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Abstract: A variety of new policy requirements set for learning and teaching affect the work in
schools. The local context in which a school is located forms the grounds for school-level policy
adjustments and development work. Caring is a common pedagogical concept and depending
on the context its interpretation and meaning varies. Teachers can express their caring attitude in
their interactions with students and other teachers. We investigated teachers’ perceptions of school
development and elements that encourage and motivate teachers to engage in school development
work. We also studied caring as one feature in the descriptions related to the work cultures of the
schools. The data were teacher group interviews (N = 10) in five different Finnish comprehensive
schools located in five different municipalities. In total, 44 teachers participated in the study. We
used conventional content analysis allowing a data-driven descriptive approach to the material. The
data were thematized and classified into categories concerning the aspects of development work.
The categories were further examined to analyze caring. The analysis resulted in finding categories
concerning meaningful school development and prerequisites to development that reflected and
were aimed at the caring elements in the work culture.

Keywords: school development; school improvement; caring; work culture

1. Introduction

The need to ensure and plan education that meets both the present needs and those
of the future are driving forces for many education systems globally. The idea of schools
that provide children with an environment in which they can develop their skills and
knowledge as well as their emotional and social capabilities form a backdrop for many
policies around education and schooling [1] (p. 34). A variety of societal expectations and
changes in society add to the requirements set for learning and teaching, not to mention
sudden global or local changes that force educators and policymakers to rethink their
practices (e.g., the recent COVID-19 pandemic; [1–3]).

Whether the point of departure for school development is the use of new technologies
in learning and instruction, meeting the learning needs of diverse student groups, or
some other topical matter, the interaction between the adults and children of the school
plays a role in the whole. Further, one should not undervalue the aspects of caring and
child-centered approaches to learning and instruction when aiming to improve practices
in the classroom or the school community. In this whole, caring can be seen as student-
centeredness, collaboration, and equality-promoting values providing an ethical basis
for development work in schools [4,5]. It is also well known that the actions of leaders
influence the interaction in schools [6].
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Earlier research around caring has been focusing on the interaction between a teacher
and a student [7], or teacher collaboration [4,8], but caring in school development has been
less studied. Therefore, it is crucial to get more information about the way teachers perceive
the meaningfulness of school development alongside the aspects of caring they express
about it. This article addresses two research questions to investigate the meaningfulness
of development work in schools (RQ1) and the caring attitude in descriptions of school
cultures and development (RQ2), thus combining caring elements to the discussion of
school cultures and the aims and actions of meaningful school development.

2. Study Framework
2.1. School Development

Efforts to implement education policies and develop practices related to learning,
teaching, and work cultures in schools form a wide range of activities from large-scale
reforms [9] to locally initiated programs. The process of improving and transforming
the ways schools function includes shorter- and longer-term goals; yet at the same time,
educators ought to be aware of unanticipated new opportunities that may appear while
they work with the current goals and development efforts [1] (p. 119). By referring to
research by Braun et al. [10] on context, we acknowledge the meaning of the school-specific
factors (e.g., staffing, intake, history, budgets, local education administration) that influence
and shape the enactment of education policies.

School development work entails teachers’ learning [11]. This does not only mean
learning through participating in formal learning activities organized to support the at-
tainment of the objectives set for school development, such as professional development
organized to support reform, but also learning from the activities they undertake dur-
ing working and teaching itself such as collaborating, reading, and experimenting [12].
Whereas teachers often engage in learning activities focusing on the enhancement of their
teaching practices, the school as the learning environment may determine whether they
act on it individually or with colleagues [13]. The concept of collaboration appears often
in literature and policy discourse around school development and the teaching profes-
sion [14–16]. In a school context, teacher collaboration can be viewed in several ways [16]
depending on the goal and context. For example, co-teaching (e.g., team teaching) is re-
lated to teachers’ work at the classroom level and can cover a variety of practices outside
the actual instructional practice (e.g., planning, assessment; [17]). Successful co-teaching
requires teachers’ commitment to shared values and priorities [17,18]. Moreover, collabora-
tive practices and team structures aimed at enhancing shared work-related goals seem to
create fruitful grounds for teacher learning and school development as well as having the
potential to change the work culture [19]. This mode of collaboration includes the aspects
of organizational, personal, and interpersonal capacities [13]. Organizational capacity can
be understood as supportive resources, such as structures, and systems (e.g., availability
of time, information, materials), personal capacity as teachers’ active and reflective con-
struction of knowledge, and interpersonal capacity as behavioral elements such as shared
practices, beliefs, and responsibilities between teachers as well as reflective dialogues and
opportunities for consultation [13].

Teachers’ adjustability and capability to collaborate and take part in school devel-
opment work reflect teachers’ former experiences and beliefs [20]. Further, the history
of a school lays the grounds for the way collaboration and development work are per-
ceived [10,21]. Therefore, principals, as the leaders of their schools, play an important
role in these processes. Leadership based on sharing and distributing responsibilities
and encouraging teacher involvement in the development and planning of school-level
practices (i.e., instruction, common rules) can be essential in initiating teacher collabo-
ration [13,22,23]. Through their actions, principals can model the desired practices (e.g.,
collaboration, and learning; [24]), and support teachers in keeping their focus on the goals
set for the development work, enabling communication during the process by creating
spaces for teachers’ learning and development of new pedagogies [25,26].
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2.2. A Caring Work Culture

Work cultures in schools are built around values, habits, beliefs, and assumed ways of
doing things in a school community in which teachers tend to work with similar constraints
and demands related to their pedagogical practice. The culture covers collectively shared
solutions that are generated through the history and earlier experiences of the school [4].
A caring culture also refers to a culture that expresses a caring approach in collaboration
between the teachers and in teacher-student interaction as well as in the actions of the
principal [6].

A caring ethos in a school influences the school’s atmosphere and can be seen in an
open and trusting interaction and willingness to work together. The school’s atmosphere
reflects the experience of school life by school personnel, students, and parents, and includes
academic, social, ethical, and emotional viewpoints. That is, it covers curricula, teaching
and learning processes, and physical and emotional safety (e.g., order and discipline), as
well as teachers’ professional development. It further concerns the quality of interactions
between school personnel and students, including a sense of connectedness to the school [8].

A caring pedagogical work culture can be considered from two aspects: content and
form [4] (pp. 165–166). Content refers to assumptions, values, beliefs, and ways of working
that are shared within a school community or a certain group of teachers. Form refers
to patterns of relationships and associations between members of the community, and
it becomes visible in the ways these relations are articulated. Thus, work cultures and
teachers’ relationships with their colleagues form a central context for teachers’ experiences
of meaningful school development [4].

Caring in a school environment is a common pedagogical concept and depending
on the context its interpretation and meaning varies. With the concept of caring, we
refer to open and trusting interaction and willingness to work together; thus, it is about
fostering a good and innovative atmosphere. Speaking about caring in schools, we refer to
teachers’ attitudes to students, rules and instructions given to the students, disciplinary
practices, studying practices, school atmosphere, and planning and conducting teaching,
thus finding caring as an ethical approach to teachers’ work (see [5,7]). Teachers’ ethical
thinking is based on common values, the teacher’s values, beliefs, rules, or instructions,
also including being capable of solving ethical dilemmas [27]. According to Carr [28],
several ethical levels in the teaching profession cannot be ignored, such as respecting
one’s integrity and teaching the contents of the subjects properly. A desire to act in a fair
and supportive way and show respect towards another person are also values that are
commonly shared by teachers [29,30]. Responsibility, in terms of aiming to advance what is
best for students, is also seen as a core value of teachers’ ethical and caring profession [31].
Based on a previous study [7], the basis for caring relationships is in communication
situations, attentive encountering situations, and trust-building relationships. A caring
aspect of teaching means using diverse teaching and allowing the students to study in a
safe and supportive classroom environment as well as taking care of students’ learning by
planning the lessons, taking into account the level and the skills of the students, helping
them when they are studying, and allowing relevant conversations [7].

Teachers’ ethical attitude also affects the actions of a school and school culture
(see [27,30,32–34]). The ethical aspects of schoolwork are formed around common values
of equality, tolerance, and care of the students, which are the values that principals/school
leaders usually share [35]. These aspects guide the everyday practices of teachers, school
leaders, and students, and therefore should be openly discussed within the school com-
munity [32,36]. The school leaders (i.e., principals) have a central role in leading the
development, adoption, and realization of the ethical aspects in their schools, and through
that, they affect the atmosphere and teachers’ attitudes (see [6,37,38]) by building a shared
vision and fostering the acceptance of group goals, giving support to teachers and modeling
appropriate values [39]. Leading a school in a caring and goal-directed approach focuses on
pedagogical discussions and interaction between the teachers and is aimed at developing a
capacity for caring in the school community [24].
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2.3. School Development and Leadership in the Finnish Context

In Finland, the guidelines for developing school cultures are specified in the National
Core Curriculum [40] which is considered obligatory, yet leaving school-level actors (prin-
cipals, teachers) with great autonomy in planning and conducting teaching [41,42]. There
are no school inspectors, and the work is based on the ideas of teacher autonomy and trust
in the system [43]. The curriculum draws the overall framework for schools’ pedagogical
work and describes the nature of a school culture. According to the curriculum, a school
should aim towards: “[a school culture that] promotes learning, interaction, participation,
well-being and a sustainable way of living” [40] (p. 24). Finnish comprehensive schools
are thus seen as learning communities that ought to ensure the well-being and safety of
every student [40]. Caring by connecting and being concerned for the well-being of others
aims to maintain good relationships and enjoy good contact with colleagues and students,
revealing the nature of Finnish teachers’ ethical sensitivity [44]. A high proportion of teach-
ers (an average of 81%) across OECD countries have reported working in a school culture
characterized by collaboration-based practices [15]. Finland is among those countries which
during the past ten years have experienced a significant increase in teacher collaboration,
especially in the form of team teaching [15].

The context in which a school is located opens a space for school-level policy adjust-
ments and development work to reach the aims set for education, which also describes well
the way the Finnish education system functions [45,46]. Consequently, locally emerging
critical problems benefit from solutions developed in these contexts [1] (p. 185). Moreover,
the fit between existing capabilities and common needs noted in a school and the goals set
for development work, capacity demands, and values form prerequisites for the success or
failure of the process [1] (p. 8). All these factors form the grounds for school development
work that is focused on our study.

Earlier research in Finland implies that principals have found the aspects of developing
a learning community to be challenging [47]. Moreover, principals have reported difficulties
in reaching their aim to engage every teacher in sharing the responsibilities and decision-
making at the school level [2,45,48]. Yet Hanhimäki and Risku [49] (p. 96) define ethical
leadership as a cornerstone for educational leadership in Finland that can “carry and
support individuals and communities during both good and bad days”. Although they
find the ideas of educational leaders reflective and value-based, they argue that educational
leadership and teacher education should be further developed to respond to the challenges
in the future.

3. Aim of the Study

The study aims to investigate teachers’ perceptions of school development and the
elements that encourage and motivate teachers in the development of their schools. Fur-
thermore, the focus is also on exploring caring as one feature in the descriptions related to
the work cultures of the schools.

The research questions are the following:
What are Finnish teachers’ conceptions regarding the development of the school and

its work culture?
How is caring present in teachers’ conceptions of the work culture and its development?

4. Data and Method
4.1. Participants

Forty-four teachers, of whom 28 identified themselves as female and 16 as male, partic-
ipated in semi-structured focus group interviews in 2019. The interviewees represented all
career stages starting from a few years of work experience to 10–20-year careers as teachers.
The participants came from five schools located in five different municipalities in Southern
Finland. We conducted two focus group interviews in each of the five schools (i.e., 10 focus
group interviews in total). The focus groups were formed of 3–5 participants. The schools
represented two types of comprehensive schools: schools with grades 1–9 (N = 3) and
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schools with grades 7–9 (N = 2). Most teachers worked in schools of 350–500 students, and
one larger school (>800 students) was also represented in this study. In each school, we
interviewed two types of teacher groups: one formed of teachers who were involved in
leadership group work in their school, and the other one composed of teachers outside the
leadership group. At the time of the interviews, all five schools were involved in a 1.5-year
development work focusing on leadership structures. Consequently, most of the research
participants met up regularly, and therefore, background information that could connect
information about specific schools, ages, or gender of the teachers has been left out [46,48].

4.2. Data Collection

The data were extracted from a larger study in which we collected survey data from
all school personnel and had two rounds of interviews with teachers and principals in
2017–2019. The ten teacher focus group interviews reported here were carried out in April–
May 2019. Two teacher groups from five schools participated in the interviews; that is,
we interviewed teachers who were leadership group members and teachers who were
non-members of the leadership group in each school. Most of the groups had three or four
participants. The interview data comprised 272 min in total, and a typical focus group
covered 23–33 min.

The interviews were guided by a thematic interview schema built around four focus
areas: (1) Teacher’s role outside the classroom (e.g., Along with instruction and its prepa-
ration, what is included in your work in the school?), (2) Teachers and responsibility for
school development (e.g., Is it necessary for individual teachers to take responsibility for
school development work?), (3) School leadership and teacher participation in development
work (e.g., How could teachers be encouraged to participate in school development by
the school leadership?), and (4) Teacher leadership (How do you understand the concept
of teacher leadership?). All interviews were recorded and transcribed for later analysis.
The interviews were in the Finnish language and the quotes presented in this article were
translated from the original transcriptions by the authors.

4.3. Data Analysis

While planning the analysis process, we referred to the consolidated criteria from
Tong et al. [50] for reporting qualitative research. Our work with the data was based on
qualitative content analysis, especially conventional content analysis that allows a data-
driven descriptive approach to a phenomenon [51]. That is, there were no predetermined
theory-based categories, but the categories were formed through an interplay between the
data and the researchers’ pre-understanding regarding earlier research in the field [51,52].
The data analysis was composed of three main phases. First, we immersed ourselves in
the data to reach an understanding of the material [51]. Second, the analysis continued
by reading the data word by word to find classification units (coding scheme) to capture
teachers’ conceptions regarding the development of the school and its work culture. During
the third phase, the classification units were thematized and sorted into categories. Finally,
we focused on the categories and examined caring practices and perceptions that were
included in teachers’ perceptions about school development [51,53]. One researcher had
the main responsibility for the analysis, and the others were involved in cross-checking
the coding scheme, reflection on the accuracy of category labeling, and formulation of the
findings [50].

4.4. Ethical Considerations

The data were pseudonymized. All information regarding the participants’ identity
(e.g., school names, teacher names) was replaced with artificial identifiers. The data were
stored in the [name of the university] network. Only the researchers involved in the project
had access to the data. The [name of the university] has research ethics regulations that
are binding on all employees of the institution. This type of research does not require
an ethics committee review in Finland [54]. All the teachers interviewed were provided
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with information about their rights (e.g., withdrawal), the aim of the study, data collection
methods, and the storage and use of the data. Participation was voluntary.

5. Results
5.1. Overview of the Results

Our study included two research questions, of which the first focused on teachers’
conceptions regarding the development of school and work culture (RQ1). In the analysis
process, we identified two main categories related to this question, meaningful school devel-
opment and prerequisites for school development (Table 1). The main categories were divided
into five subcategories. Meaningful school development entailed professional learning and
impact on the school community. Prerequisites for school development included vision/strategy,
leadership, and structure.

Table 1. Teachers’ conceptions of work culture and its development.

Category Description Data Example

Meaningful school development

Professional learning

-Collaboration

“Different student groups require
different kinds of leadership and

guidance” (Teacher 3, School 1).

-Implementing new ideas in
teaching

-Considering the needs and the
situation of students or groups

-Applying equal and flexible
evaluation practices

-Meeting the goals given in the
curriculum

Impact on the school community

-Developing teaching practices “It would help a lot if we had clear
and joint practices. . .that the

students are also aware of. That
would increase a feeling of safety”

(Teacher 2, school 4).

-Developing student integration
practices

-Promoting student equality

Prerequisites for school
development

Vision/strategy

-Mutual discussions between the
leader/leadership group and the
teachers

“To be able to take part in the
discussion of values and such things,
the vision and the strategy are also

important. . .” (Teacher 4, School 5).-Accepting and sharing ideas in
respectful working atmosphere

Leadership

-Instructions given by the leader
or leadership team

“The leader or the leadership group
should filter the tasks given to schools

from the municipal administrative
level” (Teacher 1, School 4).

-Instructions from the
municipality or the National
Board of Education

-Prioritizing and fair delegation of
tasks

-Noticing teachers’ work and
efforts, positive feedback

Structure

-Time and space “I think [development] must be a task
of a group of teachers, so it won’t be

the responsibility of one single
teacher.” (Teacher 1, School 4)

-Teacher teams

-Salary

The second research question considered how caring is present in teachers’ conceptions
of the work culture and its development (RQ2). After the description of the main categories
related to school development, there is a characterization of how caring was present in the
descriptions belonging to each category. The organization of the results is based on the
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emphasis and coverage of the categories related to the development of schools starting
from the most frequent subcategory.

5.2. Meaningful School Development

The main category ‘meaningful school development’ (Table 1) consisted of two sub-
categories, of which professional learning was based on school development in terms of
developing teachers’ own competence and teaching practices, while impact on the school
community covered the teaching community and the school in a broader sense. In both
subcategories, caring was widely present throughout the data.

5.2.1. Professional Learning

The professional learning subcategory was the largest of the subcategories of meaningful
school development. It depicted the elements teachers linked to the meaningfulness of
school development in their work. Teachers saw school development as a purposeful
part of everyday work, particularly when it was connected to their classroom work and
teaching. Consequently, teachers interpreted that development work at its best enhanced
their teaching competence, and they further stated how it could increase their motivation,
sense of meaningfulness, and well-being at work. Teachers also pointed out that no one
else but themselves could improve the classroom part of school development. One teacher
(Teacher 2, School 1) summarized the idea as follows: “Only I can develop my work, and
therefore, it is rewarding to be engaged in the [development] work”.

Regarding the importance of the close connection between school development and
classroom-level work, teachers not only perceived expanding their own competence and
teaching strategies as meaningful but also saw their importance from the perspective of
students’ learning. Some teachers mentioned how it is important to provide a model of
cooperation for students and try out some new pedagogical ideas in practice with them.
Teachers believed that the way adults collaborate influences how the students learn to work
together and feel safe to try novel ways.

Moreover, the professional learning subcategory covered teachers’ descriptions of their
sense of purpose to enable multifaceted learning opportunities for students. They described
how they applied versatile teaching methods and implemented new pedagogical ideas
to help students achieve both their personal learning goals and the objectives set in the
curriculum. Further, teachers reflected on the development of shared practices around
more flexible evaluation methods regarding the use of due dates or fixed time slots for
students to do their assignments as such methods would benefit the schooling of students
who need to be motivated and supported in their studying. About these themes, teachers
referred to the diverse student population of their school and contemplated how the school
should be able to meet all in the best way as “different student groups require different kinds of
leadership and guidance” (Teacher 3, school 1).

5.2.2. Impact on the School Community

Under the impact on the school community subcategory, teachers stated that at its best,
school development can provide an opportunity to influence the work culture of the school
by establishing new ways of working with colleagues. Teachers described the creation
of shared teaching practices with close colleagues or a group of them. For the teachers
we interviewed, shared practices meant joint planning and/or teaching lessons with a
colleague, and planning and working closely with a subject-based theme with other teachers
focusing on the same subject.

Further, the development work opens a space for investigating means to strengthen
students’ equal rights and opportunities to attend through implementing ways to increase
the inclusion of all students in mainstream settings. By that, teachers meant specific
situations or lessons (e.g., physical exercise, arts) that were organized in a way that allowed
students with special education needs (SEN) to study with students in mainstream classes.
Students with SEN were most often provided with instruction in small groups.
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5.2.3. Caring in Meaningful School Development

As considered from a caring point of view, the descriptions in the professional learning
subcategory revealed teachers’ caring attitude reflecting the need for more opportunities for
joint conversations about common practices and principles concerning pedagogy, teaching,
and values. It also depicted student-centeredness in planning teaching, which is also a
caring element among teachers’ aim for multi-faceted teaching methods that would take
the ability and motivation of every group into account to enable a learning environment
that meets students’ needs. All these elements stress the teachers’ supportive, respectful,
caring attitude toward the students. Moreover, teachers also mentioned classroom practices
with caring elements that covered their aim to act supportively and to create a safe and
positive learning environment. The classroom atmosphere was considered crucial, and
teachers wanted to have a supportive and positive attitude in their teaching yet stay in
charge at the same time, as one teacher described, “We have a fairly positive education culture
and it seems to give better opportunities to set limits when needed” (Teacher 1, school 4).

In the category of impact on the school community, many teachers mentioned the impor-
tance of sharing ideas, working in teams or pairs, and enjoyment of an open and respectful
working atmosphere, which are traits of a caring teaching culture. Some teachers had even
been planning and co-teaching. Shared and collaborative teaching practices (i.e., fostering
of open and trusting interaction) reveal the idea of the willingness of mutual pedagogical
understanding regarding the descriptions of the co-teaching situations targeting to meet
the needs of the whole group, which requires student-centered and shared values reflecting
teachers’ caring attitude.

Furthermore, teachers’ recognition of equality in education and evaluation depicts
teachers’ sense of fairness. Teachers tried to find ways to organize evaluations and tests in
a fair yet supportive way, finding it important to enable equal opportunities for students
to show their skills and knowledge. Equality in education was also related to teachers’
tendency to seek ways to organize teaching situations that would enable every student’s
participation, and the theme of equality was especially stressed by teachers implementing
the integration of special education groups and mainstream settings. These teachers wished
for more opportunities to mix groups and even different age groups in the future and stated
that these processes can be supported by building up timetables that allow collaboration
between groups. By doing all this, the teachers applied their own beliefs and values, which
can be seen as caring elements in a school community.

In addition, a need to have a mutual understanding of disciplinary manners can be
interpreted as an ethical need to act in a fair and just way that is recognized as caring and
equal. Some teachers expressed their concerns related to the lack of shared understanding
of disciplinary manners and time for pedagogical discussions because they may lead to
ethical dilemmas if a single teacher must make decisions without support from the school
community. “It would help a lot if we had clear and joint practices. . .that the students are also aware
of. That would increase a feeling of safety” (Teacher 2, school 4). Teachers also seemed to rely
on the national curriculum, yet some of the teachers mentioned the high demands of the
present curriculum or the National Board of Education. Teachers’ approach to work signals
a basis on the sense of responsibility, being thus caring by its nature. Despite the thorough
planning of versatile teaching methods, some teachers mentioned facing challenges with
balancing between the idea of a student’s self-regulation and teacher guidance. Teachers
expressed their suspicions about needing to implement all objectives of the curriculum.
Consequently, balancing between the regulative demands and meeting the needs of a
student can be seen in these cases even as an ethical dilemma.

5.3. Prerequisites for School Development

Prerequisites for school development formed the second main category related to
teachers’ conceptions of work culture and its development. This main category is divided
into three subcategories, vision/strategy, leadership, and structure.
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5.3.1. Vision/Strategy

The vision/strategy subcategory enlightens teachers’ descriptions of their work with
leaders and other teachers in their school. Teachers mentioned the importance of joint
discussions within the school community. Most of the teachers welcomed new ideas with
pleasure. However, they stressed that the atmosphere for sharing and discussing had
to be safe and respectful. Teachers also pointed out that they preferred attitudes that
were positive and future-orientated. Complaining about the present situation was often
perceived to make the situation worse, thus diminishing teachers’ willingness to implement
any of the new ideas. Furthermore, some teachers reflected on the time perspective, and the
meaning and importance of values about development: “To be able to take part in the discussion
of values and such things, the vision and the timetable are also important (in the development work)”
(Teacher 4, school 5). In addition, some teachers wanted to draw attention to challenges
related to teacher collaboration and the development of work culture by pointing out how
challenges can emerge from the lack of motivation due to too many duties or unclear
development objectives. Sometimes teachers had experienced disagreements within the
teaching community regarding the given objectives, and they hoped for mutual discussion
with other teachers and the leader to clarify the aims.

5.3.2. Leadership

The leadership subcategory covered teachers’ thoughts about and hopes for leaders’
work in their schools. Many teachers mentioned that they wished to receive a framework
with more pedagogical guidelines related to school development from the school leader(s).
Further, the leaders ought to clarify expectations set for the teachers in the process. Some
teachers argued that leaders should engage themselves more closely in the school develop-
ment to ensure that the work proceeded. “We are so excited and make decisions in the meetings,
but still, the follow-up is missing. . .” (Teacher 1, School 4).

Teachers who were members of leadership groups stressed more often the need for
a shared vision than the teachers not involved in leadership group work, who, in turn,
called for more information about goals or instructions. By doing so, both teacher groups
recognized the shared vision and goal as prerequisites of development work. The teachers
in both groups identified themselves as teachers rather than leaders, although the leadership
group teachers saw that they were closer to messengers between the larger teacher group
and the school leadership (leadership group or principal) than being leaders themselves.
In general, all teachers comparably perceived development work and there were not
many differences between the teachers based on their position about the leadership group.
Yet, some teachers would have wanted to have more freedom in their work with school
development, whereas some other teachers in another school explained how they had been
encouraged to try new ways of teaching and felt that their school’s work culture was a safe
place for testing, as no one gets criticized afterward, even if they fail.

Teachers considered that starting a development project every year with a new aim
often led to difficulties in finishing the earlier and ongoing projects properly. Sometimes a
development project had been launched with great enthusiasm, but the work had never
been accomplished or the results remained unnoticed. Related to that, teachers pondered
how tasks should be prioritized in a situation in which a school had too many projects,
and they reflected that the challenge of many simultaneous development projects could
be solved by concentrating only on the more important objectives at a time. One of the
teachers argued that “the leader or the leadership group should filter the tasks given to schools from
the municipal administrative level” (Teacher 1, School 4). Teachers further stated that school
development projects should influence and be connected to their everyday work because
otherwise they are not perceived as important or motivating: “If one shares the values and
goals of a project, one wants to be committed and reach towards them” (Teacher 3, School 5).

The biggest problem that was brought up under the leadership subcategory was the
unevenness in the distribution of responsibilities or tasks. Fair delegation of tasks was
perceived as a necessity in collaboration, as many of the teachers argued that every teacher
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should take part in development work and responsibilities should be distributed fairly.
This was a task that was seen as the responsibility of the leadership group and the school
leader, and teachers hoped that those in leadership positions would pay more attention
to it. However, some teachers wondered if development work should be voluntary to
increase motivation. They felt that if one can develop something important for one’s work,
the motivation would be better. That also would enhance the results and sustainability of
school development if compared with a development project perceived as externally given
and therefore, not as meaningful to one’s work. In addition, a few teachers pointed out that
more feedback about the work should be provided, and that everyone’s work and effort
should be noticed more openly. This argument points to the direction of leadership groups
and school leaders. Many teachers also argued that a positive and encouraging attitude
would increase the motivation to develop the school as the efforts of teachers’ development
work have sometimes been found to be unnotified. “Motivation and positive feedback from
leaders, that they see the effort that was put in the work, and they should credit the great job that has
been done here” (Teacher 1, School 1).

5.3.3. Structure

The structure subcategory covered teachers’ thoughts about the team structures of
their schools. The work in teacher teams or with the whole teaching community and
the leader(s) was seen as crucial as it provided opportunities for sharing knowledge and
practices regarding planning lessons, subject-specific themes, or co-teaching. They noted
that teacher teams were functional in introducing new ideas and sharing tasks. “I think
[development] must be a task of a group of teachers, so it won’t be the responsibility of one single
teacher.” (Teacher 1, School 4).

Development work was found to be especially meaningful in the subject-based teams.
This subcategory also touched on the questions of time, space, and salary. Teachers saw that
if they must organize their teaching to meet the demands posed either by the school leader
or the municipality or take part in school development projects with limited time resources,
this could lead to an ethical dilemma. “Every teacher has too much work to do right now,
and everyone is having additional responsibilities. . .one can barely manage all of it.” (Teacher 1,
School 2). In the teacher discussions, lack of time or the distance between classrooms were
often seen as factors that made collaboration challenging since such conditions made it
difficult to meet up with colleagues. Teachers further argued that they should be heard in
the development work and their ideas for organizing classrooms in the school building
might help to solve some practical dilemmas. In addition, a few teachers mentioned that
development work should be noticed in the paycheck.

5.3.4. Caring for Prerequisites for School Development

Caring was recognized in the vision/strategy subcategory, in need of mutual discussions
between the teachers and school leaders targeting the sharing of the vision and goals. The
teachers seemed also to have expectations related to a caring working atmosphere, and
they hoped to get guidance from the leaders in the process of establishing or developing
it. Many of the teachers, including the members of leadership groups, felt that it would
be important to understand more about the visions that leaders were having. Instead of
just getting orders from above, teachers found instructions and guidance given by the
leader or leadership group to be valuable and that this signaled caring from the school
leadership’s side. It would thus better serve teachers’ engagement with and understanding
of the schools’ joint value base. Some teachers explained that since the planning for extra
events (e.g., student involvement development projects) seemed compulsory and meant
less time for planning the lessons, it is crucial to be clear about mutual goals towards which
the teachers are supposed to be heading. That was linked to teachers’ discussions about the
joint goal in teachers’ work, namely educating children forming the very core of teachers’
caring attitude, and the need for mutual discussions around that. The structure subcategory
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is also linked to these prerequisites since collaboration needs time and space. Teamwork
was perceived to be the most effective way to organize the work.

In the leadership subcategory, caring was also widely present, especially in descriptions
that considered structures that help to conduct mutual discussions and a need for open
interaction and connecting to others. Teachers’ viewpoints of mutual discussions within
the school community brought up the need to hear the ideas of and get guidance from the
leadership group to get an overview of the development project at hand. “The leadership
group has the vision, and they can manage the project” (Teacher 1, School 1).

When considering a sense of fairness as a part of teachers’ caring, collaborative attitude,
we can also identify a set of requirements targeted at the work of leaders or leadership
groups. For the teachers who stressed that everyone should participate in the development
work in an equal manner, fairness is fair task delegation within the teaching community.
Tasks and events planned and carried out with other teachers were not perceived as stressful
as the ones that had been the responsibility of only a few. Some teachers argued that this
school development is at its best when they work in teams and not in the big meetings
targeted at the whole teaching community. “One takes more responsibility in teams than one
would take in a big meeting” (Teacher 1, School 2). In addition, fairness in work culture also
meant being noticed positively and getting positive feedback from the leaders. Also, the
discussion about teachers facing the demands set in the national curriculum can be seen
as a trait of the ethical, caring, and goal-targeted part of the teaching profession. Working
towards a shared and fostered vision is a part of a caring atmosphere in a community.

6. Discussion

The results of this study show the importance and perceived meaningfulness of
development work and the complexity of teachers’ work when ethical matters are discussed.
The Finnish comprehensive school system sees development work as an important part of
teachers’ work [40]. Teachers’ desire to learn and develop the areas that affect teaching has
been noticed in other studies, as well as the enhancing effect of financing, time, and space
(see [13,34]).

Teacher collaboration is beneficial not only to students and teachers (see [34]), but also
to the whole school as it can change the school culture into a more innovative one and
flatten power structures in the school [16]. A cooperative, trusting, fair, and supportive
atmosphere among the teachers can be seen as a part of a caring school (see [31,37,55,56]).
This was the case in this study as well, as the results of this study showed teachers’
willingness to cooperate and develop teaching to meet students’ needs. These elements
have also been outlined in several previous studies (see [7,27,30,32–34]). The aim to
share values and practices in the working community as well as the aim to use diverse
teaching, act supportively, and in doing so, apply one’s own beliefs or values, were the
more common caring elements in this study (see [29,30]). Teachers came up with the need
for fair delegation of tasks and the need for time and space for developing collaboration and
co-teaching practices. Teachers’ expectations of getting instructions, in which the leading
team had an essential role, also came up in a study by Ahtiainen and Simola [2]. Teachers’
commitment to shared values and regulation have been seen as prerequisites in previous
studies as well [16,18]. On the other hand, principles have been also considered the reasons
for the lack of commitment to the mutual goals of some teachers, questioning whether the
expectations differ from the leaders to the teachers or the aims have not been thoroughly
discussed and leaving the experience of participation superficial [2].

The subcategories called shared goals and interaction and student-centeredness revealed
the main findings in the area of caring elements in work culture: teaching students in the
best possible way and developing a cooperative working atmosphere. These elements are
also found in the descriptions of professional learning communities [13]. School leaders
/principals can affect teachers’ engagement and working practices by encouraging them
to challenge their assumptions and beliefs, facilitating the opportunities to work together
building a vision, and setting directions [34,39].
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The elements that revealed ethical dilemmas in this study concerned teaching, e.g.,
planning the lessons in a way that meets the student’s needs in the best way. These issues
were also found as caring elements in students’ opinions [7]. Balancing between the targets
set in the national curriculum [40] and the needs of a group of students was sometimes
difficult. Another ethical dilemma was interpreted in the descriptions of collaboration,
which was found to be important, but the teachers felt that they did not have enough
time or opportunities to plan it properly. Lack of time is one of the hindering structural
characteristics of collaboration [16]. Giving time and space for teachers’ collaboration
during working hours can also diminish the risk of free-riding teacher colleagues [18],
which was one of the teachers’ arguments in this study as well. Ethical dilemmas presented
in this article do not concern only teachers, as principals have also found it challenging to
develop school culture to meet the demands of the curriculum, which promotes inclusive
education and the use of information and communication technology in schools [47].

Some of the teachers argued that the expectations of the municipality have been
stressful, although a respectful and open working atmosphere can strengthen the staff
to meet the pressure of demands [56]. According to teachers in this study, the problems
seemed to be less difficult if teachers were able to work in subject groups or teacher teams
(see also [18]). According to Lahtero et al. [23], distributed leadership can be understood as
delegation of predetermined tasks and as interaction between principals and teachers and
their situations that take place in the official and unofficial structures of school environments.
In this study, the teachers’ arguments about getting more information about the goals
of school development, fair task delegation, and feedback are the kind of interaction
that is meant in distributed leadership. According to Lahtero [57], promoting teachers’
motivation to develop work needs indirect leadership through building a structure for
teams to meet and have mutual discussions (time and space) and supporting interaction
and knowledge of the staff. In his study, principals also believed that distributed leadership
would engage teachers and increase their motivation for school development because
distributed leadership provides a feeling that one can have an influence on one’s work [57].
The elements mentioned above were also found as prerequisites to development work in
this study.

All in all, the results examined from both the aspects of school development work
and teachers’ work as implementing caring values were connected. The meaningfulness of
school development and its prerequisites were those elements and necessities that reflected
and were aimed at the caring elements in the work culture, such as open and trusting
interaction and willingness to work together thus fostering a good and innovative atmo-
sphere. In conclusion, this study contributes to the knowledge about teachers’ perceptions
of the development of the school and how caring is present in teachers’ conceptions of
the work culture. Finally, as one of the teachers puts it: “It is also a fairly important target
to maintain good things, that one can’t rely on the present situation in which interaction and the
leading structure is in a good stage” (Teacher 1, school 2), which confirms that the school
development work will be continued.

7. Limitations and Future Research

This study presents the perceptions of Finnish teachers working in five schools, which
sets limitations for generalizing the results. However, with 44 participants including
teachers who were part of their school’s leadership group and teachers who weren’t,
the study provided a good first insight into how caring becomes apparent in teachers’
perceptions of meaningful school development. Further, the nature of the data is teacher
self-reports that give limited information about their actual practices in the school. It is
possible that the teachers participating in the study had positive attitudes toward school
development to start with, and that may have led to a rather positive picture of teachers’
perceptions. Therefore, there is a need for the theme to be investigated more thoroughly
and in other contexts in the future.
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As the results presented in this article are from Finland, international and compar-
ative studies are needed. Finnish teacher education is at a high level and teachers are
academically educated at universities. From this viewpoint, it would be very fruitful to
conduct an international study on ethical aspects and perceptions of school development to
explore and compare teachers’ awareness and perceptions concerning ethical dimensions
in developmental work in different countries.

In Finland, where we have almost no private sector in education, schools are led by a
very collaborative approach to distributed leadership. It will be highly interesting to do
comparative research in this area to see how results differ in different school systems.

In this research, teachers addressed a few aspects of ethical dilemmas, although
teaching is considered an ethical profession. Ethical themes that are seen as core values in
caring teaching need therefore to be observed further in Finland.
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