
1L. Moos and J.M. Paulsen (eds.), School Boards in the Governance Process, 
Educational Governance Research 1, DOI 10.1007/978-3-319-05494-0_1,
© Springer International Publishing Switzerland 2014

    Abstract        The focus of this book is educational governance at the local school 
district level seen in a cross-cultural perspective, which is based on national 
survey studies of local school boards in the Nordic countries, Denmark, Finland, 
Norway and Sweden. 

 The overarching research question that has guided our studies is:  How are trans-
national infl uences and national policies transformed into local policy cultures 
when they meet the school boards?  In all the Nordic countries, the municipalities are 
equivalent with the school district level. But the point is that school districts play a 
similar role as the interface between state policies and the schools. 

 In this chapter, we briefl y introduce our perspectives on the transnational infl u-
ences, as they can be seen in the case of the OECD. This serves as a basis for dis-
cussing the need for looking into local conditions for educational governance that 
meet the transnational infl uences. We argue that policy borrowing should be based 
on robust and thorough knowledge of the context of the policy provider and also of 
the policy borrower. We also introduce the content of the book: the country reports 
and thematic chapters.  
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1.1         Transnational Infl uences 

 We know from research literature that the infl uences from transnational agencies, 
especially the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), 
have been very visible over the last 20 years, so we wanted to fi nd out in what ways 
these infl uences have been interpreted and translated into national political cultures 
and policies in our countries (Antunes  2006 ; Lawn and Lingard  2002 ). One transna-
tional document seems to have been more infl uential than other:  Governance in 
Transition – Public Management Reforms in OECD Countries  (OECD  1995 ). It 
was produced following a well-known OECD ‘soft governance’ strategy, named the 
‘peer learning’ method:    Member countries have reported trends in their public 
management to the organisation, where the complex picture is clarifi ed and simplifi ed, 
as trends and tendencies across countries are categorised into a smaller number of 
main themes or categories: (1) devolving authority, providing fl exibility; (2) ensuring 
performance, control and accountability; (3) developing competition and choice; 
(3) providing responsive service; (4) improving the management of human 
resources; (5) optimising information technology; (6) improving the quality of 
regulation; (7) strengthening steering functions at the centre; (8) implementing 
reform; and what’s next. The themes are not meant to be regulations or orders, but 
advices from the OECD to the member countries: National Ministries can take, 
transform or leave them (Moos  2009a ). Knowing the OECD neo-liberal political 
preferences, the theme titles are extremely clear and informative.  

1.2     Local and National Context 

 However, the advices have met country cultures, systems, traditions, and politics, 
and they have thereby been transformed into new shapes and forms. The ‘New 
Public Management’ (NPM) was not born at this moment, but it was certainly bap-
tised, blessed and registered as a full-fl edged child of the OECD with this report, 
and it has been adopted and transformed in many different shapes (Hood  1991 ). We 
are in a special situation, as the Nordic countries have for hundreds of years been 
regarded to be a much unifi ed culture. It is so often repeated that the notion of 
‘Nordic-ness’ seems to be an important aspect of dominant Nordic discourses. We 
are not sure that this is a correct image, so it is important for us to look into the 
actual politics and practice to see if this is the case, or if parliaments, ministries and 
practitioners at many levels have produced national and local ways of public gover-
nance. The US case is of course different, but we include it because the difference 
can, we think, make our analyses, arguments and discussions clearer and sharper. 

 There are several reasons for this specifi c research agenda. First, we know that 
there is substantial variation across different national systems in the degree of 
decentralism (i.e. the distribution of power sources between the state and local dis-
tricts and institutions), which again may affect educational work and outcomes in 
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different ways (Moos  2013d ). But we know too little about the processes through 
which these sources of local autonomy are put into practice by school boards. 
Moreover, it is evident that the nature of local policy making in the school boards is 
heavily affected by the local cultural and societal context in which the school boards 
are situated. We have been strongly motivated to explore deeper this interplay 
between context and policy making at the local level. Second, local democracy is a 
core component in the national systems subjected to the study, and we wanted to 
explore if local discourses expressed by school boards differ from national policies 
and transnational infl uences (Moos  2013c ). 

 When we look at the transnational inspiration, it is clear to us that a number of 
well-known, mostly economical, theories can help us understand and explain the 
OECD infl uences and the national impacts, where they meet diverse perspectives, 
cultures and politics. The NPM is in many ways neo-liberal as the very core of the 
NPM is to adjust public sectors to a new international understanding of the roles and 
functions of the states in governing the institutions and sectors in the public sphere. 
Many countries have through the history treated public government as a political set 
of relations: election, division of state power into legislative, judiciary and executive 
powers. Decisions in the legislative sector were based on political judgements and 
interests. Over the past 40 years, more countries have entered the global competi-
tion and thus the global marketplace, where decisions are based on marketplace 
logics: profi t, competition, consumers’ free choice, etc. (Pedersen  2010 ). 

 Economic theories like principal-agent theory, scientifi c management theory, 
transaction-cost theory and rational choice theory are clearly recognisable in the 
political arguments, in the NPM and in the OECD report. 

 For example, the traditional Nordic discourse describes a participatory democracy 
and a comprehensive schooling with strong local community roots, and we assume 
that this policy culture is contested by transnational demands for accountability, 
standardisation and enhanced indirect steering from the stat level (Blossing et al. 
 2013 ). In the USA, on contrary, the school districts have been more autonomous 
than in the Nordic countries, at the same time as federal authorities currently intend 
to implement common core standards across states and districts, which again create 
tensions at the local school board level. Third, it is evident that transnational 
infl uences and national policies go through a transformative model when they meet 
the implementation level at local school districts. However, the shapes and forms of 
the various transformation processes and the impacts on school leaders, teachers, 
and students are under-investigated. Fourth, the members of school boards are 
mostly elected from within the municipal board; they represent political parties, 
while in the USA members are elected amongst the school district stakeholders. 

 Education and its governance are part of the general public sector and thus also 
subject to general changes and restructurings. This is the case with the size and 
number of local authorities: If they are too small, they are merged with other, small 
authorities in order to be more effective and effi cient. This argument is of course 
economic and not political. This is the case in some Nordic countries, but in other 
places the argument of local culture prevails over the economic argument. In some 
places we see intermediate levels, agencies and authorities are restructured and even 
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closed down. The municipal level, which is by tradition the school district level in 
all Nordic countries, when it comes to primary and lower secondary education, is 
being bypassed in some cases, so that the traditional chain of governance is broken 
or bypassed by the state going directly to institutions (Moos  2013b ). 

 In the municipal administration, we also see different restructurings that may 
mean having less, but bigger and more encompassing political committees or boards 
and a longer distance from politicians to institutions. Some of these restructurings 
carry new responsibilities to the political board and in some cases take away tradi-
tional ones, meaning that board members have got new tasks and responsibilities. 
So structures and functions of school boards are changed in Nordic systems, but 
differently. In some case new model, imported from business life, is implemented 
into the public sector, like in Denmark (Pedersen  2005 ). Now the municipal board 
is named the Concern, the management of a number of schools is named Company 
and the internal management of a school site is the Work Place.  

1.3     Comparing Educational Governance 

 The fi rst part of the book contains country reports from all involved countries. We 
produce and publish them in order to underscore one of our theoretical and prag-
matic stand points: The national educational systems are the primary unit of 
analyses. The structures and cultures within the nations are complex and many 
facetted, but in some ways more coherent than bigger units, like the Nordic area. It 
is often claimed that we are very homogenous within this area, but we fi nd that this 
is only partly true: In many respects there are rather big differences. We want to be 
able to point to the differences as well as the similarities and to shed more light 
through comparing them with each other. 

 Comparisons are employed as tools for research on policy and education and by 
policy makers themselves (Steiner-Khamsi  2010 ). Comparative researchers use 
comparisons to sharpen their optique in order to get a clearer picture of practices 
and politics, and policy makers refer to them when setting policy agendas based on 
international evidence, best practice, or international standards when they ‘borrow 
policies’ (Moos  2013a ). 

 It is thus very important to gain a better understanding of the institutional context 
(Leithwood and Riehl  2003 ) and the historical and societal background in and 
against which educational leadership is situated, since leadership thinking and prac-
tices, as well as individual and community social capital (   Bourdieu  1990 ), are 
formed by the society, culture and context of which they are a part. They are shaped 
by policies, discourses and literature but also by national/local values, traditions, 
structures and practices. 

 Methods of comparison in research have attracted a great deal of scholarly attention 
recently (Carney  2008 ; Steiner-Khamsi  2006 ,  2009 ,  2010 ; Walker and Dimmock 
 2002 ). This could be due to the increasing infl uence that globalisation is having on 
societies and education. Relations between national states and systems are becoming 
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increasingly interconnected and globally infl uenced, and it could be argued that 
comparisons are gaining infl uence for the same reasons: Amongst other agents, 
globalisation is furthered by transnational agencies 1  that use ‘soft governance’ to 
advice or encourage refl ection on ‘peer pressure’ (OECD) or ‘open method of 
coordination’ (European Commission) (Antunes  2006 ; Lange and Alexiadou  2007 ; 
Lawn and Grek  2012 ; Lawn and Lingard  2002 ; Moos  2009b ). 

 Therefore, research on educational governance needs to encompass analyses of 
the political, societal, cultural and institutional context of governance. Research 
also needs to analyse the broader context and historical processes in which gover-
nance is embedded: the practice, structure, values and norms of the local and greater 
communities that emerged over time and are still present as a sounding board 
for new perceptions, impressions and infl uences. International comparisons act as 
 mirrors – just like educational outcomes or best practice – so that policy makers can 
refl ect on the level of educational outcomes in their own systems and decide on their 
own reforms. More often than previously, we see policy makers argue with the need 
to comply with global or international standards or best practices, such as PISA. 
However, as Gita Steiner-Khamsi argues ( 2010 , p. 332), policy transfer is not a 
passive process. It is mediated, shaped and given form by local policy makers, so 
the traveling reform undergoes many modifi cations depending on the political situ-
ation. Thus, buzzwords such as accountability, equity and standards are global ‘fl uid 
signifi ers’ that are given content and meaning in context. This means that, unless we 
refer to local contexts, structures, cultures and values, any comparisons made in an 
international research project will be complicated, intricate, senseless and absurd:

  Without contextual comparison it is impossible to understand the political and economic 
reasons why traveling reforms are borrowed. (Steiner-Khamsi  2010 , p. 339) 

   In order to pursue Steiner-Kamsi’s argument – that borrowing policies is not a 
passive process because local policy makers and practitioners modify it – it is neces-
sary to refer to the neo-institutional theorist Kjell Arne Røvik ( 2011 ). He invokes 
the metaphor of a virus infection when identifying the ways in which the generic 
structure of political ideas – viruses – generic structures are changed or mutated in 
the interactions with local culture and values. One way in which management ideas 
(policies) are mutated is through a translation process, during which actors more or 
less deliberately (yet actively) attempt to transfer and implement management ideas 
(policies) by neglecting, omitting, reinforcing or altering aspects of the idea: 
‘General and abstract ideas may be concretized, mixed with local traditions and 
sometimes shaped into sharp management tools’ (ibid. p. 642). Translation may 
occur through rules of copying, subtraction (neglecting or omitting aspects), adding 
(elements of local culture) or alteration (completely reshaping). We shall make use 
of these insights in the last, concluding chapter. 

1   For example, WTO, World trade Organization; OECD, Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development; GATT, General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade; IMF, International Monetary 
Fund; EU, European Union (especially ‘the Inner Market’ and the ‘Europe 2020’ statement); and 
the World Bank. 
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 We have constructed images of the national contexts for school boards that are 
sensitive to societal, social, political, cultural and governance differences as well as 
similarities between our countries, in the country reports. They are in themselves 
good analyses of the school board position and relations and school board members’ 
notions of their tasks, values and possibilities, and they also serve as the reference 
material for the thematic chapters.  

1.4     The Method and the Country Reports 

 The study is a web-based survey. In Denmark, Norway and Sweden, we used the 
same questionnaire. In Finland, the core of the questionnaires contained the 
same questions as the other, so comparisons were possible. In all countries we 
had a robust and representative response rate. The fi rst analyses were described 
in the country reports. 

 The fi ve country reports are structured around the same frame, stipulating the per-
spectives being analysed – the order of the themes was made in each country group:

    1.     Where : As this is a Nordic project, we are looking for similarities and differences 
between the educational governance systems: The national educational system, 
changes to the system and the governance system are analysed.   

   2.     Who : The school boards themselves, age, gender, experience, education, etc.   
   3.     What : This category contains the tasks, duties, assignments, etc., that school 

boards are supposed to carry out and want to carry out: economics, strategically, 
educational and personnel management. What is described in the regulations or 
job description, what is expected on top of this but maybe not explicated and 
what do they themselves think is their work area.   

   4.     With whom : What kind of networks do they belong to, in what capacity (leaders 
or participants), how important are the networks for the school board members? 
What kind of relations do they enter into, with whom? In this category we also 
fi nd organisation and structures that school boards participate in or relate to. The 
technologies, personnel, context and culture (Hatch and Cunliffe  2006 ).   

   5.     Why : What is the purpose or aim of the activity/relation? What kind of values are 
underpinning or driving the activities or relations? Whom do those values belong 
to (meaning: do school boards consent to them?)?   

   6.     How : In this category we distinguish between diverse forms of infl uences/power 
that school boards are subject to and are making use of (Moos  2011 ).      

1.5     Thematic Chapters 

 By analysing the country cases, build on parallel surveys in all involved coun-
tries, we fi nd that on one hand they share important similarities, at the same time 
as they, along with other dimensions, are signifi cant dissimilar descriptions. 
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These aspects are explored in cross-country, thematic cases with authors from all 
participating countries of each chapter. The themes have emerged from analysing 
data across countries and looking for important similarities and differences in the 
functions, relations and understandings of school board chairs and members. 
Comparing across countries and cultures gives us more clarity and insights in the 
function of individual systems. 

 Researchers from all involved Nordic countries wrote the thematic chapters. 
Here are abstracts from all thematic chapters:

    Chapter     6      : Educational Governance: Politics, Administration and Professionalism.  
Contemporary restructuring of (Nordic) educational governance systems brings 
new relations between state, local authorities and schools and thus between 
politicians, managers and educational professionals. With inspiration from trans-
national agencies – primarily the OECD – new chains of governance are being 
created. Decentralising of elements of governance is being mixed with recen-
tralisation of other parts; some couplings are being loosened on economies, 
human resource management and operations while, at the same time, couplings 
on educational content aims and accountabilities are being tightened. This tendency 
has also made many municipalities to restructure the municipal political and 
administrative system into a more steep hierarchy. 

 Restructurings also infl uence the work of school boards and their relations to 
administrators and educational practitioners. School boards are increasingly 
 responsible for the greater part of the life of childhood and adolescence and 
therefore also need to be taken care of by many institutions. New power bal-
ances are created between diverse forms of infl uences: Structural, discursive and 
social technologies are used in new combinations and with priority to different 
groups of stakeholder. It seems that management and consumers are being pri-
oritised, while politicians and educational professionals lose infl uence in new 
neo- liberally inspired forms of New Public Management.  

   Chapter     7      : Control and Trust in Local School Governance.  Educational policy 
makers in many countries have increasingly used standardisation and quality 
assurance as tools in order to steer schools, teachers and school leaders more 
tightly. The present chapter analyses the possible tensions embedded in these 
streams and how they are mediated by the local government level. 
Theoretically the analysis is based on two different conceptions of gover-
nance and control. 

 The fi rst is rooted in institutional organisation theory and is referred to as 
‘thick governance and control’: implying governance in the form of mobilisation 
of internal and implicit control factors between the one who governs and those 
who are governed. The second conception derives from the public choice theory 
and is referred to as ‘thin governance and control’. This approach considers the 
relationship between the one who govern and the governed as a pure principal-
agent relationship where both are individually utility maximising rational agents 
that are controlled by external and explicit pressures and infl uences. Thin gov-
erning and control has gained increased importance as the rule rather than the 
exception for national governments. However, at school level there is still an 
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anticipation of ‘thin’ normatively integrated control, and the analysis models 
mediation of these tensions by school boards at the local level.  

   Chapter     8      : The School Board Between Power and Infl uence.  The decentralised 
Scandinavian school structure with the municipal school committee as a central 
factor between the municipal council and other school interests gives the school 
board a central role in the implementation of the centrally decided school legis-
lation from the parliament. Therefore it is a central question in modern 
Scandinavian schooling what are the ways of infl uence and what power mecha-
nisms are in play throughout the schooling system. 

 The chapter will investigate what power and infl uence mean in a school board 
context. We will conduct comparisons across countries and look into which 
infl uence and power relations there are between the school committee as the 
central focal point and the schools’ most important interests. Therefore, we will 
look at the relations between the board and the national parliamentary level, the 
superintendent/the municipal administration, the chair of the board, the princi-
pals/schools, and lastly the parents and the students. These relations between the 
board and its stakeholders will be analysed in the terms of power and infl uence 
in this chapter.  

   Chapter     9      : The Role and Infl uence of School Boards on Improving Educational 
Quality:  Ensuring educational quality is high on the policy agenda in many 
countries, especially efforts regarding enhancing students’ learning outcomes. 

 In the Nordic countries, the local school authorities are in charge of develop-
ing  systems to assure and enhance school quality. This chapter discusses how the 
members of the school boards perceive their role and function and position. 
Based on a survey, we report on the extent to which they are satisfi ed with student 
achievements, their expectations towards the work of the superintendent and 
principals as well as their own work related to improving school quality. We 
examine how the school board members see their own opportunities to infl uence 
decisions about the school practice, and if the knowledge and capacity in different 
professional groups are to fulfi l tasks and responsibilities. 

 In this chapter we will argue that the new governing modes and  accountability 
processes imply new roles and relationships between national authorities and 
local levels of school governing being established. One example is quality assur-
ance and the use of quality reports. During the last decade, the focus on establishing 
systems for quality assurance is accentuated. Quality assurance system, in the 
sense of quality reports, is stated in Education Act in each country. How reporting 
and the feedback system is organised differs but in all Nordic countries quality 
insurance is an important task for the school board.  

   Chapter     10      : Multilevel Governance.  Contemporary education is embedded in larger 
communities: municipality, region, nation-state and transnational as well as 
international communities. Schools are therefore important players in trans-
national as well as national politics; thus, they are included in chains of govern-
ance and cultures. First, transnational policies and demands are evidently fi ltered 
through policy cultures when they meet the national level, which explain vari-
ation in implementation patterns within the Nordic countries. Second, national 
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policies are mediated through local structures and policy preferences (shaped by 
local history and culture) in their way towards school principals and teachers. 

 Therefore, governing schools can be analysed as multilevel governance 
 systems, a concept denoting both vertical and horizontal governing relations – 
between institutions on different levels and between formal and informal actors. 
The concept describes how governing de facto takes place in the public 
 sector, and this perspective encompasses more than the formal actors involved. 
   Rather multilevel governance highlights the importance to study the socioeco-
nomic and cultural context in which the stakeholders and political actors are 
situated – in order to capture educational governance in practice in its richness. 
This present chapter analyses tensions between the levels and the actors, why 
these have emerged and how they are dealt with.  

  The last chapter –  Globalisation and Europeanisation of Nordic Governance  – sums 
up and concludes on the fi ndings and arguments of all chapters.        
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