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Abstract

The present study focuses joint school and university development work in preschool-projects try to increase educational
quality. The aim of this study was to explore perceived conditions and perceptions of projects among participants in
development projects in eleven preschools. In addition, we were interested in the perceived outcomes of the projects. All
projects were aimed at strengthening the preschool principal’s and staff’s competence regarding children’s language and
emergent literacy development. The studied projects lasted up to three years. The results are based on phenomenographi-
cal analyses of thirteen focus group interviews with principals and staff, including eighty-eight participants, during the
project period. Follow-up interviews were conducted with twenty-four representatives from the participating preschools
one year after the closure of the projects. The interviews were transcribed and analyzed. Field notes from visits in the
preschools contributed to the empirical material. Our findings indicate that the perceptions of a project, contributed to the
understanding of a project as loaded with expectations that the development project is limited in time and that it will add
extra-curricular work demanding extra resources, which led to the perception that when the project is over, development
work is over. The word project, thus, per se functioned as a limiting factor, if on-going development work, was aimed for.
Lack of anchoring the development work in the local context was perceived as problematic, with effects for the partici-
pants’ experience of agency. Furthermore, difficulties in managing large staff turnover during the project was perceived to
cause the development work to come to a stand-still. Active leadership, and shared responsibility were perceived as favor-
able factors for the progress of the development work. Our conclusions encompass participants’ perceptions of adjustment
to the local context, shared responsibility and seeing development work as exceeding time limits as vital components of
successful development work.

Keywords Preschool - Perceptions of projects - Agency - Distributed leadership - Phenomenography

Introduction projects among preschool staff, thus addressing the follow-
ing research questions.

This study focuses on perceptions of school development

projects in preschools and their outcomes. Using the phe- 1. What were preschool staff’s perceptions on develop-

nomenographic method, this study describes and high- ment projects in their practices?

lights the perceptions of the phenomenon of development 2. How were the remaining outcomes of the develop-
ment projects perceived by the participants after their
termination?
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School development in Sweden is often conducted in the
form of projects, where the National Board of Education
finances the project, or as with this study, the municipality
finances half the project and the regional university contrib-
utes the same amount. As projects are such a dominant prac-
tice in school development, there is a need to scrutinize how
participants perceive work during projects and the outcomes
of the projects, since remaining effects are often taken for
granted.

Two notions that are often associated with school devel-
opment are development and change. A new habit or routine
may be referred to as a change. However, it is only when a
new understanding is integrated into the participants’ reality
that development takes place.

First, our interest was directed to how the concept project
was perceived, as well as preschool teachers’ perceptions
of participation in the school development process. Sec-
ond, the perceived outcomes of these school development
projects, one year after the termination of the projects, were
targeted. Although the empirical material was collected a
few years ago, this specific project displays various mis-
conceptions and factors that often act to restrain sustainable
school development. Therefore, the description of this proj-
ect offers insights regarding the crucial aspects to observe
when initiating development work in the future.

Literature Review

The concept of a project and the notions associated with
the concept are central to this study. According to the Cam-
bridge Dictionary the noun “project” indicates “a piece of
planned work or an activity that is finished over a period
of time and intended to achieve a particular purpose”™—a
definition that well describes the projects that are targeted in
this study. In Sweden, development work is often conducted
as particular projects, financed and governed by the Swed-
ish Board of Education and/or the municipalities. All the
studied projects were time-limited, aimed at professional
development, and followed a collaborative plan drawn up
between the university; the municipalities; and in some
cases, the principals. Most definitions of the term “project”
aim to describe the form and not the content (Hodgson et
al., 2019; Loow, 2001). According to Lofqvist (2015), the
project form involves “the use of human, material and finan-
cial resources in a planned and organized way” (p. 13). The
idea of a project per se is that a process leading from ideas is
transformed into activities in everyday practice.

Several projects aim to reduce time and costs simulta-
neously as the project creates qualitative and quantitative
change. In school development projects, the idea of develop-
ment is central; however, a thin line exists between change
and development. According to Blomberg (2013), the time
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constraints and the fact that tasks differ from the rest of the
activities and that projects through targeted resources must
achieve certain goals make for additional, sometimes prob-
lematic, characteristics.

Perceptions of the conditions for projects and the very
notion of a project are of interest to actors at various levels
from a societal level further down to different organizational
levels and further yet to the level of individuals. At a soci-
etal level, the development work aimed at may contribute
to educational equality, indicating the perceived decisive-
ness of politicians. At the organizational level, the processes
involved in development work are transformed to the local
decision-making level, aiming for development at a collec-
tive level, in this case, the preschools. For the individuals
in a practice, a plethora of reasons for engaging in a project
may pertain, but the tentative outcomes may be seen as out-
comes that bring something back to the individual in terms
of education, the extra time and funding for materials, pro-
fessional growth, or a collaborative work climate.

Efforts to improve educational practices by using effect-
size estimates often fail to give clear answers about the
immediate results of projects (Kraft, 2023; Lofgren, 2020).
From the mid-1900s onward, an abundance of school devel-
opment projects have been conducted, all exemplifying
complex processes, often with difficulties in actually achiev-
ing lasting changes. When projects do result in change, the
following conditions are said to be in place, according to
Jahnke (2020): organizational prerequisites, clear aims,
motivation, competence, and a planned course of action.
When one or more of these aspects are missing, the proj-
ect may instead end up with participants feeling confused
and expressing resistance or frustration (Berg et al., 2015;
Berg, 2018; Jahnke, 2020; Lofqvist, 2015; McCormick et
al., 2019; Thelin, 2013). Therefore, we wanted to exam-
ine the preconceptions and perceptions among participants
in projects, as such perceptions form the soil from which
sustainable school development may grow (Hargreaves &
Fullan, 2013; Lofqvist, 2015), thus providing knowledge
that highlights projects as a possible strategy for school
development.

Project logic summarizes the use of projects as inno-
vative, creative, and effective (Packendorff & Lindgren,
2014). However, according to Fred’s (2018), projects mean
that everyday activities are turned into temporary project
activities, using extra time and funds.

Activities are carried out that would not otherwise had
been carried out. This creates a gap between routine activi-
ties and what happens during the project period (Ekstedt,
2019); perceptions of projects that were found also by
Lofqvist (2015).

Context attachment is a key factor linked to school devel-
opment work, as observed by several researchers (Fullan,
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2001, 2007; Lofqvist, 2015; Waite, 2010). Interventions
often prove ineffective when the local context is not per-
mitted to influence the design of the intervention; instead,
a predetermined strategy is followed. Cicmil and O"Laocha
(2016) emphasize that funding can become an obstacle, as it
requires cut-off dates to be met, and documentation is then
produced at the expense of meeting emergent local needs
during the development process. Ready-made models that
are imported and have no basis in daily activities seem
to meet a sudden end when the project terminates (Bryk,
2010; Scherp, 2013). Simultaneously, supervision by exter-
nal “experts” is less effective as they often lack sufficient
knowledge of local needs (Berg et al., 2015; Ehnestrom &
Hamasor, 2016; Kennedy, 2005).

According to several studies, change management must
be perceived as being based on the needs, culture, and local
context in which the proposed project is to be carried out
(Berg et al., 2015; Berg, 2018; Langlelots, 2017, Lofqvist,
2015) so that the actors can find their way forward. Partici-
pants’ agency involves being able to participate in collegial
discussions grounded in the local teaching context (Lan-
glelotz, 2017).

Leadership in projects may be viewed from different
angles. Aligned with the idea of effective management of
teaching, the metaphor of chain of command is often used.
The chain of command usually describes the trajectory of
governance from the national level to the individual school
level (Lindensjo & Lundgren, 2000; Nihlfors & Johansson,
2013). Bjursell (2018) notes that metaphors can make vis-
ible the beliefs that can affect leaders’ actions. The chain of
command can thus be usefully seen as a series of intercon-
nected links that clarify various levels of responsibility and
interaction between the levels.

The principal’s leadership plays a significant role in most
forms of development work. When it comes to changing a
school’s culture in the direction of lasting change, the prin-
cipal’s leadership proves to be a central factor (Bjorkman,
2011; Randevag & Bostrom, 2019, Gian & Bao, 2021; Nihl-
fors & Johansson, 2013; Thoonen et al., 2012). The school
principal is formally responsible for conducting develop-
ment work (SFS 2010:800).

Nevertheless, some studies indicate that it is not always
the case that the principal can allocate sufficient time to lead
and participate in development work with the often heavy
administrative burden that rests on their shoulders in an
age of decentralization and marketization (see for example
Hult et al., 2016; Jarl, 2013; Lundstrom et al., 2017; SOU:
2015:22). In other words, educational leadership suffers in
competition with other areas of responsibility, and a distrib-
uted/shared and/or collective responsibility can potentially
enable sustainable development work (Duke, 2012; Harg-
reaves & Shirley, 2009). The idea of a control network, a

concept proposed by Bjursell (2018), has the advantage that
the network still holds if one of the links breaks, which is
not the case with a chain. Bjursell’s (2018) image of a con-
trol network offers all participants the opportunity to take
on responsibilities tailored to their role in the work team.
Furthermore, the control network incorporates the idea of
the actors as links of shared responsibility to create greater
sustainability because it is less vulnerable in terms of con-
text and decision-making.

Continuity is crucial for the outcome of a project. Frame-
work factors play a significant role in the implementation
of development work. A lack of time and high staff turn-
over are examples of challenges to producing successful
development work (Randevag & Bostrom, 2019; Skolver-
ket, 2003; SOU 2014:5).

As mentioned in the introduction above, there is an
abundance of knowledge and extant studies about projects,
implementation, and outcomes. The questions we ask are
regarding how expectations and perceptions of projects
can be associated with research on how projects may be
implemented. To map participants’ expectations of projects
and the conditions perceived to be required, our interest is
directed toward participants’ expectations of projects and
their thoughts about them.

Asperceptions on projects and participation in project pro-
cesses are our main interests, a phenomenographic approach
was employed to examine participants’ perceptions.

Methodology

A phenomenographic approach was used to explore pre-
school teachers’ perceptions of development projects,
aiming to analyze existing variations in the respondents’
perceptions of the phenomenon, to better understand the
meaning conveyed (Fejes & Thornberg, 2019). Thus, the
focus was on the variety of experiences, rather than on the
essence of experiences as in phenomenology. As our interest
was to explore the diverse ways in which preschool teach-
ers experienced and conceptualized the chosen phenom-
ena, phenomenography best suited our goal of analyzing
the dimensions of variations within the phenomenon and
comparing various perceptions at a group level (Dahlin,
2007; Marton, 1992). From a phenomenographic perspec-
tive, individual experiences of the world express different
degrees of awareness, feelings, or embedded meanings,
thereby highlighting qualitative differences (Marton &
Booth, 1997; Akerlind, 2008).

Using a phenomenographic approach, the world is
viewed from two perspectives: descriptive levels referred
to as first- and second-order perspectives (Uljens, 1989).
The first-order perspective describes objectively how things

@ Springer



Early Childhood Education Journal

are, as seen by the researcher, while the second-order per-
spective, the focus of this study, captures preschool teach-
ers’ perceptions and experiences of the development work
(Dahlin, 2007; Uljens, 1989). The existing variations in
perceptions within the targeted group of preschool teach-
ers were our focus of interest, rather than individual percep-
tions of the phenomenon per se (cf. Marton & Booth, 2000).
We aimed to group the preschool teachers’ experiences into
conceptual categories, thereby, forming pictures of teach-
ers’ perceptions and interpretations of development projects
and their outcomes, pictures that may serve as a basis for
discussion among the personnel in other preschools (Lars-
son, 2005).

Participants and Data Collection

The school development projects in focus were all aimed
at improving preschool practices, focusing on children’s
communicative practices, emergent literacy, and related lan-
guage development. With this research interest as a starting
point, we followed these collaborative projects intended to
work as competence-enhancing and profession-strengthen-
ing in the preschools in question.

Our delimitation included collaborative assignments
conducted between our university and 11 municipal pre-
schools performed in 2014-2018. Of these preschools,
nine were located in the suburbs of a middle-sized Swedish
city, while two were situated in rural areas. Our participa-
tion as external coaches with literacy expertise yielded an
in-depth insight on the practices involved. The selection of
preschools was based on the considerations that the proj-
ect duration spanned 1-3 years, the project was grounded
in earlier research, and that at least a year would be required
for project implementation. The study includes interviews
with participants and project managers, as well as approxi-
mately 100 pages of field notes written during coaching ses-
sions. The preschools were marked with the letters P1-P11
to ensure the confidentiality of the participants. In total, 88
participants were included in this study. The content of the
projects varied in terms of coaching individual supervi-
sors and staff, all concerning literacy practices, interaction
aspects, and language development approaches.

Interviews with staff who participated in the projects
were conducted through 13 focus group interviews during
the project and at the end of the project (in autumn 2017).
Follow-up interviews were conducted approximately one
year after the projects’ completion with 24 representatives
from participating preschools (in autumn 2018). Group
interviews were selected as all projects were designed
around staff group divisions, and were, therefore, consid-
ered a convenience selection. Focus group interviews were
held at the different preschools. The participants were free
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to talk about their own experiences based on an interview
guide covering three question areas (experiences of par-
ticipating in the project, didactic considerations, and per-
ceptions of outcomes). The participants were informed of
the study’s aims, gave consent to participate in the study,
and followed the current ethical principles of research with
humans according to the Swedish Research Council (Swed-
ish Research Counsil, 2017).

Phenomenographic Interviews

The questions posed were designed to encourage partici-
pants to think about why they experience a specific phenom-
enon in certain ways and how they form its meaning. Since
we aimed to assess variation in the emergent conception of
projects at a collective level, questions were designed to
capture participants’ awareness of various aspects of their
experience of the phenomenon addressed in comprehensive
answers. Therefore, the so-called “probing” approach was
employed, with follow-up questions on how and why such
answers were provided (Fejes & Thornberg, 2019).

Interviews began with a single open-ended question:
“Tell me what you think of this project?”’—an intentional—
expressive approach where interviewees are first asked
questions on the phenomenon of interest, which is how the
development work was perceived. Furthermore, follow-up
prompts focused on “how” and “can you tell me more?”
to elicit elaboration and encourage interviewees to reflect
on the conceptual meanings of the wording used in their
answers while addressing the conditions for the develop-
ment work, activities, and engagement among the personnel
and perceived outcomes of their work.

Data Analysis

The phenomenographic analysis model used contains seven
steps: familiarization with the material, the compilation of
answers, synopsis, comparison, articulating the categories,
naming the categories, and the contrast phase (see Fejes &
Thornberg, 2019).

The first step aimed to allow the researcher to become
well-acquainted with the empirical material, which was
accomplished by transcriptions. In the synopsis step, empir-
ical data were sorted individually and then summarized.
After comparing and grouping statements, categories were
articulated and named. Finally, categories were compared,
searching for associations, until final categories were estab-
lished. From the second step onward, all the processes were
performed collaboratively to reduce ambiguity. Critical dis-
cussions of interpretative presuppositions and the availabil-
ity of the evidence were conducted through the process of
analysis to establish trustworthiness (Akerlind, 2008). For
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triangulation purposes, participants’ narratives were ana-
lyzed and discussed against the background of field notes
to validate our joint interpretations of the group interviews.
The field notes were written during the coaching of the proj-
ects on site, and quotations were then viewed against the
processes in the actual work team.

The outcome space was, thus, created when the catego-
ries were merged, making the connections between them
visible and reflecting the totality of the results (Marton &
Booth, 2000). To avoid drawing just our own conclusions
or misinterpreting the participants’ conceptions of the phe-
nomena, our description of their conceptions is faithful to
the participants’ answers and further clarified with excerpts
from the empirical material.

Findings

The results of the phenomenographic analyses are presented
below. Throughout the Results section, a second-order per-
spective, that is, preschool teachers’ perceptions of the
projects and their outcomes, is in focus. The quotations pre-
sented below are chosen to present the breadth of the phe-
nomenon of the “project” and perceptions of the collective
experience of participation in projects. The subtitles denote
five categories that capture the outcome space, Time and
resources exceeding ordinary activities, adjustment to the
local context, leadership and participants’ agency, insuf-
ficient continuity, and perceived outcomes of the project.
Each category is illustrated by carefully chosen quotes that
highlight perceptions of the respective project in hand, thus,
providing answers to the research questions.

Time and Resources Exceeding Ordinary Activities

A notable type of expectation is that extra time and resources
are connected to the notion of a project. While all projects
were supposed to take place within the ordinary practice,
within the framework of activities and routines, the partic-
ipants still experienced a need for additional time for the
planning and implementation of activities. Accordingly, the
time allocated for continuous reflection and a shared focus
resulted in a sense of coherence and belonging in some
workplaces.

However, in preschool P3, a teacher reported on the
beginning of the project as follows: “We thought we might
be able to bring in a substitute teacher to help... It is a lot
of these practical things... Then things would be quite dif-
ferent.” (P3) It was an overall perception that extra time is
needed in a project, as they are perceived as activities that
demand extra time for planning and activities, exceeding
ordinary work and daily routines.

In our interpretation, the content of a project is less
important, as extra resources are seen as crucial for com-
pleting various tasks, regardless of the content. Moreover,
all the respondents unanimously indicate that when the proj-
ect is over, it is over, even if the idea was a long-term change
in the practice: “Well, it is over now, so now we have to look
for a new project.” (P8) What is striking here is how the
completed work during the project ends with the observa-
tion that the project is over. When time is set aside for joint
reflection, the importance of adjusting to the local context
is highlighted.

Adjustment to the Local Context

Joint reflection on the existing practice is shown to be
possible when time is set aside for it, according to our
respondents:

We can talk about what, how and why we do what
we do. Have conversations about leadership, strengths
and weaknesses in our approaches, and preschool
teachers’ responsibilities. (P2)

The importance of introducing new teaching content into
the existing practice is also highlighted:

If we see benefits from the work, after scrutinizing
focus and content... We must choose what we do. And
those choices you must make. Is this something that
benefits us, the overall work, and the children? Should
we do it... yes or no? (P10)

Another participant states that, “The only way to make it
work is for the project to become a part of everyday life.
Otherwise... so be it” (P9).

The perception that educators should decide what ben-
efits the children, activities, and educators based on the
curriculum and preexisting pedagogical plans, is communi-
cated clearly in the quotation above, and the significance of
such a viewpoint was shared in the work team. The design
and approach of the project are also a part of this decision.

When the relationship between the project and daily
practices is not perceived as always evident, our respon-
dents convey a sense of alienation, as is clearly expressed
in the following quote.

It felt like a Mediterranean cruise; you do not know
how many countries you are going to visit, you fall
asleep on a boat and then you wake up in another
country. And you must keep track of a lot of things...
What language is spoken here? (P11)
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Everyday work is, thus, seen as something that is quite
disconnected from the project. An explicit link to ordinary
practice proves to be essential to the respondent percep-
tions of a project, regarding both wiy and how such links
are constituted. If the project is not perceived as clear and
with an explicit connection to the activities already being
conducted, it is perceived as something extra or something
new and unspecified on top of what is already being done,
connecting to leadership and the participants’ agency.

Leadership and Participants’ Agency

One cluster of perceptions indicates that in some respon-
dents’ experience, a close connection between the develop-
ment of the project and the presence of a school principal
affected the project and the continuation of the development
work as expressed as, “Our principal has been a gatekeeper
who has turned away requests from external stakeholders.
The principal has said to us that we must prioritize time for
reflection.” A perceived prerequisite reported is that peda-
gogical and administrative leadership is in place.

However, the participants’ perceptions reflect the impor-
tance of participation and a sense of shared responsibility in
the development process.

It is essential that what we do is adjusted into the ongo-
ing practice. We must make the project into our proj-
ect, and do it our way so it can continue later... The
previous principal was continually active in encourag-
ing us to find our own tools. (P10)

A perceived gap between leadership and participants may
lead to different views on the project: “Well, someone must
decide, but it would be nice if we got a question if we are
interested in participating in the project. And if so, what are
our thoughts about how to do it.” (P1) This response reflects
the view that the principal is the one who is expected to
provide prerequisites for the implementation of the devel-
opment work including the conditions required for genuine
participation; however, such conditions were not always
reflected in the respondents’ narratives:

Those who planned the project knew more than we
did, and we are not used to that in our practice. We
are the ones who are knowledgeable. When we make
decisions, we are in control of the situation, but not in
this case...(P11).

The conditions for participating in a project also seem to
shape individuals’ conceptions of what is expected from
participants in the project. In the quote below one partici-
pant gives her reasons for not engaging in the project:
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I, who did not participate from the start of the proj-
ect, did not have the energy to read and get informed
about what the others were doing. I felt the same about
assigned texts. Better, then, to tag on to some of the
practical activities... (P8).

Above, we find an explicit example of how not enough
energy was invested in clarifying the aims and the focus of
the project and engaging all participants to take on responsi-
bility for conducting the project.

When a project is first initiated, and decisions are made
without transparency and the work teams’ participation and
impact on aims and procedures, this seems to give rise to
perceptions of a lack of agency.

Insufficient Continuity

High staff turnover is an overlooked factor in the partici-
pating preschools. Staff turnover has had an impact on the
content of joint planning as well as how inexperienced staff
and substitutes included in the ongoing development work
have been— “They, the substitutes, will never get to expe-
rience the process.” (P6) Staff turnover has also included
principals.

Well, at first it was NN who was the principal, but she
quit. And then there was going to be a new one, but
she changed her mind. Now they say that we might get
a new principal next term, but it is not certain that she
will be here because she is the principal of two other
preschools. (P3)

Staff turnover and leadership changes, or lack of leadership,
have harmed projects’ implementation and outcomes, as the
next quotation exemplifies:

The difficulty lies in keeping the work up when teams
are replaced, new co-workers arrive who have not
been involved from the start and may lack pedagogi-
cal training... (P4).

In the aforementioned circumstances, perceptions of dis-
continuity were apparent for obvious reasons. Similar per-
ceptions were, however, expressed in relation to the fact
that everyday activities and routines tend to crowd out and
replace project activities as time goes by— “Everyday life...
it comes. .. whether you like it or not” (P7)—indicating how
project activities rarely prevail and simply disappear instead
of becoming integral parts in the practice.
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Perceived Outcomes of the Project

In the following section, participants’ perceptions of
remaining outcomes one year after the termination of the
project are presented. Only fragments and components from
the project period were perceived approximately a year after
the projects. In the follow-up interviews, few or no remain-
ing outcomes were considered. The following quotation is
from an interview at the preschool where the project aimed
to observe interactions between adults and children.

‘We do not have the time to do that now, we have meet-
ings and planning based on each child’s development.
There is not much left of the project...except short
sequences to see interactions. (P5)

A notion clearly expressed in the interviews is that a project,
whatever the intent, means that new tasks are added in addi-
tion to one’s daily work. In another project regarding the
implementation of reading aloud in the practice, one partici-
pant explained as follows:

We do not prioritize work with the project. We have
more pressing tasks to engage in/.../ We are not inter-
ested in project work because we do not have time set
aside for that. (P3)

The only tangible result of the project referred to above was
a rug that was paid for with project funds but without any
significant increase in the frequency of reading aloud. How-
ever, one preschool stood out, especially regarding leader-
ship and participation. This preschool was characterized by
clear leadership where the principal provided conditions and
accepted that development work takes time, thus providing
time and encouraging staff to reflect on everyday activities.
In this preschool, the principal acted as gatekeeper and the
aim of the project left marks also in the local curriculum of
the practice:

The principal is guarding the project, but we do it
together. It is up to the development group, but also
the colleagues in the department take part. /.../ It is
good that the project is now integrated into the plan-
ning process and that our principal expects us to work
on the connections between the project, the local cur-
riculum, and the daily activities. (P1)

The above responses reflect the importance of shared
responsibility and genuine commitment to the project. Since
these elements have been requested in the interviews, but
have not always been experienced, project activities seem
to have a tough time surviving.

Discussion

The perceptions of projects are important to understand a
project’s further trajectory. As school development projects
are often initiated by school or local decision-makers, the
perceptions of project participants underscore the possibili-
ties and obstructions involved when implementing them. A
critical issue is how perceptions and actual events and cir-
cumstances interact during the implementation process, as
perceptions influence actions.

Perceptions of the consequences of project logic stood
out as a major feature in the participants’ narratives, not
least concerning the perceived outcomes of the projects. In
the participants’ narratives, we find that the project activi-
ties ceased to exist after the end of the project. Thus, the
projects were perceived as being over. Project logic percep-
tions underpin the idea that projects require extra time and
resources, leading to the notion that new projects need to
be started continually to keep up development work (Blom-
berg, 2013; Ekstedt, 2019; Fred, 2018). In other words, the
very concept of a project not only creates expectations about
time and resources but also indicates that development work
is only temporary and thus becomes counterproductive in
terms of sustainable development work (Cicmil & Loacha,
2016; Hodgson et al., 2019; Fred, 2018). Development is
perceived as a new and different addition and not as an
ongoing development of existing practice (Ekstedt, 2019;
Packendorff & Lindgren, 2014). The question arises as to
whether the aforementioned course of events is a waste of
financial resources and personal commitment.

This connection between perceived needs at a local level
and the development work appears to be a crucial factor
influencing the progress of the projects. Relationships, col-
laboration, and a starting point in addressing local needs are
identified by previous research as necessary for successful
projects (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2013; Jahnke, 2020; Harg-
reaves & Shirley, 2009). A lack of anchoring in daily opera-
tions often seems to meet a sudden end once the project
terminates (Bryk, 2010; Scherp, 2013). Beyond the end of
the project period, fragments and components can remain
for a while, provided that the staff members feel that the
activities meet a need. Moreover, the “new” knowledge and
skills then become personalized, whereby reorganization
and staff turnover make a project focus difficult or impos-
sible to maintain (Langlelotz, 2017; Lofqvist, 2015).

The perceived consequences of a lack of continuity also
seem to contribute to a slow decay of the main ideas of the
projects. A general conclusion we draw is that staff turn-
over means that the project is forced to restart every time
unfamiliar staff members are added (Skolverket, 2003;
SOU 2014:5). Concerning how operational priorities affect
the outcomes of the projects, we note that the continuity

@ Springer



Early Childhood Education Journal

of different staff groups, especially special educators and
principals, has been considered significant for the perceived
outcomes of the projects. In the present case, these catego-
ries of staff had both a legitimizing and a driving function
(Bjorkman, 2011; Thoonen et al., 2012). If these functions
are replaced by staff unfamiliar with the project, there is an
elevated risk that the outcome will be affected negatively as
continuity in the development work disappears.

The continuation of the development work highlights
the central role of the principal. Both earlier research (Nihl-
fors & Johansson, 2013) and our results indicate that the
principal’s participation in and legitimation of projects is
crucial for both how the development and its initiation are
perceived by participants and how outcomes are perceived.
Our results indicate that lasting outcomes require the princi-
pal to be familiar with the project, the local circumstances,
and the needs of the local teaching practices.

When the participants perceived that the principal
actively participated throughout the project, they perceived
that they were recognized for their way of implement-
ing project activities in their daily practice. As previously
mentioned, the principal’s responsibility also concerns the
continuation of the development work after the formal end
of the project period, ensuring shared responsibility for the
ongoing development (Bjursell, 2018). A long-term plan for
further work was drawn up in one of the projects, where the
principal’s participation was described in the narratives of
this work team. In work teams with absent principals, no
such efforts were considered. We conclude that the presence
and continuity of leadership are perceived as a cornerstone
of the experience of participation in duly legitimized devel-
opment projects. Therefore, it is clear from our results that
perceptions of a lack of a management function are linked to
limited implementation and survival of development work,
highlighting the need for development on organizational
levels as well.

The issue of participation is further linked to the percep-
tion of being responsible in various stages of the develop-
ment work. Earlier studies indicated how distributed and/

Table 1 Language interactions in preschool

or shared responsibility for development work and deci-
sion-making following Bjursell’s (2018) description of a
control network, significantly affects the sustainability of
development efforts. When participants perceive having an
active role in the control network, the perceived agency also
embraces responsibility. In our empirical material, we find
examples of opposite perceptions, such as being on a Medi-
terranean cruise without knowing where you are going or
why you are going there. What the staff expect from their
leader and what perceptions of leadership and distribution
of responsibility pre-exist form the prerequisites and the
basis for the further actions of the principal.

Our findings confirm previous research. What is novel
in our results is that we analyzed conceptions from a longi-
tudinal perspective, a year after the closure of the projects.
A follow-up evaluation of collaborative projects is often
absent (Jahnke, 2020), as the resources for the researchers
are often limited and accessible funding is directed toward
new collaborative projects instead of follow-up evaluations.

Limitations

The selection of respondents in this study is limited to pre-
schools that have participated in major collaborative proj-
ects in our department, thus the sample is not representative
of the entire population of preschools. To obtain a represen-
tative sample, aspects such as socioeconomic background,
geographical location, and participants’ educational back-
ground should have been considered. However, this is not
the case as the municipal authority decided that the present
preschools should be included in the development work.
Therefore, the selection should be regarded as a conve-
nience sample.

In this study, 11 preschools were considered (Table 1). A
larger sample size would have contributed to the validity of
the study’s findings. However, we hope that principals and
preschool teachers in other practices may gain insights from
our results by recognizing certain aspects and considering

Preschool  No. of participants Type of project Approach Project leader Duration
P1 9 Fairytales Predesigned project Principal 3 years
P2 15 Read-Alouds, Fairytales Predesigned project Principal 3 years
P3 7 Pead-Alouds picturebooks Own design Principal 1 year
P4 8 Fairytales, Thematic work Predesigned project Remedial teacher 2 years
P5 4 Verbal interaction, dialog Own design Principal 2 years
P6 9 Reading-environment, esthetic communication Predesigned project Remedial teacher 2 years
P7 10 Signs as support Predesigned project Remedial teacher 1 year
P8 5 Read-Alouds, Reading-environment Predesigned project Remedial teacher 2 years
P9 6 Read-Alouds Predesigned project Remedial teacher 2 years
P10 5 Verbal interaction Own design Principal 2 years
P11 10 Read-Alouds, Fairytales Predesigned proiject Remedial 2 years
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them as a starting point for further reflection and discussion
regarding circumstances in their practices (Larsson, 2005).

The chosen design developed from observations in the
practices. We used field notes from the coaching sessions.
For practical reasons, this was our only option; however,
the field notes still served as a basis to perform comparison
between the participants’ narratives. One may argue that the
narratives of the participants provided in a group interview
may be influenced by the norms of social desirability or peer
pressure. As we were aware of such effects, all empirical
data were examined by the two authors, all analyses were
discussed thoroughly, and all categories were subjected to
critical discussion and modifications.

Conclusion

A deeper understanding of participants’ perceptions regard-
ing the phenomenon of projects and their outcomes as well
as narratives of lived experiences during the project period
provides important insights into varying development tra-
jectories. Such insights are crucial for school administrators,
principals, and university representatives coaching devel-
opment work to heed and mitigate perceived obstacles to
making development work sustainable. Helping preschools
create and maintain high quality brings gains on individual,
organizational, and societal levels in terms of quality and
equity. Our major conclusions are summarized as follows.

e Notably, the participants identify the needs and problems
in the local context since local needs change over time.
The participants have the authority to initiate and drive
the development work throughout the project period.

o The metaphor of a control network provides a model for
allocating responsibility for development work with a
principal present, involved, and in charge of the overall
planning.

e For sustainable development work, we advocate the use
of the term “development work” instead of the loaded
word “project,” implying notions that work against
the purpose of achieving lasting change in preschool
practices.

In one case, only a physical artifact, a rug, remained as a
material reminder of the project at hand. However, we do
not wish to detract from the efforts made by preschools and
the positive effects achieved.
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