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Summary

Participation in Sweden's mandatory National Principal Preparation Programme
(Rektorsprogrammet) did not produce measurable improvements in student outcomes or in
teachers' ratings of principals' instructional leadership. We followed 3,783 principals and deputy
principals who began the programme between 2009 and 2021 and who worked in schools with
grade 9, from three years before to five years after programme start.

The main findings are:

* No average effect on grades or national test results. Estimated effects after programme
start are close to zero and never statistically significant, ranging from about —0.1 to +0.4
merit points on a school mean of about 221.

* No positive effect on instructional leadership. Teacher ratings show one small negative
estimate at programme start (—0.08 on a 14 scale) and no significant effects thereafter.
The decline is somewhat larger for deputy principals.

* Individual heterogeneity. The average near-zero effect conceals substantial variation
between participants: some schools improve after their principal starts the programme
and others decline. Effects on grades and test scores are more favourable in schools with
more highly educated parents.

* Principals explain a small share of between-school differences. Principals account for
about 4 percent of the variance in school grade averages, compared with about 76 percent
attributable to other school factors.

* A waitlist comparison points the same way. A smaller quasi-experimental comparison
of directly admitted participants with waitlisted applicants finds no significant differences
on any outcome.

The results are consistent with the limited international evidence that principal preparation
programmes rarely improve student achievement on their own. The programme may still have
value as an introduction to the legal, administrative and organizational demands of the principal
role, outcomes this evaluation does not measure.



Background

The Swedish National Principal Preparation Programme

The Principal Preparation Programme is a state-funded, in-service preparation programme for
school leaders, run under the responsibility of the Swedish National Agency for Education
(Skolverket). It started in 2009 and, under the Education Act, became mandatory from 2010 for
newly appointed principals, who must begin within one year of taking office and finish within
four years (Skollagen 2010:800). Since 2019 it is also mandatory for preschool principals.
Deputy principals and other school leaders with comparable leadership responsibilities may
attend when places are available. More than 12,000 principals have completed the programme
since 2009.

The programme comprises 30 higher education credits spread over three years, corresponding to
about 20 percent of participants' working time, while they continue to lead their schools. It
consists of three courses: school law and the exercise of public authority; governance,
organization and quality; and school leadership with a focus on instructional leadership
(Skolverket 2020). The programme is currently offered by seven universities, mainly through
residential sessions combined with literature studies, group work and assignments linked to
participants' own schools.

Prior research

International research shows that principals matter for student outcomes, but mostly indirectly,
through their influence on teachers and school conditions. Leithwood et al. (2004) estimated that
school leadership explains 3 to 5 percent of the variation in student outcomes, about a quarter of
the total school-level variation. Meta-meta-analyses report positive but largely correlational
associations between leadership and achievement (Tan et al. 2022; Wu & Shen 2022). In
Sweden, Bohlmark et al. (2016) found that a one standard deviation increase in principal quality
raises student outcomes by 0.05 to 0.1 standard deviations.

Whether preparation of principals improves outcomes is a separate and less studied question.
Swedish studies of the Principal Preparation Programme have been qualitative and focused on
participants' experiences (Skott & Tornsén 2018; Aas & Paulsen 2019; Jerdborg 2023). Quasi-
experimental and experimental studies, mostly from the United States, show mixed results.
Programmes targeting disadvantaged urban schools have shown some positive effects (Corcoran
et al. 2012; Steele et al. 2021), whereas an evaluation of a general programme for serving
principals similar to the Swedish one found no measurable effects on achievement (Corcoran
2017). A randomized trial found that a leadership programme improved principals' practices but
not student achievement, unless combined with subsequent coaching (Master et al. 2022). To our
knowledge, this is the first large-scale evaluation of the effects of a national principal preparation
programme on student outcomes in Sweden.



Data and method

Data

We linked the Swedish National Agency for Education's lists of all applicants and participants in
the programme, 2009 to 2021, to the Swedish Teacher Register via Statistics Sweden. This
allowed us to follow each participant across roles and schools over time. Of the 13,718 people
who started the programme, we study the 3,783 who worked as principals or deputy principals in
schools with grade 9 during the period. These participants were active at 2,147 schools, 22
percent of them independent schools, and contribute 18,563 person-year observations. About 29
percent changed schools at least once during the observation period.

We examine three school-level outcomes:

1. Grades: the mean merit value of students leaving grade 9 (sum of the 16 best final
grades; school mean about 221 of a maximum 320 points).

2. National test results: the mean test score in mathematics, Swedish and English in grade
9, from 2013 onward.

3. Instructional leadership: teachers' ratings of their principal on a three-item scale in the
Swedish Schools Inspectorate's annual school survey (Skolenkédten), scored 1 to 4. We
validated the scale before use, finding high internal consistency (a = .89) and meaningful
agreement among teachers rating the same principal (Persson 2023).

The models control for parents' average educational level, share of newly arrived immigrant
students, school size, number of principal positions, type of school provider, gender, leadership
position, prior leadership experience, school changes and tenure at the school.

Method

The analysis is an event study that follows outcomes year by year from three years before to five
years after programme start, with the year before start as reference. Because participants start the
programme in different cohorts, those who have not yet started serve as controls for those who
have, following the logic of the staggered difference-in-differences approach of Callaway and
Sant'Anna (2021). The "treatment" is starting the programme, not completing it.

We estimate the models as multilevel models with crossed random effects for principals and
schools, so that the principal, rather than the cohort, is the unit of analysis (Snijders & Bosker
2011). Principal mobility between schools makes it possible to separate variation attributable to
principals from variation attributable to schools. Each principal also has a random slope for
programme participation, which captures how much the programme effect varies across
individuals. Because Wald tests rejected the assumption that the random effects are uncorrelated
with the time-varying predictors, we use a correlated random effects specification (Mundlak
1978; Antonakis et al. 2021). This yields estimates of the programme effect equivalent to within-
unit (fixed effects) estimates while retaining the random-effects structure.



As a complement, we compare 737 participants admitted directly with 123 applicants placed on a
waitlist during the same period. Because waitlisted applicants typically started a semester or a
year later, this comparison captures only short-term effects.

Results

Principals explain a small share of differences between schools

Principals account for only a few percent of the variation in school outcomes, far less than other
school factors. Table 1 shows intraclass correlations, the share of variance attributable to
principals and, in parentheses, to other school factors. The exception is instructional leadership,
where principals account for 19 percent of the variance, more than schools. Principals
consistently matter more than deputy principals. These analyses are descriptive and should not be
read as causal.

Table 1. Share of variance (%) attributable to leaders and (in parentheses) to other school
factors, 2013 onward (n = 3,436)

Leadership position Grades National tests Instructional
leadership

Principals and 1 (80) 0(70) 6 (18)

deputies

Principals 4 (76) 1(63) 19 (13)

Deputy principals 2 (81) 0 (75) 6 (15)




No average effect of starting the programme

Starting the programme did not improve grades, test scores or leadership ratings
Estimated difference from the year before programme start, with 95% confidence intervals
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Figure 1. Main results from the correlated random effects models (report Table A2). The year
before programme start is the reference. N = 12,595 (grades), 9,973 (national tests) and 4,458
(instructional leadership) observations.

After programme start, none of the estimated effects on grades or national test results is
statistically significant, and all are close to zero (Figure 1). For grades, the estimates range from
about —0.1 to +0.4 merit points, against a school mean of about 221. For national tests they range
from —0.04 to +0.03 points. For instructional leadership, the only significant estimate is a small
decline at programme start (—0.08 on the 1-4 scale); later years do not differ from zero.

The pre-programme estimates are small but mostly statistically significant and vary somewhat,
especially for instructional leadership. This calls for caution in interpreting the effects as causal.
A robustness analysis including all cohorts from 2009/2010 gives the same pattern for grades.



Differences between individuals

The near-zero average conceals considerable variation. The standard deviation of the individual
programme effect is 10.8 merit points for grades, 0.8 points for national tests and 0.7 scale points
for instructional leadership. Some participants' schools improve and others decline, which
averages out close to zero. Effects on grades and test scores are more favourable in schools with
more highly educated parents: about 5.8 merit points and 0.8 test points more per unit increase in
parents' average education. For instructional leadership, the programme effect is more negative
for deputy principals than for principals (—0.16 scale points), while student outcomes do not
differ by position.

Waitlist comparison

The comparison of 737 directly admitted participants with 123 waitlisted applicants finds no
statistically significant differences in the change from before to after programme start, for grades
(2.4, p = .22), national tests (0.25, p = .19) or instructional leadership (0.04, p =.77). The
control group is small, differs from the treatment group in position and experience, and captures
only short-term effects, so these results are indicative.

Differences between universities

A descriptive comparison of the eight universities that have offered the programme shows higher
grades and test results in schools led by graduates of Stockholm University. This most likely
reflects higher results in the Stockholm and Uppsala regions than elsewhere (Holmlund et al.
2020), not the quality of the preparation. Teacher-rated instructional leadership differed little
between universities.

Discussion and conclusions

On average, participation in the Principal Preparation Programme did not improve student
grades, national test results or teacher-rated instructional leadership within five years of
programme start. This is consistent with the international evidence, which is dominated by
correlational studies and rarely finds that principal preparation alone improves student
achievement. It also reflects a long-standing gap in leadership research between preparation and
its impact on leader behaviour and outcomes (Collins & Holton 2004; Skylar Powell & Yalcin
2010; Martin et al. 2021).

Several features of the programme and the outcomes make large effects unlikely. The treatment
is modest, 20 percent of working time over three years, and the causal chain is long: preparation
must change principals' practices, which must change teachers' work, which must in turn change
student results. The small decline in rated instructional leadership at programme start may reflect
that many participants are new to the role, or that time spent studying makes principals less
visible in daily school life.

The conclusion that the programme has no clear positive effects appears robust, but the estimates
should be read as indications rather than definitive effect sizes. The design rests on assumptions
that cannot be fully tested, notably parallel trends, and the pre-programme estimates vary



somewhat. Spillover between participants and controls and measurement error in linking
principals to school years would, if anything, bias the estimates toward zero.

The descriptive analyses place the role of principals in perspective. Principals account for about
4 percent of the variance in school grade averages, in line with earlier research (Leithwood et al.
2004), while teacher quality is known to have considerably larger effects (Chetty et al. 2014;
Hanushek & Rivkin 2012).

The lack of effects on the outcomes studied does not mean the programme lacks value. It may
prepare school leaders for legal and administrative responsibilities, support the transition from
teacher to leader, and provide collegial networks that qualitative research highlights as important
for principals' learning (Skott & Tornsén 2018; Aas & Paulsen 2019). The large variation in
individual effects also suggests that future research should examine for whom, and under what
conditions, principal preparation makes a difference. Earlier research indicates that preparation
combined with subsequent coaching may be more effective (Master et al. 2022).
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