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Local Governing of Schools
in Scandinavia—Between State,
Market and Civil Society

Malene Thegersen

Introduction

The education of future citizens is a fundamental welfare task, and
therefore the school system plays a central role in relevant political
debates (Arnesen and Lundahl 2006). In social democratic welfare states
like the Scandinavian countries, the public sector is responsible for both
financing and regulation in the field of education. The Scandinavian
countries are also characterised by a high degree of decentralisation, with
a large volume of welfare tasks carried out by the municipalities,
including the responsibility for primary and lower secondary schools,
which are the focus here (Kersting and Vetter 2003, 23; Baldersheim and
Rose 2010; Nyhlén 2013, 158). However, municipalities are not the
only providers of these schools. Nonprofit schools have a long history in
the Scandinavian context. Moreover, increasing marketisation trends
have affected the field. This trend has gone furthest in Sweden, where
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for-profit providers today run schools side by side with public and
nonprofit providers. Finally, across the Scandinavian countries, an
increasing focus on freedom of choice has changed the conditions for
local steering as well as citizens’ opportunities to actively choose between
different types of services, which can be seen as one important aspect of
active citizenship (Chap. 1 in this book). Hence, the field of primary and
lower secondary schools in Scandinavia is a complex mix of long his-
torical traditions and recent trends from New Public Management
(NPM) and market-based steering (Hood 1991; Donahue and Nye
2002). In other words, local governing in the field of schools takes place
within a mix of tools and logics from both state, market and civil society.

This chapter will compare the field of primary and lower secondary
schools in Sweden, Norway and Denmark and investigate the conse-
quences of different national contexts for local governing in the field with
a focus on different types of providers. The introductory chapters of this
book leave no doubt that both the welfare mix and national legislation in
the field of schools differ among the Scandinavian countries in spite of
their belonging to the same welfare regime (Esping-Andersen 1990). The
differences between the Scandinavian countries are evident in the various
shares of welfare provided by private actors, as described by Sivesind in
Chap. 2. In Chap. 3, Segaard and Saglie described the national legal
framework for private providers, underlining important differences—and
similarities—Dbetween the countries when it comes to the private provi-
sion of primary and lower secondary schools.

In this chapter, the focus shifts to the local level, where national
policies are implemented. The overall aim is to investigate the conse-
quences of different national contexts for the local governing of schools in
Sweden, Norway and Denmark by comparing both countries and dif-
ferent institutional sectors.

The empirical focus will partly be on the municipal level, with a focus
on how national legislation is interpreted and implemented, and partly
on the school level in order to investigate how national and municipal
governing and steering are experienced and dealt with in practice. The
analysis will focus on the following research questions:
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e How do municipalities implement national legislation, and which
steering tools and types of regulation do they use?

e What are the consequences of national legislation and local steering
and regulation for the schools?

* Do regulation and legislation promote or inhibit the development of a
distinct profile of private schools compared with public schools? Are
there any differences between the Scandinavian countries in this regard?

As is evident from these questions, the study is largely exploratory and
has a strong empirical focus. All questions are addressed with a focus on
comparisons across the Scandinavian countries and across different
institutional sectors. The theoretical inspiration for the study is rooted in
the literature on NPM, public steering and government—nonprofit
relations. The empirical analysis will be based on data from case studies
in two Swedish, two Danish and three Norwegian municipalities.

In the first part of this chapter, the theoretical background for the
study will be presented. Afterwards, the characteristics of the welfare mix
in the field of schools in the Scandinavian countries will be provided,
including a view into the distinct development of alternatives to public
schools. After a short presentation of data and methods, the empirical
analysis will go deeper into the field of primary and lower secondary
schools across the three countries, addressing the research questions
above. This chapter concludes with a discussion of similarities and dif-
ferences across countries and types of providers, including possible rea-
sons for and consequences of these differences for future welfare
provision in the field.

Public Steering and Relations between
Government and Nonpublic Services

In the literature, much attention has been paid to various types of the
welfare mix across countries (Gidron et al. 1992; Seeleib-Kaiser 2008;
Alber 2010; Henriksen et al. 2012). However, relations between local
governments and different types of local welfare providers in specific
welfare fields are less well described empirically. In particular, there is a
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lack of attention on the role played by nonprofit organisations in local
welfare provision (Pestoff 2009, 229). The concept of the welfare mix,
which refers to new types of involvement by both for-profit and
nonprofit actors in the welfare provision (Evers and Wintersberger 1990;
Powell 2007; Anheier 2009; Dolvik et al. 2015) is therefore the
underlying reason for investigating differences and similarities in the local
governing of primary and lower secondary schools in Scandinavian
countries. However, perspectives on public steering and government—
nonprofit relations will provide the theoretical background for the
empirical analysis.

During the 1990s and 2000s, ideas and tools inspired by New Public
Management (NPM) influenced steering of the public sector across
countries and welfare regimes. However, one of the challenges with
NPM and its focus on the market, freedom of choice and competition,
turned out in many cases to be increasing fragmentation of the organi-
sation and the steering of the public sector. The subsequent need for
coordination and collaboration led to an increased focus on ‘collaborative
governance’ in the literature on public management. It has been argued
that there has been a shift from NPM towards collaborative governance,
characterised by less control and based on the assumption that less
control will pay off in terms of better performance (Donahue and
Zeckhauser 2011, 32).

However, others have argued that empirical evidence for this trend is
lacking and that rule-based and regulatory systems, which are also a part
of NPM, are still dominant (Phillips and Smith 2011, 28). According to
Phillips and Smith, there is a cross-country tendency towards more
accountability and transparency, which typically requires more regula-
tion. Hence, the focus on regulation has persisted in spite of a similar
trend towards more collaboration across sectors, resulting in a dual
pressure on the relationship not only between government and service
providers—e.g. third sector organisations (Phillips and Smith 2011, 23),
but also between government and for-profit actors who are increasingly
involved in the service provision. In relation to the involvement of
for-profit actors, the consequence is the tendency that more market
creates a need for more regulation and thereby more state involvement

(Petersen and Hjelmar 2013, 6; Delvik et al. 2015, 106).
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The trends from NPM have been implemented in different ways
across the three Scandinavian countries. A possible explanation for this
can be found in the concept of institutional layering. The basic argument
behind this concept is that although new tools and logics are incorpo-
rated into the agenda, they are often implemented on top of existing
steering structures and historical traditions, resulting in large differences
across countries and welfare fields (Thelen 2003). The impact of insti-
tutional legacies can, therefore, be seen as one possible explanation of the
fact that the Scandinavian countries have implemented a more moderate
version of NPM than countries with liberal welfare regimes (Politt and
Bouckaert 2011, 64).

However, the impact of different institutional legacies can also be an
important explanatory factor for the differing roles played by nonprofit
providers across the Scandinavian countries. As it is argued in
neo-institutional perspectives on nonprofit—government relationships,
nonprofit organisations are largely a product of the institutional envi-
ronment surrounding them (Smith and Grenbjerg 2006, 235).

In Scandinavian countries, there has been a long tradition of close
collaboration between sectors, in spite of the government dominating
welfare systems (Henriksen and Bundesen 2004). Traditional theories of
nonprofit government relations—e.g. the literature on government,
market and voluntary failures (the three-failures theory) which focus on
how each sector compensates for each other’s weaknesses—have not left
much room for this kind of close collaborative relationship between the
sectors (Steinberg 2006). However, increasing complexity in modern
welfare states has prompted collaboration between sectors across coun-
tries and welfare regimes. Recent literature even suggests that govern-
ment—nonprofit cooperation today is necessary to obtain effectiveness
(Salamon and Toepler 2015).

The literature on public governance distinguishes between different
ideas or ideal types of governance. A common distinction is between
hierarchy, market and network (Jorgensen and Vrangbzk 2004;
Meuleman 2008; Greve and Ejersbo 2013, 16). The three types of
governance are not mutually exclusive. It is possible to find elements
from all three types at the same time, although one of the types will often
dominate (Jorgensen and Vrangbzk 2004, 83).
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In hierarchical steering, rules and authority are the central elements. In
market-based steering, order is to some extent left to market forces—for
instance, through freedom of choice. Finally, in network-based steering,
order is made through interaction and dialogue between interdependent
actors in the system (Jorgensen and Vrangbzk 2004, 12).

The three ideal types can be reflected in municipal steering strategies.
In a study of local governing of Swedish schools, Nyhlén (2013) iden-
tified three different types of local steering strategies in the relationship
between municipalities and schools in a system with freedom of choice:
control, competition and collaboration. Control-based steering strategies
imply that the municipality takes initiatives to control the schools.
Competitive steering strategies are at play when the municipality’s aware-
ness of competition is reflected in its steering. For instance, the
municipality may seek to profile the public schools to prevent too big a
flow of pupils to private schools—e.g. through marketing initiatives.
Finally, collaborative steering strategies imply that the municipality
actively seeks collaboration with the schools. According to Nyhlén,
steering strategies vary across municipalities, and the different models
affect the characteristics of the relationship between municipalities and
schools (Nyhlén 2013, 157).

The three types of steering strategies identified by Nyhlén serve as a
framework for the empirical analysis in this chapter (Table 5.1).
However, it is important to note that control, collaboration and

Table 5.1 Analytical framework

Ideal types of  Hierarchy Market Network
governance
Steering Control-based Competitive Collaborative
strategies steering steering steering strategies
strategies strategies
Elements Rules Marketing Meetings and other
Inspections initiatives formal relations
Promotion of Informal relations
schools
Degree Degree of Degree of Degree of
control-based competitive collaborative
steering steering steering

Inspired by Jergensen and Vrangbak (2004), Greve and Ejersbo (2013), and Nyhlén
(2013)
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competition are seen as analytical categories, not as an explicit choice of
strategy made by the municipalities. The aim of using these categories is
to structure the analysis and provide room for structured comparisons
across countries and types of providers. Within each of the three ana-
lytical categories, the analysis will focus on concrete elements of steering
but also the degree of steering: The extent to which elements of control,
competition and collaboration are evident in the local governance of
primary and lower secondary schools.

The Welfare Mix and Characteristics
of the Field of Schools in Scandinavia

In Denmark, Norway and Sweden, the public sector accounts for the vast
majority of primary and lower secondary schools, but private providers
also play a role. However, there are interestingly different trajectories
between the countries when it comes to the scope and type of private
provision.

In Denmark, primary and lower secondary schools are either public or
run by nonprofit providers, and there is a strong historical tradition of
nonprofit schools. This tradition is rooted in the constitution, under-
lining compulsory education but not compulsory school attendance.

Regarding choice, all children belong to a public district school and
have the right to attend this school, but it is possible to choose a
nonprofit school or another public school within or outside the
municipality, when available (Law on Public Schools, LBK 665). During
recent years, there has been an increase in the number of nonprofit
schools, from 460 in 2000 to 526 in 2011. Nonprofit schools also
represent an increasing share of the total number of pupils; in 2011, their
share was 15% (Thegersen 2015).

Nonprofit schools in Denmark are subsidised by the state. The level of
funding has been reduced during recent years, corresponding to 71% of
the average expenses per pupil in public schools in 2015." However,
municipalities pay the state for each pupil in nonprofit schools,” and
they therefore still constitute expenditures for the municipalities.
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Nonprofit schools must charge the parents to receive public funding but
are free to decide the level of parental payment.

Compared to many other types of nonprofit welfare providers in
Denmark, nonprofit schools have some special privileges: Parents have
the right to establish a new school and acquire public funding as long as
the school fulfils national legal requirements. Moreover, nonprofit
schools do not operate through a contract with the municipality, and
they have a high degree of freedom when it comes to the content and
structure of teaching and the running of the school in general. As an
example, nonprofit schools have the right to decide which pupils they
accept, and they are not obliged to do national tests or offer final exams.
The school boards have the responsibility for both the finances and all
other issues associated with the operation of the schools (Law of
Independent and Private Schools, LBK 917).

In contrast, public schools are highly regulated at both the national
and local level, and municipalities have full responsibility for public
schools (Bogason 2001). The degree of national regulation has increased
during recent years—for instance, through the implementation of
national tests. However, municipalities still have many steering options
(Law on Public Schools, LBK 665).

In Norway, there is also compulsory education and no compulsory
school attendance. Like in Denmark, primary and lower secondary schools
are run by municipalities or nonprofit providers. In the 2013-2014 school
year, there were 195 nonprofit schools in Norway. This represents a
doubling of the number since 2002-2003. However, most of the
schools are quite small. In the same period, the share of pupils in nonprofit
schools had only risen from slightly less than 2% to about 3%
(Utdanningsdirektoratet 2014, 16). Consequently, nonprofit schools are
still a marginal supplier compared to public schools.

To establish a nonprofit school, one must apply to a national direc-
torate. For an application to be approved the school must fulfil certain
criteria; among others, it must represent a ‘recognised’ alternative to
public school—typically by being based on certain pedagogies, religious
faiths or international dimensions. The municipality where the potential
school is located is invited to give its opinion on its establishment, but
the national directorate makes the final decision.
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After their establishment, nonprofit schools are only regulated by
national rules and regulations. Like in Denmark, the school boards have
responsibility and authority over all major aspects of the operation of the
schools, including budgets, hiring and other strategic decisions.
However, Norwegian nonprofit schools are obliged to have objective
criteria for selecting pupils and cannot reject certain pupils. By com-
parison, public schools are integrated into the municipality and are thus
subject to municipal policies and regulations.

Nonprofit schools receive 85% of the funding level of municipal
schools. The schools can thus charge the parents for the remaining 15%,
but no more (Seegaard 2015, 40). The nonprofit schools get their
funding directly from the state, and this money is deducted from the
transfers that municipalities receive from the state. Thus, municipalities
indirectly pay nonprofit schools for their pupils. Each municipality can
decide if it wants to have user choice among the public schools. In all
cases, the pupils are entitled to attend their local public school, but
parents can choose a nonprofit alternative when available.

Sweden is similar to Denmark when it comes to the share of pupils
attending private schools. Thirteen percent of the total number of pupils
attended private (nonprofit or for-profit) schools in 2011. However,
Sweden stands out from the two other countries because of a law that
permits the transfer of profits to owners of primary school services with
public funding. In 2013, the number of private schools was 792, which
means that 16% of the schools were run by a private provider (nonprofit
or for-profit). This number represents an increase compared to the sit-
uation in 2009 (Skolverket 2014). Across a longer time span, the increase
has been even more considerable: At the end of the 1970s, less than 1%
of the children of school age attended private schools (Lindstrém and
Wijkstrom 1995, 20). Today, the majority of private authorities are joint
stock companies, while nonprofit organisations play a limited role
(Skolverket 2014).

Developments towards a ‘welfare mix’ in the Swedish primary and
lower secondary school system began in the early 1990s. Before then,
private actors mainly operated in a marginal part of the system
boarding schools. These schools were allowed by the government since
they could provide an alternative, which the public schools could not.
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In 1992, the non-socialist government had the opinion that parents
should be able to choose between different types of providers. To make
this possible, it was decided that municipalities had to pay private pro-
viders of schools at least 85% of the average cost per pupil attending a
public school (Prop. 1991/92: 25). According to newer legislation,
municipalities must treat public and private schools equally, i.e. private
schools must obtain the same amount of money per pupil as public
schools (Prop. 2008/09: 171).

A prerequisite for obtaining public funding for a private school is
permission by the central state authority, the Swedish Schools
Inspectorate. In the beginning, municipalities had little influence on this
decision by central authorities. At present, municipalities have more
influence but no formal veto on the final decision (Jarl and Ronnberg
2010, 81).

In spite of the differences between the three Scandinavian countries, a
common feature is that approval for the establishment of private schools
is a national task, but the standards and requirements that should be
fulfilled to obtain this approval vary between the countries. Local gov-
ernments do not have a formal say on the number of private schools in
the municipalities, which highly affects steering possibilities in the field.

Freedom of choice is another common feature across the Scandinavian
countries. In Denmark, parents have always had the right to choose
private schools instead of public schools; and in 2002, freedom of choice
among public schools was implemented. In Sweden, user choice was
implemented through ‘Friskolereformen’ in 1992, which also made it
possible to include for-profit actors in the provision of for-profit schools.
In Norway, the possibility of choosing between different public schools
varies between municipalities. However, if a nonprofit school is available,
it is always possible to choose this school instead of a public school.

An important difference is that a common national law regulates all
types of primary and lower secondary schools in Sweden, regardless of the
type of provider. In contrast, nonprofit schools have their own law in
both Denmark and Norway (Seegaard 2015, 94). This fact might be one
of the reasons why conditions for different types of providers vary less in
Sweden than in Denmark and Norway. For instance, private schools in
Norway and Denmark are obliged to charge parental payment to get
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financial support from the state. In Sweden, all types of primary and
lower secondary schools are provided free of charge for the users.
However, there are also some differences between Denmark and Norway,
as private schools have a higher degree of freedom regarding their cur-
riculum and admissions in Denmark than in either Norway or Sweden
(Segaard and Saglie, Chap. 3).

Altogether, in spite of their belonging to the same welfare regime, the
three Scandinavian countries vary in a number of ways when it comes to
the field of schools—regarding both the welfare mix and the national
regulation the field. The following sections will take an empirical and
analytical look into how these differences and similarities between
countries and providers are reflected in the local governing of schools,
with specific focus on elements of control, competition and
collaboration.

The Case Study Design

The analysis will be based on case studies at the municipal level in
Sweden, Norway and Denmark. Seven municipalities were selected for
the case studies, and similar data gathering strategies and interview guides
were used across countries and municipalities. The empirical data consist
of qualitative interviews at both the municipal and school level, com-
bined with written documents. A more detailed description of the
selection of municipalities and schools is provided in the appendix to
Chap. 1 in this book, including an overview of selected municipalities,
schools and interviewees.

In each municipality, at least two schools were selected: One
municipal and one private (nonprofit or for-profit). The case study
design allowed for comparisons between different types of providers in
the same local communities, thus controlling for many contextual fac-
tors. The analytical dimensions in this chapter will be structured, qual-
itative comparisons (Sivesind 2007) of data from interviews with actors
in similar positions between countries and institutional sectors: public,
nonprofit and for-profit schools.
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Local Steering Trends in the Field of Schools

The following analysis will focus on local steering and types of regula-
tions at play in the case municipalities in the field of primary and lower
secondary schools. The analysis will be structured by the three analytical
categories: control, competition and collaboration (Nyhlén 2013), cor-
responding to the three ideal types of governance: hierarchy, market and
network (Jorgensen and Vrangbek 2004; Meulenman 2008). The focus
in the analysis will primarily be at the municipal level. However, expe-
riences and practices at the school level will also be included.

Elements of Control

When it comes to elements of control in the local governing of schools,
there are large differences across the different types of providers in the
study. In all three countries, municipalities have very few steering pos-
sibilities when it comes to the number of private schools they contain.
Private schools can be established as long as they live up to the national
standards.

In the Danish case, some of the interviewees at the municipal level
considered this lack of control problematic:

They [the nonprofit schools] have become a natural part of the school
system. However, they do give rise to challenges related to steering and

planning. (Administrative leader, DK, 8.10.2013)

In contrast to many other welfare areas, there are no contracts between
municipalities and nonprofit schools; which is, for instance, the case for
nonprofit daycare. Moreover, there are very few restrictions in terms of
inspections, which can either be conducted by the schools themselves or
by an inspector chosen by the schools (LBK 917). The limited control is
also evident in cases where a pupil is expelled from a nonprofit school
and it is up to the municipality to find a suitable alternative. Finally, it
can be a challenge in relation to efhicient planning as, for example, when a
nonprofit school is established as a consequence of the closing of a
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municipal school, and the municipality thereby does not achieve any cost
reduction (Interview, administrative leader, DK, 18.12.2013).

In contrast to nonprofit schools, municipalities have a lot more control
of public schools. Although national legislation sets the overall frame-
work, there is still room for municipal steering and control.
Responsibility for the inspection of public schools rests at the national
level. However, municipalities typically make their own quality reports to
document and follow the performance of the public schools (Interviews,
administrative leaders, DK, 8.10.2013, 18.12.2013). Municipalities also
have financial control of public schools and are free to decide both the
number of schools and the limits of school districts. However, the
freedom of choice also limits the degree of municipal control over public
schools. Many parents use their freedom of choice, and there is a high
degree of volatility between the schools. In one of the case municipalities,
56% of the pupils attend their district school, while the rest attend either
a nonprofit school or another public school (Faaborg-Midtfyn kommune
2012). In some cases, this volatility can make it difficult to sustain
schools in less populated areas:

I find it problematic in relation to service in less populated areas, I really do.
Both in the field of schools and in the field of daycare. If many pupils — or
in some cases just a few — choose another school, they remove the basis for a
school or a daycare institution. (Political chair of committee, DK,

4.10.2013)

At a more detailed level, municipalities have the option to promote and
prioritise specific initiatives at the schools: An option that is used in both
case municipalities. In Norway, the municipalities also experience that
the possibility of establishing nonprofit schools can challenge efficient
planning. For instance, it is difficult for the municipalities to save costs
through the closing of small schools if parents choose to establish a
nonprofit school instead:

In the long run we have to look at the school structure in the munici-
pality; it is a question of how small we can become [...] It is not like we
necessarily have to close a school, but we can think differently about our



172 M. Thegersen

operation. But then the Montessori phenomenon is awaiting and can take
over, and that becomes an expensive experience. Having two nonpublic
schools in the municipality. (Administrative leader, N, 12.02.2014)

In this particular municipality, Loten in Norway, the nonprofit school has
45 pupils living within the municipality, while the rest come from
neighbouring municipalities. According to the administrative leader, these
45 pupils could easily be integrated in the municipal school with few extra
costs. In Steinkjer, one of the other Norwegian case municipalities, the
municipal government decided to merge two public schools and has
afterwards fought the establishment of a new Montessori school on the
outskirts of the municipality. In this case, the Norwegian national
directorate has so far accepted pleas from the municipality to prevent the
school from being established. This will often be the case if the munici-
pality can plausibly argue that a private school will weaken the basis for the
public school. However, the municipality does not formally have a veto.

The public schools, by comparison, are entirely integrated within the
municipality. Limited only by national regulations, the municipalities
can run their schools as they wish. This includes decisions about school
districts as well as the extent of user choice among public schools. Of the
selected municipalities, Loten has no user choice, while parents in
Steinkjer and Asker are able to choose between schools. In addition, the
municipalities can decide the priorities of the schools. As an example, in
Asker, the municipality has defined 15 detailed measures that the schools
need to report on, in addition to both compulsory national tests and tests
implemented by the municipality. Taken together, these targets and tests
leave little room for local priorities at the schools.

Also in Sweden, municipalities have fewer steering possibilities and less
control of private schools (nonprofit or for-profit) than public schools.
However, the differences in the degree of control between different types
of providers are less evident than in Denmark and Norway. One of the
reasons for this is that all types of schools in Sweden are regulated by the
same law. Highest in the regulation hierarchy is the Education Act, a law
regulating the foundations for the Swedish education system. This act is
followed by curricula adopted at the central level, which regulate the
content of education in more detail. One of the requirements for
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obtaining permission for establishing a school is that it fulfil all the
requirements of the law and curricula. In addition to central steering
through national law and curricula, evaluations are performed by a central
state authority, i.e. the Swedish Schools Inspectorate. This authority has
the most far-reaching mandate since they can shut down a school because
of an inspection. This goes for all schools regardless of provider.

Municipalities are heads of the primary and lower secondary schools, a
task that implies a financial responsibility. The municipality calculates
the price per pupil in a public school, and private schools then receive a
corresponding compensation. In the municipalities investigated, meet-
ings occur between the administration and private schools concerning the
exact figure. However, these meetings do not concern the budget at each
school nor how the money is used for different activities. This is an
important difference compared to meetings held with the public schools,
covering additional aspects. For instance, there is dialogue concerning
areas for improvement at a particular school:

What is good at the school, what is less well and which areas of develop-
ment should be prioritised and how. (Administrative leader, S, 9.4.2015)

It could be asked whether the financial responsibility of the municipality
for private schools actually constitutes a steering tool. According to one
of the politicians interviewed, the national act is very clear on this issue—
compensation should be the same for all types of schools, and therefore
there is not really that much to discuss (Interview, social democratic
politician, S, 9.4.2014).

Besides financial responsibility, municipalities have their own guide-
lines targeting schools. In Ostersund, these guidelines include a mandate
that all pupils leaving primary school should be qualified to apply to a
secondary school, that the municipality should have a variety of pro-
grammes, and that staff should have a teaching licence and access to
further education (Ostersunds kommun 2013). Similar guidelines exist
in Sollentuna, such as equal treatment of schools regardless of whether
the provider is private or public, that no pupil should be a victim of
bullying, and that a higher share of pupils should have their first choice of
school approved (Sollentuna kommun 2008).
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Formally, the guidelines only apply to public schools. However, in
Sollentuna, private schools have voluntarily chosen to adopt them. In
Ostersund, the head administrator simply stated that there are no formal
local guidelines from the municipality that apply to private providers
(Interview, administrative leader, S, 9.4.2015).

In each of the municipalities, schools are also being governed through
local evaluations. However, the target groups vary between municipali-
ties. In Ostersund, evaluations performed by the local administration
only cover public schools and their fulfilment of learning requirements
according to central regulation. Additionally, evaluations are made about
what the schools are good at and how better activities can be developed.
Part of this work is based on questionnaires sent out to both pupils and
parents (Interview, administrative leader, S, 9.4.2014).

In Sollentuna, evaluations performed by the municipal administration
targets all schools regardless of provider. One example of this is a
questionnaire sent out to parents concerning the quality of the school.
The result of the evaluation is displayed through the municipality’s own
website, making it possible for citizens to compare different schools
(Interview, conservative politician, 13.12.2013; social democratic
politician, S, 16.12.2013).

Summing up the Swedish case, private schools have the option to
choose whether to follow municipal guidelines or not. Whether public
evaluations only cover public schools or all schools also varies between
the case municipalities. However, municipalities still have less control
over private schools than public schools, specifically when it comes to
financial control and local school priorities. Another important point
from the Swedish case is that there are no differences in the degree of
steering across different types of private providers. Hence, both for-profit
and nonprofit providers are subject to the same regulations.

Experiences at the School Level—Elements
of Control

The differences across providers in relation to elements and the degree of
municipal control are also reflected in the schools’ experiences and
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perceptions. The quote below from a nonprofit school leader in
Denmark shows that this high level of self-determination and potential to
create a school based on specific values, distinct from public schools, is
valued. It is even underlined that it would be appropriate if nonprofit
schools were obliged to develop a distinct profile:

I find the freedom fantastic. I really do. And I do not understand that you
do not want to make other types of demands. For instance, when we have
the privilege of receiving financial support from the state, I think we ought
to have a pedagogical profile where we do something different. (School
leader, nonprofit school, DK, 5.2.2014)

In Norway, nonprofit schools are obliged to have a distinct profile, but
the nonprofit schools still value the low level of control that sometimes
frustrates the municipalities. As one school leader explained:

My experience is that we have a lot of freedom, absolutely. Of course, we
must follow the law, but besides that I think we pretty much have free-
dom when running the school [...] we are sort of our own little munic-
ipality, you know. Therefore, it is somewhat different; we do not have a
school director to report to. (School leader, nonprofit school, N,
12.02.2014)

At the same time, this freedom exists within certain confines. According
to national law, the schools must document how they are different from
public schools. In the case above, the school has a Christian foundation.
This framework narrows the amount of freedom in daily operations. As
an example, the school only hires Christian, heterosexual employees.
This demonstrates their level of freedom since a public school could
never have such a policy.

Also in Sweden, private school leaders experience a high degree of
freedom. The perception is that steering primarily comes from the
national level and to a lesser extent from the municipality. One of the
school leaders at a private school in Ostersund concluded that there is no
steering taking place, other than the money received from the munici-
pality. Instead, the perception is that the school is almost entirely being
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governed from the central level through laws and regulations (Interview,
school leader, for-profit school, S, 4.4.2014).

The perceptions above, across countries, stand in sharp contrast to the
view held by school leaders at public schools. In Denmark, Norway and
Sweden, the perception is that the level of steering and control from both
the national and local level has increased over recent decades. A school
leader of a public school in Norway described this development:

This has changed a lot since I began. When I became school leader, there
were two and a half people [in the municipal administration] who worked
with school issues, and we had no school manager. Then, everything was
left to us and at the same time, we received little support. Now, we are in a
situation where I personally find that too many people work to support us,
because how it works is that they make a list of how things should be, but
then they do not have to do anything about it, if you see what I mean?
(School leader, public school, N, 21.11.2013)

A school leader in one of the Danish case municipalities described how
too much steering regarding local issues at the school can be problematic,
because it leaves the school with less influence over daily life—for
instance, regarding the completion of practical tasks at the schools.
Earlier, such tasks had been completed by the school itself, but now it
was a municipal task:

Pedagogical leadership also includes the physical environment, and now
we can see that they let the place be run down. We had a very nice new
wooden terrace, but now it is full of water and leaves. Something that you
would never accept at home without doing something about it, but all I
can do is call and call [...] It is bad pedagogy towards the children. Why
should they clean up then? (School leader, public school, DK, 9.1.2014).

Also in Sweden, a public school leader described how municipal steering
implies detailed financial regulations on how to spend the budget for
different parts of the operation of the school, leaving the schools with
limited possibilities for local decisions (Interview, school leader, public
school, S, 4.4.2014).
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Summing up—Elements of Control

The results of the analysis of elements of control in the local governing of
primary and lower secondary schools are summarised in Table 5.2.

It is evident in the table that municipalities across Scandinavian
countries have few steering possibilities when it comes to private provi-
ders, regarding both financial and quality control. This is particularly
evident in the Danish and Norwegian cases. The limited degree of control
goes furthest in Denmark, where it is up to nonprofit schools to decide
which pupils to accept. In Sweden, the degree of control is also relatively
low, but the differences between providers are limited by common
national regulation of all types of schools. This also implies that there are
no differences in the municipal steering of nonprofit and for-profit
schools. All schools have the same level of financial resources and have to
live up to the same curriculum. Moreover, the municipal control of pri-
vate schools in Sweden varies between the case municipalities because of
different procedures regarding guidelines and evaluations.

Table 5.2 Elements of control in the local governing of schools

Elements of control Degree of
control
Denmark
Nonprofit No municipal financial control Low
schools  No municipal quality control
Public Financial control through municipal budgets High
schools  Quality control through quality reports and
inspections
Norway
Nonprofit No municipal financial control Low
schools ~ No municipal quality control
Public Financial control through municipal budgets High

schools  Quality control through tests, surveys, quality
reports and inspections

Sweden
Private Limited financial control through municipal Medium/Low*
schools budgets, but no financial supervision
Quality control through guidelines* and surveys*
Public Financial control and quality control through High
schools guidelines and surveys.

* Some variation between the municipalities investigated



178 M. Thegersen

In contrast, municipalities exercise a rather high level of control when
it comes to public schools, with respect to both financial control and
quality control. Although national legislation sets the overall framework,
there is still room for municipal steering and control, which takes place in
all three Scandinavian countries. Moreover, the experience has been that
the degree of regulation and control has increased during recent years,
from both the national and local level.

Elements of Competition

Given the freedom of choice between different types of schools, elements
of competition are an inevitable part of the municipal steering of primary
and lower secondary schools in Denmark, Sweden and Norway.

In Denmark, local party programmes in both municipalities reveal
relatively broad support for freedom of choice and various types of
welfare providers. In spite of this and the general respect for the historical
role of nonprofit schools, there has been a lot of focus on quality
development in public schools to prevent parents from deselecting public
schools and to make public schools as attractive as possible:

There is no resistance towards nonprofit schools, but of course politicians
wish to make public schools as attractive as possible to prevent a dese-
lection of public schools. (Administrative leader, DK, 18.12.2014)

The focus on public schools is also evident in local party programmes; in
most of them, nonprofit schools are hardly mentioned, even in
Faaborg-Midtfyn where almost one-third of the pupils attend nonprofit
schools. Both political and administrative leaders underline that
nonprofit schools are seldom discussed politically. As an exception to this
general picture, there was a proposal on one theme day on ‘how to
prevent people from choosing nonprofit schools’. The proposal was not
accepted, and the day ended by focusing on how to profile public schools
(Faaborg-Midtfyn Kommune 2012; Political chair of committee, DK,
4.10.2013). However, the example shows that some politicians find it
problematic that so many parents choose nonprofit schools. The attitude
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towards nonprofit schools varies between political parties. According to
an administrative leader, the classical political divide between left-wing
and right-wing parties can also be identified in the field of schools. The
Liberal and Conservative parties are generally more in favour of nonprofit
schools and freedom of choice than left-wing parties (Interview,
administrative leader, DK, 8.10.2013). However, across interviewees at
the municipal level, there was some scepticism about the special privi-
leges of nonprofit schools. Many interviewees had the opinion that when
nonprofit schools opt for a free status, they cannot expect the same
privileges as public schools. Moreover, some of the interviewees perceived
unequal competition because nonprofit schools are allowed to refuse
pupils, resulting in the risk of an unequal society with A- and B-schools
(Interview, administrative leader, DK, 8.10.2013).

Also in Norway, nonprofit schools receive very limited attention in
local party programmes. Primary and lower secondary schools are one of
the core tasks of the municipalities, and therefore all programmes have
policies for public schools. However, in all municipalities, only a
minority of the parties mention the nonprofits. According to the inter-
viewees at the municipal level, the only time the city councils debates
about nonprofit schools is when the municipality is asked to voice its
view on the establishment of a new school. One of the founders of the
nonprofit school in Steinkjer experienced a negative attitude from the
municipality when the school was in the process of being established 10
years ago:

When we came up with the idea of establishing something in direct
competition with the public providers, then the attitudes changed. That
was a big surprise really [...] There was so much opposition to this.
(Founder, nonprofit school, N, 13.02.2014)

It is evident from this statement that the founders experienced intense
opposition to the establishment of their nonprofit school. Today, how-
ever, the school has been functioning for 10 years and, due to its limited
size, its existence has not prompted the municipality or the public
schools to change their behaviour. The following statement from an
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administrative leader in Steinkjer illustrates how the municipality sees
nonprofit schools:

We think they are a good supplement. I absolutely think there is nothing
negative about it. It is most important that the children learn and do well
at the Montessori school. That is the most important: the individual child.
It is no point for me that all shall attend the public school. I just want it
[the public school] to be good enough, so that no one wants to leave it.
That is what I want. I think it is great that we have such a school, with
regard to happy living. We might attract some [new residents] because we
have an alternative to the public school. (Administrative leader, N,
20.02.2014)

This quote shows that municipalities want to offer high standards in
order not to lose pupils. At the same time, the leader recognises that the
nonprofit school offers something different, which can be attractive for
some citizens.

As in Denmark, municipalities in Sweden cannot influence the degree
of privatisation within education. If a private provider chooses to
establish a school, they are free to do so, as long as the central authority
grants their application. Nevertheless, the Swedish case municipalities
cope with this new context of marketisation in different ways. These
differences may reflect different degrees of political support for privati-
sation evident in the two municipalities.

In Ostersund, the majority is foremost represented by the Social
Democratic Party, and as such, the municipality has a negative attitude
towards private providers within education. Every time the question of
the establishment of a private school has been discussed in the committee
of education, the Social Democratic Party has been against it. The chair
of the committee declared in an interview that were his party to decide,
only one alternative would be evident—the public one (Interview, social
democratic politician, S, 9.4.2014). However, municipalities cannot stop
the establishment of private schools, as long as they are approved by
national authorities. The non-socialist parties in the committee hold the
opposite view. According to a member of the committee representing the
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Liberal Party, there should be more private providers and alternatives to
choose from (Interview, liberal politician, S, 9.4.2014).

In Sollentuna, a municipality governed by non-socialist parties, the
majority is clearly in favour of freedom of choice, while the opposition
parties are more reluctant. The chair of the committee for education,
representing the Moderates (Conservative Party), stated that the majority
of members within the committee welcome new providers of schools to
Sollentuna. The most important goal for them is that schools within the
municipality have good quality regardless of provider (Interview, con-
servative politician, S, 13.12.2013).

The opposition parties are more hesitant about privatisation.
A member of the committee, representing the Social Democratic Party,
remarked that their position depends on the situation in each district of
the municipality. If a new private school would pose a threat to an
existing public one, then the party would vote ‘no’ (Interview, social
democratic politician, S, 16.12.2013).

Different attitudes towards the welfare mix in Ostersund and
Sollentuna might have consequences for the practice of freedom of
choice. In Sollentuna, the system of freedom of choice is promoted more
clearly than in Ostersund through a special website. During January and
February each year, every parent makes a choice of school, regardless of
the type of provider, on the municipality’s website. Connected to this site
are surveys which allow parents and pupils to compare different alter-
natives regardless of provider.

In Ostersund, there are no similarities to the system practiced in
Sollentuna. Instead, pupils automatically receive a place at the public
school closest to their home (i.e. the proximity principle). If pupils and
their parents prefer a private alternative, they must make a direct
application to that particular school. In March each year, the private
schools inform the municipality of how many and which pupils they
have accepted. This makes it possible for the municipal administration to
adjust their figures for the number of pupils in public schools.

In sum, Sollentuna actively promotes the system of freedom of choice,
while Ostersund practises a more traditional model in which pupils are
placed at schools according to the principle of proximity. An interpre-
tation of this difference is that Sollentuna acts as a facilitator of freedom
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of choice, making it easier for their citizens to compare, and then choose
an appropriate school. The method practiced in Ostersund, on the other
hand, indicates that the municipality perceives itself as one type of
provider on a competitive market, rather than as a facilitator of freedom
of choice.

Experiences at the School Level—Elements
of Competition

When it comes to experiences at the schools regarding elements of
competition, the study shows some differences between the Scandinavian
countries. In both Denmark and Sweden, the perception of the schools is
that there is a competitive situation between them, particularly in areas
with many schools within a limited geographical area.

In the Danish case, nonprofit schools see the primary focus of their
municipalities to be on public schools, while very little attention is paid
to them, even in Faaborg-Midtfyn, a municipality with a very high share
of pupils in nonprofit schools:

Politically, we do not have first priority here in the municipality. (Board
member, nonprofit school, DK, 12.2.2014)

No, we would be lying, if we said so. It is evident that public schools are
given greater priority. (Board member, nonprofit school, DK, 12.2.2014)

Yes, and especially here in the local community, we attract the same pupils
as the public school. It is not very popular in the municipality that we
attract so many pupils. (Board member, nonprofit school, DK, 12.2.2014)

The interviews clearly indicate that the nonprofit schools would like to be
a more valued part of the school system in the municipality, and that the
competitive situation is one of the reasons why municipalities pay very
little attention to nonprofit schools. The interviews also show that
nonprofit schools are very focused on being a high-quality alternative to

the public schools.
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Also in Sweden, all school leaders are well aware of the competition
taking place between units. This is particularly evident at those schools
that have or have had problems with attracting or keeping pupils. At one
of the private schools in Sollentuna, the school leader believed that
proximity was the most important factor when choosing a school.
However, reputation was another important factor, with a negative or
positive impact on the number of applicants (Interview, school leader,
for-profit school, 3.4.2014). At one of the private schools in Ostersund,
pupils come from all parts of town. According to the school leader
interviewed, this is due to the reputation of the school:

People know the good environment, the good teachers, who work here

and the results of it. (School leader, for-profit school, S, 4.4.2014)

Because of this reputation, there is no need to advertise for the school and
its activities. At one of the public schools in the same town, there has
been an outflow of pupils to private alternatives. To better understand
this development, the school carried out a survey about the parents’
motives for changing the school for their child. Many of the parents
responded that they did not believe the public school was good enough
for their child due to insufficient quality. The public school responded by
not only improving quality, but also by improving communication about
pedagogical activities taking place and the ideas behind them (Interview,
school leader, public school, S, 4.4.2014). These examples show that the
competitive situation can influence priorities locally at the schools.

The Norwegian case stands out from the other Scandinavian countries
when it comes to the schools’ perception of and experiences with com-
petition. Neither the nonprofit nor the public schools perceived the other
schools as competitors. For the public schools, the nonprofit schools are
not big enough to pose a threat, as they cannot attract sufficient numbers
of pupils to challenge the public schools. The nonprofit schools do not
have the same natural pool of pupils who attend the school because they
live close by, but they still do not experience competition—for instance

as stated by this school leader of the Waldorf School:
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I do not see our school as in a competition because we constitute a niche.
We use an entirely different curriculum, we are an alternative, and for me
that is motivation enough. Because I think we have a right to exist, since
we are an alternative that I have experienced through many years has been
important for many people. And I see no reason why we should not in the
future continue to be important for many people. Not all, but for many,
in sum over time, there are many people who have experienced crucial
positive development by being able to choose something different from
the public school. Not because the public school has been bad, but
because this school has been suitable for them. (School leader, nonprofic
school, N, 10.12.2013)

According to this claim, the degree of competition is perceived to be low
because the nonprofit school represents a niche that attracts other types
of pupils. This example shows that a high level of distinctiveness between
providers might limit the level of competition.

Summing up—Elements of Competition

The results of the analysis of elements and degree of competition are
summarised in Table 5.3.

Parents’ option to choose between different types of schools will often
lead to a certain level of competition. As the table shows, elements of
competition in the field of schools are evident in both Denmark and
Sweden. In Denmark, the municipalities actively seek to promote public
schools to prevent deselection. The competitive situation is also experi-
enced by the schools—in particular in one of the case municipalities,

Table 5.3 Elements of competition in the local governing of schools

Elements of competition Degree of
competition
Denmark Municipal strategy for promoting public schools Medium

Norway Nonprofit schools do not challenge public schools, Low
but cater to different segments

Sweden Schools experience competition regardless of Medium
municipality and type of provider. The role of the
municipal administration in this competition differs
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where the geographical distance between the schools was limited. Also in
Sweden, both municipalities and schools are aware of the competitive
situation. However, the municipalities deal with the situation in different
ways. While one of the municipalities actively promotes freedom of
choice, the other municipality has a more passive approach. Interestingly,
the degree of competition is far lower in Norway, where the perception at
both levels is that nonprofit schools do not pose a threat to public
schools, because of both their limited size and their distinctiveness.

Elements of Collaboration

Across the Scandinavian countries, the analysis shows that the degree of
collaboration between municipalities and private schools is very limited,
while there is more collaboration when it comes to public schools.
However, there are some differences between the countries, regarding
both the content and level of collaboration.

In the Danish case, elements of collaboration between municipalities
and nonprofit schools are very limited in both municipalities, according
to the administrative leaders. Due to state funding of the schools, there
are no financial relations between nonprofit schools and the municipal-
ities, and none of the municipalities have formal meetings with repre-
sentatives from nonprofit schools (Interviews, administrative leaders,
DK, 8.10.2013, 18.12.2013). The limited degree of collaboration is
closely related to lack of steering possibilities and control in relation to
nonprofit schools. Their possibilities for influencing the schools are very
limited, which, from a municipal point of view, might minimise the
motivation for collaboration. Specifically, at a time when limited finan-
cial resources are available:

When a municipality has to plan efficient services in all fields — including
schools — and we really need to do that in these years — it is a big challenge
that one-third of the pupils are attending schools where we do not have
any influence at all. (Administrative leader, DK, 8.10.2013)
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In contrast, there is a much higher degree of collaboration between
municipalities and public schools—for instance, through formal leader
meetings. One of the municipalities even has a common school council,
where school boards from all schools in the municipalities are repre-
sented. According to the administrative leaders, the municipalities strive
to involve the schools in important decisions—for instance, in the
restructuring of school districts, the closing of schools, etc. (Interviews,
administrative leaders, DK, 8.10.2013, 18.12.2013).

In Norway, collaboration between municipalities and nonprofit
schools is also limited, apart from practical issues associated with the
transportation of pupils as well as on decisions regarding extra resources
to pupils with special needs. These pupils are assessed by municipal
professionals, who decide whether special attention or extra resources
should be provided. When the professionals make such a decision, the
pupils are entitled to these resources at their schools and the municipality
must pay, regardless of whether it is a public or nonprofit school.

This latter point can make it difficult for municipalities to plan their
costs. One administrative leader talked about this issue and concluded
that nonpublic schools are ‘a hassle and annoyance’ (Interview, admin-
istrative leader, N, 12.02.2014). These steering challenges can be one
explanation for the limited degree of collaboration.

However, some politicians actively embrace the nonprofit schools. The
Conservative Party in Asker stated that it will ‘develop cooperation with
the nonprofits’. Challenged about how they would do this, their repre-
sentative admitted that the tasks of the municipality are to ‘make the
operating conditions good enough so the schools want to continue. Yes,
what we say is that we want to be positive towards the schools’
(Interview, conservative politician, N, 22.10.2013). The inability of the
politician to mention substantive steps the municipality could take to
‘develop cooperation with nonprofits’ illustrates the limited potential for
collaboration between nonprofit schools and municipalities in Norway.
The nonprofit schools provide schooling to a marginal fraction of citi-
zens, and most interaction between the schools and the municipality is
demanded and regulated by law.

However, one formal bond is that all nonprofit schools—according to
the law—must have a school board responsible for their operation; and a
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representative from the municipality must be on the school board. This
representative does not hold a vote but is entitled to meet and speak at all
meetings. This representative is normally a politician involved in the
school sector. This policy functions differently between the schools
depending on the interest and efforts of individual politicians. The
schools, therefore, report that some representatives are hardly ever seen at
board meetings, while others make constructive contributions to the
discussions.

Overall, there is little voluntary cooperation between nonprofit schools
and the municipality. According to the analysis, this limited degree of
collaboration can be explained by the lack of obvious areas for collabo-
ration as well as the steering challenges experienced by the municipal
actors. In contrast, collaboration between municipalities and public
schools is more developed and includes both formal networks and
meetings between school leaders and municipal administrators.

In Sweden, collaboration between municipalities and private schools is
more common than in Denmark and Norway, although its level and
content vary between the two case municipalities. In one of the
municipalities, Sollentuna, private schools are included in several aspects.
Three of the most striking examples of this have already been mentioned:
First, the inclusion of private schools on a special website where citizens
can make their own choice of school. Second, private schools have
chosen to adopt local guidelines, which is a sort of collaboration with the
municipality. Third, all schools in Sollentuna participate in a quality
survey—targeting both parents and pupils—carried out by the
municipality.

An additional element is the quality project Viga visa! (Dare to show!),
which covers all schools. The project consists of school visits performed by
teachers or other pedagogical leaders from neighbouring municipalities.
Through these visits, attention is paid to how schools are working with
different parts of national regulation such as learning, grading, norms and
values, and pupils’ influence. The information obtained from these visits
is documented in a report summarising the strengths and weaknesses of
the school (Interview, conservative politician, S, 13.12.2013).

Collaborations such as these do not exist in Ostersund, but coopera-
tion between public and private schools is not entirely absent.
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According to the Education Act, all pupils should be ensured access to
school nurses and counsellors. In Ostersund, private schools do not
provide for this on their own, since they have been granted access to the
public system. This is an important form of collaboration between pri-
vate and public schools which does not exist in Sollentuna (Interview,
school leader, nonprofit school, S, 8.4.2014).

In both municipalities, there is dialogue between the administration
and the schools; for instance, on budget issues. This dialogue takes place
in regard to all types of schools, but seems to be more comprehensive
between the municipal administration and public schools. For example,
in Sollentuna, all school leaders from public schools meet within a
working group referred to as Rektorsgruppen to discuss joint efforts
(Interview, school leader, S, 16.1.2014). A similar dialogue takes place
between the administration and the public schools in Ostersund. This
indicates that the collaborative ties—also in the Swedish case—are
stronger when it comes to public schools.

Experiences at the School Level—Elements
of Collaboration

Also at the school level, the picture from the analysis above is clear. In all
three countries, public school leaders perceive a higher degree of col-
laboration than private school leaders.

In the Danish case, nonprofit schools feel that a collaborative attitude
on the part of the municipalities is limited. For instance, nonprofit
schools do not have equal opportunities for attending municipal semi-
nars, and relevant information, such as information about changes in bus
timetables, does not always reach them (Interview, school leader,
nonprofit school, DK, 9.1.2014). On the other hand, one of the public
schools has the opinion that nonprofit schools receive too many of the
same opportunities as public schools, since they do not have the same
obligations (Interview, school leader, public school, DK, 9.1.2014).

A similar picture can be seen in Norway, where nonprofit schools feel
ignored by the municipalities. They are in many instances not cooper-
atively included. Sometimes this is natural, since they operate on
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different terms, but all of the nonprofit schools would have preferred
closer ties to the municipality (Interview, school leader, nonprofit school,
N, 24.4.2014).

In Sweden, there are different views on the extent to which collabo-
ration takes place with the municipal administration. In Ostersund, a
meeting with the administration is held twice a year. During these
meetings, a discussion takes place on issues such as financial compen-
sation and collaboration on health care for pupils (Interviews, school
leaders, for-profit, S, 4.4.2014; nonprofit, S, 4.8.2014). In Sollentuna,
similar meetings take place between the private school and the admin-
istration. Additionally, collaboration includes other types of activities,
such as surveys and quality projects like Viga visa! (Interview, school
leader, for-profit, S, 3.4.2014). Private schools in Sweden experience a
more collaborative attitude from the municipalities than nonprofit
schools in Denmark and Norway.

In all three countries, municipalities appear to have a more collabora-
tive attitude when it comes to public schools. School leaders of public
schools believe that they are a more integrated part of the municipality
than leaders of private schools. However, in the Danish case, the extent to
which public schools actually feel involved and heard in decisions made by
the municipalities, varies. In one of the municipalities, the public school
perceives a limited degree of responsiveness, while there is a higher degree
of satisfaction in the other municipality (Interviews, school leaders, DK,

9.1.2014, 14.3.2014; board members, DK, 26.2.2014, 30.4.2014).

Summing up—Elements of Collaboration

The results of the analysis of elements and degree of collaboration in the
local governing of primary and lower secondary schools are summarised
in Table 5.4.

As the table shows, the overall result of the analysis is that collabo-
ration between municipalities and private schools is limited in all three
countries. In Denmark, there are no formal meetings and limited con-
tact, while in Norway there are few meeting points. Sweden stands out
from the other countries by having some degree of collaboration between
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Table 5.4 Elements of collaboration in local governing of schools

Elements of collaboration Degree of
collaboration
Denmark
Nonprofit No formal meetings and limited contact Low
schools
Public Formal meetings and networks Medium*
schools
Norway
Nonprofit Few meeting points Low
schools
Public Formal meetings and networks Medium
schools
Sweden
Nonprofit Formal meetings, common guidelines*, common  Medium/Low*
schools surveys*, common projects* and joint health
care*
Public Formal meetings and networks Medium
schools

* Some variation between municipalities investigated

municipalities and private schools. However, the content and degree of
collaboration vary between the case municipalities. A number of factors
can explain the limited degree of collaboration: For instance, the limited
formal bonds and limited municipal opportunities for controlling and
influencing the field of private schools. The competitive situation in
some of the countries as well as financial pressures are also possible
explanations. On the other hand, municipalities have more formal bonds
to public schools. They are an integrated part of the municipal admin-
istration and therefore naturally collaborate more with the municipalities
through formal meetings and networks.

The Field of Schools—Between Control,
Choice and Room for Distinctiveness

What are the similarities and differences across countries and types of
providers when it comes to municipal steering and regulation in the field
of schools? What are the consequences for the schools? And finally, does
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the legislation and regulations promote or inhibit distinctive profiles at
the schools?

The answer to these questions will provide the basis for a discussion of
possible implications for future welfare provision in the field of schools in
Scandinavia. Although the results of the case studies not necessarily can
be generalised to all municipalities and schools in the three countries, the
strength of the analysis is the in-depth character of the data, making it
possible to identify mechanisms between the regulatory frameworks and
the actions and experiences at the local level.

The overall picture from the analysis is that there are profound dif-
ferences in the local governing of primary and lower secondary schools
across private and public providers in the case municipalities. Moreover,
national legislation is to a large extent reflected in the local governing of
and attitudes towards different types of schools.

When it comes to elements related to control, there are similar trends
across the Scandinavian countries. In general, administrative supervision
in private schools is limited compared to public schools. Because of the
national approval of private schools, municipalities have less direct
control over them and limited steering possibilities, across all three
countries. This goes furthest in Denmark and Norway, where munici-
palities have neither financial control nor quality control when it comes
to nonprofit schools. It is up to national authorities to make sure that
public support is used for educational purposes. In Sweden, municipal-
ities have limited control through municipal budgets, but no control over
the economy of private schools. They do have some potential control
through different types of guidelines. However, it is voluntary for schools
to join the common guidelines. Therefore, the extent of quality control
varies between the Swedish municipalities.

These differences leave varying room for distinctiveness between the
countries. The room for distinctiveness is particularly large in Denmark
and Norway but less so in Sweden, where the same law regulates all
schools. The municipal role in the national approval process also varies.
In both Norway and Sweden, municipalities are heard when a private
actor wishes to establish a school in the municipality, yet they have no
veto power. In Denmark, it is an entirely national process.
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The limited degree of control is to some extent reflected in sceptical
attitudes towards nonprofit schools from the municipal point of view.
Again, this holds particularly true for Denmark and Norway. In spite of
overall support for nonprofit schools, there is frustration regarding the
steering challenges experienced. This is less evident in the Swedish case,
where attitudes towards private schools are more a result of ideological
positions than practical steering challenges. These ideological positions
are also evident in Denmark, but to a lower extent than in Sweden,
probably because of the opportunities for for-profit providers in Sweden
and the long historical tradition of nonprofit providers in Denmark.

When it comes to elements of competition, there are some overall
differences between the three countries. First, freedom of choice between
all schools is defended by national legislation in both Denmark and
Sweden. In Norway, opportunities for choice between public schools are
largely a municipal decision, while it has always been possible to choose
between public schools and nonprofit schools. Therefore, it is also pos-
sible to have competition in municipalities that—as in one of the case
municipalities—have not implemented freedom of choice.

However, in the Norwegian case, the argument is that public and
nonprofit schools attract different segments of the population and that
there is, therefore, a low degree of competition and no municipal
attempts to attract more pupils to public schools in the case munici-
palities. In contrast, there are clear signs of political interest in promoting
public schools in both case municipalities in Denmark. In spite of general
support for nonprofit schools, preventing the deselection of public
schools is a primary ambition. In Sweden, municipalities are also aware of
the competitive situation. However, the two case municipalities reacted
in very different ways: One of the municipalities reacted by promoting
transparency for parents in their choice of schools, while the other
promoted public schools, similar to the Danish case municipalities.

Across the three Scandinavian countries, elements of collaboration are
much more widespread in the relationship between municipalities and
public schools than nonprofit schools. This is not surprising as public
schools are a part of the municipal structure. There are, however, some
differences across countries. The tendency is that collaboration between
private schools and municipalities is closer in Sweden than in Norway
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and Denmark, where collaboration is very limited in the cases studied.
However, also in Sweden, there is large variation across the case
municipalities. In one of the municipalities, collaboration is limited to
formal meetings, while there is more collaboration in the other munic-
ipality—for instance, through common guidelines and common surveys.

The case studies also show that the trends identified at the municipal
level are to a large extent reflected at the school level. In all three
countries, private providers perceive a large degree of freedom regarding
the running of the schools, and this freedom is highly valued. In contrast,
public schools experience a high and increasing degree of control,
especially from the national level, but—particularly in Denmark—at the
local level as well, although this varies between the case municipalities.

Regarding elements of competition, this is clearly experienced at the
school level in both Denmark and Sweden. Whether the schools just
accept the situation as it is or take specific actions to attract new pupils
varies. In the Norwegian case municipalities, neither the schools nor the
municipalities perceive nonprofit schools as competitors. However, this
might be different in other local communities where private schools make
particular public schools redundant.

Finally, regarding collaboration, perceptions are very similar to per-
ceptions at the municipal level: Collaborative relations are more wide-
spread when it comes to public schools than private schools. Nonprofit
schools in both Denmark and Norway would like to have closer relations
with their municipalities than is currently the case. In contrast, private
schools in Sweden do have formal meetings with the municipality; and in
one of the municipalities, private schools have voluntarily chosen to
participate in more collaborative activities.

Altogether, the analysis shows important similarities between the three
countries: Among the most important of these is the fact that the degree
of municipal control is much lower when it comes to private schools than
public schools. Another common trend is that there is a higher degree of
collaboration between municipalities and public schools than nonprofit
schools. However, there are also important differences, indicating that
variation in national legislation, as described in detail in Chap. 3, is to a
large extent reflected in actions and attitudes at the local level, in terms of
both the municipal level and school level.
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First, sector distinctiveness varies between the countries. Sweden is the
most marketised of the three Scandinavian countries given its opportu-
nities for for-profit providers to establish schools. At the same time,
Sweden has the largest degree of control and regulation over private
schools, supporting the theoretical assumption that more market creates
more regulation (Delvik et al. 2015, 106). Second, the analysis shows a
larger focus on equal services in Sweden than in Denmark and Norway,
where nonprofit schools are often based on specific principles or values.
In Norway, distinctiveness is even a criterion for establishing a nonprofit
school. This leaves private schools in Sweden with less room for dis-
tinctiveness than in Norway and Denmark, which makes it more difhicult
for citizens to make an active choice between services with distinctive
profiles. In relation to this, it is interesting that there are no significant
differences between for-profit and nonprofit providers in Sweden when it
comes to the local governing of schools.

Possible reasons for the identified differences across the Scandinavian
countries can be found in different historical legacies. Both in Norway
and Denmark, there has been a long historical tradition of nonprofit
schools (Ibsen and Habermann 2006; Thuen and Tveit 2013). This
historical tendency towards autonomy has remained very strong in spite
of overall trends towards more regulation. In Sweden, the vast majority
of primary and lower secondary schools has been under government
control for many decades (Lundstrom and Wijkstrom 1995, 20); and
until the 1990s, private schools only played a minimal role. The his-
torical weight of equality in the Swedish welfare state (Bunar 2010, 56),
together with newer trends of market principles, have been dominating
the field of schools in Sweden, leaving less room for distinctiveness.

Altogether, the local governing of schools in Scandinavia does not
show any clear signs of collaborative steering relations—at least not in the
sense of dialogue and learning relations, which are some of the central
characteristics of collaborative governance (Donahue and Zeckhauser
2011). Although the national steering of private providers can be char-
acterised as indirect steering, where both the state and private providers
influence the service provision (Segaard and Saglie, Chap. 3), collabo-
rative steering relations at the local level are very limited. In relation to
private schools, there is very limited collaboration, especially in Denmark
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and Norway, but also less control, leaving room for distinctiveness.
When it comes to public schools, the control-based regime seems to be
dominating, but there are elements of involvement and dialogue between
municipalities and public schools.

The results of the analysis show a number of trade-offs worth dis-
cussing in relation to the implications of different types of welfare mix
and local governing of different types of providers. These issues clearly
show that the local governing of schools takes place in a complex mix of
logics and tools from state, market and civil society.

First, there is a trade-off between the autonomy of schools and col-
laboration between schools and municipalities, particularly evident in
Denmark and Norway. On the one hand, private schools value their
independence and potential for developing a distinct profile. On the
other hand, they would like to have more collaboration with the
municipalities and be more accepted as alternative providers. In Sweden,
private schools are to a larger extent integrated into the school system,
but they also have less autonomy. However, there are local variations in
the extent to which private schools are integrated.

Second, there is a related trade-off between equivalent quality and
distinctiveness. Part of the reason why nonprofit schools are not fully
accepted as an integrated part of the school system in Danish and
Norwegian municipalities seems to be the clash between strong norms
for equivalent quality and strong norms for autonomy and distinctive-
ness. In Sweden, another path has been chosen: A heavy focus on
equivalent quality and services, resulting in less room for distinctiveness.

Third, there is a trade-off between autonomy and accountability.
When schools have a high degree of autonomy, tools for accountability
are limited, which is the case in Norway and Denmark. Again, the
situation in Sweden is different, because all schools are subject to the
same law and have to follow the same national curriculum. This creates
better possibilities for accountability, but less room for autonomy
(Gustafsson et al. 2016, 56).

These points are interesting to discuss in relation to the role played by
nonprofit actors in welfare services. The nonprofit sector is often—and
has historically been—seen as a ‘field of experimentation’ and as provi-
ders of distinct, innovative and specialised services (Weisbrod 1977;
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Anheier 2009, 1092; Mariani and Cavanego 2013). However, possibil-
ities for experimentation vary due to the level of control, and control is
often implemented to ensure a legitimate accountability structure (Smith
and Grenbjerg 20006).

The issues above are also relevant for the arguments surrounding the
implementation of freedom of choice. One of the arguments is that
citizens should be able to choose between different types of services
(Petersen and Hjelmar 2013, 6). However, if the level of control is too
high, it is clearly more difficult to have providers with a high degree of
distinctiveness (Gustafsson et al. 2016, 48, 56). This paradox is partic-
ularly evident in the Swedish case: Although Sweden is the most mar-
ketised of the three countries, it is also the country with the least room
for distinctiveness. With such a limited potential for distinctiveness, it
can be debated whether citizens actually have real opportunities for
choice which is a relevant point in the discussion of possibilities for active
citizenship.

The country-specific differences above can be related to the fact that
some of the Swedish private schools are run by for-profit actors, while all
alternatives in Denmark and Norway are nonprofit schools. According to
the classic literature, the non-distributional constraint is likely to create
trust in nonprofit organisations (Hanssmann 1987), which might lead to
lower demands for accountability. However, the high level of autonomy
for nonprofit schools in Denmark and Norway also has to be seen in light
of the long historical tradition of nonprofit organisations in these
countries (Henriksen and Bundesen 2004; Ibsen and Habermann 2006;
Thuen and Tveit 2013).

Altogether, the results of the case studies show that local governing in
the field of primary schools largely reflects national legislation in the field.
Moreover, local governing has clear implications for the local perceptions
and actions of the schools. Finally, it is evident that there are large
differences in the local governing of schools across public and private
providers; to some extent, there are also variations between the three
Scandinavian countries in spite of their other similarities, especially when
it comes to the type of welfare regime. However, the results also suggest
the institutional sector does not alone create the differences between the
different types of providers. The complex interplay between regulation,
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funding and norms in the field are also of crucial importance. Together
with local governing, national legislation has a large impact on the
potential for distinctive services, accountability, equal quality and equal
competition in the field of schools in Scandinavia. The balance between
these elements is central to discuss in the future development of the
welfare state in the three countries. In the concluding chapter, the
importance of institutional legacies and political strategies for regulating
the welfare mix and the distinctiveness of for-profit and nonprofit services
will be further discussed.

Notes

1. www.friskoler.dk
2. In practice, this payment refers to a repayment of the block grant
municipalities receive for each school-seeking child in the municipality

(www friskoler.dk).
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