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ABSTRACT

In this article, we discuss principals’ perspectives on the priority given
to the place in the curriculum of and the supporting practices related
to health and sustainability education in schools in Denmark (for
pupils aged 6–16). The study is situated within the discourses about
critical health and sustainability education and treats the two issues
as societal challenges that are important to address in schools as
educational examples. We draw on the literature on school leadership
challenges linked to global neoliberal trends in educational reform.
The context of the study is the ongoing school reform in Denmark.
The data were generated through an online survey of principals in
Denmark (n = 118). The findings show that although the principals
view school as an important arena for health and sustainability
education, their actual support for such education lags behind. Health
education is prioritized somewhat more than sustainability education;
however, both are characterized by insufficient attention to teachers’
professional development and the low prioritization of collaboration
within the school and between the school and community actors.
Acknowledging the contradicting demands that principals face in
the context of the reform, we argue for reconnecting the concept of
leadership with the wider purposes of schooling and for providing
space for an emergent, whole-school curriculum that addresses health
and sustainability.

Schools; curriculum; health;
sustainability; principals

Introduction
Schools play a crucial role in developing the competencies and motivation necessary for
students to engage with key societal challenges, including those related to health and sustainability. Health and sustainability are among the greatest challenges of the contemporary
world, and schools face increasing demand to include these topics in pedagogical practices
and everyday school life. Both issues are important not only as topics to be covered in particular subjects but also as fundamental principles for schools’ academic and organizational
development; they concern wider social and societal determinants as well as individual
behaviour, and address both public and private domains of action. Both health and sustainability are underpinned by high-level transnational policies (e.g. United Nations, 2008;
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United Nations Educational, Scientific, Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2012; World Health
Organization [WHO], 1986, 2013) and represent a distinct complexity that calls for wholeschool development and pedagogies that are interdisciplinary, participatory and action
oriented (Gough, 2005; Jackson, 2009; Madsen, Nordin, & Simovska, 2015; Young, 2015).
At the same time, such pedagogical practices face a number of obstacles in the context of
existing educational policy landscapes, which are increasingly shaped by global competitiveness and neoliberal values; this influence is reflected in the prioritization of developing
knowledge, skills and attitudes that are primarily linked to the labour market and economic
growth, which often entail a focus on measurable, internationally comparable learning outcomes and result-oriented curricula with an emphasis on ‘core’ subjects (i.e. the mother
language, mathematics and science). This tendency, characterized by performativity and
accountability, is evident in educational reforms worldwide (Cheng, 2002, 2011). In Denmark
(Danish Ministry of Education, 2014a; Moos, 2014), such priorities have already influenced
the framework for health and sustainability education (Madsen et al., 2015).
Some of the questions that could be asked in this respect include: How is room provided
for pedagogical practices that address complex and contested social issues, such as health
and sustainability? What place do these pedagogies, which focus on developing pupils’
comprehensive abilities to reflect and act on incomplete knowledge, conflicting interests
and uncertainty (McNamara & Simovska, 2015), have in contemporary measurement-driven
school reforms that emphasize straightforward, quantifiable learning outcomes in clearly
delineated mono-disciplinary subjects? What are the roles and responsibilities of school
leaders in this respect, and what dilemmas and challenges do they face?
Making room for interdisciplinary, cross-curricular themes and for related ‘real-world’oriented pedagogical practices in schools requires embedding these themes and practices
into the schools’ priorities and visions. This process places specific demands upon school
principals. Scholarship in the fields of school-based health education, health promotion
and education for sustainable development, although scarce, indicates the importance of
principals planning, implementing and monitoring the effectiveness of such pedagogical
practices. Studies within the health-promoting schools paradigm (Clift & Bruun Jensen, 2005;
McNamara & Simovska, 2015) have indicated the essential role that principals play in the
effective implementation of school-based health promotion and education (e.g. Inchley,
Muldoon, & Currie, 2006; Samdal & Rowling, 2015; Viig, Fosse, Samdal, & Wold, 2011; Viig &
Wold, 2005). Furthermore, research has noted the significance of school principals’ attitudes
towards health issues in determining the position of health education in the curriculum;
Hargreaves (2013), for example, suggests that when principals do not value health education and when their attitude is that ‘everyone can teach health’, health education is given
lower priority, limited resources are made available and there is limited awareness among
the school staff of the links between education and health. Research has also emphasized
the value of supporting principals’ roles related to health-promotion activities in schools
through training, supervision and communication resources (Dadaczynski & Paulus, 2015).
In a similar line, scholarship in the field of education for sustainable development has identified the following dimensions of school leadership that are conducive to integrating global
social issues into pedagogical practices: distributed leadership, which encourages a wide
scope of participation in schools’ decision-making processes; a shared vision of the school’s
goals; and attention to wider social issues in the local community and globally (Jackson, 2007;
Symons, 2008). These dimensions echo the ‘paradigm shift’ debated in the general school
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leadership literature and underline the shift from instrumental to transformational leadership
(Hallinger, 2010), that is leadership that emphasizes school effectiveness in the context of the
concurrent globalization, localization and individualization of education (Cheng, 2002, 2011).
Against this backdrop, in this article, we examine principals’ perspectives on the importance of, the priority given to, the place in the curriculum of and the supporting practices
related to health education and sustainable development education in primary and lower
secondary schools in Denmark (i.e. among pupils aged 6–16). We begin by placing the study
within the context of Danish basic education, the framing of school leadership and the position of the two themes, health and sustainability, in the newly revised national curriculum
as a part of the ongoing reform of Danish primary and lower secondary schools (Danish
Ministry of Education, 2014a). Then, we present the empirical aspects of the study, including
the methodology, data generation, findings and discussion. We close the article by describing
challenges and implications for further research.

Health and sustainability issues in Danish ‘folkeskole’
In Denmark, education is compulsory for all children aged 6–16 years. Provided that the
national educational standards are met, parents can choose whether their children are educated in public primary and lower secondary schools (folkeskole), in private schools or at
home. In other words, education, but not schooling, is compulsory. Nevertheless, approximately 81% of the children in Denmark attend public school, 16% attend private schools (frie
skoler) and the rest (3%) are schooled at home (Danish Ministry of Education, 2015a). The
discussion in this article concerns the public schools governed by local authorities (municipalities) within the national educational law and curriculum framework (Danish Ministry of
Education, 2013, 2014a).
Municipalities are responsible for overseeing the schools; municipal boards determine
the schools’ financial structure, set local goals, supervise the schools and monitor academic
attainment and other results according to the national framework. Each school has a school
board of representatives that includes parents, school staff and pupils; other local stakeholders may also be involved in the school board. The specifics can vary depending on,
e.g., the size of the school and the municipality. The principal is responsible for the school’s
administration and pedagogy within the national and municipal guidelines. The principal
‘responds’ to the school board and to the municipal board. In practice, schools usually have
a leadership team that consists of an administrative leader, a pedagogical leader and the
heads of different departments based on the grade level.
Health education and education for sustainable development are transversal themes
to be integrated across the boundaries of subject and grade. National goals and learning
objectives have been drawn up for both themes and have been implemented either in
theme-specific or general curriculum guidelines. In August 2014, the Danish Government
initiated a comprehensive reform of primary and lower secondary education. Although the
reform is primarily focused on academic attainment within core subjects (e.g. mathematics,
science and Danish), health and well-being are also emphasized in the reform documents
and related political agreements (Danish Ministry of Education, 2014a, 2014c). Sustainability
education, however, is much less prominently addressed; although sustainability was clearly
specified as one of the transversal issues in the former curriculum guidelines (Danish Ministry
of Education, 2009) and was still visible in the initial drafts of the reform, it ‘disappeared’ when
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a broad political agreement about the reform was reached among the political parties in
the Parliament (Madsen et al., 2015).
Since before the current reform, what has been positive about health education is that
although it is not a separate subject, national curriculum guidelines for health education
have been developed. The newly revised national curriculum guidelines describe the main
objective of ‘Health, Sexuality and Family Education’ as follows:
[…] Pupils should gain knowledge and skills and develop competences to promote health and
well-being for themselves and others. […] Teaching should contribute to the development of
pupils’ engagement, will and courage to build bridges between knowledge and action related
to health and well-being in everyday life. Central to the teaching process is dialogue with pupils
concerning desire, quality of life, values and norms, rights, responsibilities and possible actions.
(Danish Ministry of Education, 2014d, p. 3)

This passage places health education within a critical health education approach within
the paradigm of health-promoting schools (e.g. Clift & Bruun Jensen, 2005; Green & Tones,
2010; McNamara & Simovska, 2015). It stresses the importance of pupils’ ability to act to
promote health and well-being, whether individually or as part of a community; the focus is
on pupils’ competence development and agency in support of health and well-being rather
than on behaviour regulation and socialization that dictate predetermined healthy lifestyles.
Furthermore, the excerpt from the curriculum guidelines above signifies a positive view of
health: well-being and health are given equal billing, and the positive aspects of health –
such as desires and quality of life, rather than solely risks – are affirmed. Finally, the excerpt
highlights the socio-ecological approach, including social determinants of health; this is
visible in its emphasis on rights, responsibilities and possible actions beyond an individual
level. The curriculum guidelines also suggest participatory teaching and learning methods
and a high degree of pupil involvement are key pedagogical principles (ibid.) which are
principles also endorsed by the health-promoting schools’ initiative; research related to the
initiative demonstrates the positive effects of pupils’ participation in school-based health
promotion in terms of both health and education outcomes (e.g. de Róiste, Kelly, Molcho,
Gavin, & Gabhainn, 2012; Griebler & Nowak, 2012; Griebler, Rojatz, Simovska, & Foster, 2014;
Simovska, 2013).
Additionally, in relation to health and well-being, the school reform introduces 45 min of
daily physical activity for all pupils and names the promotion of pupils’ well-being among
the key objectives (Danish Ministry of Education, 2013). It also underlines the importance
of the whole school as an inclusive learning environment for all pupils.
Although the emphasis on health and well-being in school reform is open to interpretation, it could be viewed as placing a renewed importance on health education and on
broader cross-disciplinary themes, participatory pedagogies and whole-school development
related to health promotion, as suggested within the health-promoting schools’ paradigm
(Buijs, 2009; CBO, 2013). The reform might encourage pedagogies to focus on pupils’ involvement, ‘real-world’ action orientation related to health and collaboration between the school
and stakeholders from the community surrounding the school.
Unlike health education, education for sustainability does not have a separate curriculum
and teacher guidelines; environmental and sustainability education is incorporated into the
curricula for a number of subjects, including nature and technology, social studies, history,
geography, food literacy, fine art and design and craft. In each case, learning objectives
related to sustainability and the environment are formulated and aligned with the overall
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aims of the respective subject. For instance, the aims described in the curriculum guidelines
for social studies read as follows:
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Students should gain an understanding of innovation as a prerequisite for economic growth
and sustainability, and therefore, they should be able to explain the links between innovation,
economic growth and sustainability. (Danish Ministry of Education, 2014b, Curriculum for Social
Studies, p. 6)

As the excerpt shows, sustainability is linked with innovation and economic concerns. It
is interesting to note that the aims for social studies do not include the social and cultural
dimensions of sustainability, as the United Nations’ definition suggests (United Nations,
2008). Moreover, social studies consist of three sub-topics – economics, politics and social
and cultural issues – and sustainability is only addressed in economics lessons.
The wider dimensions of sustainability are more visible in the geography curriculum. The
aims for this subject include pupils’ ability to
Evaluate and discuss options for the development of economic, ecological and cultural sustainability. [...] Students should work with interests and conflicts of interest in the use of natural resources. This includes, among other things, different and conflicting views on nature,
conservation, restoration, planning and interest groups. (Danish Ministry of Education, 2014b,
Curriculum for Geography, p. 9)

The excerpt mentions the economic, cultural and environmental dimensions and echoes the
UN’s definition of sustainability. Similar indications of a more nuanced notion of sustainability
are apparent in the goals for biology and food literacy.
The transversal thematic area ‘innovation and entrepreneurship’, which is new to the
national curriculum, also addresses sustainability. This thematic area consists of four overall
dimensions – action, creativity, understanding the outside world and personal orientation
– and is highly visible across all subjects. However, sustainability education within this thematic area focuses primarily on goals linked to competitiveness and economic reasoning
in the context of globalization.
Thus, it can be argued that although sustainability seemed to be ‘lost’ as a distinct thematic
area and in the general aims of schooling of the political agreement related to the reform
(Danish Ministry of Education, 2013), sustainability did secure a foothold in the existing
curricula for a number of subjects, if in a somewhat hidden form. It was predominantly
framed in a narrow technical sense through endeavours that focus on the environment
and climate change and economic growth rather than on the notions of social, cultural and
economic sustainability and the development of pupils’ agency in that respect. In contrast
to the health education curriculum guidelines, which seem to be aligned with the critical
educational research perspectives related to health, the critical educational ideas related to
sustainability do not seem to fully emerge in the curriculum. This incomplete engagement
occurred despite the political imperative established by the UN Decade of Education for
Sustainable Development (United Nations, 2008) and despite scholarship in the area that
consistently indicates the importance of engaging pupils with sustainability, developing
their comprehensive and action-oriented competencies, motivation and agency, and doing
so through participatory pedagogies, similar to the goals and methods set forth for health
education (Gough, 2005; Henderson & Tilbury, 2004; Jensen, Schnack, & Simovska, 2000;
Læssøe, Schnack, Breiting, & Rolls, 2009; Reid et al., 2008; Young, 2015). Arguably, the barely
visible position of sustainability education in the curricula creates limited room for practice.
For both thematic areas, research has shown that Danish school teachers and other school
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stakeholders convey uncertainty about the meaning of the concept of sustainable development and about health that focuses on global social issues in a broad sense rather than
on behaviour regulation, and they are uncertain about appropriate teaching strategies for
these complex themes (Madsen, 2013; Nordin, 2013; Smidt, 2012).
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School leadership and health and sustainability education
The school reform frames school leadership using seven fields or action areas (Danish
Ministry of Education, 2015b), including (a) the leadership of the open school, (b) the leadership of subject teaching and cross-professional collaboration, (c) the leadership of capacity
building and professional development, (d) the leadership of learning environments, (e)
the leadership of strategy and change processes, (f ) the leadership of well-being, motivation and engagement and (g) the leadership of knowledge and results-based teaching
development. These action areas indicate the school principals’ responsibility in terms of
school development, the professional development of staff and cross-subject pedagogical
practices for ensuring the well-being, motivation and engagement of all members of the
school community, including pupils. Finally, the school leadership is also accountable for
results-based teaching. This represents a major change that the reform introduces to Danish
schools, which were previously governed by broad democratic educational aims, values and
content (Moos, 2014) that emphasized strategy rather than administration and instruction
(Pors & Staunæs, 2011).
In principle, the leadership fields outlined above could be viewed as potentially conducive to health and sustainability pedagogy because both themes require whole-school,
multidisciplinary and participatory approaches and assume that the school engages with
its surrounding community and works with real-world problems (Madsen et al., 2015). As
mentioned above, research has indicated school principals’ important role in initiating, implementing and sustaining health and sustainability education efforts across the curriculum
and integrating them into the school organization and culture. An interesting issue, then,
is how school principals prioritize, appropriate and transform these leadership action areas
in the real world of messy school practices.
It is important to note that the school leadership document developed as a part of the
reform (Danish Ministry of Education, 2015b) refers to school ‘leadership’ rather than a school
‘principal’; furthermore, each leadership field is operationalized in connection to the school
level and the municipal administrative level. In line with Pors (2014), this type of school governance can be seen as simultaneously decentralized and centralized because it blurs the
boundaries of responsibilities and room for decision-making while simultaneously increasing
the school principals’ accountability in terms of ‘results’.
In previous research (Simovska, Nordin, & Madsen, 2015), we have focused on municipal
stakeholders’ perspectives regarding health and sustainability education in schools. In this
paper, we turn the spotlight on school principals’ perspectives on these cross-curricular
thematic areas.

Study design
The empirical data were generated through an online survey of school principals in
Denmark (n = 118) administered in May 2014. The web programme Surveyxact was used
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to develop the survey and gather the data. The survey was sent to 254 principals who were
randomly selected from the principals of all 1376 primary and lower secondary schools
(Local Government Denmark, 2013). A total of 118 school principals responded, with a 46%
response rate. Although this rate was lower than expected, the responses are representative
in terms of geography and school size, as quantified by a chi-square test (p > 0.5 for both
specified proportions).
The survey was structured into three main sections: (a) background information, (b) questions concerning health issues and (c) questions concerning sustainability issues. The background information included the principals’ gender, age and number of years in the position,
the schools’ size and the pupils’ ages. The questions about health and sustainability education
explored the school principals’ views on the following topics: the general schoolwork, the
formalization and prioritization of the two topics at the school level, teachers’ professional
development, internal collaboration (within the school), external collaboration (the school
with municipalities and other stakeholders, e.g. NGOs, the private sector and universities)
and the opportunities and barriers arising from the new school reform.
The school principals were initially contacted with a letter that provided information
about the aims and purpose of the study, the ethics, the method and the amount time that
the survey was expected to take them to complete. After they provided their consent, they
were sent a link to the survey in an email that emphasized the principles of anonymity,
confidentiality and the right to withdraw from the study. Reminders were provided, and
follow-up contact was made by telephone and/or email over the four-week period.
Data management comprised calculating the percentages of participants that gave a
given response to each question. Guided by the research questions and conceptual perspectives discussed above, the analysis looked for convergences, tensions and contradictions
that emerged from a consideration of the survey responses as a whole.

Findings
We present the findings related to both health and sustainability together, and we discuss
convergences and divergences in the school principals’ perspectives on the two themes and
the contradictions and tensions within each theme.

School has an important role to play, but
Figures 1 and 2 present the responses related to two issues: (1) the importance of the school
for developing pupils’ competencies related to health and sustainability and (2) health and
sustainability as focus areas within the school’s practice.
The findings show that in general, the principals perceive schools as important for pupils’
education in both health and sustainability (Figure 1). All of the respondents state that school
is very important (79%) or important (21%) in terms of health education, and the responses
regarding sustainability education were similar (63 and 35%, respectively). There was a slight
difference in the perceived importance of the school for health education and sustainability;
2% of respondents state that school is not important for sustainability education, whereas
none of the respondents state the same about health education.
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Figure 1. Importance of school for health and sustainability education.
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Figure 2. Focus on health and sustainability in practice.

This difference increases considerably in the responses to the question about health and
sustainability as an actual focus of teaching (Figure 2). While 69% of the respondents report
that health is a focus area at their school, only 16% state that sustainability is a focus area.
The findings show that the difference between the number of school principals who
consider schools important for health education (79%) and those who report health as a
teaching focus area at their school (69%) is not large. In contrast, while 63% of the school
principals perceive school as important for sustainability education, only 16% report that
sustainability is an actual area of focus in the school’s pedagogical work. These results indicate a discontinuity between school principals’ intentions and their actual prioritization of
sustainability education.

The curriculum aims are mandatory, but …
Figure 3 presents the school principals’ responses to the question about the formal curricula related to health and sustainability issues. As mentioned, although the national aims
are mandatory, schools can develop their own local curriculum guidelines and syllabi for
cross-curricular and cross-disciplinary topic areas, such as health and sustainability. The
findings demonstrate substantial differences between approaches to health education
and approaches to sustainability education. Regarding health education, 51% of the school
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principals state that their schools follow the national curriculum guidelines for ‘health, sexuality and family education’, and 28% state that their schools have developed local guidelines
for health education. For sustainability education, only 17% of the school principals report
that their schools follow national curriculum guidelines, 18% report that they have developed
local guidelines and the large majority (65%) report that they are not certain.
Regarding health education, half of the school principals state that their schools follow
the national curriculum guidelines, and nearly one-third report having a locally developed
curriculum. Regarding sustainability, most of the school principals are uncertain about the
status of the formal curricula. Among the school principals who are aware of the formal aims,
the percentage that reports following locally developed curriculum guidelines is nearly the
same as the percentage that reports following the national curriculum aims. The relatively
high percentage (18%) who reported using locally developed curricula for sustainability
education may indicate that when sustainability is placed on the agenda, schools develop
their own aims and guidelines.

Teachers’ professional development is not a high priority
The above-mentioned differences between the prioritization of health and sustainability
education are also reflected in the principals’ prioritization of teachers’ professional development in those areas (Figure 4).
70%

65%

60%

51%

50%
40%

28%

30%

18%

17%

20%

21%

10%
0%

National curriculum

Health

Local curriculum

Not sure

Sustainability

Figure 3. Curriculum aims followed.
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Figure 4. Priority to teacher professional development.
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Figure 5. Priority to collaboration with teachers.
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Figure 6. Priority to interdisciplinary collaboration between teachers.

While majority (64%) of the principals state that they give medium priority to teachers’
professional development in health education, the majority (60%) explicitly state that they
do not prioritize teachers’ professional development in sustainability education; 9% of the
principals state that they give high priority to teachers’ professional development for health
education, but only 3% state the same for sustainability education. In addition to the differences between the two thematic areas, the findings indicate a relatively low prioritization
of teachers’ professional development in those areas.

Limited internal collaboration
The following two figures present the school principals’ responses related to the collaboration within the school concerning health and sustainability education. Figure 5 presents
the responses regarding collaboration between the school principals and teachers. Figure
6 presents the school principals’ responses regarding the prioritization of cross-disciplinary
collaboration among teachers of different subjects.
As Figure 5 shows, regarding health education, 81% of the school principals report sporadic collaboration, 14% report close collaboration and 5% report no collaboration with
teachers. For sustainability, the principals report little collaboration with teachers. Only 8% of
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Figure 7. Collaboration with the municipality characterized as good.

the respondents report close collaboration with teachers, 49% report sporadic collaboration
and 43% report no collaboration at all.
Figure 6 illustrates the priority that school principals give to teachers’ interdisciplinary
collaboration in relation to health and sustainability education. It is important to note that
in the Danish school context, teachers have autonomy to plan their subject curricula. The
reform, however, places responsibility on school principals to encourage cross-curricular
collaboration and teamwork between teachers of different subjects. This particularly applies
for the topics which are integrated in the subjects, such as health and sustainability.
The findings favour health education in a manner similar to the results reported above:
70% of the school principals state that they prioritize cross-subject collaboration among
teachers to some degree, 19% report a high degree of prioritization and 11% do not give
priority to such collaboration. In contrast, for sustainability, more than half of the school
principals (53%) do not give priority to cross-subject collaboration, 42% give it some priority
and only 5% report giving it high priority.
Thus, although the findings demonstrate some collaboration between school principals
and teachers regarding health education, it is fair to say for both thematic areas, the principals collaborate with teachers only minimally. Additionally, the findings show that health
education is clearly prioritized as a cross-disciplinary thematic area that requires collaboration among teachers in different subjects, while the same does not seem to be true for
sustainability.

Limited external collaboration
Figures 7 and 8 present the responses related to the collaboration between the school
and the local community on health and sustainability education. Figure 7 focuses on the
school principals’ assessment of the quality of the collaboration between the school and
the municipality.
Consistent with the previous findings, the differences in collaboration for health and
for sustainability are clear; for health education, 66% of the school principals describe the
collaboration with the municipality as good, 3% describe it as not good and 31% do not
take a stance. In contrast, for sustainability, only 14% of the school principals characterize
the collaboration with the municipality as good, 15% state that it is not good and 71% do
not state an opinion.
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Figure 8. Relevant local stakeholders.

Figure 8 shows which stakeholders in the local community the school principals name as
collaboration partners for health and sustainability education. For health education, the most
frequently reported external collaboration partner is sports clubs (69%), followed by NGOs
(33%); 18% of the responses are ‘do not know’. In the open category ‘others’, the respondents mention school nurses, medical doctors, psychologists, the local government, parents,
private individuals, retired local people who act as volunteers, local councils, kindergartens, nature guides and shelters. For sustainability, more than half of the school principals
(53%) report that there is no collaboration with the local community. Among the mentioned
external collaborators, sports clubs are mentioned again, although at a lower rate than for
health education (16%). The other local stakeholders mentioned are different types of local
environmental organizations.
In general, the findings show that from the school principals’ perspectives, collaboration
with local authorities and other stakeholders is considerably better for health education than
for sustainability education, and sports organizations are perceived as the most obvious
collaboration partner.

Summary and discussion
The survey results indicate that although the school principals clearly see the school as an
important arena for both health education and sustainability education, their actual support
of related school practices lags behind. The school principals seem to make health education
a substantially higher priority than sustainable development education. This finding could
be explained by the fact that health education has its own national curriculum guidelines,
whereas sustainability is integrated into a number of subjects. The integrated approach to
sustainability education makes it more abstract and difficult to integrate into leadership
work, particularly in the context of the ongoing school reform, which places many demands
on principals, including some that are contradictory. The higher prioritization of health education may also be the result of municipal- and national-level pressure that the health sector
puts on schools to address health problems, for example, overweight and obesity among
school-aged children. In contrast, although sustainability assumes a relatively high position
on the global, national and local political agenda, it is arguably considered more a matter of
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technical solutions and economics than an issue that could or should be addressed through
education.
It is fair to emphasize here that there are factors contributing to the explanation of the
findings, which transcend the hegemonic power of policy or curriculum guidelines or the
reform. These factors are beyond the scope of this study, but are nevertheless worth acknowledging as they refer to the broader context influencing the practice of school principals in this
respect. For example, the level of autonomy and administrative control of principals, or wider
community and/or school factors (e.g. demographic, socio-economic, cultural and other
characteristics of teachers, pupils and parents) could be relevant to consider. Leadership
as professional practice is also contingent upon individual features of principals shaped by
the interaction between contextual or structural framings, on the one side, and personal
and professional histories, subjectivities, values, desires, imagination and decision-making
capacities, on the other.
For both thematic areas, the study reveals a discrepancy between the principals’ views on
the importance of the school for addressing the issues and the actual practice of doing so.
The discrepancy is larger for sustainable development education than for health education.
These findings are consistent with the literature; a similar discrepancy between what schools
claim about the importance of sustainability education and what they report actually doing
in practice was identified by Jackson (2007). Similarly, a study by Kadji and colleagues showed
that school principals convey intentions to support schoolwork related to sustainability but
are not willing to commit to initiate substantial changes, among other things, due to lack
of professional development for principals (Kadji-Beltran, Zachariou, & Stevenson, 2013).
Additionally, Zachariou and Kadji-Beltran (2009) and Madsen (2013) have demonstrated
that most school principals and teachers only vaguely comprehend the concept of sustainable schools. Discrepancies between intentions, ideals and values, on the one hand, and
the realities of practice, on the other, have also been reported in the literature on health
education and health-promoting schools (e.g. Nordin, in press; Samdal & Rowling, 2015;
Simovska, 2004).
The findings show that the curriculum aims linked to health are more evident in perceived
leadership areas than the aims linked to sustainability. This is likely because national curriculum guidelines exist for health, sexuality and family education, which makes the thematic
area a more distinct field of leadership attention. Although sustainability is included in the
aims of a number of subjects and in the transversal theme ‘innovation and entrepreneurship’,
it does not seem to attract the attention of school principals. Other research in Denmark
(Danish Evaluation Institute, 2012) also showed that despite being aware of the legally
binding nature of the national curriculum aims, school principals perceive them more as
guiding principles and are confident that teachers are including them in their teaching. In
other words, following up on the actualization of the curriculum aims is not something the
principals allocate high priority to in their leadership tasks. This is in contrast to research that
suggests that one of the important features that distinguishes ‘good’ school principals is
taking responsibility for achieving the curriculum’s aims and promoting related pedagogical
practices (Törnsén, 2009). Research on both sustainability and health education emphasizes
that whole-school approaches, or what Jackson (2009) calls the ‘living curriculum’, can be
a supporting factor in transversal thematic areas if they help to achieve the curriculum’s
aims, rather than adding on to them (Gough, 2005; Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). Evidently,
school principals have an important role to play in that respect by integrating health and
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sustainability into the visions and the culture of the school in ways that facilitate and follow
up on the actualization of the aims within and across the curriculum subjects.
The study also demonstrates the insufficient priority that school principals give to teachers’
professional development for working pedagogically with the issues of health and sustainability education and their insufficient support for cross-disciplinary work on the two thematic
areas across the subjects in the curriculum. This finding is in contrast with the framing of the
two thematic areas in the national curriculum guidelines. Also, research clearly emphasizes
the importance of teachers’ competencies and continuous professional development for
both thematic areas (e.g. Hargreaves, 2013; International Union for Health Promotion and
Education [IUHPE], 2009; Jourdan, 2011; Whitman, 2005). Further, Deschesnes, Drouin, Tessier
and Couturier (2014) specifically indicate the importance of school principals’ support in
developing teachers’ competencies to work pedagogically with unpredictable issues with
complex contexts, such as health and well-being. Additionally, the literature suggests that
the professional development of both teachers and school principals is important for both
health and sustainability education (Dadaczynski & Paulus, 2015; Larsen & Samdal, 2008;
Kadji-Beltran et al., 2013).
In a similar vein, the findings reveal limited internal interactions between school principals
and teachers and among teachers and a lack of external collaboration between the school and
local community stakeholders for both health and sustainability education. Consistent with
the previous findings, both internal and external collaboration is somewhat better for health
education than for sustainability education. In the case of health education, the school principals report that some collaboration exists, but collaboration is very limited or non-existent
in the case of sustainability education. These findings are in contrast to recommendations
based on research. For example, Leo and Wickenberg (2013) suggest that clear expectations
between principals and teachers are necessary to support professional norms conducive to
implementing sustainable development education. Scott (2013), building on the previous
research within environmental education differentiating between education ‘about’, ‘for’ and
‘in’ the environment, (see, e.g. Linke, 1979), has emphasized the importance of the school
principal in building personal and social capacities at schools and reorienting the school
ethos towards learning as sustainability rather than for sustainability through collaboration
with teachers. This emphasis is supported in the field of health education by Jourdan (2011),
who argues that cross-disciplinary topic areas demand the involvement of not only teachers,
but the entire school staff, including school principals, and whole-school development is
necessary. In this respect, Larsen and Samdal (2008) have suggested that two complementary
guidelines – one for teachers and one for school leadership – should support the implementation of a health promotion programme. The guidelines for school leaders should focus on
ways to provide support for key individuals at school and to create supportive structures
related to the thematic area. In support of this, Dadaczynski and Paulus (2015) suggest that
health promotion in schools should also include supporting school principals so that they
can support their schools’ health education work. However, research has also suggested that
too much structure may hinder collaboration, particularly for cross-subject thematic areas
and whole-school approaches (Henderson & Tilbury, 2004). Thus, although research indicates
the importance of supportive structures and collaboration between teachers and school
principals, there is no one simple way in which school principals can address this need.
The picture is similar for collaboration between the school and the local community. The
Danish school reform explicitly states that the school should be ‘open’ and collaborate with
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the surrounding community and that school principals play a crucial role in establishing
and sustaining this collaboration. Symons (2008) emphasized the importance of strong links
between the school and the wider community, including local businesses, particularly in
terms of the development of participatory teaching and decision-making structures. The
literature on health-promoting schools clearly underlines the importance of partnerships
between schools and communities for the successful implementation and sustainability and
the role school principals play in establishing these partnerships (Inchley et al., 2006; Samdal
& Rowling, 2013, 2015). Our study found that the school principals somewhat prioritize the
collaboration between schools and local stakeholders in the case of health education, but
collaboration is almost non-existent for sustainable development education. Clearly, there
is room for improvement in this respect. However, the findings are not surprising, given
the large number of new demands that the school principals face within the context of
the ongoing school reform in Denmark. Often, these demands are mutually contradictory;
sometimes, they clash with the culture and norms that had characterized school leadership
in Danish schools for decades prior to the reform, for example, the culture valuing distributed
leadership and high level of teacher autonomy and focus on wider educational aims and
ideals linked to democracy. Such contradictions further complicate school principals’ work,
as Pors and Staunæs (2011) and Pors (2014) show.

Concluding reflections
It is not the task of schools to solve societal problems. However, within the logic of critical
perspectives on education, educational work with key societal issues (Klafki, 2005), including
health and sustainability (Schnack, 2000, 2008), does belong within the domains of schooling.
Moreover, if the purpose of education is more than formal qualification and socialization
(Biesta, 2006, 2013) and also includes ‘rupture in the order of things’ (Ranciére cited in Biesta,
2013, p. 84) to allow space for subjectification, real-world oriented aims and participatory
pedagogies, i.e. those related to health and sustainability education and discussed in this
paper, are worth considering.
Both concepts and the related societal challenges are contingent, contested and based
on uncertain knowledge. Thus, the sole purpose of education cannot be for pupils to acquire
predetermined sets of knowledge and skills to address current and future problems or to
become socialized to adopt particular ways of being. Rather, the purpose needs to be understood in terms of creating educational spaces and relationships in which pupils can critically
and imaginatively explore, reflect and relate to these issues, create meaning and search
for solutions in their own unique ways while confronted with a plurality of meanings. This
demands a different approach to curricula that transcends disciplines and subjects and aims
at more than measurable outcomes in terms of prescribed knowledge, skills and attitudes.
Health and sustainability education, as discussed in this article, call for whole-school
development; that is, the development of a dynamic interplay of the curriculum’s aims,
cross-curricular thematic areas, the physical and psycho-social environment of the school
and partnerships between the school and the local community. In other words, education
in these thematic areas calls for the development of a school-wide ethos or culture in which
the curriculum can be understood as a ‘space of emergence’ (Osberg & Biesta, 2008) rather
than predetermined enculturation that, in the case of health and sustainability education,
would imply focusing on behaviour regulation to promote ‘healthy’ or ‘sustainable’ lifestyles.
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Undoubtedly, this perspective assumes a new view of education in general and of health
and sustainability education in particular. In this paper, we have acknowledged that school
principals have an important role to play and that school leadership matters. Nonetheless,
in times of school reforms based on different, often conflicting educational principles and
approaches, the issue is how much room school principals truly have to facilitate and lead
these school and curricular development processes. The challenge then is not how school
principals can or should support the ‘implementation’ of the curricular aims related to global
social issues in schools, but how ideas about school leadership can reconnect with ideas about
the wider purposes of education, curriculum and schooling. Further research into principals’
and perhaps also teachers’ agency could be one beneficial line of research to inform inquiries
relating to global social challenges in the curriculum; exploring how professional and personal
histories of principals, their projective imaginations of solutions to educational challenges and
professional judgement of the possibilities that a particular moment in a particular context
affords for bringing about change (Emirbayer & Mische, 1998) could help understand the
intertwined character of agency, which is contingent on structures and context and at the
same time shapes them. This, in turn would allow for a more nuanced dialogue on educational reforms, potentialities and constraints of the curriculum and possibilities for change.
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