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Introduction 
The aim of this paper is to present the research conducted in the framework of 
the Schools as learning institutions - European Social Partners in 
Education promoting Effective Quality and Innovation Management 
Models in the Education Sector in a post-COVID-19 Era project. It draws 
some conclusions from the results to help the partners develop final policy 
recommendations in their further dialogue. 

The research objectives were the following:  

●​ Constructing a flexible conceptual background for innovation and quality 
management in education on which further research can be based.  

●​ Investigating innovation management practices and models, especially 
those involving education employers and trade union representatives. 
Inquiring about the learning processes and organisational aspects of such 
models.  

●​ Identifying key elements of transferable models, getting partners' 
feedback, and developing guidelines for different stakeholders and policy 
recommendations.   
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The paper first presents the theoretical framework and the results of the 
literature review, building on the three main concepts of the project: quality, 
innovation and management. In the second chapter, the research methodology is 
outlined, and in the third chapter, the results are presented in a detailed and 
summarised manner. Finally, policy recommendations are prepared for 
consideration by the partners, summarising the literature and the results. 

Theoretical background and literature review 
The project focused on two concepts used in education: quality and innovation. 
It also linked the concept of management to these two terms. The focus of the 
research was, therefore, on innovation and quality management. This implies a 
fundamentally practical approach, but an important starting point for the 
research was the view, supported by evidence (Berliner, 1988), that theoretical 
approaches are fundamental to practical action. In this chapter, the paper 
reviews different interpretations of the main concepts of research. The empirical 
research has built on these approaches. 

Quality 
The complexity of education and the diversity of contexts make it difficult to give 
a precise definition of quality. The literature agrees that the concept of quality in 
education needs to be generated through negotiation and dialogue between 
different actors (Quality assurance for school development, 2018). Several 
studies underline that it is not even possible to give a precise meaning and that 
this represents a „grey area” in education (cf. Wittek & Kvernbekk, 2011). On 
the one hand, it can be a bargaining tool for ideological pressures to be attached 
to the concept of quality, whereby certain actors impose their own definition on 
others, or the discourse related to quality can be a tool for the exercise of 
societal power (Clarke, 2018). On the other hand, it can be an opportunity for 
educational actors to engage in dialogue with each other and to seek common 
understandings. This latter factor is particularly important to highlight in a 
project based on social dialogue.  

At the same time, the literature highlights the basic common elements of 
educational quality. The UNICEF document (UNICEF, 2000), for example, lists the 
following factors as essential criteria for quality: 

●​ the health of learners who are able to participate in learning 
●​ safe and healthy environments 
●​ a curriculum that enables the acquisition of basic skills and knowledge 
●​ a process based on the work of qualified teachers, which is child-centred 

and involves appropriate classroom management and a reduction in 
disparities between learners,  

●​ outcomes that reflect a component of knowledge, skills and attitudes 
adapted to national standards. 

UNICEF's interpretation takes human rights and the rights of the child as its 
fundamental starting point. Similar to this is the approach developed in Belgian 
experiential education by Leavers and his colleagues (Laevers, 1994; Laevers & 
Declercq, 2018). Laevers (1994) outlines three possible approaches to what he 
calls good education:  
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●​ from the treatment dimension (classroom events, methods, curriculum);  
●​ from the outcomes dimension  
●​ finally from the process dimension (learner's activities).  

Experiential learning focuses on the latter and reduces the complex problem of 
quality to an examination of two salient factors: learner well-being and 
involvement. It does not focus on teaching activities or results achieved but on 
how specific learners are doing. However, this approach is of limited application 
when it comes to larger systems and policies. The learner-centred approach is a 
valid and often-used dimension for assessing and monitoring quality.  

The other perspective often adopted is to look at education as a service from a 
business model (cf. Sallis, 2005) and to try to define more complex dimensions 
of quality in relation to this. Education is a service to society. This approach 
brings the (top-down) aspects of state or national (regional) regulation into 
connection with the satisfaction of students and their parents as clients. 
Effectiveness, efficiency, sustainability and customer satisfaction, which are 
important in the business sector, form the basis of this set of quality criteria, 
which, together with other aspects (such as equity), provide the theoretical 
background for the OECD's documents on education.  

At this point, it is clear that the definition of quality is linked to different 
philosophies and world views. Barrett et al. (2006) summarise the differing 
approaches in this area: 

●​ The economist tradition uses quantifiable outcomes to measure quality, 
such as the rate of return on investment in education in terms of earnings 
and cognitive performance as measured by national or international tests.  

●​ The humanistic/progressive tradition places greater emphasis on 
educational processes. Quality is judged on what happens in the school 
and in the classroom. In addition to recognising the fundamental nature of 
basic cognitive skills, literacy and numeracy, and the acquisition of general 
knowledge, schools are also recognised as places where students acquire 
attitudes and cultural values.  

●​ The Education for All movement underlines the importance of inclusion 
and equity and is also based on a humanistic view of education, but with a 
stronger emphasis on equal access, participation and human rights 
dimensions. 

Innovation 
Innovation is another crucial concept of the project. Innovation has become a 
buzz word in many areas of social and business life in recent decades. In a broad 
sense, innovation can be seen as the creation of anything new.  

Vincent-Lancrin, at al (2017) defines innovation in this way:  

In accordance with international practice, we define innovation as „the 
implementation of a new or significantly improved product (good or 
service) or process, a new marketing method, or a new organisational 
method in business practices, workplace organisation or external 
relations.” (p. 7) 
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Innovation is a cross-sectoral process in society and has general characteristics. 
The OECD Oslo Manual (2018) provides an excellent basis for its understanding. 
It classifies forms of innovation into taxonomies (different categories of product 
and business process innovations) and provides detailed recommendations for 
their measurement. At the same time, it is essential to understand innovation in 
education in a sector-specific way. On the one hand, innovation in education can 
take different forms. As listed by Vincent-Lancrin et al. (2017):  

1) new products and services, such as new syllabi, textbooks or 
educational resources (2) new processes for delivering their services, such 
as e-learning services, (3) new ways of organising their activities, for 
example, communicating with students and parents through digital 
technologies, and (4) new marketing techniques, such as differential 
pricing of postgraduate courses. (p. 7) 

However, besides this practical consideration of innovations in education, sector 
specificity also implies that educational innovation is closely linked to the 
dimensions of morality, community, and learning (Fullan, 2010). Most of the 
literature agrees with the claim that the interpretation of innovation in education 
cannot be a simple reflection of the widespread business model of change and 
improvement.   

The literature outlines several classifications of innovation. For instance, in terms 
of content: political, social, cultural, philosophical, pedagogical, technological; in 
terms of development, evolutionary and revolutionary; in terms of impact, 
upgrading, modification or transformation (Serdyukov, 2017). Most importantly, 
innovation in the education sector has its own specific pathways and criteria. 
Change here requires the cooperation of many different actors. There are several 
approaches to this collaborative mode of working. Some of them are not directly 
related to education, but since their focus is on learning, they are easily 
adaptable and actually used for educational settings like schools. Wenger's 
(1999) concept of workplace learning revolves around the idea that learning is a 
social process embedded within "communities of practice" (CoP). A community 
of practice forms when individuals with a shared interest or profession come 
together to exchange knowledge, experiences, and skills, learning from one 
another through collaboration and mutual engagement. Wenger emphasizes that 
learning in such communities is not formal but happens through participation, 
social interaction, and the gradual development of expertise within real-world, 
practice-based contexts. Engeström's (2015) activity theory focuses on 
understanding human learning and development as a collective, 
socially-mediated process within a broader cultural and historical context. At the 
core of this theory is the "activity system," which consists of interactions 
between individuals (subjects), their tools or artefacts (mediating instruments), 
and the community they are part of, all working toward a common goal (object). 
Engeström emphasizes that learning occurs through the dynamic interactions 
and tensions within this system, as individuals collaborate to solve problems, 
leading to the transformation of both their practices and the system itself.  

Among the specific educational theories that can be applied to understand 
innovation, the theory of professional learning community (Stoll at al, 2006) 
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stands out. The authors describe a professional learning community (PLC) as a 
group of educators who regularly collaborate to improve teaching practices and 
student learning. Key elements of a PLC include shared values and vision, 
collective responsibility, reflective professional inquiry, collaboration, and a focus 
on student outcomes. The approach emphasizes continuous learning and 
development among teachers, with the goal of creating a supportive and 
reflective environment that fosters innovation and improves educational practice. 
Through mutual trust and open dialogue, teachers in a PLC engage in ongoing 
cycles of learning and improvement. The concept implies a community of 
concentric circles where the actors might be in different circles.  Members of the 
core circle represent the highest degree of involvement, and they involve other 
actors with different levels of commitment, but they are also members of the 
same community. Professional capital is a pivotal dimension in such PLC. The 
concept of "professional capital" in education comes from the work of 
Hargreaves and Fullan (2012). In their book titled Professional Capital: 
Transforming Teaching in Every School, they propose that transforming the 
teaching profession requires investing in three types of capital: human capital – 
the knowledge, skills, and talents of individual teachers; social capital – the 
collaborative and supportive relationships among teachers and their capacity to 
learn from each other; decisional capital – the wisdom and judgment teachers 
develop over time to make sound, professional decisions in complex situations. 
The scholars argue that building professional capital is essential for creating a 
high-quality teaching workforce and improving educational outcomes. A further 
development of this conceptual framework comes from the work of Hargreaves & 
O’Connor (2018). In Collaborative Professionalism (2018), the authors 
emphasize a shift towards deeper, more meaningful collaboration in education. 
They argue that "collaborative professionalism" is about teachers working 
together not just superficially but with shared responsibility, trust, and collective 
autonomy. This approach involves co-developing practices, engaging in open 
dialogue, and supporting each other’s growth to improve teaching and learning. 
Unlike traditional collaboration, which may focus on compliance, collaborative 
professionalism fosters innovation and commitment to shared goals, leading to 
sustainable improvements in educational outcomes. 

It is also important to consider one of the most classical authors in this field, 
Michael Fullan’s previous work (2010). He discusses the complexity of change. 
Particularly relevant in the post-Covid era, for example, is his insight that anxiety 
is necessarily present in processes of change but that living with it can unleash 
creative forces with appropriate support. His reflections are also critical because 
he goes on at length about the top-to-down and down-to-top, externally and 
internally motivated processes of innovation, in which education employers have 
a dual role: they must combine the promotion of top-down change with support 
for local initiatives and the creation of an appropriate innovation-learning 
environment (Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009). Trade union organisations might add 
to this an advocacy perspective situated in the dynamics of autonomy and 
regulation. 

It is not directly related to innovation, but Freire’s (1996) approach of 
transformative, critical education has had an influential role in re-interpreting 
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education and schooling in the last decades. In the Pedagogy of the Oppressed 
(1996), Freire advocates for a transformative approach to education that 
empowers marginalized individuals by fostering critical consciousness, or 
"conscientization." His fundamental thesis claims that the ultimate goal of 
education is contributing to abolishing the mortal duality of the oppressors and 
oppressed in society. Freire critiques traditional education models as oppressive, 
where teachers deposit knowledge into passive students ("banking model"). 
Instead, he proposes a dialogical method where learners and educators engage 
in a mutual process of learning and teaching, promoting critical thinking and 
social awareness. Freire believes that education should be a means of liberation, 
enabling communities to recognize and challenge social injustices and ultimately 
transform their realities. His method of „cultural circles” offers a concrete way of 
dialogical learning where the participants depart from their reality and the 
relative concepts and form a transformative interpretation together to change 
oppressive realities.    

The concept of adaptivity or adaptive schools (Gasko et al., 2011) integrates 
critical pedagogy, learning and innovation, and postmodern theories and offers a 
value-driven approach to educational innovation.   They consider this process to 
be a transformative endeavour for the students, the teacher, and the social 
reality. The values on which this transformation is based are adaptivity, the 
development of institutional, communitarian and personal identity, 
multiculturalism, community, the social constructivist interpretation of learning, 
inclusion, and the postmodern questioning of categorisation.  

Finally, in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic, the concept of organisational 
resilience has become a significant framework for the interpretation of 
innovation. Duchek (2020) presents resilience as a dynamic capability that 
enables organizations to survive and thrive in the face of adversity. She outlines 
a process-based approach, where resilience involves three key phases: 
anticipation (preparing for potential challenges), coping (responding effectively 
when crises occur), and adaptation (learning from experiences to improve future 
responses). Duchek emphasizes that resilience is not just about bouncing back 
but about emerging stronger by fostering flexibility, learning, and proactive 
responses to uncertainty and change. 

The concepts of innovation and quality are interlinked, often difficult to separate 
and frequently appear together in the literature. It is assumed that quality 
education requires innovation in order to adapt to a rapidly changing society and 
to cope with change. As can be seen from the above theories, the concept of 
learning has come to the fore in recent decades and can be well linked to both 
concepts. The dimensions of development, reflection process, and 
learner-centredness emerge from the concept of learning. However, some 
authors like Biesta (2006) criticise the pervasive language of learning, arguing 
that education, with this learning approach dominated by the cognitive sciences, 
is losing its original, highly moralistic nature and its focus on human complexity. 
Again, philosophies, worldviews and ideologies determine how policies, 
organisations, institutions and communities approach the topic of innovation in 
education. 
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Worldview-based models in the approach to educational quality 
and innovation 
The following approaches, which can be considered as broader philosophies, 
were developed through desk research and literature review. Each concept is not 
based on a single body of literature but on a synthesis of a range of literature, 
theory and practice. These basic trends emerged during the inquiry and provided 
a good basis for common reflections during the PLVs. The following summaries 
have been used in exactly this form and are thus placed at the end of this 
interpretative-theoretical section on quality and innovation in this paper. In the 
description of each model, three main elements are present: in general, the 
main theoretical approach, the ways of implementation in practice and the 
concept of good practice of the model, which is essential when focusing on the 
dialogue on practices, as in this project. 

Top-down, reform model 
In this model, quality is primarily about meeting policy expectations, with quality 
criteria being defined by educational governance actors at different levels 
(national, regional, local...). Innovation is also the implementation and 
application of 'top-down' reforms. The school must change and develop its own 
quality management in response to external expectations. The key concepts of 
the model are: performance, measurement, accountability, adaptation, and 
standardisation. In this model, the social function and role of the school are 
given special attention. The school serves social purposes and is a field for 
socialisation.  

The basic initiators of innovation or the actors who expect quality education 
come from outside the school, expecting adaptation to defined guidelines and, in 
some way, monitoring and measuring it.  

An example of how the model works is when schools are required to implement 
an education policy reform and meet performance criteria set by the school 
district, but also when they are required to respond to rapid societal changes or 
events (e.g. school closures due to Covid-19). The model can be mixed with 
other models in its implementation, but its basic characteristic is that it is 
defined by meeting external expectations.  

Good (or best) practice in this concept refers to practices that meet standards, 
are evidence-based, and promote outcomes in a verifiable way. 

Management (business-related concepts in education)  
In this model, the concepts of innovation and quality are dominated by the 
approaches used in the business world. It is not driven by top-down expectations 
but rather by the needs and demands of the educational stakeholders (students, 
parents) (and how to respond effectively to them). This model sees them as 
clients and the school as an institution providing a service to them. The basic 
criteria for quality are also client responsiveness. Key concepts are efficiency, 
organisational culture and continuous change. Promoting effective change to 
serve clients is also an important aspect of initiating, shaping and evaluating 
innovation. This model is characterised by an understanding of quality and 
innovation that focuses not only on outputs but also on processes and 
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continuous change. This is a softer version of the definition of quality in 
business, with a strong emphasis on organisational development and 
improvement. An organisational culture of working together to achieve goals, 
organisational learning and development, and continuous monitoring of 
effectiveness are fundamental to the model. Feedback from stakeholders also 
plays a key role.  

Many school quality management systems are based on a similar concept, but 
this model was also seen in response to the pandemic, where the rapid reaction 
to the situation included a strong role for students' and parents' perspectives 
and the development of effective, organised methods through the collaborative 
efforts of teachers.  

Good (or best) practices in this concept are effective practices developed by the 
organisation itself. They do not necessarily have to meet some standard or be 
systematically verifiable if they are effective in the organisation and clients are 
satisfied with them. 

Learning (education-specific model) 
This model adopts insights from other models (in particular, the business-based 
approach and maybe the humanistic approach) but reflects a concept of quality 
and innovation that is education-specific and based on a contemporary 
understanding of learning. The aim here is not primarily to meet external 
expectations or client needs but to learn continuously. The school is not only a 
learning organisation but also a professional learning community in its own right 
(operating in a different way from other organisations). It is a community of 
constant learning, reflection, innovation, imagined as concentric circles in which 
the core of the management and teachers is joined by other school actors: other 
staff, students, parents, and collaborating partners. In its autonomous learning 
process, the school takes into account external expectations but defines its own 
goals (with the involvement of community members) and the innovations and 
quality criteria that go with them. Collective action and learning are also the 
basis for responding to change. The professional capital and collaborative 
professionalism of teachers are key aspects of innovation and quality 
management. Accountability and monitoring are also seen as a flexible learning 
process that takes place within this community. 

One example of such innovation and quality management is the whole school 
concept initiatives that launch innovation strategies and define quality criteria 
with the democratic involvement of all school stakeholders. These initiatives 
based on shared reflection and learning have also emerged as a response to the 
pandemic.  

In this model, good (or best) practices are embedded in a process of shared 
learning. They are pathways that the school continuously reworks in the light of 
adaptation and reflection. Neither predefined standards nor criteria related to 
business efficiency will be the basis for good practice, but rather practices that 
work in a given context, according to the professional learning community's own 
criteria.  
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Transformation (critical pedagogy model) 
This model is fundamentally critical of the others (although it can be linked to 
the humanistic and learning approaches). It pays attention to the power 
dimensions of quality and innovation. It considers these concepts rather as 
buzzwords and draws attention to the fact that they are not neutral concepts but 
are permeated with political meaning. It asks who has the interest of promoting 
change or quality and what power or dominance determines the process. In the 
top-down model, it sees the danger of the dominance of those with political 
power, and in the business model, the danger of imposing an alien logic on 
education, which is, moreover, at the service of neoliberal capitalism. The 
current focus on the concepts of quality and innovation is also attributed to this 
neoliberal turn, which introduces a specific business language into education. 
The learning-based model also has the problem of not reflecting these 
dimensions of power. Nevertheless, this model does not dismiss the importance 
of quality and innovation but rather offers the concept of transformation. The 
defining elements of this concept are: critical reflection on structures and an 
effort to change broader structures. Quality and innovation are not values in 
themselves, but can be defined in relation to their contribution to the 
emancipation of those involved in education, to greater equality and to the 
dismantling of unjust structures. In this concept, as in the learning model, the 
democratic involvement of school actors plays an important role, but the school's 
autonomy from business, the dismantling of power structures and the equality 
aspect are more prominent.  

The concept of good (or best) practice is also critically viewed in this approach. 
It is important to define what values and from what position of power, a practice 
is good or valuable. It also raises issues about the adoption (or exchange) of 
good practices. Rather, these are practices that are generated in a particular 
community, that promote transformation, and that cannot be passed on as a 
product. A transformative practice can, of course, inspire others to develop their 
own. 

Value (humanistic-moral approach) 
This model, like the critical one, is critical of the business model and relates well 
to the learning-centred concept, except that it is more strongly value-based. The 
criteria for quality are driven by fundamental moral values. Innovations must not 
simply meet standards or the needs and expectations of clients but moral 
dimensions. The key objective is to promote the holistic, human, moral 
development of students. The flexible definition of quality is the result of the 
collaboration of the school as an ethical community. Innovations are not valuable 
in themselves; rather a humanistic value system is always an important factor in 
their development and evaluation. In response to the pandemic, the moral and 
mental support of students and teachers was a priority in this concept, taking 
precedence over all other aspects. As with the critical approach, this is a 
values-based model, with the difference that it does not focus directly on social 
injustices and power dimensions but only indirectly in terms of moral and overall 
human development.  
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Good (or best) practices in this concept are practices that work and that create 
value. They are created by the community. Their ultimate goal is not compliance 
with standards or efficiency but moral development. 

The Figure n. 1 below summarises the main features and key concepts of the 
conceptual models: 

  
 

Figure n. 1  

Management 
Although it was important to clarify the main theoretical and philosophical 
approaches behind quality and innovation, the Learning Schools project is not 
about quality and innovation in general but about quality and innovation 
management. Therefore, the third concept that is important to understand is the 
concept of management. The term is again a notion that has been transferred 
from business to the world of education, but here it is given a new framing. 
Management can be defined as the process by which an organisation achieves its 
goals in an effective way. An important dimension is strategy and organisation. 
In recent decades, its importance has been recognised in the world of education. 
It is, therefore, not enough to think about quality and innovation and then 
develop actions; a strategy is also needed. In practical terms, this means that 
strategic reflection is also a priority in this project. Within this, it is important to 
distinguish the different phases or dimensions of research (see Figure n. 2.). The 
broader conceptional models presented in this chapter provided the conceptual 
background for the project but also informed the discussions in the empirical 
research and the questionnaire. The narrower strategic models themselves have 
several levels and represent a process based on goals that can be translated into 
concrete practices. When dealing with a project involving many different 
partners, these practices cannot be adopted on a one-to-one basis. This is where 
the notion of best or good practices, mentioned above, becomes relevant. 

10 
 



 
Notwithstanding, the project is best placed to make more concrete 
recommendations at the level of strategies. 

 

Figure n. 2  

The concept of management has changed a lot in both business and education. 
The focus has recently shifted from structured, well-defined processes to the less 
structured dimension of development. Good management takes account of 
intractable complexity, variability, contingency, iterativity, divergent and 
non-uniform perspectives, discrepancies and even resistance. From this 
perspective, attention in business and education literature has also turned to 
organisational culture, leadership, and sensemaking. 

Torres (2022) offers a valuable summary of evolving perspectives on school 
organizational culture and the critical role of leadership within educational 
settings. The study underscores a shift away from traditional business-based 
frameworks toward a school-centred approach that considers schools’ unique 
environments and social missions. Torres proposes a multilevel analytical model 
that considers external and internal influences, including political, cultural, and 
pedagogical factors that shape school culture and impact school management 
and leadership styles. A core theme of the paper is the complex interdependence 
between leadership and organizational culture in shaping school environments. 
Torres emphasizes the importance of adaptable, culture-sensitive leadership that 
is responsive to the unique socio-political and educational challenges within each 
school. The multilevel approach acknowledges various contextual layers—from 
broader policy contexts to specific classroom dynamics—arguing that effective 
leadership is one that fosters collaboration, respects cultural diversity and 
promotes a shared vision within the school community. This model also posits 
that school culture should not simply mirror corporate practices but rather 
cultivate educational practices grounded in inclusivity, community, and 
learning-driven values. Torres also discusses the concept of “microcultures” 
within schools, recognizing that different groups within a school (such as 
teachers, students, and administrative staff) may exhibit distinct subcultures. 
Effective leadership, according to Torres, involves navigating these microcultures 
and promoting cohesion and positive change while respecting these differences. 
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This approach to leadership is essential in fostering a resilient, supportive, and 
innovative educational environment. The article ultimately advocates for school 
leaders who engage with organizational culture not merely as a structure to 
manage but as a dynamic process that can empower individuals, drive 
improvement, and contribute meaningfully to the broader goals of educational 
development. 

The other emerging concept in relation to innovation and quality management is 
sensemaking (Weick, Sutcliffe & Obstfeld, 2005). It is described as a dynamic, 
ongoing process where individuals interpret, label, and act upon ambiguous 
events within an organization, creating shared meanings that facilitate organized 
actions. Unlike basic perception or decision-making, sensemaking is a socially 
constructed process that relies heavily on context and retrospective 
interpretation, helping members understand and respond to unexpected 
situations. This process is deeply rooted in identity formation, as individuals 
define themselves within the organization through their interactions and 
interpretations, building coherence in response to complex events. Sensemaking 
is not just about making sense of the present but also involves anticipating 
future scenarios and aligning them with past experiences. This process is 
recursive, where meaning evolves as people’s interpretations interact with the 
organization’s structure, routines, and goals. Weick and his co-authors highlight 
that sensemaking enables the organization to adapt and reorient itself, especially 
in environments marked by uncertainty and unpredictability. They argue that 
sensemaking often requires improvisation and is, therefore, most effective when 
organizational structures allow for flexibility and collaborative decision-making. 
This adaptability allows for quick responses to crises, promoting resilience within 
the organization. The authors emphasize that sensemaking is a vital tool for 
navigating ambiguity, especially in high-stakes environments. They identify key 
aspects that facilitate effective sensemaking, such as focusing on cues, creating 
narratives, and fostering open communication. By framing sensemaking as a 
collective and interactive process, the authors show that it can reinforce 
organizational identity, ensure coordinated actions, and ultimately sustain an 
organization through constant change.  

Another valuable conceptual framework for educational management that 
combines the business and learning models delineated earlier is the total quality 
management (TQM) approach (Sallis, 2005). It is a comprehensive strategy for 
educational institutions to enhance service quality and adapt to evolving 
educational demands. TQM in education emphasizes a shift from traditional 
methods to a customer-focused approach, where students, parents, and society 
are considered primary stakeholders. Inspired by industrial quality control 
systems, Sallis underscores TQM's value in fostering continuous improvement, 
ensuring accountability, and enhancing educational standards through 
self-assessment, teamwork, and strong leadership. Central to TQM is the concept 
of continuous improvement, derived from the Japanese "kaizen," which 
promotes incremental, ongoing advancements rather than drastic changes. Sallis 
argues that educational institutions adopting TQM should cultivate a responsive, 
quality-focused culture that empowers staff and meets the diverse needs of 
students. This approach includes setting clear goals, adhering to standards, and 
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implementing systems for consistent service delivery, drawing from industry 
examples to demonstrate adaptability. The author advocates for TQM as a means 
to develop an institution’s resilience and responsiveness to market demands, 
arguing that through leadership, efficient resource allocation, and quality 
frameworks, educational institutions can better serve their stakeholders. By 
embedding TQM principles, institutions are encouraged to value accountability, 
customer satisfaction, and quality as fundamental drivers for long-term success 
in education. 

The results of the desk research showed another broader concept that might be 
well-adaptable to the actual project: the whole school approach. It appears in 
more and more EU documents and initiatives (e.g. Zambeta, et al. (2019) as a 
crucial principle for school innovation and quality management.  The whole 
school approach centres around creating a cohesive and community-focused 
educational environment. This perspective views the school not as an isolated 
institution but as a hub within a complex network of social relationships that 
includes teachers, students, parents, and local organizations. By connecting 
these various actors, the whole school approach fosters transparency, shared 
responsibility, and a commitment to common values, ensuring that every 
member is engaged and involved in school activities. This model emphasizes the 
importance of democratic engagement, where students, teachers, and parents 
have a voice in decision-making processes, helping to cultivate a supportive and 
inclusive school community. The approach advocates for schools to act as 
democratic environments where community involvement is a core principle. This 
means actively engaging stakeholders in planning, goal-setting, and 
implementation processes, with shared responsibilities that span across 
students, families, educators, and local community partners. The democratic 
structure encourages collaboration on values and goals, which strengthens the 
social and educational fabric of the school. Teachers and school leaders play a 
central role in integrating the perspectives of students and parents, making the 
school a place where diverse voices contribute to the educational experience. In 
practice, implementing the whole school approach involves steps such as 
assessing the school's unique strengths and challenges, identifying key 
stakeholders, and setting realistic goals for the institution. This process requires 
regular monitoring and adaptation, with a focus on fostering restorative 
practices, shared leadership, and open communication. The ultimate aim is to 
build a learning environment where every individual feels a sense of belonging 
and where community support enhances both academic and social outcomes for 
students.  

Some literature on innovation (and quality) management offers some more 
practical considerations for education policy and practice. For example, 
Hargreaves and Ainscow (2015), in their leading from the middle model, define 
the level of districts as the most effective level for effective innovation and 
quality management. They present a collaborative approach to educational 
reform, moving away from purely top-down or bottom-up models. The authors 
argue that a "middle-driven" approach empowers school districts to lead change 
by sharing resources, knowledge, and accountability across schools and local 
authorities. This model fosters both local autonomy and systemic cohesion, 
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allowing districts to address unique needs while aligning with broader 
educational goals. Hargreaves and Ainscow detail examples of middle-driven 
reforms, such as the Greater Manchester Challenge in the UK and district-led 
improvements in Ontario, Canada. These initiatives underscore collective 
responsibility among schools and districts to raise student achievement and 
address inequalities. The authors highlight that by working together, districts can 
foster innovation, improve performance, and establish networks that sustain 
progress beyond individual efforts. "Leading from the middle" stresses the 
importance of collaboration within and between districts, addressing educational 
challenges holistically. By adopting a shared leadership approach, districts can 
create lasting, equitable changes in education, promoting student success and 
strengthening communities. This model positions districts as central drivers of 
improvement, bridging the gap between policy mandates and classroom 
practice.   

Several studies have tried to identify the enablers and barriers to innovation in 
schools. Voigt, Schön & Hofer (2018) examine the integration of maker 
technologies in schools, highlighting both the obstacles and facilitators of 
adopting these technologies in educational settings. Despite its particular topic, 
the paper also offers more generally valid points for innovation management. 
Drawing on Dewey’s and Papert’s theories of experiential learning, the paper 
argues that "making" in education promotes active problem-solving and 
creativity. Key enablers for innovation include sufficient funding, flexible 
curricula, accessible technology, and comprehensive teacher training. Teachers 
frequently cited administrative and resource limitations as significant challenges, 
as well as a lack of coherent support from education policies to encourage 
experimental, student-centred learning methods. The authors suggest that 
successful innovation management in schools requires a holistic approach that 
includes strategic support for teachers, infrastructure development, and fostering 
networks for knowledge exchange. They propose that innovation management 
should not merely focus on technology (even if the innovation is technological) 
but also on reshaping teaching practices and assessment to accommodate 
creative, interdisciplinary learning. 

Another crucial element in innovation management is teachers’ attitude, 
motivation and behaviour. Lambriex-Schmitz at al (2020) explores how 
environmental factors influence teachers' innovative work behaviour (IWB) 
across stages of the innovation process in Dutch secondary and vocational 
education. The authors examine how task variety, management support, and 
exposure to innovation affect IWB, including the sustainability of innovations—a 
notable addition to traditional models. They find that supportive management 
and exposure to innovation are significant predictors across all stages, 
emphasizing the importance of a conducive work environment and adaptive 
expertise for sustained educational innovation. Task variety, while positively 
correlated with IWB, showed limited significance compared to the stronger 
influences of managerial support and innovation exposure. The study's model 
highlights that a teacher's experience, tenure, and hours also play a role in 
innovative behaviour, with experienced teachers contributing effectively to the 
sustainability phases. These findings suggest that selecting diverse teacher 
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profiles and fostering supportive and innovative school climates could boost 
educational innovation sustainability, underscoring the need for integrated 
management strategies in schools. 

Expanding on the role of teachers, Tarnanen et al. (2021) highlight the crucial 
role of their mental models in forming and managing a learning community in 
schools. They investigate teachers' mental models in a Finnish school community 
amid organizational changes and curriculum reform. Using Senge’s learning 
organization framework, the authors analyze teachers' beliefs and assumptions 
about their work, collaboration, and leadership to understand how these mental 
models impact professional development (PDL). Findings highlight diverse, 
sometimes conflicting mental models among teachers, especially regarding 
school rules, pedagogy, and the principal’s role. These models reflect both 
individual and collective needs in the evolving school community, underscoring 
that teachers’ implicit beliefs about their work and relationships directly influence 
their openness to learning and organizational growth. The study suggests that 
surfacing and reflecting on these beliefs can support a culture of collaboration, 
which is crucial for continuous professional learning. For successful PDL, the 
authors recommend that schools adopt structured dialogues and foster 
psychological safety to allow teachers to express and refine these mental 
models. This approach can enable educators to adapt their practices collectively, 
creating a more cohesive and responsive learning community within the school.  

On a very practical level, the literature on educational innovation management 
often outlines a structured, phased approach to managing change, commonly 
organized around four key steps: 

1. Understanding the Need for Change: Identifying and analyzing the need for 
change is crucial to lay a strong foundation. This phase involves assessing 
current challenges, analyzing gaps, and considering the needs of stakeholders to 
build a compelling case for change. Tools like needs assessments and 
stakeholder analysis are often used at this stage to clarify the purpose and 
desired impact of the innovation.  

2. Designing the Change: Once the need for change is clear, the next step 
involves designing a comprehensive plan. This includes setting specific goals, 
defining roles and responsibilities, developing strategies, and setting measurable 
targets for the change process. This phase may involve action planning and 
allocating resources to ensure readiness for implementation, as well as securing 
the commitment of stakeholders through clear communication of objectives. 

3. Implementing and Monitoring the Change: The implementation phase requires 
putting the plan into action while monitoring progress closely. Schools often 
adopt cycles like "Plan-Do-Study-Act" (PDSA) to implement changes 
incrementally, allowing teams to observe outcomes, make adjustments, and 
keep stakeholders engaged. During this stage, real-time feedback and data 
collection help maintain momentum and address emerging challenges. 

4. Evaluating and Sustaining the Change: In the final phase, schools evaluate 
the effectiveness of the innovation against initial goals. This includes gathering 
data on outcomes, conducting evaluations, and engaging stakeholders in 
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discussions about sustainability. Efforts are directed at institutionalizing 
successful changes to ensure lasting impact. This phase also involves reflecting 
on lessons learned to refine practices and lay the groundwork for future 
innovation. 

Together, these phases provide a structured approach to innovation, ensuring 
that educational changes are effectively introduced, assessed, and sustained 
over time. 

 

 
Research methodology  
The following research questions are arising from the objectives of the project 
and the exploration of the theoretical framework: 

●​ what understandings of innovation and quality management emerge 
among partners and in other European contexts?  

●​ what conceptual models can be identified in relation to innovation and 
quality management and how can these be applied in practice, as 
perceived by the participants?  

●​ how are the perspectives of employers and trade union members related 
or in tension?  

●​ what transferable strategic models and practices emerge? 
●​ what lessons can be drawn from the joint interpretation process and what 

policy recommendations can be derived from the models and practices 
identified? 

The main objective of the research was to provide input to the ongoing social 
dialogue between EFEE and ETUCE on the topic of the project. In light of this, 
the research was based on a fundamentally interpretative, process-oriented 
methodology with a strong emphasis on a participatory principle. As the range of 
participants was constantly changing throughout the process, a truly 
participatory or action research could not work, but the active involvement of 
participants remained an important value of the research. The Peer Learning 
Visits provided an important framework for the research. They provided 
participants with information on every step of the research, with the opportunity 
to contribute to the aims and process of the study, and were also crucial 
moments of charing and collaborative understanding. I was not only an external 
observer but also an active participant in the process. In this way, as a 
researcher with an ethnographic attitude, I was present as a 
participant-observer. During the PLVs I used the following methods: 

●​ participant observations (field notes)  
●​ discussions lead by me (in my researcher role) and the other 

representatives  
●​ feedback forms 
●​ individual interviews 
●​ focus groups 
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●​ observations 

During the PLVs, I led some of the discussions and debates, which allowed the 
research questions to be more explicitly addressed. I took notes on the other 
dialogues and discussions, as well as my own ethnographic impressions, and 
used the minutes of the meetings in the analysis.  

●​ During the first PLV in Madrid, I led an interactive and group-based 
workshop mainly on theoretical models and basic issues related to the 
study.  

●​ During the second PLV in Budva, three focus groups were conducted, 
which also provided an important basis for further in-depth discussion and 
the development of the questionnaire. 

●​ During the third meeting in Budapest, a shorter presentation and dialogue 
was explicitly linked to the research, but discussions on practices and 
models continued during the two school visits. 

The notes, textual, visual and audio materials, both my own and those of others, 
produced during the PLVs provided an important basis for analysis. Each PLV was 
accompanied by one or two school visits to study good practice directly. The 
schools were selected by the local organisers, but the project managers and I 
were consulted on the locations from the second PLV onwards. In this way, the 
four institutions in total were able to represent several types of schools. I also 
took notes of the school observations and conducted a discussion in each case to 
gather feedback from the participants. After the PLVs, I asked for feedback from 
the participants on the research. The advisory broad meetings between PLVs 
were also a platform for the partners to shape the research.  

It is important to note that it was not possible to incorporate all suggestions into 
the research. Firstly, there were conflicting suggestions (e.g., a questionnaire 
addressing participants beyond the partnership was necessary/not necessary), 
and secondly, some ideas were not feasible. An excellent example of the latter is 
the stronger involvement of students (even with the questionnaire) in the 
research process. While recognising the important role of students' voices, their 
greater involvement would have strained the boundaries of the social dialogue 
too far and could have implied further opening steps, for example, towards 
parents. This would have made it even more difficult to keep the objectives in 
focus. The students' voices could only be heard to a limited extent during the 
school visits, during which students always contributed to the discussions. 

The second pillar of the inquiry was desk research, in which I analysed 
documents and papers. This was not entirely separate from the theoretical 
exploration of the concepts, but the primary aim of the desk research was to 
examine the models and understand the European context. The results of this 
were channelled into the material processed during the PLVs. In this paper, they 
are presented partly in the previous literature review section and partly in the 
next chapter, which reports the empirical results. 

Finally, the research process was complemented by a questionnaire, which 
explored a broader range of education stakeholders' understandings of 
innovation and quality management and helped to discover different models and 
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assess their feasibility. The questionnaire items were based on the literature 
review, desk research, and the experiences of two PLVs. Building on the lessons 
from a small-scale pilot study with a longer questionnaire, the final one was 
shorter and more concise. The survey has been disseminated by partners in 
European countries. A total of 80 responses were received. The sections of the 
questionnaire were as follows: 

●​ demographic issues; 
●​ issues concerning the understanding and basic dimensions of quality 

and innovation management; 
●​ issues relating to the highlighted model of professional learning 

community (PLV); 
●​ questions on quality and innovation management policies; 
●​ questions on factors facilitating and hindering quality and innovation 

management; 
●​ questions on the characteristics of school management. 

 

I applied qualitative content analysis regarding the responses and analysed the 
quantitative data, too. Based on the results of the questionnaire, 3 additional 
anonymous interviews on good practices were conducted. 

The overall research process is summarised in Figure n. 3 below:   

 

 

Figure n. 3 

 

The circle of participants 
Due to the interpretative nature of the present research, it is not possible to use 
the term sample in the strict sense of the word, as no specific survey of a given 
population has been carried out. Therefore, it is more accurate to speak of a 
range or circle of participants. The dominant group of participants were 
members of the EFEE and ETUCE partners involved in the project. However, this 
was not a stable group throughout the research. There were some returning 
participants, but in most of the PLV visits, different members represented the 
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organisations. Continuity was ensured through research presentations, returning 
individuals and internal communication between partners. The wider range of 
participants the questionnaire was intended to address. Although there was 
some debate during the project about whether social dialogue really required the 
views of education stakeholders, the decision was taken - following the original 
project design - that better exploration of possible models, interpretations, 
practices and experiences related to quality and innovation in education would 
lead to a more informed social dialogue. This exploration was the purpose of the 
questionnaire, which sought to gather experiences and opinions from as many 
European countries as possible in relation to the project's theme. 

The main demographic characteristics of the respondents to the questionnaire 
were as follows (n=80): 

54 women and 26 men 

The respondents' professional background is represented in the following Figure 
n. 4:  

 

 

Figure n. 4 

The respondents’ workplace institutions are presented in Figure n. 5:  
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Figure n. 5 

 

The respondents’ countries of residence are the following (altogether from 23 
countries):   

Country  N. of 
respondents:  

Albania 1 
Austria 1 
Belgium 7 
Bulgaria 3 
Cyprus 5 
Czech republic 3 
Estonia 4 
Finland 2 
France 11 
Hungary 10 
Ireland 4 
Italy 1 
Kosovo 1 
Luxembourg 1 
Malta 3 
Montenegro 4 
Netherlands 1 
Portugal 8 
Republic of Moldova 1 
Slovakia 1 
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Slovenia 3 
Spain 2 
Switzerland 3 

 

Table n. 1 

The numbers are unevenly distributed due to a number of factors: the 
partnership has been able to reach countries in different ways, language 
difficulties are strong in many places, and in some places, only one person has 
been reached. At the same time, there was a wide range of responses, which 
means that different contexts can be reflected in the answers.  

 

The iterative nature of research, the role of the researcher and the 
limitations of research  
The original plan of the research was to be a spiral process similar to action 
research (see Figure n. 6), in which the questionnaire and desk research would 
be built upon by additional participatory moments and data collection. However, 
I had already indicated in the original plan that this process would be flexible 
and would need to adapt to the reality of the partners. It soon became clear 
that, as the participants in PLVs are not the same, and as these are not only 
research occasions but also meetings between partners, a process similar to the 
participatory action research model originally planned was not feasible. It also 
took more time to develop the questionnaire and to design the questions, which 
required exploring the partners' interpretative frameworks during the PLVs.  

 

 

Figure n. 6 
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This fluidity was not a handicap but a consequence of the nature of the research 
and the social dialogue it involved. The phenomenon of iterativity, which is 
familiar in qualitative research, was present. The change and the resulting 
structure (see Figure n. 6) were equally based on the concept of involvement 
and allowed for a more fundamental way of spiral building. 

Reflection on the position and role of the researcher tends to be an important 
aspect of qualitative, interpretative research because it influences the process of 
research and the interpretation of the results. This 'subjective' aspect is not a 
disadvantage in such an inquiry but just a factor to reflect on. The position and 
its evolution also give an idea of the research process itself. In my role as a 
researcher, I have tried to be present and active in a way that is not directive but 
rather facilitating discussions, presenting the research process transparently and 
involving the participants in the stages of the study. In terms of my position, I 
started the process as a kind of outsider researcher. During the PLVs, some of 
the participants already knew each other and had an established culture of 
meetings. I had to understand this and the particular dynamics of social 
dialogue, which are not without their tensions. After a while, however, I was able 
to take up a more internal position, as I myself became part of the common 
cultural communication system. The fact that I needed time to see through the 
dynamics was, in a sense, a limitation of the research, but it also brought with it 
one of its lessons and outcomes, drawing attention to the obstacles to social 
dialogue about models. On the one hand, the established and relatively stable, 
but also somewhat flexible culture of meetings is a good basis for maintaining a 
dialogue within an appropriate framework on an ongoing basis, but on the other 
hand, features such as the somewhat protocolary or at least habitual 
performance of discourses and lectures make both meaningful dialogue and 
exploration related to research difficult. For this very reason, the third PLV visit 
has already limited the space and time of the speeches and discourses that are 
not thematically relevant to the research. 

I have thus begun to list the limitations of the research. Among the other 
limitations, the most important were the following:  

●​ The flexibility and iterative nature of the research, along with its 
advantages, also posed difficulties in the reporting process. It was not 
possible to carry out a fully coherent process.  

●​ The research was heavily shaped by the actors' interpretative framework, 
which could not be strongly influenced by a researcher. For example, 
despite the request to present experiences of quality and innovation 
management, many participants presented local initiatives and everyday 
methodological practices, while trade unions sometimes focused on 
work-related problems, also without a management perspective. This also 
shows the difficulties of social dialogue in this area.  

●​ The main limitation of the research is that it is essentially based on the 
experiences of the partners and, as it is not representative, it is not 
suitable for providing generalised answers. Nevertheless, the principle of 
extensibility used in qualitative research can be applied, as the 
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partnership represents a wide range of contexts and the questionnaire 
allowed a broader array of respondents to express their views. 

 

 
Research findings  
Due to the specificities of the research, the presentation of the results does not 
only focus on the particular findings of the desk research, the questionnaire and 
the interviews but takes into account the whole process (which was part of the 
research itself) and describes the relevant results in a summarising way. As I 
indicated above, the research and dialogue process was not smooth. The two 
main partners did not have exactly the same conceptualisation of the process - 
this was noticed by the participants. However, obstacles also provide important 
lessons on the way forward. Before presenting these lessons, it is important to 
address the broader policy and conceptual context in which the partners are 
situated. 

 

A brief overview of the European landscape of quality and 
innovation management 
As part of the desk research, I explored the context of European policy through 
the relevant EU documents. Education is a national competence, so that I could 
have explored the education policies of individual countries, but this would have 
produced too many different results and would not have taken the research 
forward. For the wider partnership, not only current EU member states but also 
the EU context from the perspective of EU accession is essential for all. I have 
taken as my starting point that the EU promotes the development of education 
in many areas and that this wider context is also of paramount importance for 
national, local and institutional initiatives and models. Three dimensions can be 
identified in relation to the concepts of quality and innovation in EU documents: 

●​ on the one hand, without seeking to impose a common EU policy on the 
member states, the EU institutional system is committed to gathering 
experience and promoting common interpretations;  

●​ on the other hand, the European Commission consider its task to promote 
initiatives through its various programmes; 

●​ lastly, the documents advocate certain values, the promotion of which is 
seen as a common European objective 

The values are connected to well-defined priorities, which are recurrent in 
European documents, declarations and initiatives in the field of education. The 
most important are:  

●​ promoting students’ well-being, 
●​ thinking and acting based on the whole school approach,  
●​ tackling early school leaving,  
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●​ focussing on key competences,  
●​ promoting quality assurance,  
●​ ensuring inclusion and equity,  
●​ engendering digital and green practices in education,  
●​ enhancing teachers' professionalism.  

One influential EU document, Quality assurance for school development (2018), 
avoids giving a well-defined definition of quality. It highlights the role of each 
context but gives the guiding principles of good quality assurance. 

1.​ Coherence 
2.​ Professional learning communities 
3.​ Trust and shared accountability 
4.​ Supporting innovation 
5.​ Shared understanding and dialogue 
6.​ Networks between schools and with local and wider communities 
7.​ Building capacity to generate, interpret and use data, is crucial. 
8.​ Different data for a balanced view 

The document highlights key strategies for enhancing educational quality within 
schools across Europe. It promotes an integrated approach to quality assurance, 
combining both internal practices (like self-evaluation and continuous 
improvement) and external mechanisms (such as inspections). Emphasis is 
placed on collaborative networks, where professional learning communities 
support teachers and administrators in shared accountability, fostering a culture 
of trust and continuous improvement. A major focus is on building data literacy 
within schools to support evidence-based practices and policy-making. Schools 
are encouraged to use data not merely for accountability but as a tool for 
meaningful, context-specific improvements. This document also stresses the 
importance of including diverse stakeholder perspectives in quality assurance 
processes, from students and teachers to parents and community members, to 
build a more inclusive school environment. Finally, the recommendations 
underscore the balance between improvement and accountability, where quality 
assurance is used not just for compliance but as a driver of innovation, flexibility, 
and adaptation within education systems.  

The EU's vision of quality management seems much clearer than the concept of 
innovation. However, there seem to be fewer initiatives directly related to 
quality, which could be interpreted as less promoted because of the importance 
of national competence. The well-defined interpretation of innovation is much 
more difficult to extract from the documents, but there are many initiatives 
related to it at EU level, especially within the different initiatives like Erasmus+.  

The process of research and cooperation in the project  
I have already briefly summarised the research process above, but here, I will 
describe the process in more detail and focus on the main lessons learned. PLVs 
were the backbone of the whole process. They constituted the performative 
moments in which EFEE and ETUCE have been operating. During the events, the 
activities comprised protocol elements (welcome speeches), presentations of 
local initiatives and contexts, scientific contributions, workshops related to the 
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research, dialogues (often at the end of each element), presentations of good 
practices of the partners and school visit(s) with the opportunity to talk to 
teachers and students. The advantage of this structure is that it is multifaceted, 
allows for a wide range of inputs and for the free expression of all those present 
and is predictable due to its familiar nature. However, it has the disadvantage 
that it cannot always promote genuine participation and is not fully suited to the 
objectives of the research.  

The difficult path of participatory perspectives  
There were several obstacles that hindered the study’s participatory potential. As 
a researcher, it was not easy for me to promote a focused dialogue because all 
the participants had their say partly independently of the research topic. 
Teachers often spoke about the problems they were facing, while union 
representatives wanted to make their main statements on behalf of their union. 
Some of the good practices presented were not specifically about quality and 
innovation management but about otherwise relevant pedagogical responses to 
the problems that were being faced. Social dialogue was also not always 
effective, as representatives of trade unions and employers often spoke not 
according to their roles. In the first two PLVs, there were too many lecture-type 
speeches. When I expected substantive contributions to the study as a 
researcher, I did not always get the inputs I had originally planned. In many 
cases, I would have expected a more active, participatory voice in the research 
process. However, when it came to the questions that needed to be decided, I 
often received the answer to do what I thought was right as a researcher.  

Part of the reason for this was the structure and format already mentioned: 
there was no time to go into deeper questions, and the meetings were (quite 
rightly) used by partners to share important statements and tell their own 
experiences. They had to meet a variety of declared and implicit expectations: 
the perspectives of the organisations sending them, the expectation to show 
good practice, etc. Although I had a say in the organisation, I did not find the 
right way to build a better structure. It was only for the last time that I proposed 
a much different structure: fewer presentations, no more presentation-like 
sharing of country experiences, two longer school visits, and then there was 
much more meaningful dialogue.  

In addition to the structure, the personal difficulty of getting actively involved in 
such a participatory process during a meeting was another factor. As most of the 
time, not the same people came to the different meetings, they could not get 
into the study easily, nor could they embrace a sense of competence. To feel that 
one can contribute meaningfully to research issues, one needs to feel 
competent.  

This realm of problems also shows some significant lessons for other similar 
initiatives, such as situations in which teachers or other actors are expected to 
be active participants in an innovation activity. This experience reveals that 
such a process requires a slower pathway in which teachers (or other 
stakeholders) gain competence, develop trust to collaborate, and in 
which the leader is good at facilitating participation, involvement and 
engagement.  
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In addition to the lessons learned from the difficulties, it is important to note 
that, all this said, the research received a tremendous amount of input, and I 
was able to explore and use the voices of teachers, employers and union 
representatives to produce the right results. It was also evident that for many 
participants, these meetings also served to step out of their own context 
and gather relevant input from others, enriching participants and 
partners. 

Another difficulty was for participants to present relevant practices when they 
were asked questions specifically on the strategic level of quality and innovation 
management. An important lesson from the meetings is that capturing this 
strategic level is not easy. We do not usually think about it as teachers 
or even as other actors. 

During the process, I tried several times to establish a common ground on 
certain questions: what theoretical framework to base the research on, what 
level to target, what commonly agreed definition of innovation or quality to aim 
for? This common ground has failed to emerge for the reasons given above. This 
was, again, instructive. Based on the input from the participants, I, as a 
researcher, had to decide several times what seemed to be the most common 
ground, and I had to set some starting points based on the literature and desk 
research. 

Lessons from the school visits 
The original aim of the school visits was to get a glimpse of what innovation and 
quality management practices were working at the school level in different 
contexts. Again, this was only partially achieved. Two of the schools used the 
meeting more for a kind of marketing, presenting their internal good practices. 
The other two shared their own inner lives and problems. These visits were 
important not because they were a way of gathering deep knowledge specifically 
related to management but because they allowed us to learn about good 
practices, look at specific contexts and assess what factors influence the schools' 
work in the field of innovation and quality management. 
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After the Madrid school visit, the partners expressed their preference for seeing 
a more "average" school, not necessarily one with many resources, during the 
next PLV. 

 

In Budapest, we had the chance to see life in two schools. The partners' request 
was to visit not only the alternative school, which is more closely linked to the 
partnership but also an ordinary state school. However, this was not possible. 
The school district had, by government order, chosen a state school for the 
second visit, which, although officially a state school, was not an ordinary one. 
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The questionnaire  
As I indicated above, there was a debate during the research on the need to 
gather opinions and experiences beyond the partnership. One argument was that 
it would be important to collect the views of the participants in the social 
dialogue, not of anyone else. The other counter argument, which was also 
included in the original description of the research, was that it is worth exploring 
interpretations, opinions and good practices as widely as possible in order to 
develop appropriate models. This tension in the process indicates that the 
process of social dialogue does not always mean the same thing to the 
participants. 

*** 

In the following sections, I present a summary of the main findings, which 
are drawn from the PLVs, school visits and questionnaire results. With 
regard to the questionnaire, I use quantitative elements, but as it is not a 
representative and large-scale study, a comparative statistical analysis of the 
results by variables would not be meaningful. For some of the questions, no 
relevant answers were found. I will only highlight those that show relevant 
results for the project. 

 

The dynamics of tension  
Tension is inevitable in social dialogue. Employers and trade union members 
have different perspectives, interests and priorities. This tension cannot 

28 
 



 
be fully resolved, but it can be a fertile ground for joint reflection. This 
positive tension has been a feature of the project process. The employer 
perspective emphasised quality and related standards and quality innovation, 
while the trade union member discourse emphasised the possibilities, limits and 
necessary resources of innovation. The common point was the need to promote 
good education. It was within this framework that the joint reflection could move 
forward. Trade union representatives often drew attention to the fact that what 
teachers need is not quality standards and the expectation of innovation, but 
rather adequate appreciation, material resources and time. Raising the status 
and attractiveness of the teaching profession and promoting professional 
autonomy were presented as important priorities. And as a representative 
claimed:  

…teachers don’t want to have an increasing workload for innovation and 
quality management, and what they cannot do won’t be willing to do. (PLV 
Notes 1) 

The response to this claim from the part of employers was that 

The goal is not the increasing workload but the objective to discuss the 
possibilities of change (in a volatile and complex world). (PLV Notes 1)  

The employers might offer to organise better teachers’ time instead of simply 
giving them more work. The question remains what the possibilities and 
limitations are for the management models that this project might delineate.  

This tension is present not only in social dialogue but also in quality and 
innovation management at different levels. The expectations of the 
employer or school provider can be in tension with the needs and 
opportunities of other actors, especially teachers. A recurring theme in this 
context was the tension between top-down reforms or constraints and 
control and the autonomy of schools and teachers. 

While the majority of stakeholders in the research acknowledged the 
need for some form of top-down control, initiative and monitoring, they 
also agreed with the literature that school autonomy was paramount and 
that the way forward was to facilitate it. Collaborative professionalism can 
create quality without strong control. 

On this point, it is worth comparing the answers to three statements in the 
questionnaire about respondents' opinions of their own schools. Respondents 
were asked to indicate the extent to which they agreed with the following 
statements: 

There is an appropriate balance of management control and support in the 
management of innovation and quality. 

There are people who are drivers of quality education and change in the 
institution.  

External control of the school is conducive to high-quality and innovative 
internal work.  
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I put the middle claim in just for comparison. The figure below shows the 
opinions for the three sentences in the order shown above. In the sort diagram, 
red indicates total disagreement, and dark blue indicates total agreement. From 
1 to 6, respondents were able to mark their opinion (where 6 is total 
agreement). The longer the colour on the line, the more people ticked that 
value. It can be clearly seen that the two opinions on control have a much higher 
rate of disagreement.  

 

Figure n. 7: scores for the two statements on control and another one on a 
different topic on a scale of 1 to 6 

The role of control is, therefore, ambivalent, and for some, control has a rather 
negative connotation. One participant picked up on this when school inspection 
was used with a positive connotation by a speaker:  

...are we speaking the same language? A school inspection is seen as 
punishment in my context. (PLV Notes 2)  

This negative connotation can be particularly strong in contexts such as 
Hungary, where a strong central control is dominant and where only privileged    
institutions are free to develop their potential. In contrast, the tension is much 
less in contexts where a cooperative culture prevails between the parties. In 
Montenegro, for example, there was visible cooperation between ministry and 
trade union partners. Here, the trade union partners who did speak out were 
also more likely to recognise the importance of external monitoring and 
evaluation. 

Many tensions can also arise in the learning process. One example is when one 
institution has to learn from another with many more resources and 
opportunities. Privileged institutions with a good infrastructure typically provoked 
resistance from teachers and other participants during the project, and the 
Budapest public school's study day with other institutions also raises questions 
about the effectiveness of such a form of knowledge sharing precisely because of 
the wide gaps in the institutions' capacities. 
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As a form of conclusion, the research experience underlines the fact that living 
with tensions, being open to dialogue, and advocating the difficulties 
and new opportunities arising from tensions are significant elements of 
management. It should be part of the sensemaking process described by 
the literature. 

  

Confusion of roles 

I have already indicated the problem of the partners participating in the process 
with different contemporary roles. Some of them were representatives of the 
employers, but at the same time, they were actually working as teachers in their 
daily lives and were also trade union members. In this situation, the different 
roles could come into conflict with each other, and often, I was not clear from 
which positions the participants spoke. Despite this difficulty, the dialogue was 
possible because, behind the different positions, there was a common 
pedagogical perspective that went beyond the individual roles. This perspective 
was characterized by a similar educational language, sensitivity towards 
pedagogical solutions and consideration of the teachers’ point of view. 

Confusion of roles can also be seen at the school level. An example was given in 
one of the interviews. The participant told a story of her institution. The 
representative of the school provider had intervened in specific pedagogical 
situations in an inadequate way, overstepping the authority of the teaching staff. 
The participant considered it an essential task for developing good management 
to clarify roles clearly and to prevent crossing competence boundaries in relation 
to the quality management of the institution. She had been appointed as a 
strategic deputy head, and in this situation, she communicated with the whole 
team and helped them find a clearer division of competencies. The confusion of 
roles might offer an important lesson for management: on the one hand, to be 
able to live with the conflict of roles in innovation and quality 
management; on the other hand, to find common ground and language 
despite the tensions and finally, that it is important to clarify roles and 
even to face the conflicts that this entails. 

.  

Interpretation of quality and innovation  
The notion of quality and innovation has been repeatedly raised during the 
inquiry. One of the original aims was for the partnership to find some common 
definition or basis on which to define models. However, this has proved difficult. 
The desk research has shown that both concepts are ideologically and politically 
permeated and that the context also largely determines their interpretation. The 
discussions and conversations revealed that different contexts interpret these 
concepts in different ways. It is very difficult to give a single definition. 
Regarding quality, the participants debated the principle of meeting standards 
and who defines what a good education is. The majority was against strong 
external regulation.  
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Some wanted to follow distinctive definitions: what is not quality and what is not 
innovation. Nevertheless, sometimes, even these well-substantiated statements 
were made problematic (or at least difficult to implement) because of contextual 
and practical factors.   

●​ Innovation is not simply the implementation of innovative projects (e.g. 
under Erasmus+) but sustainable change in schools. However, as some 
participants underlined: these projects are crucial for school innovation, 
and in some contexts, they would not do any other form of innovation 
without these initiatives.  

●​ Innovation is not only (and not mainly) regards the field of technology. In 
the meantime, it was apparent that in the minds of many participants, 
innovation immediately conjures up technological innovations or project 
developments.  

●​ There was a strong sense that innovation is not an ongoing activity and is 
not the same as innovative learning, but rather specific moments, actions 
that create something completely new or significant change in education. 
However, there were many disagreements with this definition in the 
questionnaire and, when visiting the Montenegrin school, it was suggested 
that this response to change could also be seen as a kind of innovation by 
teachers there. 

None of the interpretative frameworks linked to different worldviews received 
much stronger agreement in the questionnaire. This may also indicate that 
integrative approaches are closer to the participants. Under PLVs, however, there 
was agreement that the PLC approach seems to be the most likely one on 
which to build a strategy. A strategic understanding of PLC was built into the 
questionnaire, and the majority of the respondents agreed that it is a useful 
framework for innovation and quality management, but several questioned its 
feasibility. The majority also agreed that it was a model that could be adapted in 
their own country or institution. 

 

It is, therefore, a strategic (and interpretative) model that is commonly agreed 
upon in the project. 

 

The experience of diversity and importance of context  

One of the most powerful experiences during the project was diversity. It was 
difficult to find common ground and one way of proceeding in the field of quality 
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and innovation management, and the contexts of the participants were so 
different. Typical was the reaction of the trade union representative from Bosnia 
and Herzegovina, who spoke after the presentation of a comprehensive Belgian 
model: "What has been said about the Belgian system is not imaginable in my 
country." The Eastern European context showed that in the Western countries, 
quality and innovation management based on school autonomy and 
professionalism is much stronger, while in Montenegro and Hungary, quite 
different problems and emphases were highlighted. In the former, there was a 
severe lack of material and professional resources, in which innovation seems to 
be a “luxury”, and the language and methods of progressive pedagogy were not 
strongly represented. In Hungary, freedom and innovation can flourish in the 
islands of alternative institutions, but the public school system is highly 
centralised and policy does not promote true collaborative professionalism.  

At one point, it was questioned whether it was even possible to provide models 
or policy recommendations for all contexts when differences are so pronounced. 
The answer that emerged from the PLVs, interviews and focus groups was that 
broad directions could be given, but one of the lessons of the project is precisely 
that contexts are very diverse, and this is often not taken into account by 
policymakers or even pedagogical theorists. Moreover, contexts have a very 
profound impact on the institutions and actors where they exist. Good 
innovation and quality management must be highly contextual. This 
does not mean full adaptation to the situation, for example, when it 
goes against certain values of quality and innovation; but it does mean 
taking into account the wider and narrower context.  

Criticism arose regarding some of the literature and policy measures in this field 
that they were often far away from the reality in which teachers and students 
lived. For example, the struggle of Montenegrin teachers to cope with new 
situations would not be categorised by many as innovation or innovative, 
whereas in that context, their activities could be labelled as such. 

As we have seen, the PLC, often mentioned in the literature, was acknowledged 
by most as a well-supported conceptual framework, but the difficulties of its 
implementation were also highlighted. This also depended on the context. For 
example, some respondents to the questionnaire wrote that it was already a 
working model for them:  

We already use these approaches intensively, and research has been 
conducted arround this topic and reports been delivered in Flanders after a 
two year period research. 

or similarly  

In view that in my country, schools are part of a bigger community which is 
called a college, a number of school make part of the college. In this way 
educators from different schools can share best practices and collaborate. 
Through the school day, teachers are given time to plan and discuss. In this 
way, there is time for planning and implement a PLC approach.  

Meanwhile, there is one who claimed:  
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Difficult to implement due to restrains in the allocation of time, mainly by 
State impositions, giving less time to develop learning advanced learning 
communities 

or 

This approach is less adaptable in some schools in my region, I would even 
say in my country because there is natural resistence to innovation and, what 
is more, numerous teachers in the educational system are older than 50. An 
ageing population of teachers corresponds to less adaptability to innovation. 

Or another similar opinion:  

As an idea, it is a fine one. However, witnessing daily how teachers are 
constantly working in a lack of time situation and being swamped under 
unrealistic expectations with underrated pay, I cannot blame them for not 
having the motivation to invest themselves on such a large scale. Also, a vast 
majority of teachers are already at the age when they are leaving the 
work-field. Their enthusiasm is already drained. 

How to overcome these difficulties and promote the PLC strategy in such problematic 
contexts is not addressed, but the reflection on this could be an important future 
goal or recommendation..  

Driving forces behind change  
In the context of innovation, the question of what the factors that induce change 
are has been raised several times in the discussions. Many highlighted the 
changing social context to which schools often do not respond adequately. Some 
of the problems to be addressed may also be important factors (such as the 
arrival of immigrant children in the Montenegrin school), or the needs of children 
and parents (in the case of the Budapest state school's own history of innovation 
management). The importance of top-down initiatives (policy makers, public 
authorities, maintainers) was also mentioned, but also their disadvantage 
because they do not come from within the community. Many highlighted that 
external constraints or regulation alone cannot provide vision and motivation. As 
one speaker put it,  

… control from above only works if the chip is in the teacher's head. The 
Finns are very good (although the results have changed there, too) 
because they study research in teacher education. At least they reflect 
well: what do I need to do to be better. This needs to be chip into the 
teacher's head. We don't need an accountability system, we need a 
support system. The teacher should also see the whole system.” (PLV 
Notes 3)  

Another type of initiative, but also from above or outside, is when innovation is 
linked to a project to be implemented. As one participant explained: 

Erasmus+ is very popular in some schools. It can improve language skills 
and promote new methods and perspectives. Project initiatives: this is the 
most important role of the EU in school life, because we have money for 
innovation. E.g. job shadowing in my school, teachers going to Helsinki to 
see innovation. This is thanks to European money. (Padlet summary) 
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Other participants, however, again pointed out the drawbacks of this. Innovation, 
because of EU projects, is, in fact, connected to the possibility for schools to get 
money or resources, and no real innovation process responsive to the learners 
and context takes place, just something made for the sake of a grant and sold as 
innovation.  

Another aspect that was mentioned was the problematic approach of the 
Eurocratic perspective. Its principle is “no direct impact, but indirect influence”. 
However, it is an extremely sensitive issue. It leads to the investments of private 
companies. As one of the participants said: The risk is that we end up following 
the needs of the market and not of education. This might be supported by the 
fact that in the questionnaire, when the respondents had to rank the fields of 
innovation, the top three were “innovation in teaching style”, “instructional 
practices”, and “in-class organisation”, while when they had to choose fields of 
innovation that are actually being implemented in the school, innovation in the 
use of tablets/computer in the classroom was by far the first.   

COVID19 has repeatedly emerged as an important driving force for innovation or 
at least a pivotal momentum. All schools have described their reactions to 
COVID. In the questionnaire, too, the majority agreed with two statements 
about COVID: COVID-19 has brought innovations that have survived the 
pandemic in the life of the institution; COVID-19 was seen as a challenge for our 
school and the extraordinary situation brought innovative solutions. It was also 
evident from the various narratives that some of the changes that have been 
implemented have been sustained, and some have not. The advantage of such 
an unexpected, disruptive event is that it requires a rapid, effective and often 
collaborative response, but the disadvantage is that a kind of forced innovation, 
in which speed is problematic, does not allow for slower, mature responses, a 
reflective process of innovation. COVID as a turning point is sometimes more a 
rhetorical than a real radical juncture of change, or at least varying in how 
salient it was to different actors. In Montenegro, for example, COVID was 
highlighted by ministry professionals as one of the most important innovation 
moments, but it no longer appeared as a real starting point in the school there. 

In addition to external factors, internal ones are also worth looking at. The role 
of leaders and leadership in launching and managing innovation was highlighted. 
We saw examples of this in both schools visited in Budapest, where school 
leaders were the drivers of change. Their role is confirmed in the literature and 
probably needs much more attention. However, in a system where the 
replacement of the headteacher and the appointment of a successor is a political 
tool to break down, for example, teacher resistance (in Hungary), such a 
perspective is not viable. A similar promotional role from within could be played 
by colleagues who are drivers of change. Finding, recognising and supporting 
such people should be an important part of management.   

 

Enablers and barriers to quality and innovation (management)  
The questionnaire asked respondents to prioritise the elements of quality and 
innovation management. This ranking (see Figure n. 8) not only provides a good 
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indication of the dimensions of management prioritised by respondents but also 
of the factors they consider most conducive to quality and innovation in 
education.  

 

 

Figure n. 8 

The factors are the following:  

1. Adequate resources, 2. Appropriate school organisational culture, 3. Leaders' 
commitment and effective facilitation,  4. Professional autonomy, 5. Policy 
supporting (quality and innovation) management, 6. Teachers' learning; 7. 
Collaboration between teachers, Time for implementation, 8. Involvement of 
different actors (parents, students, etc.), 9. External control 

Resource is one of the most important keywords in the research findings. It 
came up frequently not only in the questionnaire but also in PLVs and school 
visits. It is also evident that respondents believe that resources, an 
appropriate organisational culture and leadership are needed in advance 
for teachers to learn and collaborate. In relation to policies, it was also 
repeatedly mentioned in the questionnaire and during the PLVs that both quality 
teaching and innovation are expected, but few really effective policies supporting 
schools were listed by respondents. The lack of resources for schools to meet 
expectations, teachers' insufficient time for their daily tasks and no extra 
rewards for participating in innovations were also identified as problems. 
The big differences between the private and the public sector were also raised 
during the school visits and were also indicated by several respondents in the 
questionnaire. It is not the subject of this project, but it is a major issue from an 
equity and human rights point of view, how to mitigate the difference between 
the private and public sectors in terms of quality, so that there are not two types 
of education, one for those who can afford quality education and one for those 
who cannot. 
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Respondents gave lower scores to two statements in their answers for their own 
school or a school they knew well:  

In addition to teaching, the school provides teachers with sufficient time to 
manage innovation. 

The school has adequate and permanent resources for quality and 
innovation management. 

They indicated the following as the most important barriers to quality and 
innovation management:  

Too much energy is spent on managing the day-to-day pedagogical 
work.  

 

 

1 totally disagree – 6 totally agree 

Teachers do not have sufficient resources (time, allowances, 
materials, etc.). 

 

 

1 totally disagree – 6 totally agree 

 

Regarding policies, the participants identify only a few positive examples of 
policy support for innovation and quality management:  

National Education Strategy for Malta 2024-2030 actively supports the 
management of educational innovation and/or quality. 

In Finland schools can quite freely choose the tools and methods to 
develop. We use projects (national and international funding) to develop 
innovations and quality. We have national feedback surveys for VET 
providers. The Finnish Education Evaluation Center (FINEEC) is an 
independent authority responsible for the national evaluation of education. 

In Montenegro, there is an opportunity for teachers to advance and 
improve their positions depending on their personal and professional 
development. This, in turn, enhances their personal professional growth, 
which is motivated by the possibility of salary increases based on the 
obtained certificates 
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The respondents identified much more negative points regarding policy. Some 
examples:   

There are legal requirements for certain types of multiple written 
documents, some of which are overlapping (anti-discrimination plan, 
anti-bullying plan, equality plan, safety and rescue plan...). The writing of 
these documents takes time but contributes little. The time and energy 
spent doing paperwork does not contribute to increased innovation 

There are prescribed regulations and opportunities for schools to develop 
their own innovations and become innovative schools. But there is a lack 
of quality standards and additional resources (material and financial). 

Different parties involved in education are not included fully when setting 
goals at government level. There is no overview of the intended use of the 
funding that is directed to education. Insufficient funding for what is 
expected, especially from the perspective of inclusive education. 

Political changes in governments do not continue policies. There is no 
political pact to implement innovative education policies. 

There is no education policies supporting this management of educational 
innovation or quality, otherwise that some projects. 

Again, the contexts are very different regarding the role of policies in promoting 
innovation and quality management.  

Models of quality and innovation management  
One of the key outcomes of the dialogue during the project was that we found it 
very difficult to offer a single model for quality and innovation management in all 
contexts. However, the research was able to identify what participants thought 
were the more and less effective points in this area, what to focus on and what 
might be some good examples. 

The answers to the various questions in the questionnaire show that strategic 
planning and common objectives are more present in the life of the 
institutions. These are the strongest points. On the other hand, evaluation, 
monitoring and especially documentation-aggregation aspects are less 
developed. Providers are also allocating fewer resources to these issues and 
institutions are paying less attention to them. The two figures below illustrate 
this trend.  
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Figure n. 9  

 

Figure n. 10 

It seems that while the promotion of data aggregation and 
evidence-based approaches is a priority in EU documents (e.g. Quality 
assurance for school development, 2018) and has been voiced by employers' 
representatives in the dialogues, this is a challenge. It is clear here that there 
is a discrepancy between expectations and resources, as data collection 
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and evaluation are two of the tasks that require the most time, energy, and 
specific professional (non-educational) competences. However, this is not 
available in most places. 

The questionnaire also revealed that the involvement of different school 
actors and the building of relationships with external contacts are also 
weaker points for management, which shows that the implementation of the 
whole school approach faces obstacles as well. Little energy is devoted to 
this. Finally, visiting each other's lessons and reflecting on them is the 
least functioning method, although the literature identifies this as a very 
effective way of increasing professional capital. Here again, time constraints and 
workload are likely to be an obstacle.  

For the collection, documentation, aggregation and evaluation of data, there 
were very few concrete and practical ways that the participants could share:    

Innovative practices are documented and shared both internally and across 
the sector through self evaluations, case studies, conference participation etc. 

There is a team of teachers responsible for the school's improvement and 
innovation plan. They collect various pieces of information throughout the 
year to suggest improvements that need to be implemented.  

Staff have meetings in relation to innovative practices and do have evidence 
re implementing the same. The staff are very diligent and keep up with all 
aspects of what is going on in the Centre. 

 

It also appears that networking, linking with other institutions and peer 
learning, which are increasingly mentioned in the documents, are only 
mentioned in a few cases and are not frequently adopted management 
tools. 

No meaningful management models were shared by respondents to the 
questionnaire. During the individual and focus group interviews as well as the 
PLV visits, it was possible to identify some practices that outlines viable 
strategies . 

In the Belgian model presented2, it is a top-down, but more professionalistically 
supportive, leading from the middle kind of approach, whereby schools promote 
shared reflection through their 'school as a concept' approach. The school 
concept promoted is of a hybrid, flexible and inclusive institution. This model 
includes school’s self-reflection events, a tailor made knowledge management 
system, evidence gathering, establishing a SCRUM board and mixed groups of 
teachers and students in the institutions, and support mechanisms for leaders. It 
uses the strategic alignment pyramid3 (See Figure n. 11)  to promote the 
process of quality management. The role of the middle-level center is to provide 
materials and training to the schools, and to support the principals as key actors 
in the process.     
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Figure n. 11 

Several schools have an innovation team that meets regularly. In other 
schools, the regular staff meetings used to discuss pedagogical cases is used to 
raise issues of quality and innovation. Some have regular contact with parents, 
and as a result are constantly trying to find experimental answers to the 
problems that arise. There are private institutions where a strong school provider 
team supports the day-to-day management of the institution, facilitating 
reflection on problems, the development of new solutions, strategic planning and 
evaluation. Some (where resources are available) have hired a manager (leader) 
specifically responsible for strategy alongside other managers.  

Summary  
The main lesson of the research is that it is difficult to offer a single model. The 
social dialogue and the research have highlighted the diversity of contexts, 
their determining factor; and the potentially tension-laden nature of 
innovation and quality management processes, which can be positively 
exploited (also in schools). The findings suggest that it is important to add the 
concepts of context and resources to the other factors outlined by the literature, 
such as collaboration, professionalism and leadership because without taking 
these into account, the other elements will not work (See Figure n. 12). 
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Figure n. 12 

Further important lessons can be summarised as follows:   

●​ collaboration is an important value and present in schools, but there are 
less teachers’ energy for learning from each other; 

●​ rigid and centralised policies have a negative impact on quality and 
innovation management; 

●​ the PLC model is accepted as an effective basis for innovation and quality 
management but there are several obstacles in its implementation; 

●​ the whole school approach seems to require much more energy from the 
institutions than they have; 

●​ strong control mechanisms (from above) is not seen by participants as an 
effective tool for innovation and quality management; 

●​ top-down approaches might work if they promote learning and 
collaboration in schools respecting their autonomy; 

●​ the project initiatives might help innovative processes, but they might also 
lead to a simplistic view of innovation with not real and effective change in 
the schools 

●​ particants agree on the fact that technology is not the primary field of 
education, but it is the most frequently addressed one; 

●​ much more attention is paid to planning than to monitoring and evaluation 
(which also requires more resources). 

The following policy recommendations are coming from the research finding and 
reflections on them. 
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Policy recommendations drawn from the study (for the 
partners’ consideration) 
 

Introduction 
The goal of these preliminary policy recommendations is to represent the voices 
of the different members stemming from the research findings. They should be 
discussed, amended, changed or completed by the partners to arrive at a final 
agreement on them. Some of the recommendations express more general 
directions, while others are more concrete. They address different levels. 
However, some of them might be relevant for various levels: they are included in 
the general recommendations.  

General recommendations 
All the partners and actors in education should acknowledge contingency, 
tensions and uncertainty as constitutive elements of innovation and quality 
management. It is always a process of collaborative sensemaking (defined as a 
dynamic, ongoing process where individuals interpret, label, and act upon 
ambiguous events within an organization, creating shared meanings and 
anticipation perspectives that facilitate organized actions). This also means that 
the emphasis should be on processes and not on standards.  

The Professional Learning Community approach is a long-standing concept. 
However, its widespread implementation adapted to different contexts is still 
being realised. This should be a priority at different levels.  

The literature and documents on innovation and quality often repeat and 
underline the same expectations, but not enough attention is paid to what the 
resources and the context allow and what is actually happening in institutions far 
from the 'centre' (locally or virtually). These factors should be much more 
considered besides the normative frameworks presented.  

Recommendations to the EU level  
EU documents and initiatives often have a strong normative dimension. They set 
out objectives that are sometimes far from the reality of several contexts and 
practices of many institutions. Without outlining middle strategies to make steps 
forward toward the realisation of the objectives, they might be alienating and 
not motivating sources for innovation and quality in education. Concepts and 
approaches that have been promoted at EU level, such as the professional 
learning community, the whole school approach, evidence-based quality 
management built on institutional data collection, can be implemented if there is 
more reflection on how to achieve them. 

The principle of “no direct impact but indirect influence” can be conducive to 
national policies that are against the EU values and the stronger presence of 
other external actors in education (like market-oriented entities). The 
Commission should pay more attention to these tendencies and contemplate 
strategies to prevent and overcome them.      
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The project showed the importance and effectiveness of continuous cooperation, 
discussion, and conversation between partners despite the inevitable tensions 
and conflicts. The Commission should continue to promote social dialogue 
between partners in the education sector in which the dialogical and 
collaborative elements are given priority over the protocollary dimensions.  

During the project, it was important to hear voices from the margins. EU policies 
should pay more attention to the “non-central” contexts and voices when 
promoting effective innovation and quality management. 

On the one hand, EU initiatives and grants for projects might promote innovation 
and bring additional resources to schools, but they might also lead to a diverted 
focus from the real problems of institutions or to “alibi innovations” (not real and 
sustainable changes). It might not be enough to integrate some preventive 
measures into the application processes (like the requirements of needs 
analysis, sustainability measures, etc.), but other strategies should be offered 
for the different levels of policymaking in order to promote a more 
comprehensive perspective on innovation. 

Recommendations to the national/regional level 
National policies often offer standards. They have an important role in the 
development of educational innovation and quality management. However, it is 
also important to conceptualize these fields in terms of processes reflecting on 
the contingency, tensions and contextual dimensions.  

Centralisation that does not leave space for school and teachers’ autonomy, 
external control without the promotion of internal commitment, rigid 
mechanisms that do not leave space for flexibility and threatening policies for 
teachers have deteriorating effects on educational innovation and quality 
management. Notwithstanding, autonomy without adequate competences and 
professional support is not conducive to good management.  National/regional 
policies should engender teachers’ agency by promoting a certain degree of 
school autonomy and support for their collaborative professionalism at the same 
time.  

School inspection policies should be conducive to the institution's self-reflection, 
and not used as punishment tools and/or strong and rigid control instruments.  

According to the principles of collaborative professionalism, the main effective 
method for better innovation and quality management is that the teachers’ 
learning occurs mainly through their everyday and organised collaboration with 
their colleagues. The primary way of their professional development should be 
inside the institutions and not only by participating in courses. National policies 
should establish continuous professional development mechanisms that explicitly 
consider the school-level learning.   

The resources of teachers and institutions have a significant influence on the 
development of management. The allocation of different resources (material, 
professional, infrastructural, time) is an important basis for good innovation and 
quality management. National/regional policies should develop effective, long 
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term resource allocation strategies. Concrete expectations should always be 
accompanied by the consideration of the necessary resources.  

Monitoring and data collection are not sufficiently promoted and implemented 
elements of quality and innovationa management. They are particularly resource 
intensive and should be given much more attention by policies and resource 
allocation strategies. 

National policies should try to achieve a balance between top-down and 
bottom-up measures and not implement top-down expectations without 
supporting mechanisms for school-level development, professionalism and 
collaboration.  

Leadership should be conceptualised as a driver for quality and innovation in 
education. Policies should contemplate strategies for the selection and 
professional development of leaders at different levels of education. Decisions on 
leadership should not be used as a political tool or weapon, but they should be 
for the development of learning institutions.  

The involvement of different actors and partners (especially trade unions) in 
policy-making processes on quality and innovation can lead to measures that 
reflect the educational reality and the needs of the different stakeholders and 
can enhance the implementation of policies.  

Recommendations to the “middle level” (school districts, centres, 
school networks, school providers)  
Middle-level interventions have a major role to play in promoting effective 
innovation and quality management. Organizations at this level (centres, district 
education offices, school operators, etc.) should take on a more interventionist 
role: by creating and promoting strategies and policies at their own level.    

In these policies, it is equally important to mainstream the dimensions listed 
above (in the national policies), such as participation and involvement, strategic 
resource allocation, prioritising internal learning within institutions, 
accompanying top-down initiatives with appropriate support mechanisms, 
promoting effective leadership, and facilitating monitoring and evaluation 
mechanisms. 

Recommendations to the institutional (school) level 
Institutions should develop a strategic plan for how they can build on the 
context, local realities, and available resources to promote internal learning and 
professional collaboration.  

Institutions should identify the enablers and barriers to innovation and quality 
management when evaluating their strategy.  

Institutions should also invest energy in monitoring innovation, collecting and 
evaluating experiences.  

Leaders have a crucial role to play in promoting innovation and quality 
management. They should also pay attention to their own professional 
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development in this area and to the involvement of teachers and other actors in 
this process.  

Management processes often involve conflicts, tensions and contingencies. 
Institutions need to embrace these and leave room for a process of shared 
sensemaking (described above)  

Mechanisms for teachers to learn from each other should be promoted in 
institutions.  

The PLC concept should be reflected in schools and concrete steps should be 
indicated for its development or better funcitioning.  

One of these steps can be establishing groups structured as concentric circles 
with an inner core around which other actors join in at different levels are an 
effective way of managing innovation and quality. The school should develop a 
strategy for the functioning of such groups (with meeting, communication, 
tasks).   
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