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Introduction: This study is part of a cross-cutting and interdisciplinary funded research project involving researchers from different areas - education, sociology and psychology, which aims to contribute to deepening existing knowledge about the relationship between autonomy and curricular flexibility and teacher involvement and well-being. The study presented in this article is justified by the gap found in a Systematic Literature Review carried out in the context of the aforementioned research project. This research aims to understand the challenges posed to leadership based on the relationship between Portuguese educational policies within the scope of Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility developed since 2016 and teacher well-being. To this end, the research is based on the following question: What challenges do leaders face in promoting a school culture in a context of innovation and inclusion?

Methods: This article focuses on a systematic review of reports, recommendations, opinions and independent studies produced in the context of the development of autonomy and curricular flexibility policies in Portugal, published between 2015 and 2023. The selection of documents took into account the websites of the Ministry of Education in Portugal, the National Education Council, all the Teachers’ Unions in Portugal and Transnational Organizations.

Results: The results show that leadership practices based on a collaborative approach and policies that favor teacher autonomy were associated with improved teacher well-being and the development of inclusive pedagogical practices. However, bureaucratization and work overload continue to be significant challenges in teachers’ daily lives. It was also found that the practices of pedagogical leaders can promote innovation and inclusion, requiring continuous institutional support.

Discussion: The results point to the fact that fostering an inclusive and innovative school culture requires leaders to adopt policies that value teacher well-being and promote opportunities for ongoing training. These results are in line with previous research that also points to the importance of a collaborative and supportive environment. The study is a starting point for further research into the relationship between curricular autonomy and teacher well-being.
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1 Introduction

School leadership is increasingly seen as a key factor in the collective construction of an inclusive school, i.e., one that is committed to ensuring that each and every student learns. It is also decisive in educational transformation processes, making them meaningful and sustainable to respond to social challenges. To this end, it is necessary to co-create a school culture based on the assumptions of social justice and commitment to the well-being of all those who make up the educational community. This challenge requires recognizing that leadership does not end with the figure of a manager, i.e., top leadership. It is important to note that middle leaders are key players in the implementation of educational policies (Rohlfer et al., 2022). These leaders include department coordinators, cycle coordinators, head teachers, and other middle management positions that act between the school board, teachers, students, and families, as is the case with head teachers. This is because, by acting at the meso level of the system, they have privileged contact with students and parents, promoting communication between the different levels of management and ensuring the implementation of educational policies on the ground (Chang, 2016).

Leadership practices are therefore a privileged object of study for analyzing the implementation of educational policies within the framework of school autonomy (Lima, 2021). This is because leadership is not a single concept, since it is not consensual in the scientific community and has undergone various transformations in its meanings from the end of the 20th century to the present day (Nye, 2009). Similarly, leadership styles are diverse. For example, transactional leadership uses approaches and rules to recognize individual achievements, developing actions that “are based on reward, punishment and self-interest” (Nye, 2009, p. 90). From the perspective of transactional leadership, “the leader only indicates the behaviors to adopt and the objectives to achieve, without influencing or motivating the followers to pursue the desired goals” (Castanheira and Costa, 2007, p. 144). On the other hand, transformational leaders “inspire and empower their followers, using moments of conflict and crisis to awaken their consciences and transform them” (Nye, 2009, p. 89), appealing to the collective interest. At the same time, distributed leadership is based on a collaborative approach, in which responsibility and decision-making are shared between different agents in the educational community, which favors the active participation of all (Spillane, 2006). Instructional leadership prioritizes direct support for teachers and a focus on pedagogical and curricular strategies (Hallinger, 2009). It is also worth mentioning laissez-faire leadership, is characterized by a leader who “does not exhibit typical leadership behaviors, avoiding making decisions and abdicating responsibility and authority” (Antonakis et al., 2003). As a result, the exercise of leadership is limited to solving problems only when they get worse (Bass and Riggio, 2006).

Leadership styles are not “mutually exclusive,” since many “leaders use both styles at different times and in different contexts” (Nye, 2009, p. 91). It is about influencing people through a process of communication, mobilizing experience to make decisions, which requires the application of each of their styles depending on the situation, based on the interaction between the educational community and leaders (Estanqueiro, 2019). Thus, the concept of leadership adopted in this work is based on direction, team building, and actions that can inspire the educational community by example and word of mouth (Adair and Reed, 2006). Leaders can influence and mobilize subjects to create a sense of community, based on a holistic view of the context and practices based on collaboration. This can move everyone in the educational community toward a collective contract to guarantee the learning of each and every student (Fullan, 2020). These are leaders who involve the entire educational community in sharing values with a view to the common good and innovation (Bao, 2024).

In line with the conception of Estêvão (2000), leadership practices must be related to the new demands of the current organizational environment, taking into account the construction of horizontal relationships about hierarchy, with new political concerns that support decision-making based on democracy and autonomy. In this understanding, leadership does not consist of mobilizing others to solve problems whose solutions are previously known but rather supporting the educational community in solving problems that have never been solved (Fullan, 2020). In this way, the exercise of leadership requires a comprehensive vision of the context and the objectives for its development, which results from a transparent and dialogued process, through the articulation of the perspectives of the subjects of the educational community, who are part of a network of formal and informal, internal and external contacts (Rego and Cunha, 2004). They must therefore consider the planning and implementation of a vision, starting with the establishment of a strategy to achieve it. In addition, building a network of people who agree with and can achieve the vision is fundamental, but it is also necessary to motivate the members of the educational community to achieve this vision (Kotter, 2017).

With this in mind, it is important to co-construct dynamics of commitment and collaboration with a view to professional development (Faizuddin et al., 2022) and teacher agency. In this sense, it is assumed that the dialog between theory and practice, in a collaborative way in the processes of teaching and learning and professional development, constitutes a space for transforming subjects and contexts (Northouse, 2018). This can be co-constructed by establishing partnerships with other educational agents who can contribute to enriching teachers’ knowledge. For example, partnerships between schools and universities can give shape to lifelong learning processes, as an opportunity for transformation and emancipation of the subjects in the educational context (Contreras, 2003; Vieira, 2013). Another possibility for professional development lies in Pedagogical Supervision practices when based on a culture of teacher collaboration in the context of a Learning School (Alarcão, 2009), as a factor for change and renewal of educational practices (Vale et al., 2024). These dynamics, when developed based on the assumptions of learning communities (Bolívar and Segovia, 2024), can contribute to a culture that serves teachers’ personal and professional well-being.

According to Aziri (2011), job satisfaction includes psychological, physiological, and environmental conditions and factors that ensure positive feelings toward work, increasing productivity, and a sense of well-being (Dami et al., 2022). Hongying (2007), for his part, presents five factors that point to the perception of satisfaction with teaching work: school management, teaching, colleagues, performance, and career progression prospects. At the same time, Molero et al. (2019) add to these factors relationships with students, organizational aspects, lack or absence of resources, and low self-esteem.

It is important to note that the benefits of well-being are not only limited to the subjects but are also related to the development and maintenance of relationships between teachers and students, contributing to a positive learning climate (Dreer, 2023). In other words, teacher well-being plays a central role both in the school environment (Matos et al., 2022) and in promoting learning (Jennings and Greenberg, 2009).

In this context, leadership practices must be based on a process of reflection-action (Schön, 1983), which can be understood as a dimension of agency. This is a concept commonly used to explain the social action of those who, for a specific reason, decide to act on something to bring about change (Zadok et al., 2024). Although it is used in different scientific contexts, in an educational context it can be related to the action of its agents, as vectors of change and active contributors to educational reforms (Priestley et al., 2015).

In terms of transformation, the Portuguese education system underwent a significant curriculum changes between 2016 and 2018. This was marked by the introduction of legislative measures and public policies aimed at promoting inclusion, autonomy, and curricular flexibility and combating school failure (Diario da Republica, 2016, 2018a,b). In 2016, the National Program to Promote School Success (PNPSE) (2016) was created, to promote equity, improve the quality of teaching, and reduce school failure rates. In 2017, the Pedagogical Innovation Pilot Projects (PPIP) began, which stood out for introducing experimental practices in school clusters, to eliminate school dropouts through flexible management of 100% of the curriculum. Committed to the holistic development of each and every student, based on education for democracy, the National Strategy for Citizenship Education (Monteiro et al., 2017) was drawn up to train active, critical, and aware citizens.

This period saw the start of the Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility Project (PAFC), in which 226 school groupings and non-grouped schools took part. This gave each educational setting the possibility of managing up to 25% of the curricular workload, adapting teaching to its specific needs. After evaluating the implementation of this project in the form of a pedagogical experiment, this curricular changes culminated in the enactment of Decree-Laws 54/2018 (2018a) and 55/2018 (2018b), both of July 6 (Diario da Republica, 2016, 2018a,b). Decree-Law 54/2018 deepened the understanding of inclusion as an essential element of education, ensuring that each and every student is supported in their learning process, regardless of their individual needs. Decree-Law 55/2018 strengthened schools’ curricular autonomy, allowing them to adapt the curriculum to their specific realities to promote learning by managing up to 25% of the curriculum.

This set of educational policies that embody Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility is based on the vision of an education system that values inclusion and equity. The focus is on providing students not only with academic knowledge but also with skills and attitudes that culminate in the competencies set out in the curriculum document Profile of Students Leaving Compulsory Schooling (Martins et al., 2017). These include critical thinking, communication, and problem-solving; as well as ethical, cultural, and social values for an education that recognizes students as active citizens in an ever-changing society.

The implementation of this educational policy in the context of autonomy and curricular flexibility has been evaluated through studies that highlight its positive impacts on curriculum articulation, teacher collaboration, and the diversification of teaching methodologies. The recent legislative changes have highlighted, especially through the evaluation of this policy, the importance of “monitoring leadership strategies and their impact on the empowerment of actors and institutions as systematically as possible (.)” (Cosme et al., 2021, p. 106).

This political-educational scenario summons school contexts to the challenge of promoting learning for each and every one of their students through an agency inserted at a micro level of “curricular management autonomy” (Lima, 2020, p. 187). This implies the ability to the degree of power of given individuals or groups - especially individual teachers or the governing bodies of schools - in determining what students will learn (Morgado and Sousa, 2010, p. 371).

In this context of increasing autonomy and accountability, the role of leadership is crucial to the success and sustainability of educational reform (Hargreaves and Fullan, 2021). However, we cannot ignore the fact that this scenario makes teaching work more complex, which can be a challenge to teachers’ well-being if they are not offered the necessary conditions for the full professional exercise of their duties (Duong et al., 2023). The results presented in the Eurydice Report (2021) indicate that Portuguese teachers are the most stressed at work. In this sense, it recommends that policies aimed at improving teacher well-being should seek to strengthen teamwork and collaboration within schools, developing social and interpersonal skills and teachers’ sense of autonomy in their work.

Through a systematic review process, this article aims to understand the challenges posed to leadership based on the relationship between Portuguese educational policies in the field of Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility and teacher well-being. Recognizing the diversity of leadership styles and the crucial role that principals and middle leaders play in guiding educational processes, the research in this article is based on the following question: What challenges do leaders face in promoting a school culture in a context of innovation and inclusion?



2 Methods

This study was conducted as part of a cross-cutting and interdisciplinary funded project involving researchers from different fields - education, sociology, and psychology - and different generations. The aims of the Project in development is to contribute to deepening existing knowledge about the relationship between autonomy and curricular flexibility and teacher engagement and well-being. This article, which is an excerpt from the aforementioned project, focuses on a systematic review of reports, recommendations, opinions, and independent studies produced in the context of the development of autonomy and curricular flexibility policies in Portugal. It followed the ethical guidelines of the Committee on Publication Ethics (COPE) and was approved by the Ethics Committee of CeiED, the research center that includes the authors.

A systematic review is a review that has the explicit intention of being conducted systematically (Okoli, 2015). It is thus a methodical and comprehensive approach to identifying, selecting, and critically evaluating relevant documents on a specific topic to answer a well-defined research question (Gonçalves and David, 2022; Manterola et al., 2013). In this sense, systematic reviews are an opportunity to synthesize a specific topic from the evidence available from primary sources. Considering the object of this research, the systematic review is an opportunity to synthesize the relationships between autonomy curricular flexibility, and teacher well-being, supporting the understanding of the challenges posed to leadership. It is hoped that the evidence arising from this systematic documentary review can assist decision-making in different sectors, including those responsible for formulating educational policies.

The systematic review carried out in this article was based on the eight stages of Okoli’s (2015) model, shown in Diagram 1, which represents the progression of its various stages.

With the aim (Stage 1) of understanding the challenges posed to leadership based on the relationship between Portuguese educational policies in the field of Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility and teacher well-being, a protocol for the systematic review (Stage 2) was planned collectively with the research team. The process included several researchers to guarantee impartiality and reliability. The definition of the protocol was based on the concern to ensure consistency in the execution of the review, in addition to the adoption of methods that improve transparency and reproducibility when conducting systematic reviews (Polanin et al., 2020). In this sense, the protocol was based on the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Review and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Pigott and Polanin, 2020), given their potential to promote clear and complete documentation of reviews and to help readers better understand the methods, results and conclusions of the review (Moher et al., 2009; Page et al., 2021).

After taking on the PRISMA protocol, the documents to be submitted to the systematic review process were selected (Stage 3). This study is justified by the gap found in a Systematic Literature Review1 carried out by searching databases, taking into account our research object. This gap is related to a temporal issue that implies a gap between the recent implementation of the education policy in 2018 and the development and publication of scientific productions. In addition, as this is an educational policy, it is important to analyze the documents issued by the Ministry of Education, as well as other entities that directly or indirectly influence the development of educational policies, but which are not included in research. In this way, a systematic review of reports, recommendations, opinions, and independent studies allows for a more in-depth look from other angles, subjects, and perspectives.

Therefore, the documentary selection for this research was based on a search for various publications made between 2016 and 2023 on the websites of the Portuguese Education Authority (Directorate-General for Education, Ministry of Education), the National Education Council and Transnational Organizations (European Commission, OECD, UNESCO). To ensure that the research was comprehensive, external evaluations relating to the education policy under study were also analyzed, as well as documents inherent to the projects promoted by the Ministry of Education in this area, in addition to documents issued by the various teachers’ unions in Portugal (Step 4). The selection of documents used combinations of the following terms: autonomy, curriculum, flexibility, and well-being. Of the 109 documents found, including reports, recommendations, opinions, and independent studies, 30 national and 7 international publications were selected. The exclusion criteria centered on not referring to the Portuguese reality and/or the context of primary and secondary education, as they did not concern the subject of this research. The process of analyzing each record to identify compliance with the inclusion/exclusion criteria was carried out independently by two researchers so that a consensus analysis could be defined. No automation tools were used at any stage of the research process. The PRISMA flow diagram (Figure 1) provides an overview of the search, screening, and identification procedures used in this review.
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FIGURE 1
(A) The eight stages of Okoli’s (2015) model. (B) PRISMA flow diagram.


A full-text review was carried out on these 37 studies, and there were no documents that did not meet the inclusion criteria we defined or that included criteria for their exclusion. The data collection process was carried out independently by three researchers and then a consensus analysis was defined by two other researchers.

Thus, the selected documents (which consider the context of Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility in Portugal) were subjected to content analysis (Step 5) based on emerging categories. The analysis presented in the next section is guided by the category of teacher well-being, from an interpretative and qualitative perspective (Step 7), based on three subcategories, namely:


(i)Pedagogical practices: For the challenges posed in terms of promoting collaborative work and sharing experiences, practices, methodologies and materials and their impact on diversifying classroom practices. Also, the environment experienced in the school and its relationship with higher levels of teachers’ psychological well-being.

(ii)Teacher Training: The challenges posed by the professional development of teachers and their relationship with well-being.

(iii)Performance Appraisal/Professional Development: Because of the challenges posed by promoting self-reflection on professional development needs and monitoring teaching staff, to improving their practices and ensuring their professional and personal well-being.



Alongside the emerging subcategories, the recommendations for promoting teacher well-being will be analyzed. Given that the 37 documents analyzed were issued by official bodies, there was no exclusion due to insufficient quality (Step 6). Finally, this article responds to Step 8, i.e., the description of the systematic review process itself, with a view to transferability.


2.1 Synthesis

The documents that make up the systematic review presented in this article are summarized in the Supplementary Data Sheet, which gathers the information related to the aim of this research. The following information was compiled in a spreadsheet for each article: (a) Theme, (b) Year, (c) Organization/Institution, (d) Authors, (e) Title, (f) Description, (g) References. The themes fall into the 3 emerging categories described above.




3 Results

The results will be presented based on the three dimensions that emerged from the systematic analysis, namely: Pedagogical Practices, Teacher Training, and Performance Evaluation/Professional Development. At the end, recommendations on promoting teacher well-being will also be presented.


3.1 Pedagogical practices

To develop the analysis, we will first explore the relationship between pedagogical practices and the well-being- of teachers in the various documents consulted.

One of the main pedagogical practices that is mentioned as a positive influence on teachers’ well-being is sharing and helping each other. In this sense, the evaluation study of Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility (Cosme et al., 2021) highlights that 53.6% of teachers consider it essential to share experiences, practices, methodologies, and teaching materials. At the same time, moments of discussion and pedagogical reflection present themselves as an opportunity to promote diversification in teaching and learning strategies and act as a social support mechanism between teachers. This collaboration is identified as an aspect related to improved job satisfaction and continuous professional development.

On the other hand, increased bureaucratization and work overload are mentioned in the documents as aspects that have negatively affected teachers’ well-being. The accumulation of administrative responsibilities, along with the perceived length of curriculum documents, lack of resources, and disinterest on the part of students, are other factors identified as having the potential to aggravate teachers’ physical and mental fatigue (Cosme et al., 2021; Varela et al., 2018). Likewise, the pressure to fulfill tasks unrelated to teaching practices is recognized as contributing to increased stress and emotional exhaustion among teachers. In this sense, a study carried out in 2018 by the National Federation of Teachers on the social organization of work in school education in Portugal, to understand teacher illness, indicates the need for a “redefinition of the teaching function and the structure and content of teaching, namely about programs and methods, in addition to demands for improved salaries and benefits” (Varela et al., 2018, pp. 76–77). It also highlights the impact of bureaucracy on teachers’ well-being: From a planned and more democratic school, both for teachers and students, we move on to a bureaucratized school that is immovable in its organization, in order to sustain maximum flexibility - immune to pressure from its main players - accompanied by total unpredictability. The worst of both worlds - petrified and solitary management, widespread social flexibility. For those in charge, almost absolute power, for those who exercise it, almost total submission (Varela et al., 2018, p. 81).

We cannot ignore the societal and global challenges that can affect the dynamics of teaching professionalism. Although “the teaching profession [was] already, before the COVID-19 pandemic, exposed to high levels of stress” (Matos et al., 2022, p. 322), we highlight the unprecedented challenges brought to the school environment by the pandemic crisis and, consequently, transferred to pedagogical practices. In this context, teachers have felt the impact of the pandemic on their professional lives, reporting lower levels of life satisfaction and well-being. In addition, an increase in psychological and psychiatric symptoms is also identified. There was also a perception among teachers of receiving less support from management and colleagues in the school context, which intensified the feeling of isolation and helplessness (Matos et al., 2022). The pandemic has not only hampered the development of teaching practices, but has also highlighted pre-existing problems, such as the lack of resources, especially digital resources, and the need to adapt quickly to distance learning technologies.

Assertive communication and support from school management and colleagues emerge as critical factors for teacher well-being. A solid support network in the school environment, made up of both colleagues and leaders, is fundamental for promoting well-being and reducing stress. Such action allows teachers to deal with the challenges posed by the profession, and to respond to the needs of each and every student, adapting teaching methodologies, especially during the pandemic (Matos et al., 2022). Teacher well-being, as a priority, should always be considered in education policies, to promote a healthy environment that favors teachers’ professional development. To this end, it is important to consider that the factors that contribute to stress and the emergence of states of anxiety and depression in teachers identified by the scientific literature in this area involve age, teaching experience, remuneration, qualifications, workload and the psychological demands of the job (Matos et al., 2022, p. 328).

Regarding age, “the most recent Eurostat data indicate that, at the EU level, almost 40% of lower secondary school teachers are aged 50 or over, and less than 20% are under 35” (Varela et al., 2018, p. 32). The experience is important to support teachers at the start of their careers, to prevent them from leaving the profession. It’s about offering guidance and mentoring according to the needs identified and the challenges faced. In this sense, having career prospects can be an important motivating factor for building a dynamic and evolving career path that can help make the teaching profession more attractive to young graduates (Varela et al., 2018).

Based on the challenges posed to teachers, teaching practice requires action that goes beyond the simple transmission of information. Teachers are expected to contribute to the holistic development of each and every student, taking into account and responding to individual differences through collaboration with other educational actors (Matos et al., 2022). However, these challenges for teachers hurt their well-being, bringing perceptions of emotional exhaustion and a certain demotivation. This is particularly true of teachers who say they don’t receive adequate support from the educational environment, which implies a feeling of being unable to meet the expectations of the school, parents, and community.

Another important aspect mentioned in the documents consulted is the fact that, compared to other professionals, teachers are part of a population at risk in terms of well-being when it comes to developing mental health problems (Matos et al., 2022). Stress and burnout have a direct impact on teachers’ ability to provide quality education, thus affecting student success. Likewise, teachers at advanced levels of burnout are more likely to be absent from their duties, which entails entropy in the education system.

In this context, the documents consulted point to the fact that coping strategies and the exercise of resilience are fundamental to teachers’ well-being. Those who develop coping mechanisms tend to report better results in terms of both well-being and teaching practices (Matos et al., 2022). On the other hand, a lack of adequate training and a sense of isolation are factors that worsen their well-being.

In short, the results point to collaborative teaching practices and institutional support as crucial factors for teacher well-being. In contrast, bureaucratization, work overload, and new demands, such as those imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic, are aspects that have compromised teachers’ well-being. Therefore, the development of resilience strategies combined with better working conditions are opportunities to guarantee teachers’ well-being.



3.2 Teacher training

Considering the second dimension that emerged from the systematic review, we will explore the aspects that relate teacher training to its influence on teacher well-being. It is important to consider various aspects that are directly related to the quality of training, continuous professional development, the development of pedagogical possibilities for adapting to teaching contexts, and strategies for teacher well-being.

Bearing in mind that “initial and in-service training represent two sides of a purpose that is intended to complement each other to train teachers for the educational challenges that circumstances demand” (Faria et al., 2020, p. 61), it is essential that this is a process that promotes not only scientific and pedagogical skills but also ethical aspects and participation in the school community. This is because, as mentioned in the previous dimension (pedagogical practices), teaching is a complex act that goes beyond the mere transmission of information. As such, the continuous development of teachers is essential to respond to the educational and social challenges facing a school that wants to be inclusive. In this sense, initial and ongoing training can help teachers feel prepared to face the challenges of the profession and, consequently, less vulnerable to stress, which can lead to greater levels of well-being. In this context, continuous teacher training is recognized as a complementary element to initial teacher training (Faria et al., 2020), from a lifelong learning perspective. This process of continuous learning can ensure that teachers not only keep up to date but also develop greater resilience in the face of the adversities they face in their profession.

As this is a profession whose training does not end with initial training, the documents consulted highlight the importance of knowledge associated with teaching practice. This is because “the specific knowledge of teachers, being practical knowledge, is developed and revealed in practice, hence the importance of training in context, and the privileged context of teacher practice is the classroom” (Faria et al., 2020, p. 63). Without ignoring the fact that theoretical training is essential in building teacher professionalism, articulation with real educational contexts is mentioned as a positive strategy for developing the knowledge teachers need. This helps teachers to reflect on and devise responses to the daily challenges faced in the classroom. This requires interpretation and action tailored to each situation faced, contributing to the construction of a personal pedagogical repository. This repository can be enriched by both individual and collective experiences through sharing with other teachers (Faria et al., 2020).

Since there is recognition that professional knowledge is developed in interaction with peers, “the importance of training with and among peers” is highlighted (Faria et al., 2020, p. 63). This training developed in a collaborative context can support the process of reflection on action, allowing teachers to revisit their practices in the light of new theories and methodologies. In this understanding, the environment based on a culture of mutual support is identified as fundamental to teacher well-being (Faria et al., 2020), because it acts as a support mechanism, reducing the sense of isolation and overload that many teachers feel when carrying out their duties.

The impact of ongoing training is highlighted by teachers, and its importance in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic crisis is evident. This is because the abrupt need to transition to distance learning was less impactful for teachers who already had previous training in the areas, proving to be a decisive factor for their well-being (Matos et al., 2022, p. 323). This context underlines the importance of training in line with new technologies and emerging needs so that teachers can respond to unpredictable situations.

In summary, teacher training is identified in the documents consulted as a central element in the development of teaching skills and teacher well-being. Initial and ongoing training is recognized as an opportunity for teachers to develop strategies so that they can face the challenges posed by the exercise of their functions. The promotion of collaborative contexts between teachers, which value the sharing of experiences and practices, stands out for creating healthier educational environments that are conducive to professional and personal growth.



3.3 Performance evaluation/professional development

For an analysis of teacher performance evaluation and teachers’ professional development and its relationship with well-being, it is essential to identify the impact of performance evaluations on the improvement of teaching practices, continuous professional development, and teachers’ well-being.

The Eurydice Report (2023) Structural indicators for monitoring education and training systems in Europe - 2023: The teaching profession identifies performance evaluation as an opportunity for teachers’ continuous professional development. It’s about understanding performance appraisals as a space for dialogue to identify training needs, turning appraisals into an opportunity for growth and improvement. This is because, by identifying gaps and priority areas for training, each educational context will be able to design training offers tailored to local needs, directly contributing to the success of each and every student. In addition, the specialized support offered after evaluations is also identified as an aspect that promotes teachers’ confidence in their pedagogical choices, which in turn influences their well-being and job satisfaction. This scenario is also related to teacher retention, since those who feel supported in their professional development tend to stay in their careers, reducing teacher turnover (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2023).

Another point of note in the Eurydice Report (2023) is the direct link between career progression or salary progression and the teacher performance evaluation process. That is when evaluations are directly linked to career progression or salary increases, teachers have an additional incentive to become more actively involved in their professional development. Thus, the model of linking performance to career growth is widely advocated by bodies such as the OECD (2013), as it provides concrete motivation for teachers to continually strive in their teaching practices. Such an incentive not only contributes to the development of teacher performance but is also a long-term driver of motivation. Recognition for a job well done, through promotions or salary increases, generates a sense of appreciation that contributes to teachers’ well-being and their desire to continue in the profession. This is because the feeling of career stagnation and the lack of prospects for professional growth contribute to the development of symptoms of emotional exhaustion and job dissatisfaction. In this sense, the Eurydice Report (2023) highlights the importance of creating a culture of constructive evaluation, which offers meaningful feedback and opportunities for growth. This has the potential to reduce stress and increase job satisfaction. Teachers who feel that their appraisals are focused on their personal and professional development, rather than being merely bureaucratic or judgmental processes, are more likely to experience a sense of well-being in their working environment. In short, the aforementioned report points to the need to implement educational policies that assume teacher performance evaluation as an integral part of teachers’ professional development and well-being. As such, educational institutions and those responsible for formulating government education policies should consider creating training programs tailored to the needs revealed by the results of performance evaluations.



3.4 Recommendations on promoting teacher well-being

In this section, we will highlight the recommendations for promoting teacher well-being, based essentially on two documents published in the period under review, namely the recommendations of the National Education Council and those contained in the Report of the Observatory of Psychological Health and Well-being: Monitoring and Action promoted by the Ministry of Education in Portugal.

The recommendations show concern that teacher well-being be incorporated systemically into educational policies and practices. These recommendations address both the need to reformulate initial and in-service training practices and the implementation of institutional strategies to ensure long-term well-being. In addition, they refer to the need to promote self-care and the well-being of teachers and the school community, through various strategic actions. Bearing in mind that teacher stress is a recurring problem in schools, the recommendations also stress the importance of creating environments that prevent or mitigate this problem. Among the strategies suggested are:


-Active participation of the different players in the school community, such as students, parents, and teachers in projects and activities. Furthermore, it is important that this involvement also includes decision-making, taking into account the collective construction of a sense of belonging. This can contribute to co-creating a more balanced educational environment, which influences teachers’ levels of well-being, as they feel more involved and supported by their communities.

-Greater autonomy and curricular flexibility so that teachers can manage the organization of content and the dynamics of their classrooms. In this sense, autonomy is referred to as a central factor for well-being, as it provides greater scope for decision-making and authorship over one’s work, resulting in a significant stress reduction.

-The provision of spaces for self-care in schools and activities to strengthen interpersonal relationships between teachers, managers, and other education professionals. These spaces and group activities are fundamental for promoting self-care and creating a support network within the school, as well as enabling the design of strategies for reconciling work and family life.

-Promoting ongoing training in the area of well-being, so that teachers can develop tools to deal with crises, support stress management and promote well-being, through strategies that allow them to organize their routines and responsibilities, balancing professional demands with personal life. From another perspective, training courses are also opportunities for forward-looking planning aimed at meeting the needs of the context. To this end, it can integrate the needs of the different teacher recruitment groups, anticipating future challenges and creating appropriate responses collectively. It is worth mentioning the recommendation that ongoing training be integrated into teachers’ timetables, to promote teachers’ ongoing professional development without overburdening them.

-Articulation between the University and educational contexts through the establishment of protocols, with the valorization of teachers who act as cooperating supervisors during internships in initial training. This should be complemented by continuous monitoring of teachers during their initial career, as suggested by replacing the probationary period with a real induction year.

-Reducing the workload of teachers with more years of service to prevent burnout. The CNE (Ramos, 2016) suggests reducing teachers’ workload or the number of students per class, so that they can concentrate on teaching, learning, and assessment processes.

-Revaluing the teaching career, both professionally and socially, by improving working conditions and seeking consensus on solutions to the challenges faced by teachers.



These recommendations seek to create a more sustainable education system, where teachers are empowered to deal with the challenges of teaching and feel that they are in an environment that supports their well-being and professional development.




4 Discussion

Promoting an innovative and inclusive school culture involves creating a collaborative environment where teachers feel supported and have opportunities for professional development. The results indicate that pedagogical practices based on sharing and mutual support between professionals are fundamental to teachers’ well-being and the diversification of teaching and learning strategies. However, challenges include bureaucratization and work overload, which can reduce the time available for collaboration and pedagogical reflection (Varela et al., 2018).

In this sense, dialog with the educational community is one of the challenges facing leaders, requiring a deep and holistic view of the context. Co-creating a school culture based on horizontal and assertive communication is a challenge that requires overcoming hierarchical barriers that can hinder pedagogical innovation. Thus, in line with Chang’s (2016) thinking, leaders must act as intermediaries between the school and the community, encouraging the implementation of actions that promote inclusion.

Therefore, the need to systematically monitor and evaluate leadership practices and their impact on school culture is fundamental. As Cosme et al. (2021) point out, leaders must develop strategies that drive innovation and ensure that all voices in the educational community are heard and valued. However, this is not an innate process, requiring leadership practices that tackle resistance to change and the complexity of curriculum management (Lima, 2020; Morgado and Silva, 2019).

In terms of teaching practices, leaders need to encourage a culture of sharing. This could guarantee what is stated in Recommendation No. 3/2019 of the National Education Council, within the margin of autonomy that leadership has, that teachers have time and space for collaborative work. This scenario implies a reassessment of school organization and the creation of regular moments for collective reflection on action (Schön, 1983). In addition, tools need to be made available to help overcome or minimize bureaucratic and workload demands, which could help achieve more innovative and inclusive teaching practices.

The pressure to fulfill administrative tasks combined with the lack of support from the leadership directly influences teachers’ levels of well-being. The obstacles placed in the way of managing teachers’ working time jeopardize their ability to focus on implementing diverse and inclusive pedagogical practices rather than bureaucratic tasks. In this sense, the results show that teachers who report greater institutional support, both from colleagues and leadership, cope better with the challenges of the profession (Matos et al., 2022).

In line with the perspective of Dami et al. (2022), teacher well-being is related to teacher satisfaction and student learning. Therefore, the complexity of educational reforms and the increase in teachers’ responsibilities may be related to the promotion of stress, compromising innovation and inclusion. Lack of adequate resources and insufficient support from leadership can lead to lower levels of engagement and motivation (Duong et al., 2023), hindering the implementation of innovative pedagogical practices.

With this in mind, leaders face the task of creating conditions that promote teacher well-being, which implies developing policies and actions that strengthen teamwork and collaboration (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2021). Since, as presented by Matos et al. (2022), the lack of support from leadership implies a sense of isolation for teachers in terms of well-being, creating a support network in the educational context could help reduce this sense of isolation and the emotional exhaustion of teachers. This pathology can lead to teachers facing burnout and not being able to carry out their duties, making it a challenge for leaders. It is therefore important for leaders to implement strategies to combat work overload and offer continuous emotional and professional support, especially after periods of crisis, such as the COVID-19 pandemic.

The results analyzed show that initial and ongoing teacher training is fundamental to meeting educational challenges, while lifelong professional development, which combines theory and practice, is seen as essential (Northouse, 2018). However, the lack of relevant ongoing training that is appropriate to needs, especially in contexts of rapid change (such as distance learning), has been highlighted as a factor that aggravates teacher stress.

Promoting opportunities for teachers’ professional development based on a culture of reflection-action (Schön, 1983) requires an ongoing commitment from leaders to encourage teachers’ professional development (Faizuddin et al., 2022). This involves not only technical training but also strengthening pedagogical knowledge and interpersonal relationships, which are essential for building a positive school climate. One opportunity lies in establishing partnerships between schools and universities, based on the recognition that teaching and training are possibilities for the transformation and emancipation of those involved in education (Contreras, 2003; Vieira, 2013).

Promoting teachers’ professional development involves strategic planning on the part of the leadership, taking into account a training offer that meets both curricular requirements and emerging ones, such as the use of new technologies. In addition, promoting a collaborative culture (Fullan, 2020), where teachers share experiences and knowledge, can be an opportunity to foster innovation and inclusive teaching practices.

In this context, performance evaluation, when seen as an opportunity for teachers’ continuous professional development, can motivate them to improve their teaching practices, increasing their levels of well-being. However, the results show that, in some contexts, performance evaluation can be perceived as a bureaucratic and stress-generating process, especially if it is directly linked to career progression or salary incentives (European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2023).

Leaders face the challenge of implementing a culture of constructive evaluation, based on dialog and the assumptions of a Learning School (Alarcão, 2009), which goes beyond judgment. One opportunity lies in Pedagogical Supervision processes, including in the context of School-University articulation, which could enhance better pedagogical practices (Vale et al., 2024). By making performance evaluation a formative process, that identifies training needs and offers specialized support, leaders can turn evaluation into a tool for promoting well-being and innovation. This process also helps to retain teachers keep them motivated, and to create a more inclusive and innovative school environment.

About the challenges related to promoting a culture of well-being, the recommendations included in the systematic review point to the need for institutional strategies that incorporate teacher well-being into the policies and practices of the educational context. The involvement of the whole community, the relationship between teachers, the co-creation of spaces for self-care, and curricular flexibility are important aspects of building a balanced educational environment (Dreer, 2023). In addition, the promotion of greater autonomy for teachers is seen as a central factor for their well-being and for the innovation of their teaching practices.

It is therefore up to leaders to foster a culture of well-being and autonomy, which includes promoting the active participation of all the actors in the educational community in decision-making (Bao, 2024). This can help increase a sense of belonging and motivation for innovation. Leaders also need to ensure that teachers have the flexibility to adapt their pedagogical practices according to the needs of each and every student, which is essential for creating an inclusive environment.



5 Conclusion

Creating a context that favors inclusion requires a collaborative approach, the motivation and well-being of teachers, as well as a continuous and collective commitment to reflection and action. Recent educational changes in Portugal offer a margin of autonomy for the construction of pedagogical practices adjusted to the needs of the context but require leaders to assume themselves as active agents in the implementation of changes that prioritize the well-being of all members of the educational community. Promoting an inclusive and innovative school culture presents multifaceted challenges for leaders, whose actions must focus on managing change, and inspiring and mobilizing all those involved. Although these challenges are presented in any style of leadership, we are aware that the design of specific ways to overcome them will depend on the interaction and communication between leaders and the community and decision-making experience (Estanqueiro, 2019).

Based on the systematic review discussed in this article, we recognize that one of the main limitations centers on a certain dependence of the documents analyzed on secondary sources and studies that have already been published. This may not fully reflect the specific realities and challenges of different educational contexts. Bearing in mind that Autonomy and Curricular Flexibility are a recent educational policy in Portugal, it is not yet possible to access longitudinal studies that could provide a more in-depth view of the influence of pedagogical leadership in promoting teacher well-being over time. It should be noted that our intention to gain an in-depth understanding of a specific context - in particular the Portuguese context - is an option that conditions comprehensiveness and generalization.

Overall, the results of the systematic review suggest relevant implications for leadership practices, taking into account the promotion of a school culture. The collective construction of a collaborative environment, concerned with the continuous professional development of teachers, can directly influence levels of teacher well-being and pedagogical practices themselves. However, the implementation of these practices requires an institutional commitment from the pedagogical leadership, taking into account structural issues such as bureaucratization and work overload. To create a truly inclusive and innovative environment, leaders must prioritize, within the margin of autonomy they have, the reduction of administrative tasks, creating conditions that foster collaboration between teachers.

Promoting innovative pedagogical practices, based on mutual support and ongoing training, also requires significant organizational changes. This includes reviewing educational policies at the central and school levels to guarantee time and space for pedagogical reflection, as well as providing tools to help overcome bureaucratic barriers. The implementation of policies that value teacher autonomy and well-being must be accompanied by the promotion of a culture of constructive evaluation, focused on the continuous development of teachers.

On a political level, the results of this study point to the need for policies that recognize the importance of teacher well-being as a key factor in educational success. Similarly, in-service training policies should consider technical, pedagogical, emotional, and relational training, taking into account the challenges of practicing the profession.

With this in mind, public policies should prioritize the co-creation of an inclusive school culture, involving all members of the educational community. This implies bringing leadership closer to the real needs of teachers and students and giving teachers greater autonomy to adapt their teaching practices to the realities of the context.

The systematic review carried out is a starting point for further research, especially in areas that have been little explored, such as the influence of curriculum changes on teachers’ mental health and innovation processes. In this context, longitudinal studies that track the effects of leadership practices over time can provide insights into the role of pedagogical leadership in creating collaborative and innovative environments.

Another area that could be explored is the relationship between performance evaluation and teacher well-being, particularly in contexts where the evaluation system is strongly linked to career progression and financial incentives. It may also be relevant to understand how evaluation processes can be tools for professional development and the retention of teachers in schools.

In short, it is essential to recognize that promoting an inclusive and innovative school culture depends on a delicate balance between curricular autonomy, institutional support, and the continuous development of leadership and teachers. Although the challenges are complex, the results of this study indicate that a collaborative approach, centered on the well-being and professional development of teachers, can be a promising way to build a more equitable educational environment. Continued research and adaptation of educational policies will be essential to consolidate these practices and respond to emerging challenges in the global educational landscape.
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Footnotes

1      Two members of the project took part in the ECER 2024 International Congress, Education in an Age of Uncertainty: memory and Hope for the Future, held in the city of Nicosia (August 27–30), presenting two papers: “Times of Change and times of change: a study of the relationship between curricular autonomy and teacher engagement and well-being “and - Curricular autonomy, work engagement and teacher well-being: A systematic review” where the scarcity of systematic reviews of reports, recommendations, opinions and independent studies was demonstrated.
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