Chapter 9
Competence and Understanding
in the Governance Chain

Elisabet Nihlfors, Hans Christian Hgyer, Klaus Kasper Kofod,
and Mika Risku

Abstract Education is of fundamental value for a society; to raise and foster a new
generation of citizens in a global and local multicultural context. It is therefore cru-
cial to identify the competences that are needed for multiple actors in the school
governance chain, with the aim of achieving this mission in different contexts over
time.

An underlying question in this chapter, when dealing with competence and
understanding, is what the purposes of education are and who has the power to
decide how national decisions should be understood and realized locally. In this
chapter some of the prerequisites for discussing this question will be problematized.
The focus is on political and professional leaders at the local level and their possible
impact on the prerequisites for education. The research results presented here are
derived from analyses made of the statements of different leaders — both political
and professional — preferably at the municipal level, and of their work in the gover-
nance chain in a municipality.

The empirical data are analysed from descriptions of what is required to translate
individual knowledge into joint or shared competences, which in turn may increase
the possibilities for action in order to achieve educational policy goals. To this is
added the importance of understanding one’s assignment to increase the organiza-
tional competence in a municipal organization. A guiding presumption of this chap-
ter is that if leaders who govern schools — both political and professional leaders at
different levels — are able to take charge of different areas of knowledge within the
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organization and translate that into joint competences, shared and used by all, the
possibilities of identifying and determining the relevant prerequisites for education
in a broad sense will increase.

Keywords Shared competence * Shared understanding ¢ Prerequisities for educa-
tion ¢ Purpose of education * Relation politicians and professionals

1 Introduction

Ensuring educational quality is high on the agenda in many countries and munici-
palities. Performance indicators of students’ learning outcomes are shared and com-
pared between schools, municipalities and countries. At the same time our data
show that there are members of school boards, in some countries, who believe that
students’ results have improved when they have actually worsened (Nihlfors and
Johansson 2013) and school board members who feel that their level of influence on
school-based decision-making is low (Nihlfors et al. 2014). The relationship
between the school boards and school leaders is relatively weak and infrequent in
some of the Nordic countries (Paulsen and Moos 2014), but in all of the Nordic
countries there is a tight coupling between the school administration/superintendent
and the chair of the school board when it comes to organizational, strategic and
financial matters (ibid.). Our body of research, as such, portrays a web of tight and
loose couplings between the key actors in local school governance in the Nordic
countries, and some of these connections are also embedded in asymmetric power
relations. Even if the municipalities have an important role in the governance of
schools, the state still remains an active player. At the same time, however, educa-
tional policy is moving towards being subjected to the increasing influence of out-
side experts and agents, who often use standards and data which can be seen as
depoliticizing the field (Moos 2009; Skedsmo 2009). These results raise certain
questions: how, for example, can different actors, stakeholders and others at differ-
ent levels be involved in sense-making processes if they have such different knowl-
edge and also different purposes?

There are big demands and expectations of an organization that both has knowl-
edge as a fundament for people working in the organization and as a goal for all its
students. Added to this is the fact that, in Sweden, there is a statutory requirement
for education to be based on research and proven experience (Swedish Education
Act, Chapter 1, section 5), which makes it even more obvious that different types of
knowledge are needed as the basis for this work. Knowledge is needed not only for
educational and learning issues but also in several other different fields, such as
organizing for learning, allocating resources, analysing students’ results, taking
responsibility for children’s health care, food issues, leisure activities etc.
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1.1 Different Actors

In the Nordics countries the chairman of a board or committee who is responsible
for education in a municipality gets a great deal of her/his information from the
central administration, which is usually led by one or more superintendents. The
superintendent gets her/his information from different co-workers; directly from the
school leaders or via some form of middle management and also from the adminis-
tration at municipal level. Overall, and with different networks included, a large
number of people are directly or indirectly involved in the governance of education
and in the construction of the organizational knowledge required in the governance
process. If we add actors in the national and global arenas, it becomes obvious that
different actors have to cover a large number of different areas of expertise where
different types of knowledge and competences are needed. We have in our question-
naires and interviews asked, among other things, how different actors perceive their
own and others’ knowledge, skills and capacity, and have also asked questions
related to different values and expectations from and of each other, and the expecta-
tions as well as influences of different stakeholders.

As a starting point we can state, on the basis of our empirical research, that a
majority of our respondents — school leaders, superintendents and school board
members —are well educated and dedicated to the work. They like their work or their
position of trust and want to make a difference, and are convinced that they can
make a difference, for and in the education sector. Most of the superintendents and
school leaders have a background in education, while the politicians’ backgrounds
differ. A majority of politicians, in most of the Nordic countries, have a background
in the public sector (Moos and Merok Paulsen 2014). We will discuss in this chapter
to what extent different respondents’ statements indicate that there are prerequisites
for different types of individual knowledge and skills that can be turned into shared
competences, that can in turn form a base for shared actions that are embedded in
trusting relationships in the governance of schools in the municipal sector.

1.2 Different Context

All the municipalities in the four Nordic countries work under very different cir-
cumstances. The differences are both inside the countries and between them. A
couple of examples of these differences are the size of municipality, the number of
inhabitants, the volume of people moving out of and into a municipality, the pres-
ence of immigrants and refugees, demographic composition, diversity of employ-
ers, rate of unemployment, distance to a bigger city, distance to college or university
etc. In some municipalities students and parents can choose between different
schools in the same municipality and/or between independent and municipal
schools. In other municipalities there is a struggle to prevent schools from closing.
These circumstances may affect the enactment of national educational reforms, as
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politicians, superintendents and school leaders not only understand the reforms dif-
ferently but are also motivated — or not — to carry them out depending on their dif-
ferent purposes, political or professional. Interpreting the circumstances at hand
also needs a certain type of expert knowledge and a certain level of shared under-
standing. If, for example, interdependent actors in the governance chain have
incompatible frames of reference, often conceived as a high cognitive distance, the
risk of conflict increases (Nooteboom et al. 2007).

There are some differences in the Nordic countries when it comes to the level of
decentralization, recentralization or both at the same time in different areas of edu-
cation. Finland and Sweden can be taken as examples of two extremes; Hargreavs
and Shirley (2009) describe Finland as steered from the top, built from the bottom,
and both motivated and supported from the sides, while Sweden is described by
Blanchenay et al. (2014) as a mismatch between official responsibilities and the
actual powers of the various stakeholders. They find it difficult to know who is in
charge of what. Norway has during the last decade decentralized formal powers and
authorities from the state to the municipalities in important pedagogical matters,
such local curriculum development, teacher training and leadership training, associ-
ated with the implementation of the curriculum reform known as the “Knowledge
Promotion” (2006-2010). Yet on the other hand, the state has strengthened its indi-
rect and direct steering through performance indicators, national training pro-
grammes and directives aimed at municipalities and schools, and local decisions
have increasingly become “blueprints” of national policies (Engeland 2000). There
can, as such, be assumed to be an imbalance between state control and local auton-
omy in the school governance chain (Paulsen and Skedsmo 2014). Regardless of
this or other circumstances, the school leaders in all the Nordic countries have a
duty and responsibility for running the local schools and the superintendents for
leading and managing the local provisions of education.

The reasons for decentralization differ between countries and at different times
even if the economic issue is often one of the reasons (Weiler 1990). When some-
thing is decentralized, differences between municipalities and schools may be
expected and also required, which may also be a reason why decentralization is
used. One might say that to fulfil the goals of decentralization demands differences
in the performance of different schools. Questions that may be raised in this context
are whether legislation and the funding system are designed so as to create and sup-
port the required (e)quality; how large differences are acceptable; and who are the
ones to judge /.../... there may be differences in education itself that makes it
unequal even if the targets are met. (Quennerstedt 2006 p. 117 Our translation). In
all four Nordic countries there is an attempt to guarantee both equality and equity in
relation to education from the national level, through national laws on school educa-
tion and through public funding for those schools that are free of charge for the
students. Public commitment to education and to equality and equity is high in all
the Nordic countries.

The municipalities are to a great extent self-governing authorities with a range of
responsibilities including education. Financial issues are a key responsibility for the
municipalities. In most of the Nordic countries, money for education was for a long



9 Competence and Understanding in the Governance Chain 269

time transferred from the national to the municipal level as earmarked funding. This
system ended in, for example, Finland and Sweden in the mid-1990s, and has had
an impact on the relations between the national and local level especially as con-
cerns educational reforms, since extra money has not been included for implemen-
tation at local level. Sweden has, for example, in the last two decades had a large
number of nationally decided educational reforms every year, or every second year,
and many municipalities think that the reforms have been “under-funded”. This is
an example of demands being made on municipal authorities for the knowledge and
skills relevant for implementing different new reforms while they also have to enact
those reforms and at the same time be in charge of financial issues.

Another factor that may affect what competences are needed is whether or not
education is looked upon as just one among various other responsibilities for the
local school board. In some municipalities a board may have responsibility for edu-
cation as well as other areas like elderly care, leisure activities and/or culture. Other
boards may be responsible for some or all education, from preschool to upper sec-
ondary school education (Moos and Merok Paulsen 2014). Another factor to exam-
ine is whether or not education is handled in a specific way. Is it looked upon purely
as a state-driven activity or is it an activity “owned” by the municipality or the
independent school owner? Schools and education are formally “owned” by the
municipalities or by independent school owners when it comes to fulfilling the
national goals in all four Nordic countries. The question of ownership is here put
forward as an issue of values that can affect decision-making. Regardless of the
answers to these questions, national decisions made by the Parliament are supposed
to be enacted by the municipalities whatever their local circumstances might be.
Both politicians and professionals in different positions in the municipality or in
independents schools are responsible for the results. The question elaborated in this
chapter is whether our data indicate that there are prerequisites for shared compe-
tences and understanding to guide decision-making.

A question that arises is whether the competences within the organization are
valued and visible and whether this in turn influences the processes of enactment.
We have earlier shown that there is a difference in the degree of trust and confidence
between politicians and professionals on different levels in the Nordic countries
(Hgyer et al. 2014). When it comes to control and trust in Local School Governance,
one analysis of the Nordic data shows that: Educational policy was increasingly
moving toward a governance space developed by experts and agents and depoliti-
cized through standards and data (Moos 2009; Skedsmo 2009 in Hgyer et al. 2014).
One might ask whether these movements also have something to do with the com-
plexity of education that requires a high degree of competence on different levels
and from different actors. Our attempt in this chapter is to investigate, by analysing
our empirical data as inspired by Hall (1990) and Sandberg and Targama (1998),
whether we can identify weaker and stronger elements that might explain some of
the differences between the four countries when it comes to the process regarding
competence and understanding.

These few examples above are aimed at highlighting the fundamental underlying
questions of education in a discussion of knowledge and shared competences for



270 E. Nihlfors et al.

governing education; what purpose do schools and education have from the single
municipality’s point of view? The answers may differ, depending on both the politi-
cal point of view and the local circumstances, some of which are mentioned above.
The answers may, in the next step, also influence the understanding of different
reforms as well as single decisions by the school board that will affect the prerequi-
sites for a school leader at a single preschool or school.

1.3 Different Understanding

There is a complexity and a wide range of areas that school leaders, superintendents
and school board members have to respond to. This in turn raises the question of
how different actors in the field understand the purpose behind, for example,
national decisions; how they understand the actual situation for education in a single
municipality, the needs at different schools, the differences in working environ-
ments for single preschools and schools in the municipality or in the context of
independent school owners etc. Here, understanding should be interpreted as the
ability to consider how to create the best prerequisites for teachers and school lead-
ers to fulfil the aims of the curriculum in a way that lives up to its purpose. Decisions
are both political and professional and are influenced by different stakeholders in
the wider society, each with their own understanding.

The present Education Act in Sweden states, as mentioned earlier, that school
leaders and teachers shall work on the basis of scientific knowledge and proven
experience. This law underlines the importance of knowledge-based decisions and
also shines a light on the borderline between political and professional decisions
when it comes to fulfilling the purpose of education in a single school. What knowl-
edge and skills are important on different levels to live up to this objective, and how
are political and professional sense-making processes made possible? In Denmark,
for example, the law on the folkeskole is broad in its expression in terms of what
kind of knowledge should be taught and how it should be taught. This leaves room
for school leaders and teachers to interpret and choose both the knowledge to be
learned and the didactic methods (Bekendtggrelse af lov om folkeskolen/The
Folkeskole Act 2013, section 1). Nevertheless the understanding between actors at
different levels is needed to make it possible for school board members to make
knowledge-based decisions that take account of the situation in a particular school.

The legislation in all the Nordic countries concentrates primarily on the obliga-
tions of the education provider or school owner. One finds no mention of the school
superintendent or the municipal school board in the legislation. With regard to
school leaders and teachers, the legislation states that each school has to have a
school leader responsible for the school’s operations, and an adequate number of
staff. However, the core curricula express explicitly how education has to be orga-
nized nationally in terms of agreements between the various stakeholders.

School board members, superintendents, school leaders and teachers all have
different expectations of how things should be handled and for what purpose. That
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is something that can be a strength or a weakness, depending on how these differ-
ences are used in the governance chain. A question that arises is, therefore, how
much do the different actors know and understand of one another’s interpretations
and understanding. We have shown that there seems to be a sense-making process
between the superintendent and the chair of the board, but that does not seem to be
enough, since mistrust can be found, for example in Sweden, between different lay-
ers in the chain (Nihlfors and Johansson 2013).

In this chapter we have chosen to discuss knowledge as something partly sepa-
rate from, yet interdependent with, competence. Our approach to the generic com-
petence construct concurs with other conceptualizations that emphasize that
competence embraces skills and attitudes complementary to knowledge in the cog-
nitive sense (Cannon-Bowers et al. 1995). Moreover, work-related competence is
mostly situated in specific work contexts or group relations, from which it is hardly
possible to separate it (Wenger 1998). Further, a key component in this approach is
shared understandings within a focal group, most likely a function of within-group
negotiations for the purpose of making sense of difficult situations (Brown and
Duguid 2001). This means that for superintendents that cross internal and external
boundaries continuously in their daily work, competence is re-defined and re-
negotiated when superintendents enter, respectively, school board meetings, school
leader group meetings, administrative school office staff meetings and, finally,
senior leadership team meetings at the top of the municipal hierarchy. This is, rela-
tive to our empirical data, necessary to make explicit as we are working with several
different actors with different backgrounds and understandings of what education is
and can be. We restrict our presentation to visible meeting places and attempts to
see how various actors express their prerequisites for their different experiences. Is
their understanding challenged and/or do they have conflicts between the missions
given to them (by, for example, the state or municipal council) and their own
understanding?

To be able to understand implicitly it may help if you are prepared to challenge
your own views, that you are humble and respectful of other people’s thinking, and
that you have an open mind in listening to political and professional knowledge
expressed on various questions (Sandberg and Targama 1998). Dialogue and mutual
respect are an ingredient required to achieve this kind of understanding. And a bet-
ter mutual understanding can be part of the extension to build competence for creat-
ing actions in terms of negotiated decisions that lay the ground for actors to work
towards common goals.

2 Theoretical Framework and Method

The theory of competence connection by Hall (1990) is used as a starting point for
our analyses. He shows that a high performing organization is/.../... characterized
by equally strong forces for the three dimensions of collaboration, engagement and
creativity (ibid, p. 153 Our translation). Competence, according to Hall, is
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something that is changeable as well as being dependent on the interaction between
collaboration, engagement and creativity.

Hall (1990) defines personal competence as the interaction between adaptability,
creativity and commitment: competence is a state of adaptability, response pre-
paredness consisting of people’s enduring ability to react in a committed and cre-
ative manner to the requirements set by the surrounding world (ibid. p. 38 Our
translation). This definition can be combined with a salutogenic view: competence
is being able to get a sense of coherence (Antonovskij 1991). Some prerequisites for
achieving coherence are that you are able to create your own understanding of the
situation and make it meaningful, which in turn affects your possibility to handle the
situation.

The importance of understanding as a foundation for developing competence has
also been problematized in work by Sandberg and Targama (1998). They see com-
petence among professionals as the way the individual understands her/his duty in
the actual context. This understanding gives meaning to the experience and decides
which theoretical and practical knowledge an individual perceives herselflhimself
to have, and how the knowledge is utilized (ibid., p. 164 Our translation). They
make clear that they do not see competence as being the same thing as a person’s
knowledge, values and experiences. It is more like a raw material that is meaningful
if and when it is integrated in the person’s understanding of the mission or the work
that should be done.

2.1 Competence Connection

Shared competence enhances the possibilities for an organization to handle situa-
tions, something that is closely connected to both political and professional leader-
ship. To be able to be involved primarily in the decisions that affect your own
day-to-day work is crucial but it must also be extended into goal setting, analyses of
results, and discussions about measures as they create personal engagement and
creativity. School leaders, superintendents and school board members are actors on
different levels but at the same time part of the same processes to enhance students’
learning, to mention one important issue. To reach full competence the environment
has to enhance the connection of the individual engagement and creativity with the
shared competence. To have the ability to achieve excellence, one has to be in an
environment where the competence is requested and appreciated

In Hall’s thinking, collaboration is the source from which engagement and cre-
ativity have the potential to flow; collaboration starts the process. What is important
to stress is that these processes have a goal; a performance or action. Collaboration
is not something for its own sake. Collaboration is a dimension which defines to
what extent you participate in decision-making as well as in finding solutions to
problems in your work. The core of engagement is a question of partnership, to have
influence over your own work, to make it meaningful and to provide context. The
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Engagement
Influence
Relevance

Togetherness

Collaboration
Leadership values
Support structures
Leadership credibility

Creativity

Job Management
Social Environment
Problem solving

Fig. 9.1 Competence connection Hall (1990). Our translation

dimension of creativity, on the other hand, is where the competence processes are
created thanks to collaboration and engagement. To make it happen the environment
has to be inviting and supportive.

In Fig. 9.1 the different dimensions of Hall’s model are presented. Each dimen-
sion has different areas. These are very briefly presented below.

Collaboration; Leadership values: How are co-workers valued in the organiza-
tion, how do leaders value competence among co-workers? Support structures:
Different types of power and influence, working relations and information flows.
Leadership credibility: What is the estimated result of giving management sugges-
tions and opinions, how are rules and principles dealt with, how do leaders select
experts who manage work planning and organization?

Engagement; Influence: The perception of, for example, the degree of control you
have over your own work, the freedom to decide on time, resources and how to
organize your own work. Relevance: Do co-workers feel that their work is appreci-
ated, are working goals demanding and realistic? Togetherness: Do the leaders
encourage collaboration and respect for different knowledge and skills?

Creativity; Job Management: How is the work/commitment presented, how is
work distributed, do co-workers have access to the resources they need when they
need them? Social environment: Are feed-back and criticism used as common
development tools, do the leaders encourage individual initiatives? Problem solv-
ing: How is common problem solving dealt with, how are conflicts handled?

As an analytic tool the different perspectives can be judged separately, but Hall’s
(1990) model is characterized by equally strong forces for the three dimensions of
collaboration, engagement and creativity. The competence connections are both
vertical and horizontal but they are isodynamic; equally strong and values and
actions consistently mutually reinforce each other (Table 9.1).

The three different dimensions in Hall’s model have been used as a grid on our
empirical data. The data are gathered from three different questionnaires issued in
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Table 9.1 Competence Collaboration Engagement | Creativity
connection -
Leadership values Influence Job management
Support structure Relevance Social environment

Leadership credibility | Togetherness | Problem solving
From Hall (1990). Our translation

each country: one to school board members, one to superintendents and one to
school leaders. Each dimension has been analysed separately for each respondent
group in each country. Thereafter a conclusion is drawn as to the relationship
between the three dimensions, and the similarities and differences between the four
countries are discussed. The results are also discussed together with Sandberg and
Targamas’ (1998) conclusion that:

Since no-one has the ability to opt out of their own understanding the only way seems to be
an open and trusting dialogue, in which all parties can clarify their ideas and opinions, and
at the same time try to clarify their premises and basic approaches (ibid. p. 153—-154 Our
translation).

There is also a pre-understanding in this chapter in alignment to Sandberg and
Targama (1998), which is that reflection is a prerequisite for learning, which can be
developed by understanding through self-reflection, reflection and dialogue with
others and through being informed by current research (ibid).

3 Competence Connection in the Four Nordic Countries

In this part we present data from the four Nordic countries following Hall’s three
dimensions and the underlying areas.

3.1 Collaboration

Collaboration in this context should be looked upon as a starting point for the com-
petence process. The main underlying areas are: Leadership values, Supporting
structures and Leadership credibility (Hall 1990).

Leadership values School superintendents in the Nordic countries work with a
variety of school administrators, both in terms of numbers and skills. Both super-
intendents and politicians are content with their own capacity and as a whole also
with that of others. When it comes to the relations between school leaders and
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politicians, Sweden stands out as a country where the majority do not trust one
another’s capacity in the governance chain when it comes to school development.

Support structures All the respondents in the Nordic countries are active in formal
and informal networks. Especially the horizontal networks seem particularly valu-
able. Many superintendents have a close network with other superintendents but
also with other managers in the municipality. One third have an extra level between
themselves as superintendents and school leaders. In some cases this seems to draw
the different levels apart, but in some parts of the different countries the regional or
district level is necessary to keep the system together. In Finland, a gradual growth
in municipal size has been identified due to municipalities merging. As a result, a
new, intermediate level between the superintendent and school leaders may be seen
to have formed. Collaboration between municipalities exists in a more or less struc-
tured and formal fashion in the Nordic countries.

The relations between the chair of the school board and the superintendent are
characterized by closeness. They meet regularly. The superintendent also meets the
school leaders regularly, but only half of the school leaders think that the superin-
tendent asks for or requests their experience, while at the same time three out of four
think that the superintendent takes their values into account on different issues.

Leadership credibility When it comes to trust in the relations between the super-
intendents, municipal school boards and school leaders, we can state on the basis
of our surveys that that does not seem to be a major question in Finland, in contrast
to the other countries. In Finland there is trust between the various actors, although
another issue is, however, that some studies indicate that there are problems in
transforming evaluation results into concrete decisions (Lapiolahti 2007; Svedlin
2003). In many municipalities in Sweden, the data show a kind of insecurity when
it comes to what facts and data the school board get as a foundation for their
decision-making. It is both the school leaders and the politicians who express this
insecurity, which is a question for the administration and superintendent to deal
with. One problem seems to be that the material given to the school board is a
generalization of the situation in the municipality, which does not show the differ-
ences between schools in the same municipality, which can be huge. Most of the
respondents think that the quality reports from the individual schools are of inter-
est, but it is rarely that they lead to a decision by the board. Norway stands out here,
as they have working dialogue meetings between responsible leaders at regional
and local level to decide how to handle the results in the quality reports. On the
other hand, only a minority of the school leaders perceive the work with the quality
report as being valuable for their school development endeavour. In Sweden it is
evident that when the National Schools Inspectorate hands over its reports to the
local school board after an inspection, these are taken into account and the required
decisions are made.
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3.2 Engagement

The second dimension in this competence process is engagement or commitment,
and the prerequisites for this are: Influence, Relevance and Togetherness (Hall
1990).

Influence There are strong indications of this element in all the Nordic countries.
All the respondents feel that they can act freely and have a high degree of autonomy.
Most superintendents and school leaders have no written instructions (beyond
national documents like the education act and curricula). Finnish superintendents
and school leaders express themselves differently compared with the rest when they
say that they serve the education provider or school owner and not the state, but they
also feel that the decisions of the local authorities can be contradictory to the
national ones.

The agenda for the school board is decided by the superintendent and the school
board chair in close collaboration. The board members think they can have influ-
ence on the municipal board when it comes to education matters. The influence over
the economy and who to hire and fire at school level is limited for most of the school
leaders. There are some differences between the countries but also between differ-
ent municipalities in the same country.

Relevance Here it is once again noticeable that not all knowledge within the orga-
nization appears to be used, as few of the school leaders think their experience is
wanted. Denmark and Finland stand out in a positive way, as in these two countries
the school superintendents or superiors do ask for the school leaders’ experience
(around 6070 %). On the other hand, Finland’s superintendents regard their work-
ing goals as often contradictory and thus unrealistic, which causes them a lot of
stress.

Togetherness In many respects, the school organization works in a hierarchical
manner. That being said, the horizontal networks seem to be stronger than the verti-
cal. However, the school leaders get much of their engagement from the students
and staff.

3.3 Creativity

If collaboration is the triggering dimension and the energy comes from engagement,
it is in the creative dimension that the competence process really starts. Creativity
includes: Job management, Working environments and Problem solving (Hall
1990).

Job management The different organization schemes demonstrate, but also the
respondents’ answers indicate, that with a middle leader there is a greater distance
between the school leader and the superintendent than before, which affects the
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possibilities for school leaders to argue their own case directly with the superinten-
dent. There are different reasons for the existence of middle leaders; geographic
reasons, division of work, to reduce the workload for the superintendent etc. Middle
leaders also appear in smaller municipalities and sometimes the middle leader can
facilitate for school leaders. This is especially the case for smaller entities, which
allows them to have a say in the agenda of the school owner. There are differences
across the Nordic countries when it comes to the frequency of middle leaders
between the school leaders and the superintendents. In Norway, with its scattered
municipal structure, a middle-level leadership layer would be found only in Oslo. In
most of the other 427 municipalities there will seldom be a middle level between the
superintendents and the school leaders.

Social environment Feed-back scores low for superintendents and school leaders in
Sweden but scores high in Denmark and Finland. To take a couple of examples,
nearly all superintendents in Denmark are evaluated on their work, while only half
the superintendents in Sweden get personal feed-back from the politicians.

We have no questions in our surveys that can give us indications of innovative
acceptance. If innovation can be understood as trying out new things, across borders
etc., it may be interesting to note that in no country do as many as 50 % of the super-
intendents and school leaders say that they need to bend the rules in order to manage
their work. Bending the rules can also be seen as a question of ethics, and from that
point of view it is not a question of innovation. If bending the rules is interpreted as
something that is necessary to be able to handle the situation at hand, this can be
compared with other results which show that few school leaders at any level ever
experience conflict situations in their work due to their own grounded values.

Another example of caution or fear may be the effect of having a strong National
Schools Inspectorate. Some school leaders in Sweden say that they prefer to wait to
try something new until the National Schools Inspectorate has visited the school.
This is an example of hindrance to individual innovative forces unfolding, because
a national inspection agency may promote isomorphic tendencies and hence be an
obstacle to individual innovation (DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Scott 2014). Another
case of isomorphism is illustrated by the way in which national agencies and bodies
implement national training programmes for school leaders, leader recruits and
teachers — within a national framework. In Norway, the National Directorate of
Education and Training has decided national frameworks for school principal train-
ing programmes and, similarly, for school leader candidates and leaders of day care
institutions. The universities that provide programmes thus need to adapt their cur-
riculum to the pre-defined national framework in order to get funding from the
Directorate. By implication, this means homogenization of the understanding of
what kind of competencies school leaders, day care leaders and leadership recruits
require in order to function well in a leadership position. In a wider sense, this set
of governing universities is close to coercive isomorphism (DiMaggio and Powell
1983), where a dominant actor in the university’s environment by means of financial
power forces the organization to adapt their understanding of school leadership
competence to the external standards defined by state agencies. As noted by
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DiMaggio and Powell (1983), this specific form of isomorphism within a field is
based on asymmetric power relations between the dominant actor in the environ-
ment and the focal organization, and it is by implication a different mechanism
compared with mimetic isomorphism (fads and fashion) and normative isomor-
phism. The latter is for example the case when professionals show loyalty to norms
determined by their profession and impose followership demands on their col-
leagues. On a general basis, as seen in the case of national training programmes,
coercive, normative and mimetic isomorphism can work fairly well work in concert
as institutionalization mechanisms for the purpose of enhancing shared understand-
ings and competences within a sector

Problem solving As mentioned above, few respondents in the Nordic countries say
that they have conflicts between their own values and their professional duties. To
some extent, the politicians, along with the superintendents and school leaders,
think there are tensions between the national and municipal level; often this is about
lack of money. The politicians in the interviews show different ways of managing
national decisions in the local context. It is not just about the positions from differ-
ent parties and economic considerations, but also about the municipality’s ability to
practically and concretely implement various proposals in competition with other
urgent areas in the municipality. There are quite often difficulties in solving prob-
lems directly when they are dependent on changes in allocation of money or issues
around personnel which affect other schools or levels.

4 Discussion

Collaboration has the potential to contribute to engagement and creativity so that
shared competences are created which may trigger actions. In this process described
by Hall (1990)’s theoretical account, we added that shared understanding, created in
communication with others, forms the basis of the expertise or competence that the
community develops in the work (Sandberg and Targama 1998, p. 95). We find
rather similar results from all our four countries, with variations within each coun-
try, but of course also some differences at country level.

There are collaborations within the three different groups of politicians, superin-
tendents and school leaders, yet less collaboration between these groups. School
board members mostly rely and/or have to rely on the superintendent and her/his
staff in the initial policy processes of agenda setting and selection of informational
sources. One may assume that the superintendent, on the other hand, relies mostly
on her/his administration and the school leaders — in order to exert influence on the
core activities of schooling. Notwithstanding, when it comes to collaboration, these
horizontal networks are more frequent and more appreciated than the vertical ones
in most countries. There is at the same time some uncertainty about how informa-
tion from one level to another is disseminated, handled and understood, both from a
bottom-up and a top-down perspective. Even if there is close collaboration between
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the chair of the school board and the superintendent, as they meet regularly and
discuss the board’s agenda, there is much to indicate that many proposals are drawn
up by the superintendents’ administration. The question of where the borderline
goes between collaboration and dependence is one that we will have to leave aside.

There are differences between the Nordic countries in terms of how much the
various respondents feel that they are listened to, and their views taken into account
etc. There are also descriptive accounts of weak links between school board mem-
bers and the school superintendent and strong links between the chair and the super-
intendent (Nihlfors et al. 2013). This can be seen as a sign of strong organizational
couplings between the chair of the educational board and the superintendent, while
the couplings have become weaker between some superintendents and their school
leaders and between superintendents and board members (Weick 2001).

An explanation for these phenomena may be that most of the board members are
spare- time politicians, which creates some limitations and at the same time con-
fines the possibility of having a deeper understanding of the field(s) they have
responsibility for. The tight couplings between the superintendent and the board
chair and the weaker couplings between the superintendent and school leaders and
board members may be an indication of an increasing concentration of power
around the top of the administration and the top political echelon of the municipal
administration (Sgrensen 2002; Sgrensen and Torfing 2005). A question that
remains is how much shared understanding there is in decision- making by the
school board even if most of the decisions are made by consensus according to our
results.

When it comes to engagement and creativity, the degree of autonomy is substan-
tial, as our respondents see it, and they are confident that they (no matter which
actor) can make a difference. Few school leaders think they can influence the deci-
sions at school board level, which most board members confirm to be the case. It is
interesting to note that the Finnish school leaders do not rate the influence on the
school board as high as the superintendents but it is still explicitly above the neutral
value. Few school leaders in the Nordic countries think they have access to all the
tools needed to be able to take responsibility the whole way through. Nevertheless,
very few respond that they have or have experienced conflicts between their own
values and the values of the school owner or the state. There is a question mark over
the possibility of enacting different new policies if both knowledge and resources
are lacking at school level, but that does not seem to influence the feeling of auton-
omy and engagement.

4.1 Understanding Texts

The data give us a picture of many meetings in large groups, in terms of
school board meetings, senior leadership team meetings (where superinten-
dents participate) and municipal school leader meetings headed by the
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superintendent. What seems to be of significant importance is to produce written
documents, even if they are used only to some extent for dialogue meetings. Texts
are one of the strongest foundations of policy processes and negotiations in the form
of laws, curricula, quality reports but also other different reports used as a basis for
decision-making.

Many actors on different levels are involved both in developing different docu-
ments and in interpreting them, with everyone’s interpretations based on their own
knowledge and understanding. A re-contextualization of the text thus takes place,
and the contexts that are involved also depend, to a certain degree, on the autonomy
each level has (Bernstein 1990). Therefore language has a big impact on what and
how different issues are understood.

It is rare that our respondents cite the preparatory work to a national reform. In
the Nordic countries most of the laws and curricula, decided by the parliament, are
built on different preparatory works. In a time perspective, the preparatory work for
major national decisions and reforms have been extensive products which both pro-
vided a historical background and framed the proposals in the current context.
Earlier, this preparatory work was done over a long period of time, which included
hearings and debates and establishing committees of, for example, different stake-
holders. In the last two decades, however, preparatory work has frequently been
done by a single investigator in a shorter period of time and with a prescribed clear
political will. This requires and sets high expectations of competence and under-
standing in the governance chain, to be able to interpret the law and curricula and
other national proposals at local level. It seems rare for the local actors to take these
preparatory works into account, and one may ask how many of them are familiar
with this type of text and from there are able to understand the text at a deeper level.
What we do know is if and when they read them, they interpret them out of their
own understanding (Ball et al. 2012).

Other written texts of major importance are the official documents prepared by
the superintendents and their administration for the local school board. We may
assume that the preparation of these texts in the administration, between the super-
intendent and the chair, influence not only the proposals made but also the language
used. From the responses in our survey, it is evident that they themselves, the chair
and the superintendent, say that it is not easy to tell who is influencing who and how.
But we can see that there is a distance between the chair and the members of the
board who are not as much involved in the preparation work as the chair.

Global perspectives are also visible in these texts mentioned above; words and
expressions may be derived from, for example, OECD, EU and/or New Public
Management vocabulary. The words can, not least in the educational field, be under-
stood both as ordinary vocabulary but also as part of, for example, New Public
Management vocabulary, which has other value-added connotations. All the texts
mentioned above are official and are in turn read and interpreted not only by school
leaders but also by, for example, the mass media and other stakeholders. Various
interpretations are made by different stakeholders and co-workers in the organiza-
tion before a text becomes the ingredients of teachers’ daily work.
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The existence — or not — of a common language or at least a shared understanding
of the content have importance for the governance of schools from national to local
level (see for example Alvesson and Bjorkman 1992). A challenge for leaders who
want to work on the basis of their own and their co-workers’ understanding is to
have or to create a shared meaning with the overall mission. From there, different
processes for competence development can be worked out.

5 Concluding Remarks

The starting point of this chapter was that education is of fundamental value for a
society; to raise and foster a new generation of citizens in a global and local multi-
cultural context. It is therefore a delicate task to identify the competences needed to
achieve this mission in different contexts over time. By using theories of compe-
tence connection propounded by Hall (1990) and of understanding by Sandberg and
Targama (1998) we have attempted to problematize whether shared competence,
built on knowledge and shared understanding between politicians and profession-
als, can affect the prerequisites for good performances in the organization. Our
results show a rather mixed picture of the governance of schools which gives us no
clear answers, but rather new questions. Specifically, the findings that emerge from
the Nordic studies of municipal school governance show that some actors are tightly
connected to one another whereas others are not. For example, school boards tend
to be well positioned to negotiate in the policy processes taking place in the munici-
pal councils, whereas they are partly decoupled from the enactment of the same
policies at the schools level. So when schoolteachers and school leaders engage in
sense making of political decisions, in order to create shared understandings, school
politicians are decoupled.

One fundamental result, with few exceptions, however, is a lack of communica-
tion and dialogue in basic educational issues between different actors on different
levels. The lack of communication reduces the possibilities to create shared compe-
tences. Roald (2009) has identified four different strategies in working with quality
evaluation, which he terms: control oriented, decision oriented, learning oriented
and process oriented. The last strategy presupposes knowledge oriented collabora-
tion in order to be able to gain a deeper understanding of complex problems, to
understand the challenges and to find possible solutions.

A master key to an active school ownership appears to be a learning approach which under-
stands the fundamental difference between linear information transfer and dynamic knowl-
edge development (Roald and Rgvik 2009 p. 132 Our translation)

Another conclusion may be that there are possibilities in all the countries (some
more than others) to have even more creative and innovative moves by using only
the text materials that are at hand (for example quality reports and other data), by
working with feed-back, by seeking to enhance mutual understanding, by providing
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open support and, of course, by including risk taking; in other words by building
and preserving a trustworthy organization.

To attain dynamic knowledge development it may be of importance to discuss
one’s understanding of roles and positions in the governance of schools. The
borderline between politicians and superintendents is, in our data, sometimes
obscure and sometimes evidences a clear division of power. What could be dis-
cussed is whether the borderlines in different municipalities are situated where they
are due to lack of knowledge, out of shared competences in the organization, or as
a result of power. How clearly are different roles and functions in the governance
chain expressed and how well known are they?

We are dealing, according to the educational system, with both politicians and
professionals, both civil servants on the administrative level and on the school level,
and we are moving in-between different rules, norms and cultures. The self-reported
data we have used here does not give us the possibility to analyse the power rela-
tions between different actors in different organizations. But we can conclude that
there is a mix of substantial, relational and institutional power (Christensen et al.
2011) in the relationship between the chair of the board, the board members and the
superintendent. And this same mix of power is also found between the chair of the
board and the chair of the municipal council that has the economic power in the
municipality. Furthermore, even if and when the educational board have taken deci-
sions, the power in the main question is often on the next levels: the city/municipal
council and, ultimately, the national level who allocate money and determine the
budget.

This in turn shows clearly that decisions about the prerequisites for school lead-
ers’ day-to-day work are made on several different levels, with actors take decisions
on the basis of different competences and different knowledge of the actual situa-
tion. And it is different knowledge and competences that are required for different
positions in the educational system. This applies not only to the relationship between
political and professional considerations but also to the relationship to different
stakeholders globally as well as in the surrounding society. Different knowledge is
required, for example, to analyze data on a global, national or local level and another
set of knowledge to be able to decide about relevant measures or to handle the lead-
ership in an individual school or workplace. How you understand, for example,
national reforms is not only a question of which political party you belong to.
Various settings have their different educational histories, different ways of valuing
knowledge and of understanding learning. This is one explanation of why knowl-
edge and understanding are closely related to each other and why different actions
have to rely on the possibility of enhancing shared competence on the basis of the
individual knowledge at hand. To obtain these skills we need to challenge our way
of looking at organizing and leading education, including ways of communication
to promote, for example, collaboration, engagement and creativity for a common
purpose.

The municipal level is interesting to focus on in research as it is an example of a
point where national and local decisions, influenced more or less by international
policies, are handled by spare-time politicians negotiating with professionals in dif-
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ferent professions and with many stakeholders observing and trying to influence the
outcomes. Another question that needs further research is what it means for the
local school when and if the municipal level loses its influence on the curriculum?
The local curriculum, traditionally a characteristic of Nordic education, is
disappearing to make room for a national curriculum, and thus transnational, indi-
cators and standards. Finland is the exception to this trend, as it is part of the PISA
programme (Moos and Merok Paulsen 2014). And there are more than PISA results
to consider in the curricula, as Widmalm and Gustavsson (2015) argue: schools
adapted to PISA standards erode independence and tolerance: If we are focused
solely on PISA results, the risk is that we will throw away things that work well and
which nurture citizens who are democratically minded, resourceful, and able to
work on their own responsibility (ibid).

One crucial point seems to be to achieve or to ascertain different ways of know-
ing and understanding at local level when it comes to the main purpose of school-
ing. That discussions and dialogue may perhaps bring new dimensions to the
discussions about systematic quality work that are supposed to take place in the
individual school. It seems to be a long journey to reach a shared competence
between school leaders, superintendent and school board members, and perhaps
that is not a goal in itself but more a process that strives towards greater understand-
ing and respect for different assignments in the governance chain.
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