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Sweden -
introduc.on

• Well-established welfare system, high quality educa4onal system and 
with a good reputa4on globally (Ärles4g et al., 2016)

• Declining knowledge results (e.g., PISA, PRILS, TIMSS) in recent years –
addressed in the governance of the Swedish educa4onal system in 
different ways



Who becomes
a leader?

• Preschool principals
• basically preschool teachers
• teachers, leisure teachers, 

guidance counsellors or social 
workers

• Principals
• basically teachers
• guidance counsellors, social 

workers
or HR specialists/behavioralists
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The typical 
Swedish principal

• The Swedish principal in preschool and 
compulsory school is a woman, 
• 50.8 years old (50.3 in preschool), 
• has a (preschool)teacher educa=on and 
• has worked for eleven years on average as a 

teacher. 
• She remains in the same school as the year 

before and has two deputy school leaders on her 
side.
• The Swedish principal in preschool is responsible 

for two preschool units with approximately 100 
children and 20 employees.

(the Swedish Na-onal Agency for Educa-on , 2015)



Leadership in 
the Swedish 
System

Preschool

• 4900 preschool principals 
leads 9800 preschools (72% 
municipal preschools)

• 90% are women

• 4 out of 5 children 1-5 years 
old in preschool (half a million 
children or 80 % of all girls and 
boys in Sweden) 

• On average, each child group 
in preschool has 15.3 children.

• Some preschool principals also 
teach 

School

• 8000 Swedish principals 
(besides deputy principals) 
leads 10,500 schools

• 60% are women

• The average school has about
195 students (generally small 
schools)

• A principal can be responsible
for more than one school or for 
one school and a preschool

• It is seldom that principals also
teach



Leadership in 
the Swedish 
System

• New Educa*on Act (2010:800) - preschool manager

• 2018 - from preschool manager to principal (from 1 
July 2019)
• The government wants the preschool manager to be 

called principal. The mo*ve is that preschool is the 
beginning of a cohesive school system and the 
preschool’s principal has the pedagogical leadership
for a curriculum-based ac*vity.

• Mandatory for preschool principals to par*cipate in 
na*onal principal training programme.



The professional development
and trajectory for aspiring
principals and principals in 
Sweden

• In Sweden, school leadership training has been an 
educa6on in constant change (Ekholm, 2015; 
Norberg, 2017). 

• There has been systema6c training of school leaders 
since the mid-1970s, and before a decision was 
made in 1976 about the regular training of school 
leaders, there had been different approaches to such 
training (Ekholm, 2015). 

• The Swedish Na6onal Principal Training Program is a 
state-regulated execu6ve educa6on for professional 
principals in preschools, schools, and school-age 
educare centers, as well as for staff with a 
corresponding leadership func6on in curriculum-
controlled ac6vi6es (Jerdborg, 2022). The school 
leadership training program has been mandatory for 
all newly appointed principals in Sweden since 2010. 



CPD for principals
Pre-service (opHonal):

• Pre-service program for aspiring school leaders 7,5 
credits.

In-service (mandatory):

• NaHonal PrincipalTraining Programme, 30 credits

In-service (opHonal):

• The NaHonal Agency for EducaHon provides CPD 
(courses and networks) for experienced principals in 
preschools and schools.

à MA and PhD studies are also one possible way
forward for principals.



The Na'onal Principal Training 
Programme in Sweden

• A na;onal government training program 
with strong professional elements at 
advanced academic level.

• An in-service program: Mandatory for 
newly hired principals (since 2010)

• 30 credits over 3 years.
• Par;cipants are expected to set aside 20% 

of their working ;me for studies.
• 7 universi;es provide the programme (six

year long contract with the Na;onal 
Agency of Edcua;on in Sweden)
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School leadership -
pedagogical 

management 10 
credits

School law and 
exercise of authority 

10 credits

Management, 
organiza=on and 
quality 10 credits

Peer mentoring

A na%onal target document: 

”The goal of the training is for the 
par=cipants to gain knowledge about 
the school's responsibility in providing 
students and children with an equal 
and legally secure educa=on, that the 
ac=vi=es are aimed at high goal 
fulfillment and that school work 
develops in rela=on to the set goals.” 
(The Na=onal Agency of Educa=on in 
Sweden, 2021).

The Na'onal Principal 
Training Programme in 
Sweden



Ongoing 
policy 
changes in 
the Swedish 
educa4onal 
system 
focusing on 
leadership 
development

In 2015, the OECD, pointed to the need for more 
comprehensive strategies for the Swedish school 
(OECD, 2015), among other things, that the 
management of the school needs to be strengthened at 
the system level. 

Swedish government policy presented a proposal for an 
overall strategy for increased knowledge and 
equivalence, with the establishment of a national 
professional program for teachers and school leaders to 
promote teachers' and school leaders' professional 
development.



Proposal of 
new 
na4onal 
strategy for 
CPD

Na.onal strategy for the development of the school principal 
and preschool principal profession (and the teaching 
profession)

1. Principal/Preschool principals

• Na;onal PrincipalTraining Programme 30 credits (during 3 
years)

2. Accredited Principal/Preschool principals

• Experienced principals who have developed their skills 
through experience as principals for a number of years 
(approximately 6-8 years) have completed the school 
leader training program, and con;nuous skills 
development should be able to apply to be accredited 
principals.

(SOU 2018:17)



The Swedish Model and its influence 
on leadership development for 
principals

• The training of principals in Sweden is well-established, 
with ins*tu*onalized programs supported by resources, 
legi*macy, agreements, and organiza*onal stability.

• Despite professionaliza*on efforts, principals face 
challenges in ac6ng as educa6onal leaders, poten*ally
hindered by their role as heads of teachers and 
difficul*es in shouldering leadership responsibili*es.

• Universi6es face the challenge of balancing their cri6cal
mission with preparing professionals in a poli6cally
steered system.

• Compara*ve studies suggest that Sweden can serve as 
an example for more context-sensi6ve leadership
prepara6on programs for aspiring and in-service 
principals, guided by context-related school leadership
research.
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