where the school is headed. […]. 
Here colleagues have no trouble doing a little extra, because they feel responsible”. (Ingrid H.)
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Probably at least equally important is the ability and willingness (or desire?) to constantly cooperate with colleagues:

“There is one thing all colleagues must have in common, and that is being able to work at a learning 
house. That is basic and inevitable. You have to enjoy that and be good at it. […]. That also means that 

you have to be able to cooperate with your colleagues”. (Luuk)

Finally, ‘flexibility’ is also an important characteristic of teachers at Vathorst, best described by Ingrid H.:

“I think you have to be really flexible and that you have to accept 
that nothing ever goes as you expected”.

This profile seems necessary in a working environment that is so strongly focused on improvement and innovation, 

such as at Vathorst. At the same time, it also leads to high work pressure. Several respondents have told us that this is 

currently an urgent issue at Vathorst. 

4.1.6 Recap case Vathorst

In table E we have systematically summed up the main features of the Vathorst case, organised by the concepts in our 

theoretical framework: DL and the PLC, the school leader and other conditions.

Table E. Summary of DL and the PLC, the school leader and other conditions in Vathorst College.

 Contexts for DL and the PLC Role of the school leader Other conditions

 • Learning houses: pedagogical leadership. • Basic attitude of receptivity for teacher’s ideas. • Radical choices in the educational practice that  
      are based on the school’s vision: framework for  
 • Coordinates: formally organised DL. • Mapping and formulating the school’s vision.  new initiatives and a method of selection for  
      personnel.
 • Informal collaborations: ad hoc initiatives to  • Supporting ideas that fit within the school’s vision. 
  improve or innovate.   • Culture in which making mistakes is okay, yet
   • Bring in own ideas for improvement, innovation  there is also ample opportunity for feedback on
  • Formal learning activities.  and professional development, and invite teachers  each other’s work. 
    to discuss these ideas.
     • Responsible, pro-active, cooperative and flexible  
      teachers.

4.2 Primary school: Willibrordus (Deurningen)

4.2.1 General description of the school

Willibrordus is a Roman Catholic elementary school in Deurningen, in the far eastern part of The Netherlands. In 

2014 208 pupils attended Willibrordus. This is a slight drop in comparison to 2009, when 225 pupils were registered. 

Administratively, Willibrordus is part of Stichting Konot (Katholiek Onderwijs Noord Oost Twente), a school board 

that supervises 22 catholic elementary schools in four municipalities in the middle eastern part of The Netherlands. 

Additionally, Willibrordus is strongly affiliated to nearby elementary school Bernardus. The head master of 

Willibrordus is also head master at Bernardus. 

Willibrordus’ organisational structure is comparable to most Dutch elementary schools. The school has a head master 

(Jasper). Jasper is present half the time (the other half he works at Bernardus), and Willibrordus also has a full time 

‘location manager’ (Gerben), who is also teaching two days per week. A total of seventeen teachers are working at 

Willibrordus. Two teachers are mainly ‘internal counsellor’, which means they are i.a. responsible for children with 

special needs. Additionally, Willibrordus employs a music teacher and a janitor. 
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4.2.2 Educational practice at Willibrordus

Willibrordus has in many ways a mainstream educational practice. Pupils are following lessons with children from the 

same age. Math, reading and language are taught classically through a combination of instruction and independently 

working on assignments. The school has taken specific measures for children with special needs, such as highly intel-

ligent children or children with dyslexia. Two educational practices stand out at Willibrordus. Firstly, since 2015 the 

school has introduced ‘Snappet’ , a fully digital approach to teaching in which pupils from fourth grade use tablets 

to work on individual assignments. Teachers have the opportunity to directly monitor pupils’ progress and possible 

difficulties. Secondly, colleagues at Willibrordus work together according to Stephen Covey’s ‘Leader in me’  principles. 

In short this means that teachers and managers at Willibrordus are proactive, set goals and work together based on 

equality. For the school year 2016-2017 the school also wants to start using these principles in the classroom with 

pupils.

4.2.3 Distributed leadership and professional learning community at Willibrordus

At Willibrordus, we have identified three contexts in which teachers and school leaders work on improvement and 

innovation and where distributed leadership and professional learning community are manifest. Table F gives an 

overview and a brief description of these contexts. 

Table F. Contexts within Willibrordus where DL and the PLC are manifest.

 Context DL and the PLC
 
 
 1. Autonomy for teachers In general teachers at Willibrordus have a large amount of discretion in the context of shaping their work.

 2. Working groups Willibrordus currently works with five working groups that are responsible for improving and innovating in a certain area of focus. 

 3. Formal learning activities All sorts of mostly formally organised learning activities that teachers of Willibrordus undertake.

We will discuss these three contexts in more detail below.

Context 1: Autonomy for teachers
At Willibrordus teachers are bound by very little rules and administrative burdens while shaping their work. Several 

respondents have given examples of this large amount of autonomy:

“Lately we have far less team meetings. We discuss many things through e-mail. 
Team meetings are only for really important issues”. (Teacher Hetty)

“What teachers do with their pupils, taking a step back, that is also what we do with our teachers”. 
(Location leader Gerben)

“You are not obligated to stay until 4.30 pm. Teachers are free to decide when they want
to leave. I cannot tell them how to reach their goals, they are far better at that themselves”. 

(Head master Jasper)

According to teacher and internal counsellor Dorien, due to this autonomy she is more likely to do extra work when 

asked:

“Jasper does not check on us at all. If you want to go home at 3 pm, that’s fine. 
As long as the quality of your work is okay, it does not matter where you work. […]. 

If now I am asked to do a little extra, I will do it”.
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In this first context specific aspects of DL or a PLC do not yet directly become visible. Yet, as Dorien’s statement shows, 

hardly being hindered by rules and obligations does motivate her to take on certain extra tasks. Most other teachers 

also praise their autonomy at Willibrordus and relate it to higher motivation. For example, Hetty states: ”Team mee-

tings are now more meaningful and I attend them with a different attitude than before”. Furthermore, when asked 

how improvement and innovation at Willibrordus come about, Marlijn says: “It is very important not to impose any-

thing on anybody, but to make room for everyone’s opinion”. These statements seem to suggest that a large amount 

of autonomy for teachers indirectly leads to DL and a PLC at Willibrordus. 

Context 2: Working groups
Secondly, in order to work on specific improvements and innovations, Willibrordus currently has five active working 

groups. Similar to Vathorst’s coordinates, these working groups are teams of teachers that work on a specific area of 

focus. Whenever teachers or managers encounter problems in the primary process or elsewhere, they can suggest 

during team meetings to set up a working group that works on these problems. 

The five current working groups at Willibrordus work on the following themes: ‘webclass’, “inquiry learning”, “leader 

in me”, “reading skills” and “English language”. These themes emerge from a collective team decision. This collective 

decision process seems a central feature of the way of working at Willibrordus:

 “We always discuss things together. We talk about it with the entire team” (Hetty)

 “We take every educational decision together”. (Jasper)

“We take all decisions together. We do not have endless team meetings, 
but we do make choices together”. (Marlijn)

“We do things together. Things are never initiated top-down, because that does not work”. (Dorien)

It seems that conjoint agency at school level is to a large extent supported through this collective decision making 

process. This ensures that everyone in the school is committed to the objectives that are set for the next period or 

school year.

Once the themes are determined, teachers can specify their preference for a working group, and Jasper and Gerben 

assign each teacher to one or more working groups. Hereby DL and the PLC are formally organised at Willibrordus, 

similar to Vathorst’s coordinates. Teachers can claim leadership on a specific theme through signing up for a working 

group (leader-plus). 

Within the working groups the themes are the main guiding principles and support team members to reach conjoint 

agency. Additionally, in the working groups conjoint agency is reached through allocating specific roles to team 

members. The working groups derive these roles from the ‘leader in me’ theory:

“Based on the ’leader in me’ theory, you get a certain role. We have a chairman, someone who 
runs communication, someone who is concerned with ICT, etcetera”. 

Finally, the working groups make use of all sorts of instruments to inform other colleagues on their progress, such as 

yearly plans, study days, team meetings and e-mails. This ensures that the individual working groups keep working in 

the direction the entire school has collaboratively set during the decision making process. 

Unlike the coordinates at Vathorst, the working groups at Willibrordus do not have a formally designated team leader. 

Yet, a formal leader or one of the internal counsellors is always part of a working group. According to internal counsel-

lor Dorien they often take on a leading role:
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“I am part of working groups “web class” and “inquiry learning”. I was sort of an initiator in those 
groups. Often a manager or internal counsellor takes on that role. Colleagues find that pleasant, they 

often have less time because they have their groups. […]. We take minutes and that’s helpful for every-
one. You need someone who takes the lead otherwise it does not lead to anything”.

Teacher Aafje describes a similar division of labour, but adds that also teachers who follow specific education may 

take on a leading role:

“Normally, the internal counsellor, someone that attends a relevant course or someone who is inte-
rested in the topic at hand takes the lead. But, we do not officially assign that role”.

Yet, it seems that the leading role these colleagues claim does not frustrate a constructive collaboration in the wor-

king groups. For example, teacher Hetty explains:

“Someone in the working group always makes sure we make appointments for the next team meeting. 
Other than that we communicate on an equal level”.

The working groups are disbanded when their objectives are realised. 

Context 3: Formal learning activities
Thirdly, teachers at Willibrordus participate in formally organised learning activities, such as Masters or courses. 

Gerben explains that these professional learning activities help teachers to come up with ideas for improvement of 

the school:

“Everyone can contribute and come up with ideas. Teachers follow all sorts of trainings, 
so they have plenty ideas”

Additionally, at Willibrordus it is common to collectively learn through organised and unorganised observations of 

each other’s lessons, as is for example described by Hetty:

“At other schools teachers often find it difficult to be observed by colleagues in their classroom. 
That is no problem here at all. I tell colleagues that they can come and have a look. 

I have no problem with that”.

One example we have discussed with several respondents suggests that professional learning activities at times 

help to reach conjoint agency at Willibrordus. This was the case when Jasper wanted to introduce the ‘leader in me’ 

principles in the primary process for pupils. Teachers and managers already worked together based on these princi-

ples, but Jasper wanted to apply them in the classroom as well. Not all teachers, for example Aafje, were immediately 

convinced that this would work. Rather than enforcing his plan, Jasper created space for everyone to share his or her 

concerns about ‘leader in me’ in the classroom. An important concern of teachers had to do with a lack of knowledge. 

Next, Jasper organised visits to other Dutch schools and even a study trip to Canada, along with teachers from other 

Konot schools. This led to enthusiasm and commitment from all teachers at Willibrordus to start applying ‘leader in 

me’ in the classroom in the current school year. 

4.2.4 The role of the school leader in supporting DL and the PLC at Willibrordus

In this paragraph we discuss several actions head master Jasper and location leader Gerben have taken to support 

DL and the PLC at Willibrordus. 
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Firstly, as described in the previous paragraph, teachers at Willibrordus have a large amount of autonomy in shaping 

their work. This stems from a deep conviction of Jasper and Gerben that teachers are professionals and hence motiva-

ted and able to deliver quality work. They explain as follows:

 “I like to give people space, I do not see any need to intervene”. (Gerben)

“The first step is to realise that you cannot do things all by yourself. You have to minimize your own role. 
I am not the best teacher at this school, and I know that”. (Jasper)

Teachers also acknowledge this attitude of Jasper and Gerben. For example, Judith explains:

 

“Jasper trusts us and gives us responsibility. You can organise a lot yourself and 
I do not need his permission before I take action”.

This seems to support a pro-active attitude of teachers (see for example Dorien’s earlier quote), which is necessary 

for DL and a PLC. On the other hand, there are certain subjects where especially Jasper takes on a very strong and di-

rective leading role. He has a clear picture of what it takes for a teacher to work at Willibrordus. That picture is largely 

based on the ‘leader in me’ principles: teachers have to take initiative on issues that the group has decided to work 

on and they have to be able to deal with the autonomy at Willibrordus. Jasper will intervene if he thinks a teacher 

does not live up to that expectation. This intervention first means that he openly asks the teacher what is going on. 

Then he will explain the teacher what is expected of him or her. If the teacher cannot live up to that, it could lead to 

resignation:

 Interviewer: “What if someone does not feel like being proactive?”

Jasper: “Then I will try to find out why that is. I truly believe that everyone is basically proactive. 
If they are not, they probably do not feel ownership over what we are doing here. My assumption is that 
when people do feel that, they want to contribute. We have had these people in the past, but they have 
also left again. I am resolute at these things. The team also wants me to intervene in these cases. […]. 

If you do not want to do what we have agreed to do, you do not fit here”.

Gerben is a little less direct when he speaks of teachers who are less proactive than is expected. 

“I would still make sure not to respond in a traditional manner. Based on our vision, in which 
Stephen Covey’s ‘leader in me’ is crucial, I would still approach that teacher in a positive way. 

I would encourage him or her to take initiative. Otherwise it will not work”.

Yet, also he adds that it could in the end “not work”. Interestingly, when we asked the chairman of the board of 

‘Stichting Konot’ (who supervises Willibrordus) how he supports DL and the PLC within his schools, he replied with a 

similar answer as Jasper:

“From me this may require a directive sort of leadership. I work here now since six years. 
We now have 22 schools and eleven head masters, instead of 20 head masters when I started. […]. 

We also let go some of the head masters, in some cases because they would retire, but in some cases 
also because I did not think it was the right person for the job”.

Both Jasper and the chairman of the board explain how the ambitions they have set for their school(s), can only be 

achieved with people who have a pro-active attitude. When people cannot cope with these expectations, formal 

leaders have to take measures. 
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Secondly, Jasper takes initiative in formulating the school’s vision (see conditions at school level), he checks up on 

the progress of the working groups and assigns people with the required expertise and affinity to a specific working 

group (see paragraph on DL and the PLC). This supports the leader-plus aspect of DL and the PLC within Willibrordus, 

especially in the working groups. Yet also, teachers praise Jasper’s receptivity for feedback from others:

 “We can always come to him if we do not agree with something” (Hetty)

“Jasper is very ambitious and sometimes we feel like he wants to do too much. 
We can tell him that”. (Judith)

This receptive attitude seems to support the generally pro-active attitude of teachers (both in their own working 

situation, in the working groups and in taking on formal learning activities). 

4.2.5 Additional conditions for DL and the PLC at Willibrordus

Conditions at school and team level
When we asked respondents what supports DL and the PLC at Willibrordus, four respondents would refer to the 

school’s vision. For example, Gerben explains how everything that happens within the school must be in accordance 

with the school’s vision. Similarly, Hetty tells us that the vision is the basic principle that people at Willibrordus work 

from. This finding is similar to what most respondents at Vathorst reported. Jasper explains Willibrordus’ vision as 

follows:

“The essence of our vision is that each child must be able to develop to his or her full potential. When 
we speak of full potential, we mean cognitively but also socially”.

He immediately adds that there is nothing particularly unique about this vision:

“When you read the school’s vision, you see there is nothing unique about it. Other schools in 
The Netherlands will largely have the same vision. But the process, collectively building this vision, that 

helps us to take decisions. We can easily determine if something fits within our vision or not”.

It seems indeed that teachers are familiar with the school’s vision and underscore it. Yet, what seems mostly decisive 

for teachers’ and managers’ behaviour (and what is thus supportive of DL and a PLC) is the practical application of this 

vision in the working practice of Willibrordus. This practical application is fuelled by Stephen Covey’s ‘leader in me’ 

principles and affects tools, structures and ways of working:

“The vision also ensures our professional culture. […] you should not burden teachers with 
more team meetings than necessary”. (Gerben)

“We work with ‘one page plans’. The set up is simple: motivation, actions, targets, and timeline. This is 
accessible for everyone. Each working group has a one page plan. The working group takes action and 

ensures that we evaluate with the entire team” (Jasper)

“It is important to be able to let go. Someone else can do things in a different way. 
That is not necessarily wrong. Covey also points that out”. (Marieke)

In addition to working from Covey’s principles as a team, in this school year Willibrordus will also start applying these 

principles within the primary process with pupils (see earlier). 
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Conditions at individual level
Teachers and school leaders at Willibrordus seem to have a strong relatedness, which is both personally pleasant and 

supports a professional dialogue:

“The professional culture at this school is crucial for our success. This means that you approach people 
in the same way you wish to be approached. And that you communicate openly”. (Dorien)

“We are a professional school: you can give your opinion, also if somebody else does not agree”. (Aafje)

“There is a lot of respect. People are open to the other and want to learn from each other”. (Jasper)

All respondents we have interviewed have underlined this professional relatedness. This type of relatedness seems 

vital for cooperatively working on improvement and innovation (for example in the working groups) and for collec-

tive and individual professional development. 

Furthermore, when we asked the respondents at Willibrordus what it takes for a teacher to work at this school, a clear 

profile of the teacher at Willibrordus came forward. This teacher feels responsible, is pro active, is not afraid to try out 

new things and wants to work together with colleagues. Here Stephen Covey’s ideas are the main source of inspi-

ration. As we have seen before, if teachers cannot meet these requirements, this may ultimately (but certainly not 

directly) lead to resignation. 

4.2.6 Recap case Willibrordus

In table G we have systematically summed up the main features of the Willibrordus case, organised by the main con-

cepts in our theoretical framework: DL and the PLC, the school leader and other conditions.

Table G. Summary of DL and the PLC, the school leader and other conditions in Willibrordus.

 Contexts for DL and the PLC Role of the school leader Other conditions

 
 • Autonomy for teachers in work and  • Giving large autonomy to teachers based on the • The school’s vision and the practical application
  primary process.  conviction that teachers are professionals.  of the vision in work and educational practice.

 • Working groups: formally organised DL. • Having a clear picture of what it takes for teachers • Professional relatedness.
    to work at Willibrordus. Intervene if necessary.
 • Formal learning activities.   • Responsible, pro-active, innovative and
   • Capture and formulate the school’s vision.  collaborative teachers
 
   • Assign and compose working groups.

   • Check progress of working groups.

   • Receptive to feedback. 
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5 Conclusion

This study into good practices of DL and a PLC was ignited by our findings in a previous study that we conducted in 

close cooperation with AVS and published earlier this year (Hulsbos, Van Langevelde, & Evers, 2016). The main findings 

of that study were that a strong emphasis on professional development and distributed leadership in schools are both 

necessary for school improvement and innovation. Additionally, our study showed that one of school leaders’ main 

roles is to support teachers in applying their knowledge and expertise on urgent work-related questions. Or, as two 

main contemporary educational thinkers articulate, school leaders are the “gate keepers” of distributed leadership 

(Harris, 2008) and are supposed to be “leading learning” (Fullan, 2014). Yet, our study also showed that in the schools 

we studied there is often a lack of a distributed leadership practice, individual and collective professional development 

and a supportive school leader. Therefore, the goal of our present study was to learn from good practice schools that 

to a large extend work from the principles of DL and a PLC. From these good practice schools, our study aims to learn 

how DL and a PLC are manifest in practice, what the school leader can do to support DL and a PLC and what other 

conditions are supportive of DL and a PLC.

The central research questions that guided our study were:

1) What do distributed leadership and a professional learning community look like in good practice schools?

2) What is the role of the school leader in supporting distributed leadership and a professional learning community?  

3) Which additional conditions at school, team and individual level support distributed leadership and a professional 

learning community?

In this chapter we will answer our main research questions (paragraph 5.1 to 5.3). Next we will formulate recommen-

dations for practice (5.4), and suggest directions for future research in this area (5.5). 

5.1 DL and a PLC in good practice schools

After a comprehensive selection process that entailed both quantitative (a short survey) and qualitative data (group 

interviews), we have selected one primary and one secondary school as good practices: primary school Willibrordus 

and the Vathorst College. Our survey led to six schools that statistically qualified as good practice. One school did not 

take our invitation for a group interview. The subsequent five group interviews in the remaining schools showed that 

all of these schools indeed clearly showed DL and a PLC. Yet, Willibrordus and Vathorst stood out, because they applied 

aspects of DL and a PLC at multiple levels in the school. For example, both schools use (or will soon start to use) prin-

ciples of DL and a PLC in their educational practice with pupils, next to applying these principles in their cooperation 

with each other.

When we studied how DL and a PLC are manifest in both schools, we also discovered differences. In the next two sub 

paragraphs we will respectively discuss Vathorst and Willibrordus. Then we will in more general terms discuss DL and a 

PLC at good practice schools (5.1.3).

5.1.1 DL and a PLC at Vathorst

At Vathorst DL and a PLC become visible in:

1. The learning houses. The learning houses are a main feature of Vathorst’s educational practice. Teachers work toge-

ther with two or three colleagues in a large space and simultaneously teach four groups. A learning house team of 

around ten teachers is fully responsible for the quality of education in their learning house.
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2. Coordinates. Vathorst has seven active ‘coordinates’. These are teams of teachers that are responsible and held ac-

countable for development around their theme. The coordinates are comparable to Willibrordus’ working groups, 

but are more formally organised. They are led by a designated coordinating teacher that had to apply for the job. 

Also, the coordinators are an official position in Vathorst’s school structure. 

3. Ad hoc informal collaborations between teachers. Next to the formal coordinates, teachers often find each other to 

work on specific improvements or innovations. These are not the result of an assignment or set objectives (such 

as is the case in the coordinates), but derive from teacher’s own experience or interests. These improvements and 

innovations may become wider applicable if school leaders support it. 

4. Formal learning activities. Similar to Willibrordus, at Vathorst teachers also participate in all sorts of formal learning.

The learning houses are a daily educational practice in which it is unavoidable to cooperate with colleagues, use each 

other’s expertise and collaborate on improving teaching. The coordinates have a similar effect. Teachers are supposed

to work on innovation in their coordinate. These contexts are basically ways to formally organise DL and a PLC. The 

same applies to context 4, because teachers are required to participate in these formal learning activities, such as 

study days and video coaching. The ad hoc informal collaborations seem to be the result of the informal creative 

atmosphere at Vathorst. This atmosphere entails among other things a receptive attitude of school leaders (see para-

graph 5.2) and a clear profile of the ideal Vathorst teacher (see paragraph 5.3).

5.1.2 DL and a PLC at Willibrordus

At Willibrordus DL and a PLC become visible in:

1) A large amount of autonomy for teachers in how they organise work and the primary process. Teacher autonomy 

at Willibrordus means there are very little rules on how teachers shape their work and very little administrative 

burdens. For example, although only a small number of plenary team meetings take place at Willibrordus, they are 

always centred on educational matters and are therefore meaningful. School leaders Jasper and Gerben have the 

conviction that teachers do not need to be controlled in such a way.

2) Designated working groups that work on specific educational themes. The working groups are the result of collec-

tive decisions to work on themes that require specific attention. Teachers can sign up for working groups of their 

liking and the school leaders assign all teachers to one or more working groups. The working groups work accor-

ding to roles, tools to organise their work and inform the other teachers of their progress. 

3) Formal learning activities. Teachers follow all sorts of individual and collective learning activities, such as courses, 

trainings and Master’s. 

As becomes clear from these descriptions, context 1 is mostly the result of Jasper’s and Gerben’s conceptions of 

teachers. Teacher autonomy at Willibrordus could therefore be described as a main cultural aspect in the school 

that makes DL and a PLC possible. The other contexts, especially the working groups, are basically ways to formally 

organise DL and a PLC. Teachers have to cooperate in a working group, are expected to bring about change and are 

accountable to the school leaders and their colleagues. 

These three contexts affect each other. For example, teachers that externally follow Master’s (context 3) often bring 

in ideas for improvement at Willibrordus and take on leading roles in the working groups (context 2). Additionally, se-

veral teachers explained that due to the autonomy they experience over their work (context 1) they are more prone to 

take on extra tasks next to their teaching (contexts 2 and 3). Here the strong connection between and the significance 

of both a PLC and DL become clear.

5.1.3 DL and a PLC in good practice schools

Distributed leadership’s main feature is that it disconnects leadership from a formal or hierarchical position (Spillane, 

2006). Rather than equating leadership to those in formal leadership roles, DL “…encompasses both formal and in-

formal forms of leadership…” (Harris, 2014, p. 54). Although at first sight this may seem paradoxical, our study nevert-
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heless shows that DL can be supported within formally organised working collectives, such as the learning houses at 

Vathorst and the working groups in both schools. To a certain extent, here school leaders have a formal management 

tool to support DL. The same goes for a PLC, judging from the fact that both good practice schools make ample use of 

formal learning activities. 

Yet, on the other hand, this formal organisation of DL and a PLC does not go without a school culture that is characte-

rised by a large amount of teacher autonomy, creativity and cooperation between teachers. For example, teachers at 

Willibrordus are more likely to be committed to the working groups as a result of the autonomy they experience in 

their daily work. Similarly, at Vathorst teachers often praise the creative culture and the opportunities to work together 

with colleagues. 

The main difference in the way DL and a PLC are manifest in Willibrordus and Vathorst is that teachers at Vathorst are 

involved in numerous informal collaborations to bring about improvement and innovation. Although teachers at 

Willibrordus also learn collectively (such as in video coaching), collaboration between teachers for school improve-

ment generally takes place within the formally organised working groups. Vathorst also seems to have a more flexible 

and innovative school culture. Yet on the other hand, high work pressure is an urgent issue at Vathorst, which may be 

the result of a constant appeal to teachers to be proactive and work on improvement and innovation. At Willibrordus 

improvement and innovation is limited to the working groups, at Vathorst there are no limits in trying out new things. 

DL is often seen as a main school characteristic to support professional development of teachers (Kessels, 2012; 

Hulsbos, Evers, & Kessels, 2016). Additionally, Vathorst and Willibrordus show that this relationship also works vice 

versa. Both schools lay a strong emphasis on professional development (both formally organised and informally 

supported) that helps teachers to gain new ideas and take influence from their acquired expertise.

5.2 Role of the school leader

In the interviews we held with teachers and school leaders at the good practice schools, one of our main objectives 

was to unravel the school leader’s role in supporting DL and a PLC. Below we will subsequently discuss the school 

leader at Vathorst (5.2.1) and at Willibrordus (5.2.2). There are some striking similarities between the two, which we 

describe in paragraph 5.2.3.

5.2.1 The school leader at Vathorst

As we have seen in the previous paragraph, DL and a PLC at Vathorst are manifest both in formally organised contexts 

and in informally emerging collaborations. This firstly means that the school leader at Vathorst has formal instruments 

to support DL and a PLC. Additionally, it requires an informal attitude that supports a culture in which DL and a PLC 

can flourish.

First of all, through setting up the coordinates and assigning teachers as coordinators, head master Jasmijn and her 

fellow managers have laid a structural ground for DL and a PLC to emerge at Vathorst. Additionally, Jasmijn has taken 

action to formulate Vathorst’s school vision. She did this by involving all stakeholders and by observing what people 

at Vathorst were doing in their daily work. Therefore, teachers at Vathorst recognize themselves in the school’s vision. 

Subsequently, the school’s vision is accepted as a general benchmark to judge new ideas; those that are in line with 

the school’s vision will be facilitated. This gives Jasmijn and her colleagues another tool to find direction and support 

conjoint agency within the school. This formal organisation of DL and a PLC is accompanied by the school leader’s 

high receptivity of teachers’ ideas. Jasmijn is always curious about initiatives and ideas that teachers work on, and she 

shows great appreciating of these initiatives and ideas. If small initiatives may be interesting for the entire school, she 

will facilitate teachers to make it bigger. Finally, it is remarkable that Jasmijn and her colleagues are not solely suppor-

tive of teachers’ ideas but bring in ideas themselves. As numerous authors on DL note, DL does not rule out the school 

leader’s leadership, but means that both those in formal and informal positions can claim leadership (Harris, 2014; 

Spillane, 2006). What seems vital in Vathorst’s leadership practice is not one’s position, but the basis on which one 

exerts influence and the way one claims influence. For example, the day we visited Vathorst, Jasmijn took influence in 
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school improvement by inviting an expert to present the idea of RTTI, a method to monitor teacher professional deve-

lopment. Rather than communicating this to the entire school as a complete plan, she invited specific teachers (that 

have affinity with such a method) and asked them to investigate for themselves whether and how RTTI could be useful 

for their practice. This is important, because it asks the teachers to also claim leadership in this area; if they consider it a 

good idea, they are part of a committed group. The way Jasmijn has introduced this possible new way of working with 

the teachers, shows similarities with the way Jasper has introduced ‘leader in me’. 

5.2.2 The school leader at Willibrordus

At Willibrordus, DL and a PLC manifest as large autonomy for teachers over their work, designated working groups and 

formal learning activities. In all these contexts school leader Jasper and location leader Gerben play an explicit role. 

They combine a specific way of approaching teachers (informal aspects of their role) with very clear managerial tools 

to support DL and a PLC (the formal aspects of their role).

The autonomy teachers experience over their work is strongly related to Jasper’s and Gerben’s conception of teachers. 

This is an important aspect of their informal role in supporting DL and a PLC. Both have full trust in teachers’ profes-

sionalism and do not see any need to overly manage or control teachers’ way of working. This is highly appreciated by 

Willibrordus’s teachers and, as we have seen in paragraph 5.1, it also leads to commitment of teachers for the working 

groups. In that way, the school leaders at Willibrordus indirectly support DL and a PLC in the working groups by giving 

teachers autonomy in their daily work. In line with their conception of teachers, Jasper and Gerben are also receptive 

of teachers’ feedback on their behaviour. This is important, because especially Jasper can - at times - launch ideas 

that not all teachers are comfortable with. His receptiveness for feedback makes it easier for teachers to express their 

feelings. 

In addition to this informal role, school leaders at Willibrordus have formally built a clear structural ground for DL and 

a PLC through the working groups. These groups follow a methodical way of working, which does not seem to conflict 

with teachers’ experience of autonomy. Rather it helps the working groups to organise their work and stick to the 

plan. This is also possible because everybody at Willibrordus has a say in what should be subject of a working group. 

This collective decision process is at the core of Willibrordus’s way of working, as is shown by several statements of 

respondents. Here Jasper and Gerben play an important role, because they involve all teachers in that decision making 

process. After such a collective decision has been made, Jasper and Gerben have a certain mandate to assign teachers 

to the working groups and monitor the progress of the working groups. Furthermore, it is very interesting to note that 

Jasper “uses” professional development activities (visiting other schools, an international study trip) to create commit-

ment for a new way of working (‘leader in me’). Rather than enforcing his vision or ideas, thereby he creates space for 

teachers to become familiar with the idea and adjust it to their own practice. A final seemingly very important formal 

way of supporting DL and a PLC, is the expectations Jasper and Gerben express of their teachers. They have a clear 

picture of the ideal teacher; proactive, responsible and willing to cooperate. School leaders at Willibrordus, especially 

head master Jasper, assure that teachers have the ability and the willingness to work in such a way. 

5.2.3 Formal school leadership at good practice schools

Although the school leaders at both good practice schools have their own specific ways of working (for example 

Jasmijn is full time head master at Vathorst, while Jasper has two schools under his care) and work in different contexts 

(Vathorst is a secondary school and much larger than the primary school Willibrordus) we see some striking similarities 

in the way they shape their formal role and are supportive of DL and a PLC. In essence they combine an informal role 

to support teachers to take influence and bring in ideas and formal tools to enable and necessitate it. 

• Informally they are receptive for teachers’ ideas, show great trust in teachers’ professionalism and support teachers 

to expand ideas. As a study by Sijbom (2013) has shown, managers’ receptivity for creative ideas of employees is 

decisive for organisational change to come about. Both school leaders have mastered this receptiveness.

• Formally they use several managerial tools to enable and necessitate DL and a PLC. For example, in both schools 

there are designated working groups that work on improvement and innovation. Also, in both schools the school 
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leader has a fairly clear hand in these groups. For example, they assign teachers and coordinators to these working 

groups (based on their interests). Additionally, since these working groups follow a methodical approach, their initia-

tives are kept in line with the schools’ overall purpose or the objectives that were set collectively. In addition, through 

upholding clear expectations of teacher’s behaviour and intervening if teachers do not live up to that expectation, 

both school leaders are the ‘gatekeeper’ (Harris, 2008) of DL and a PLC.

Finally, notable is that Jasper nor Jasmijn can be considered solely supporting or facilitating teachers. They clearly 

claim leadership for school improvement and innovation themselves (such as for example becomes clear with Jasper’s 

‘leader in me’ and Jasmijn’s RTTI). What they both do here is not only claiming leadership in such an area but also 

simultaneously granting leadership (DeRue & Ashford, 2010) to teachers. They specifically invite teachers to become 

familiar with their idea and discover in what ways it could support them in their daily practice. 

5.3 Additional supporting conditions in the school

In addition to the school leader’s role, during the interviews we asked each respondent what else in their school ena-

bles and supports DL and a PLC. Again we will conclude all additional conditions for each school separately (5.3.1 and 

5.3.2), and then discuss main similarities between the two (5.3.3).

5.3.1 Additional conditions at Vathorst

In the eye of nearly all respondents at Vathorst the school’s vision (intention of Vathorst) is a main guiding principle in 

working with students, in judging new ideas and in cooperating with each other. Thereby the intention of Vathorst en-

sures conjoint agency in a DL practice. In other words: the intention of Vathorst describes shared principles. Teachers’ 

leadership actions are aligned in a direction that is based on those shared principles. Yet, what seems at least equally 

important, is the radical application of these principles in Vathorst’s work- and educational practice. For example, an 

important aspect of Vathorst’s vision is thematic education. In the educational practice this is manifest in the learning 

houses and the matinees. Another example: Vathorst states in the school’s vision they aim to “get the best out of our-

selves, out of others and out of the world”. Cooperating in a learning house team indeed seems to make it inevitable to 

make use of each other’s qualities. As a teacher you cannot “hide” in your own classroom, but are enticed to cooperate 

with colleagues. Several statements by teachers and school leaders at Vathorst indicate that this practical implementa-

tion of the school’s vision is equally important in supporting DL and a PLC as the vision itself. This practical application 

creates the actual need for DL and a PLC.

Furthermore, once that need is put in place, teachers and school leaders alike require specific abilities to operate in 

such a collaborative practice. Several respondents at Vathorst have underlined the importance of a culture in which 

making mistakes is accepted or even welcomed, yet giving constructive feedback on each others work must at the 

same time take place. Although at Vathorst the necessity for feedback could hardly be greater, still teachers find this at 

times difficult or consider themselves insufficiently competent. 

Perhaps partly for this reason, at Vathorst there is a clear and strict profile of competencies and attitude teachers 

require in order to work there. They ought to be responsible, proactive, cooperative and flexible. These abilities are 

specifically necessary to work in a learning house, which constitutes such a large part of teachers’ work at Vathorst. This 

profile is the starting point for professional development activities. In the first year especially all teachers must follow 

specific professional development, such as coaching. The teachers’ profile is also used to assess after a year if teachers 

actually fit within Vathorst’s educational and work practice. 

5.3.2 Additional conditions at Willibrordus

The main additional condition for a PLC and DL at Willibrordus is the school’s vision and the way it has come about. 

Similar to how decisions are made for working groups (see paragraph 5.2) the school’s vision was also formulated 
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collaboratively. And even though there is ‘nothing unique’ about the vision (according to head master Jasper), it does 

seem to work as a benchmark by which ideas are judged and as a guiding principle for teachers’ and school leaders’ 

behaviour. In terms of our conceptual framework: the school’s vision supports conjoint agency in the DL practice of 

Willibrordus. Yet, also here it seems that a practical application of the school’s vision in daily work practices and - 

starting this school year - also in educational practice is at least equally important for DL and a PLC. A main feature of 

Willibrordus’s vision is that the school wants to support pupils in reaching their full potential, both cognitively and so-

cially. In order to make this possible they start applying Stephen Covey’s ‘leader in me’ principles beginning this school 

year. Teachers and school leaders were already using these principles in their cooperation with each other. It seems 

that the tools that are provided by Covey bring this school’s vision to life and support DL and a PLC at Willibrordus. 

They especially seem to support conjoint agency. 

Furthermore, teachers and school leaders at Willibrordus describe the importance of the ability to communicate 

openly and approach the other in the same way one wishes to be approached. And finally, also at Willibrordus there 

is a clear and strict profile for teachers: they are proactive, innovative and wish to collaborate. School leaders at 

Willibrordus will intervene if teachers have trouble living up to that profile (see paragraph 5.2.2).

5.3.3 Additional conditions at good practice schools

There are striking similarities between Vathorst and Willibrordus in terms of additional conditions for DL and a PLC. 

Most striking is the effect in both schools of practical applications of the school’s vision in both work and educational 

practices. It seems that these practices (such as the learning houses, the working groups, Stephen Covey’s ideas) are 

what lay the base for DL and a PLC. In other words: these practices require teachers to work together and make use of 

each other’s qualities. Claiming and granting influence based on expertise (leader-plus) is inevitable in such a wor-

king environment. It seems that the school’s vision (that is collectively formulated and shared at both Vathorst and 

Willibrordus) is specifically supportive of conjoint agency. This finding is aligned with Spillane’s (2006; 2011) notion of 

“distributed leadership practice”. He states that DL is shaped in interaction between leaders, followers and their “situa-

tion”, where the situation constitutes among other things structures, tools and routines. Our findings confirm Spillane’s 

notion and specify that educational practices are a main situational aspect in DL and a PLC. 

Nevertheless, solely putting in place work and educational practices that make DL and a PLC inevitable is not suffi-

cient. Additionally, teachers and school leaders alike need the abilities to professionally communicate with each other. 

At Vathorst and Willibrordus this professional conversation entails the ability to give constructive feedback, communi-

cate openly and approach the other respectfully.

And finally, in both schools, school leaders and teachers are not afraid to have professional expectations of each other. 

There are clear teacher profiles that are upheld by other teachers and school leaders. 

5.4 Recommendations for school leaders and teachers

Create practices that make collaboration inevitable
Both schools in this study have a clear focus on collaboration, and they build work and educational practices that 

make collaboration inevitable. As noted in the introduction, it is still common that teachers work in solitude. The core 

of a PLC and DL however is based on social interaction. To develop a PLC and DL, it is therefore essential to ‘break down 

the walls’ in the school. This can be done literally, as in the learning houses of Vathorst. Or by creating working groups 

like Willibrordus, where teachers work together on collectively chosen topics. And by facilitating teachers to learn from 

each other, for example through video coaching. We do not argue that the examples of learning and working in both 

good practices should be implemented in every school. We argue that school leaders and teachers create practices in 

their school that have collaboration at the heart of it. Having individually professional teachers and school leaders is 

not sufficient for school improvement. It is when they combine forces and apply their expertise to the school’s educa-

tional practice everyone in the school will benefit.
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Communicate through a professional dialogue
In both good practice schools, we have seen that in addition to a collaborative practice, teachers and school leaders 

require specific abilities to cooperate and communicate, such as giving feedback and communicate openly. If such 

abilities are vital for DL and a PLC, school leaders can enable this by supporting a professional dialogue in the school 

(Lauteslager, 2012). A professional dialogue has the following features (Lauteslager, 2012; Kessels, Boers, & Mostert, 

2008):

• Participants in a professional dialogue aim to reach a collective higher purpose.

• A specific situation or case is the starting point of the dialogue.

• Participants in the dialogue bring in their personal perspective.

• The dialogue is held according to meticulous ground rules, such as open ended questions, 

 appreciating what is going well and speaking from an attitude of “not knowing”.

• Showing empathy towards each other.

This type of conversation requires the willingness to be vulnerable. By giving a good example, especially the school 

leader can create the circumstances for a professional dialogue to emerge.

Make radical decisions about the educational practice in line with the school’s vision
As we have noted, it is not so much the school’s vision itself that provides conjoint agency. It is the practical applica-

tion of a vision that fosters it. Creating a shared vision is still important, because it stimulates a dialogue between tea-

chers and school leaders about what they think is important. But, for it to have an effect on collaboration and school 

improvement it is essential that radical decisions are made from this vision about the educational and work practice 

in the school. Willibrordus and Vathorst show this, by shaping their educational practice based on a shared vision. 

The learning houses, thematic education, the ‘leader in me’ concept and peer coaching are main examples of this. 

Additionally, everyone in the school is given the possibility and support to integrate these practices in their work.

Discuss what it means to be a professional at your school
At Willibrordus and Vathorst both teachers and school leaders have a clear idea about what it means to be a profes-

sional at their school. Teachers are supposed to be responsible, pro-active, innovative and collaborative. As a result, 

everyone in the school trusts their colleagues to show these characteristics. Additionally, this profile is embedded in 

the Human Resource Management (HRM) practice, the hiring policy and job review process. 

Creating such a teacher profile asks for a dialogue at your school between school leaders and teachers. What does it 

mean to be a professional at your school? What do you expect from one another? How can your hiring policy and job 

review process help attain and maintain this?

5.5 Recommendations for policy makers

In The Netherlands, recent administrative agreements between the Dutch Ministry of Education and representatives 

of primary and secondary education specify several ambitions for supporting professional development of teachers 

and school leaders. Examples are registration systems, the ambition for 30% bachelor educated teachers in primary 

schools and more master educated teachers in secondary education (OCW & VO-raad, 2014; OCW & PO-Raad, 2014). 

These are valuable measures in order to support professional learning. Yet it is notable that most of these policy ambi-

tions are aimed at improving formal professional development of individuals. From a large body of research, we know 

that solely stimulating formal education and enforcing professional development through monitoring systems, is 

not sufficient to support professional learning communities and distributed leadership (Tynjälä, 2013; Hulsbos, Evers, 

Kessels, & De Laat, 2014). In light of this study, we therefore recommend the following for policy makers to stimulate a 

PLC and DL in schools.

Make collaborating on school improvement and innovation part of being a teacher
Collaborating on school improvement starts with the individual need to solve a problem. In recent years a strong case 
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has been made for more teacher autonomy, by practitioners, researchers as well as policy makers. This study under-

lines this. To work on school improvement, teachers need to have the autonomy to work on the problems relevant 

to their own practice. But - at least in the case of The Netherlands - teachers have little time besides teaching and 

preparing classes (OECD, 2016b). The little amount of time they have for professional and school development is filled 

with formal education on topics that are pre-decided months in advance. This results in little autonomy to collaborate 

on the issues at hand. 

Recently, in an open letter to the Dutch Ministry of Education, a collective of teachers state that they want to colla-

borate with their colleagues on school improvement, but simply do not have the time to do so (Van Haandel & Zwik, 

2016). This is what Kneyber and Evers (2015) describe as ‘collective autonomy’: autonomy for the entire profession to 

collaborate within and outside the school on better education. This collective need can be provided by reserving time 

in the formal job description of teachers.

5.6 Future research

One of the goals of this study is to inspire schools to develop a PLC and DL practice. Studying good practice schools 

provides insight in how such a practice can take shape, and what is supportive in maintaining this. However, this study 

does not provide insight in what a school can do to move their existing practice towards a PLC and DL. Although a 

general blueprint for implementing a PLC and DL is not helpful (every school context is different), it is interesting to 

study schools in their development towards a PLC and DL. This can shed further light on the principles that help shape 

this developmental process in schools, and the possibly changing role of the school leader.
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