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    Abstract     Contemporary education is embedded in larger communities, such as 
municipalities, regions, nation-states, and international communities. Therefore, 
municipalities and their school-focused politicians are important players in both 
 transnational and national politics and that national policies are mediated through 
local structures and policy preferences (shaped by local history and culture) towards 
school principals and teachers. Facets of these policy cultures work as local “fi lters” 
when national policies, organizational fads, and fashion face the local government 
level in the municipalities. The systems of school governing in the Nordic countries 
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embrace local government – that is, the municipalities – as a mediating level 
between the state and school professionals embedded in strong norms of local 
democracy. Specifi cally, the political design of municipalities has included a local 
school board, or educational committee, that is expected to play a key role in 
mediating the power of the state in educational matters. Although a range of 
major restructuring projects have taken place in the municipality sectors of the 
Nordic countries, the country chapters in this book show that it is still fair to expect 
school boards to exert infl uence in local school governing based on democratic 
 decision-making processes.  

10.1         Introduction 

    Educational demands are often that the state imposes on the municipalities are often 
coordinated by regional actors, such as educational governors, within a specifi c geo-
graphical area (Johansson et al.  2013 ). In Norway, for example, this kind of regional 
coordination has grown to be a key function in the quality assurance system con-
ducted since 2000. Furthermore, a visible tendency of transnational infl uence has 
been observed during the last decade, not at least from the OECD through the PISA 
studies (Moos  2006 ). On one hand, PISA has prompted a range of school improve-
ment initiatives, in which researchers and practitioners analyze data in order to fi nd 
ways to improve schools and school systems. On the other hand, there is little doubt 
about the role of PISA as a global standardizing force in educational governance 
(Meyer and Benavot  2013 ). Along the horizontal axis at all levels, a range of profes-
sional bodies and working life representatives also participate in the policy process 
(Jenkins  1997 ), with the aim of exerting infl uence on educational decision-making 
(Lundgren  1990 ). Overall, we see a range of actors at multiple levels involved in 
educational governance in all the Nordic countries, which makes it possible to under-
stand school governing as a multilevel system (as illustrated by the model in Fig.  10.1  
below).

   However, there are also signifi cant differences among the Nordic systems. 
One such difference refers to municipality structure, size, and scale, which also – 
specifi cally whether the state shall interfere in local democracy in terms of 
forcing (small) municipalities to merge. Norway, with its scattered structure of 428 
municipalities, represents a unique case. Denmark, on the other hand, is dissimilar 
to Norway after it comprehensively restructured its entire municipality sector in 
2007, resulting in 98 municipalities with a threshold of 30,000 inhabitants as the 
critical demarcation. In Finland, there has been a long and intense debate regarding 
municipality merging due to fi nancial constraints. A second dissimilarity dimension 
across the Nordic countries is the tendency of the state to bypass the municipalities 
in governing schools. In the Swedish school legislation, some of the regulations 
directly concern the school level, which means that the state bypasses the 
school owners; that is, the municipalities. The state-mandated school inspectorate 
in Sweden also directs  initiatives directly towards schools. This development is 

J.M. Paulsen et al.



151

amplifi ed by the fact that the school law has strengthened the rights of pupils and 
parents not only to choose schools but also to test decisions taken by the law in 
court. The State Inspection has stronger possibilities than earlier to act against 
schools that do not fulfi ll the law. 

 A third dimension refers to state regulation directly towards schools alongside a 
separate system for allocation of money between state and municipalities. This 
would appear to have strengthened the relationship between the state and the school 
and weakened the relation between the schools and the municipality, as is the case 
in Sweden (Nihlfors and Johansson  2013 ). Compared to Sweden, Finland again 
emerges as a dissimilar case, where the state handles the municipalities with care 
and is reluctant to take intervening initiatives towards schools (without addressing 
the issues through the municipalities). 

 Fourthly, tendencies to delegate school issues to the schools vary across the 
Nordic countries. In the Danish case, direct delegation to schools can be seen as a 
consequence of a model in which the school system is administratively run by a 
board of managers as the top apex that conducts strategy, coordination, and develop-
ment. Responsibility for daily conduct is then organized in decentralized schools 
(Christoffersen and Klausen  2012 ). In the upfront case of Norway, the  municipalities 
act as a mediating level between the state and the schools in formal terms. This 

Trans-national level
Actors: OECD, EU and interest groups
Tasks: Affecting national states through ‘the
method of open coordination’

National/state level
Actors: Parliament, Government, Ministry of
Education, Directorate
Tasks: Determine overall objectives and
framework conditions for schools,
implement legislation

Municipal/local level
Actors: Municipality Council and Board,
School Board, Administration
Tasks: Responsible for schools, determine
local objectives and framework conditions

School level
Actors: School principals, middle leaders and
teachers

Tasks: administrative and pedagogical
responsible, determine the principles for
operating the school

Agency/district level
Actors: Regional country
manager and staff

Tasks: Supervision and
guidance based on the quality
assurance system

  Fig. 10.1    Key actors in the multilevel system model (Source: Nihlfors et al.  2013    )       
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means that the state has delegated formal power, authority, and responsibility to the 
428 municipalities to organize their school owner functions in accordance with their 
own priorities. Finally, it must be considered that municipalities, and thereby school 
boards, may utilize their space for maneuvers in different manners across the Nordic 
countries. For example, some commentators have suggested that Norwegian munic-
ipalities seldom utilize their degrees of freedom in pedagogical matters and instead 
restrict their political initiatives to legislative control (Skedsmo  2009 ).  

10.2     Theoretical Framework of Multilevel Governance 

10.2.1     The Conceptual Properties 

 There is an inherent ambiguity in the concept of multilevel governance (Bache and 
Flinders  2004 ), since the term denotes a theoretical model of public sector govern-
ing on one hand and an analytical tool to describe how public sector governing 
 actually  takes place within a political system on the other (Helgøy and Aars  2008 ). 
In the terminology of Hooghe and Marks ( 2010 ), multilevel governance is defi ned 
as a system of jurisdiction that operates at only a few levels that distributes power in 
broad policy fi elds, such as education. Decision-making powers are dispersed across 
two or three levels, but “bundled in a small number of packages” (Hooghe and 
Marks  2010 , p. 18). The third property of a multilevel governance system is a 
system- wide architecture that enables legitimate actors to govern an entire policy 
fi eld. As such, this concept captures the traditional governing mode of the welfare 
states in the Nordic countries quite well: a system-wide architecture and legal, 
administrative, and fi nancial interdependence between levels of jurisdiction (state, 
municipalities, schools) within the same policy domain (compulsory education).  

10.2.2     Policy Culture 

 When general ideas about how to govern schools, principals and teachers effectively 
meet the various levels of implementation across the levels of the system, they are 
“fi ltered” through policy cultures, embracing longstanding values and institutional 
norms (Røvik  2007 ), and local varieties of the same cultures, as Louis and Van 
Velzen ( 2012 ) showed. Perhaps the strongest political values in the Nordic countries 
are “decentralism” and “openness,” which denote that municipalities play an impor-
tant role in adapting central aims to local preconditions for schooling, as well as 
ensuring legitimate access for a great number of actors to take part in the educa-
tional discourse at all levels (Ekholm  2012 ; Moos and Kofod  2012 ). In the Nordic 
countries, the fact that primary education is an important constituent of the local 
communities means that local voters are engaged in school policy issues. On the 
other hand, as is the case in Norway, local politicians perceive that state steering in 
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education is stronger than in other policy areas (Hagen and Sørensen  2006 ). At the 
same time, the local authorities tend to have a “generous” attitude towards compul-
sory schooling by increasing school budgets above the levels set and allocated by 
the government (Homme  2008 ).  

10.2.3     The “Blueprint” Hypothesis 

 When actual infl uence and local autonomy in school policy issues are investigated 
empirically, a mixed message emerges from the research. In a review of local school 
governing in Norway between 1970 and 2007, Engeland and Langfeldt ( 2009 ) con-
cluded that independent school policy formation and policy initiatives are seldom 
observable in Norwegian municipalities. The time span of their review encompasses 
the implementation phase of the systemic school reform that has become known as 
   The Royal Ministry of Education and Research ( 2006 ), which paradoxically presumes 
a substantial local engagement in policy formation through delegation and decentral-
ization (Engeland and Langfeldt  2009 ). Specifi cally, the government presumed that 
the municipalities should ill in the gaps with regard to the vague and underspecifi ed 
goal formulations in the curricula of The Royal Ministry of Education and Research 
( 2006 ) with their own local strategies, policy initiatives, and prioritizations. 

 However, Engeland and Langfeldt fi nd that this is not the case. For example, 
municipal policy goals and local educational strategies, as observed in written docu-
ments, are general and vague in nature and leave the impression of being “blue-
prints” of national policies. This is particularly the case when it comes to the content 
of the curriculum; that is, ideological steering of schools. In this context, locally 
developed evaluation criteria (towards school principals and teachers) as well as 
local curriculum development are seldom found. Further, as Engeland noted, the 
intended level of municipal autonomy inherent in the Local Government Act of 
1992 (Baldersheim and Ståhlberg  1994 ; Larsen and Offerdal  2000 ) is  not  utilized 
within the policy domain of primary education (Engeland  2000 ). Moreover, since 
the turn of the century, a series of standardized measurement instruments have been 
implemented in order to assess the student achievements and the quality of student 
learning, which is assumed to de-stimulate local policy formation and strategy for-
mation in the municipalities. Therefore, the notion of multilevel governance also 
boils down, to some extent, to an analytical and empirical question.  

10.2.4     The Potency Assumption 

 A contrasting assumption posits that a multilevel system should be a “meeting 
place” for confl icting perspectives and competing ideas between state bodies and 
local actors, as well as between professional actors and politicians in the local 
community. Empirically, such an assumption can be measured by means of the 
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school board members’ perception that they are infl uential actors in the local policy 
process of schooling (Jenkins  1997 ; Lukes  1997 ), and the policy process focuses 
on pedagogical matters, such as pedagogy, assessment models, local curriculum 
development, and choice of targets. We have labeled this hypothesis  the potency 
assumption  1  (Guzzo et al.  1993 ). If the hypothesis is supported, we would expect 
to see school board members having substantial perception of infl uence in strategic 
decisions (in educational matters) and local educational priorities being set on the 
agenda and made effective towards superintendents, principals, and schools. We 
would also expect to see distinct demands and expectations to the superintendent 
beyond keeping the budget. We expect to see educational matters high on the task 
preference structure, not just fi nancial and administrative issues. The contrasting 
hypothesis we have labeled  the blueprint assumption , as noted in the previous 
paragraph.   

10.3     School Boards in Multilevel Governing 

 Following the line of reasoning above, multilevel governance can, from the board 
members’ perspective, be analyzed across three interrelated dimensions. The fi rst 
dimension refers to the extent to which the school board members believe that they 
have a certain level of political “potency”; that is, the board members’ belief that 
they are able to materialize their efforts into tangible (and strategic) infl uence on 
educational decision-making processes within the municipality organization. In this 
case, multi means “more than the state” in terms of proactive political agenda set-
ting and prioritizations that refl ect local preferences and norms and also the capacity 
to implement these issues. The point is, for example, operationalized in questions 
that measure the extent to which the  school board members feel that they can make 
strategic decisions  and that they  perceive infl uence on educational decisions  towards 
the municipal council/board as well as towards schools. 

 Conversely, an alternative hypothesis will typically posit that the school board 
works as an “expedition offi ce” for state initiatives or initiatives from the adminis-
trative core of the municipality organization. A second and nested theme is the exis-
tence of a  local discourse  that is manifested in political agenda in terms of an 
experience of local capabilities in educational matters. Finally, the extent to which 
national and local authorities empower schools to make independent decisions, and 
thus include the school level in the governance chain, can be analyzed under the 
umbrella theme of multilevel governance. 

1   The term potency has been established in work group research in organizations, denoting that the 
group shares a belief that it can be effective in its future endeavors. The concept builds on Albert 
Bandura’s self-effi cacy construct and conceptually adapts it to the group level. In the present set-
ting, potency fosters a self-belief among school board members that they have the capacity to uti-
lize the degrees of freedom in local school policy. 
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10.3.1     Perception of “Upward” and “Downward” Infl uence 

 When asked about their perception of the school boards’ political infl uence in 
municipal governance, the Norwegian board members felt that they are infl uen-
tial, especially in the municipal council and board’s strategic decisions and eco-
nomic prioritizing. They also perceived that their work has a signifi cant impact 
on primary schooling in their municipality. However, the perception of infl uence 
among school board members decreases signifi cantly when it comes to down-
ward infl uence, in terms of agenda setting at the school level. Interestingly, only 
about 20 % of board members agreed and strongly agreed that they were empow-
ered to make  decisions about local curriculum development . There are also very 
few examples of direct linkages between the school board and the schools within 
the municipality. 

 In Finland, the school board members’ felt that the school boards had a strong 
political infl uence in municipal governance. As board members, they also felt that 
they can infl uence the decisions made by the school boards. School board members 
also believed that they have an impact on schools agendas. They felt it was impor-
tant to know about curriculum issues when making decisions, even though curricu-
lum issues were not dealt with very often, because the national core curriculums are 
only changed every 10 years. Members are especially interested in being school 
board members because they want to and feel that they can have an infl uence on 
school issues. 

 In Sweden, the overall fi nding on perceived infl uence is that three-quarters of 
board members believe that they contribute signifi cantly to the development of 
schools within their own territory. A similar proportion reported that they enjoy 
high status among school staff, in terms of being treated with respect. Moreover, 
60 % assess that they have the expertise required to deal with the challenges of 
school board governing. Similarly, 52 % of the board members see themselves as 
infl uential, in terms of their viewpoints being taken into consideration, when it 
comes to the municipal council’s decision-making processes. These reported data 
cluster around a high self-perception of competence, status, and infl uence on the 
policy process in their specialism. On the other hand, only 20 % of the members in 
the sample rated their boards as being good at suggesting solutions to problems that 
arise within the school sector. With regard to perceived stakeholder infl uence on the 
board’s decisions, there is a signifi cant difference between municipal school admin-
istration and school principals, which leaves the impression that the administrative 
core of the municipality organization is a lot more infl uential on local school policy 
processes than school principals. 

 The Danish chairs and members found that the school boards are infl uential, espe-
cially in strategic decisions and fi nancial prioritizing within their area of responsibil-
ity. In assessing the extent to which the school board members and chairs infl uence 
the board’s decisions, the chairs feel that they have a bigger infl uence than the mem-
bers do. The boards also believe, to a lesser extent, that they are able to set the agenda 
for how schools prioritize. Both groups feel that the board has great importance for 
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development in the schools. Similarly, they both fi nd that the municipal council gives 
great consideration to the board’s views in educational  matters. Consequently, the 
board members and chairs consider themselves to be important for the municipal 
development of the schools. 

 On the other hand, the Danish chairpersons and members both found that the 
municipal school administration has moderate infl uence on the committee’s deci-
sions and that the municipal school administration is only moderately able to lead 
the dialog with the schools about the quality reports, to suggest solutions on prob-
lems in the school sector, and to analyze the national PISA tests. Members and 
chairs both felt that school leaders only partially have a signifi cant infl uence on the 
school boards’ decisions. This is consistent with the fact that, in many municipali-
ties, there is a wide decentralization of decision competences to the individual 
schools. Close contact and tight organizational couplings between the school board 
and the schools are rare, which means that there is no signifi cant direct infl uence 
either way (Weick  1976 ).  

10.3.2     Can the Boards Make Strategic Decisions? 

 The country cases raise several questions related to the school board members’ 
experience and belief that they can make self-dependent strategic prioritizations 
within their municipality. In the Swedish case, for example, 54 % of the members in 
the sample answer 5 or 6 (on a six-grade scale) on the extent to which they feel that 
they can infl uence the way the strategic decisions are formulated. Similar results 
were found on items that load the respondents’ experience of having an impact 
(making a difference) on schooling. Similarly, the Norwegian case illustrates a rela-
tively high score on the board members’ perception of infl uence on their municipal 
board and the municipal council’s strategic decisions. Notably, when the focus is 
shifted towards downward infl uence on school level decisions, the level of perceived 
infl uence decreases. However, with regard to documentation of independent politi-
cal initiatives that refl ects local priorities in, for example, assessment methodologies 
and content of schooling (within the framework of the national curricula), the data 
does not provide much precise information. Notably in the Norwegian case, “local 
curriculum development” is a typical low scorer (approximately 20 %) in task pref-
erence structures of the board. 

 The latter point gives rise to a critical discussion of the competence of school 
board members to interfere in the national educational discourse by way of their 
own pedagogical initiatives. In the Finnish case, the school boards have infl uence on 
strategic decision-making at the municipal level concerning educational matters. 
The very high scores found regarding the infl uence of municipal strategies on 
decision- making at school board level demonstrate that municipal councils’ strate-
gic defi nitions policy signifi cantly affects school boards’ decision-making. The 
results also show that the independent political initiatives are not important in the 
school boards’ agendas. 
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 Among Danish school board members, 69 % (and an even higher percentage of 
chairs) found that the school boards have possibilities for infl uencing strategic deci-
sions. More than 70 % of both groups assessed that the school boards are able to 
conduct economic prioritization. Members and chairs both found that the boards do 
infl uence strategic decisions. 

 Eighty-seven percent of the chairs assessed that the chair can affect decisions 
from the school board, more than double the 42 % among members. Comparatively 
few chairs and members (62 % and 51 %, respectively) assessed that decisions in 
the boards can infl uence how schools prioritize.  

10.3.3     Perceived Capacity on Behalf of Their Municipality 

 In the Norwegian policy context, there is a recurrent debate on the municipality 
structure. The backdrop is the disperse structure of 428 municipalities. At the 
national level, one of the predominant policy discourses raises critical questions 
about whether small municipalities are capable of ensuring good learning condi-
tions for all children. Moreover, it has been questioned whether small municipali-
ties are capable of recruiting competent teachers due to a perceived lack of 
attractiveness. Against this backdrop, the Norwegian survey instrument assesses 
school board members’ perceived capacity in two areas: their home municipality 
and small municipalities in general. 

 First, a large and homogenous majority of the sample of school board members 
expressed a view that municipalities, both large and small, are capable of fulfi lling 
their role as school owners. For example, approximately 80 % of the sample falsifi es 
(disagrees and strongly disagrees) that “our municipality is too small to fulfi ll the 
obligations of primary schooling set by the state.” Similar disagreement was shown 
to the statement that “our municipality is too small to ensure good learning condi-
tions for all pupils in the future.” A similar portion of close to 80 % of the sample 
perceived that “our municipality will be capable of offering school provisions that 
are attractive for the choice of the parents also in the future.” Moreover, they did not 
see small municipalities as problematic, as is the case in the national policy dis-
course in Norway, where the dominant political coalitions currently express willing-
ness to force small municipalities to merge. 

 The discussion in Finland has been similar to that in Norway concerning the 
mergers and state’s interference into local democracy in terms of forcing munici-
palities to merge. The latest debate has been about whether the 320 municipalities 
should merge to 100 municipalities so that the population of each municipality is 
over 30,000. This move has been proposed in order to secure services in municipali-
ties, especially concerning the fi nancial capacity. Even though the members of the 
school boards felt that they have adequate know-how to develop the schools, they 
also felt that the school administration has a good capacity to lead quality work in 
the school sector. The school board members felt that the offering of school provi-
sion is quite attractive and the school is functioning well. The members of the 
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boards also felt that they have been able to recruit well-educated teachers. In 
Finland, all teachers have Master’s degrees in education or in the subject they teach. 
Teachers are not evaluated or ranked, which makes it almost impossible to compare 
the skills of different applicants. It seems that the board members believe that they 
get the best teachers anyway. The fi nding that the differences between teachers in 
different schools are at acceptable level ensures the perception that the boards are 
happy with the recruited teachers. 

 In Denmark, the number of municipalities, and thus the number of school boards, 
was reduced from 275 to 98 in 2007. Similarly, the structure within the schools has 
been continually reformed in such a way that schools have been closed or merged, 
while only a few new schools have been established. Approximately 40 % of mem-
bers left the questions assessing the schools unanswered. Of the remainder, more 
than half felt that their municipality offers attractive schools that are recruiting well- 
qualifi ed teachers. Similarly, they found that the local school culture promotes learn-
ing and teaching. There is less conviction among members, as well as among chairs 
(44 % and 61 %, respectively) that the local school structure is well- functioning or 
that the variation between pupils’ output at different schools is acceptable. However, 
only around one-third of the responses felt that the level of variation in teacher com-
petences between different schools is acceptable.  

10.3.4     Delegation of Responsibilities to Schools 

 In the Norwegian case, there are mixed tendencies. On one hand, a state-mandated 
supervision regime is increasingly targeting the schools. On the other hand, a recent 
advisory corps, also formed by the state directorate, allows schools to infl uence 
their own course. Both streams indicate more initiatives directed directly towards 
schools from state bodies. On the other hand, schools have greater degrees of free-
dom in order to infl uence agenda setting when they approach the state-mandated 
advisory corps. In the Norwegian state supervision system, municipalities are free 
to couple their schools rather loosely to the supervision practices and work with the 
yearly quality report. 

 Sweden has a strong state (educational act, curriculum, and inspection) but the 
municipalities are in charge. The money for the schools comes to the municipalities 
without any earmarks, which means the municipalities have to allocate resources 
between elderly care, culture, spare-time activities, and education. Principals have 
their duties and responsibilities by law (Education Act and Curricula) but do not 
have enough power (regarding budget, recruitment, etc.) to create their organiza-
tion. We see tendencies of mistrust in the organization between the national level 
and the municipalities and between politicians and principals. 

 In Finland in the early 1990s, the inspection system was abolished from the 
school legislation. In 1994, a core curriculum for the fi rst time introduced the idea 
of a local curriculum and schools’ own curriculum. Also, the evaluation was dele-
gated to the municipal and school levels. In 1995, the government increased the 
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municipals’ autonomy in legislation in Finland. All of the abovementioned changes 
form the basis to changes at municipal level delegation. The second reason for del-
egating tasks to the school level is fi nancial, due to the regression in the early 1990s 
(as explained in the Power and Infl uence chapter). One of the most radical delega-
tions has been the responsibility to recruit personnel to school level. Only the 
recruiting of principals is decided at the school board level. That was started in the 
bigger municipalities in the early 1990s; nowadays, it is only in some smaller 
municipalities that the school boards make decisions on recruiting school person-
nel. Consequently, staff management has also been delegated to the school level. 
Later in the 1990s, fi nancial decision-making was delegated to the school level. Due 
to these facts, principals’ duties in particular have been increasing all the time. The 
delegation of tasks has decreased the number of tasks performed at the school board 
level. Due to the delegation of recruiting to school level, the school boards’ work 
has changed radically. Earlier, the school boards were more political, and board 
members had more individual “agendas” concerning recruitment of personnel. The 
change mitigated the work in school boards, to some degree, and also showed trust 
in the principals’ professional skills. The schools also received more power to build 
their own personnel.   

10.4     Discussion and Concluding Remarks 

10.4.1     Interdependencies in the Multilevel System 

 Across all the Nordic countries, municipalities are signifi cant players in school 
 governing, not least since current educational reforms tend to delegate certain 
amounts of responsibilities for quality assurance procedures to the local authorities. 
Specifi cally, municipalities intervene in schools in cases where legal students’ rights 
are not fulfi lled in accordance with the legislation. Also, as shown in Chap.   9    , 
municipalities play a pivotal role in the information routine of the national quality 
assurance systems, in terms of aggregating data among the schools (within each 
municipality) and transmitting it further to state bodies. Moreover, policy issues are 
set on the agenda in municipalities based on the same data aggregation systems. 
This means that there is signifi cant interdependency in educational governance 
between the state and municipality sectors in all Nordic countries. A similar inter-
dependency is visible between the individual municipality and its schools when it 
comes to resource allocation and distribution. The state allocates lump sums to 
municipalities based on criteria, and the municipalities reallocate these funds to 
schools based on predefi ned national criteria supplemented by local decisions and 
priorities, which means that some variation in resource level between municipalities 
must be accounted for (Aasen et al.  2012 ). On the other hand, municipalities often 
also tend to allocate extra resources to primary schooling as a function of local 
 priorities. Therefore, there are mutual interdependencies between state bodies 
and municipalities and between schools and their respective municipality, and this 
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pattern is an important constituent of school governing in the Nordic countries, 
where the public school system is a cornerstone of the local democracy and vice 
versa (Mc Beath  2013 ; Moos  2013 ).  

10.4.2     Variation in Transnational Infl uence 

 However, there are signifi cant differences across the Nordic systems. First, the 
infl uence from transnational agencies is transformed into national policy processes 
in different ways (Christensen and Lægreid  2001 ). Despite its status as “super-
power” in PISA studies, Finland has to a minimal extent been infl uenced by the 
global reform movement characterized by accountability, devolution, and import of 
solutions from the corporate sector (Sahlberg  2011 ). Norway has been infl uenced 
by NPM ideas to a greater degree than Finland has, at least at the rhetorical level, 
although the former has been characterized as a “slow learner” (Olsen and Peters 
 1996 ) and reluctant implementer (Christensen et al.  2000 ). Denmark, on the other 
hand, has been more strongly infl uenced by NPM ideas, as discussed in Chap.   10     
of the present book. Denmark has been described as a “competitive state,” with a 
strong emphasis on employability as overarching policy goals paired with market-
place competiveness (Pedersen  2010 ). Sweden differs from the other Nordic coun-
tries in that it has implemented a nearly commercial-free school system since the 
turn of the millennium, where corporate entrepreneurs are free to establish primary 
schools and steer them as they would any other business. This pattern provides spe-
cifi c challenges for local school boards. Overall, the above shows that transnational 
trends are “fi ltered” into national policies differently in the Nordic countries.  

10.4.3     Different Municipality Structures 

 The linkages between the state, the municipalities, and the schools are also tied dif-
ferently across the Nordic countries. As a result of the municipal merger wave in 
Denmark in 2007, the couplings between the municipalities and the schools in that 
country are looser than in Finland and Norway. As discussed in the chapter on 
Denmark, fusion of municipalities paradoxically leads to depoliticization and disin-
tegration of schools at the municipal level and a more school-based management 
model in practice. The Danish state is steadily moving towards European collabora-
tion and global competition, which generates changes regarding how to governing 
public sectors. The trend in these changes can, on a general level, be described as a 
move from democratic, public sector governance to businesslike marketplace rela-
tions. Thus, new forms on governance are emerging. Similarly, we are witnessing a 
contradicting trend towards treating schools as freestanding, self- governing institu-
tions that are governed directly from the ministry. These tendencies gradually replace 
indirect governance through municipalities. Concurrently, municipal administration 
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is moving away from broad and fl at organizations towards steeper hierarchies. 
The implementation of this three-layered corporate model has been conceptualized 
as professionalization, in which power is organized more hierarchical and less sub-
ject or cause oriented. New relations, positions, and infl uences are produced when 
public sectors are transformed. One illustration thereof is the task and composition 
of political boards and their expectations towards the future. School boards are 
engaged in adjusting structures and fi nances and educational concerns. 

 Moreover, Sweden has established an autonomous and state-driven inspectorate 
to bypass municipalities in a range of educational matters. In Norway and Finland, 
many municipalities are the target of political initiatives, and only in minor cases do 
state bodies bypass municipalities. The examples illustrate different couplings 
between different levels in the governance chain. However, it is fair to assume that 
the state’s propensity to bypass municipalities in school governing will also increase 
in Norway in the upcoming years, not least as a function of the massive upscaling 
of the national Directorate of Education and Training.  

10.4.4     Perceived Capacity in Decision-Making 

 The school boards in the Nordic countries have expressed a strong belief in their 
capacity to infl uence their political territory (i.e., the municipal council and municipal 
board) in strategic and overarching educational issues. They also see themselves as 
powerful key agents in terms of allocating and distributing resources to schools. 
However, there are few signs of political initiatives towards schools as agents in 
 pedagogical matters; therefore, the boards do not see the school principals as infl uen-
tial actors in their own decision-making processes. There is, therefore, support for 
both the “blueprint” and the “potency” assumption in the Nordic cases. Taken together, 
it seems like the state is in a strong control position in terms of educational content, 
assessment models, and curriculum development, whereas the local level is potent and 
powerful regarding how to spend the resources for schooling. Finland, again, seems to 
be a deviating case, in terms of local autonomy in curriculum development.  

10.4.5     Concluding Remark 

 Educational reform research suggests that “intelligent couplings” between the levels in 
an educational system are important prerequisites for successful implementation 
(Datnow  2002 ). Therefore, we see the concept of multilevel governance as a fruitful 
conceptual tool in analyzing what happens when national policies and transnational 
trends meet the local policy level in school boards. As noted, the concept of multilevel 
governance denotes, fi rstly, a level of interdependence between two or three levels of 
jurisdiction in governing the school system. Second, the totality possesses a system-
wide architecture of structures, procedures, and rules that crosses all levels. By asking 
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whether multilevel means “more than the state,” this chapter has elaborated different 
forms of interdependencies between state bodies and the municipalities and between 
the municipalities and their respective schools across the Nordic countries. Nonetheless, 
running through the school boards of all country cases is a pattern of signifi cant self-
experience of political infl uence towards their municipal organization, yet signifi cantly 
weaker towards schools. Moreover, there is an evident image that local capabilities 
have the self-belief to act as school owners at the system level.      
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