
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csje20

Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/csje20

Perceptions on the Local School and Further
education: A Rural School Leader’s Perspective

Daniel Nordholm, Elisabet Nihlfors & Anders Arnqvist

To cite this article: Daniel Nordholm, Elisabet Nihlfors & Anders Arnqvist (2022) Perceptions
on the Local School and Further education: A Rural School Leader’s Perspective, Scandinavian
Journal of Educational Research, 66:1, 150-162, DOI: 10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 11 Jan 2021.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 965

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

Citing articles: 1 View citing articles 

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csje20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/csje20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csje20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csje20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-11
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2021-01-11
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447#tabModule


Perceptions on the Local School and Further education: A Rural
School Leader’s Perspective
Daniel Nordholm, Elisabet Nihlfors and Anders Arnqvist

Faculty of Education, Uppsala university, Uppsala, Sweden

ABSTRACT
The aim of this article is to analyze the perceptions on the local school and
further education in the local community from a school leader’s
perspective. Another aim is to explore characteristics of sparsely
populated rural areas. Data were derived from a survey on Swedish
school leaders (n = 1,270). The results show significant variances
between four municipality types – the local school and further
education are, according to the school leaders, generally valued highest
in the large cities and lowest in sparsely populated rural municipalities.
The article also reveals certain details of sparsely populated rural areas,
for instance, a different type of expectation but also value of the local
school, and well-developed collaborations between the schools and the
local community. Furthermore, low expectations on the local school is
also voiced by school staff. These nationwide results contribute to
ongoing discussions on school leadership and education in the
Scandinavian countries.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 31 January 2020
Accepted 13 December 2020

KEYWORDS
Comparative perspective;
school leaders; sparsely
populated rural areas;
Sweden

1. Introduction

Worldwide, there is a great variety of local school contexts, establishing specific conditions for
school leaders’ work. Research have shown that successful school leadership is linked to the capacity
to understand and adapt leadership to the specific setting (e.g., Hallinger, 2011; Moos et al., 2011;
Wahlstrom et al., 2015) which, however, does not mean that school leaders must use qualitatively
different practices in every different context (Leithwood et al., 2008). Against this background, this
article draws specific attention to school leaders in rural areas, a research area that hitherto has
received modest attention in leadership research, both internationally and in the Scandinavian
context.

In reviewing the current body of research on school leadership in rural areas, Preston et al.
(2013) identified important challenges that are typical of rural school leaders. With regard to school
accountability and improvement work, rural school leaders, as opposed to their colleagues in larger
cities, often lack administrative support and basic resources even if they are expected to be held to
the same accountability standards (see also Arnold et al., 2005; Ashton & Duncan, 2012; Canales
et al., 2008). Also, these school leaders work more frequently with social issues due to poverty
and families’ socio-economic standards, handling a wide range of tasks and expectations in the
local leadership. In this regard, the work of Loeb et al. (2010) showed that school leaders who
have less experience and less education often work in the most challenging contexts – in their

© 2021 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License (http://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the
original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

CONTACT Daniel Nordholm daniel.nordholm@rut.uu.se

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
2022, VOL. 66, NO. 1, 150–162
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2020.1865447&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2022-01-13
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
mailto:daniel.nordholm@rut.uu.se
http://www.tandfonline.com


case with many low-income, non-White and/or low-achieving students. As noted by Helgøy and
Homme (2017), parents with less formal education are also more insecure when it comes to
their own experiences of school and education, which could reduce collaboration between parents
and schools. Several studies have also shown that school leaders in rural areas spend a greater
amount of time building strong community relations with local organizations and their members
(Harmon & Schafft, 2009). Research have also revealed that rural school leaders spend less time col-
laborating with other school leader colleagues, e.g., due to long distances between schools, a wide
range of tasks, and a culture of working alone (e.g., Steward & Matthews, 2015).

Regarding Scandinavia and Sweden, influential research have shown that context counts and that
leadership values are essential. School leaders, as leaders, are handling relations with many different
groups inside and outside of schools, both in hierarchy and in different networks (Paulsen et al.,
2016). In Sweden and in the other Nordic countries, school leaders have to navigate between the
national leadership (through the Education Act, nationwide curricula), local political leadership
(school boards with members nominated by political elections), and superintendents (serving the
municipal political board and head of the department). These relations have also been subject to
longitudinal studies in the Nordic countries (see e.g., Moos et al., 2016; Moos & Paulsen, 2014).
The ongoing interactive processes, holding different power relations, build on confidence and
trust and involve both risks and opportunities for school leaders (Helstad & Møller, 2013). One
dilemma, with respect to these contextual differences, concerns how to develop equivalence in edu-
cation in all schools, regardless of the local context, size, socio-economic situation, and so forth.
Statements regarding these dilemmas also address the perception of the entire mission of education
and bildung (cf. Moos et al., 2016). It is worth emphasizing in this regard that former research have
also suggested that the current trends of globalization and New Public Management (NPM) shape
an inequality between urban and rural education (Freie & Eppley, 2014; Starr & White, 2008).
Recent research on Swedish school leaders’ professional identity (Nordholm et al., 2020a, 2020b)
also raised questions on how the local context is taken into account and integrated in school leaders’
leadership. The point of departure in this article draws attention to these former observations, par-
ticularly when it comes to school leadership in rural areas and how inquiries of this nature are
played out in these areas, both in Sweden and in Scandinavia.

By observing this current body of Scandinavian and Swedish research, it becomes clear that few
studies have analyzed nationwide data from a comparative perspective to explicitly explore simi-
larities and differences between school leaders in rural areas and other contexts. Having this
focus, this article engages with the growing body of research that draws attention to school leaders
in rural areas, which mostly have been conducted in American, Canadian, and Australian contexts
(cf. Preston et al., 2013). As an empirical case, Sweden is a sparsely populated country; thus, there is
a long tradition of small schools in the countryside. About 125 of Sweden’s 290 municipalities have
a population of fewer than 10,000 inhabitants, and 25 of these have fewer than 5,000 inhabitants
(Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions, 2017). The work of Johansson (2017) as
well as Beach et al. (2018), however, have contributed important insights on participation and
the influence of young people in different rural and urban contexts. These former findings also
address essential questions on equality and power relationships between town and countryside.
In times when some areas are being de-populated and inequality occurs between those who
move into the large cities and those who decide to live in the countryside, one could argue that
schools and their school leaders have a key function in the local community.

Accordingly, there are strong arguments to pay further attention to perceptions regarding the
local school and further education in the local community as well as to the experiences of school
leaders, especially in rural areas. Empirically, this article builds on data obtained from a survey
on Swedish school leaders, completed in January 2019 (subsequently detailed). The article applies
the categorization of municipalities defined by the Swedish Board of Agriculture (2019) (“large
city,” “city,” “rural areas,” and “sparsely populated rural areas”). The aim of this article is to analyze
the perceptions on the local school as well as further education in the local community from a
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school leader’s perspective. Another aim is to explore characteristics of sparsely populated rural
areas. The following research questions directed the analytical work:

(1) What are the perceptions of school leaders in different municipalities regarding the local school
and further education in the local school community?

(2) Do school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas have specific characteristics, and, if so, how
can these differences be explained?

The article is structured as follows. First, details on the analytical work is provided. The results of
the quantitative and the qualitative data analysis are then presented in an integrated write-up. The
article ends with a discussion and some conclusions.

2. Method

2.1. Survey and Sample

Regarding the survey, e-mail addresses to school leaders were obtained from the Swedish
National Agency for Education. According to the official statistics (Swedish National Agency
for Education, 2019), there are currently 3,600 school leaders in Sweden in full-time employ-
ment. With regard to how the school leader’s assignment is formed in the Swedish context, a
number of considerations were made. Temporary appointed or hired-in school leaders were
excluded because they have fewer opportunities to answer detailed questions on leadership linked
to the local community. Deputy school leaders were also excluded because in Sweden, they do
not have an overall responsibility from a school leadership perspective, for instance, regarding
legal matters and economic issues such as budget and salary setting. School leaders in both public
and independent schools, however, were included. One main argument for integrating and mer-
ging the different forms of school ownership was that no significant differences were detected
between the various forms.

Taking this into consideration, the survey targeted approximately 3,000 school leaders. After
sending the initial e-mail, it became obvious that the e-mail addresses were not entirely updated;
consequently, some work was done to find the “missing” school leaders. New e-mails were sent
to these school leaders. Thereafter, two reminders were sent out to all the school leaders.

Despite these challenges, the data collected meet the purpose and objectives of this article. The
final sample of school leaders (n = 1,270) represented 249 out of the 290 local municipalities.
There was a nice spread between the four types of municipalities defined by the Swedish
Board of Agriculture (2019) (large city, city, rural areas, and sparsely populated rural areas).
Another strength of the empirical data is that there was a good spread, in terms of age, number
of years in the profession, size of the school unit, gender, and a satisfying spread in terms of
school ownership.

Regarding the non-response analysis, some possible factors need to be highlighted. One difficulty
already highlighted was the struggles in obtaining updated e-mail addresses from the National
Agency for Education. Another factor is that Swedish school leaders tend to change jobs more
often than their European colleagues (OECD, 2016), which means that positions are vacant and
that quite a lot of school leaders are replaced by a temporary school leader. An additional factor
was also that some e-mails got stuck in the municipal spam filters; therefore, all reminders were
sent directly to the schools. Thirteen participants were dropped because of missing data.

2.2. The Quantitative Data Analysis

The questionnaire consisted of 42 questions. However, only questions on school leaders’ back-
grounds and those addressing perceptions on education in the local community were used in
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this analysis. The first part of the questionnaire included questions on the following background
variables: school authorities (independent or public), type of school (preschool, primary, or second-
ary), type of municipality, gender, age, and length of time as school leader.

In the second part, the school leaders were asked to estimate different statements regarding
their perceptions on the value of education in their local context. The school leaders were
asked to answer the questions by indicating on a scale, ranging from 1 (not at all) to 6 (to a
great extent), how much they agreed with the statements. The statements in the questionnaire
pertained to: the value of the education in the local community, the number of students conti-
nuing on to upper secondary school, the number of students continuing on to university studies
and finally, the opportunities to find employment after elementary school. The questions, indi-
vidually and combined, address important aspects regarding the prevailing perceptions on the
local school and further education in the local community from a school leader’s perspective.
Thus, the quantitative analysis primarily addresses the first research question. Concerning the
first question, it provides an indicator of the overall ideas and perceptions that exist in the
local community. When it comes to questions two and three, they address the attitudes toward
further education after compulsory school and also whether further studies are considered
important in the local community. Regarding the fourth and final question, it exemplifies an
alternative (or competitor) to further education. Thus, the question says something about the
relationship between further studies and employment, and whether both girls and boys should
study when there may be jobs in the local community.

Data were analyzed using software for quantitative data analysis (SPSS) by comparing distri-
butions of the ratings for the questions on school leaders’ prevailing perceptions on the local school
and further education in the local community. The Chi2-analyses were executed by computing
measures and testing the relationships between the items in the questionnaire and the type of muni-
cipality. To examine the relationship between the type of municipality and school leaders’ percep-
tions, a post hoc test with Bonferroni correction for multiple testing was performed.

2.3. The Qualitative Data Analysis

The qualitative data analysis complemented and deepened the Chi2-analysis. Free text answers
were imported and organized with the assistance of software for qualitative data analysis
(NVivo 12). An analysis scheme (cf. Miles et al., 2014) was developed to structure the analytical
work (see Figure 1). Initially, the analysis strived to detect extracts demonstrating what the
school leaders’ perceptions are on the local school and further education in the local community.
These descriptions were grouped by the four municipality types defined by the Swedish Board of
Agriculture (2019) (large city, city, rural areas, and sparsely populated rural areas). Extracts and
quotes from school leaders from the four municipality types were, in turn, compared and ana-
lyzed to explore whether school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas have certain character-
istics, and, if so, how these differences can be explained. Accordingly, the qualitative analysis
primarily addressed research question two by exploring the variations shown in the quantitative
analyses.

The extracts and quotes provided below are selected because they are illustrative examples but
also contrast cases in order to deepen the quantitative analysis. It is also worth highlighting that
each anonymized school leader is unique, i.e., they are only used once in the result presentation.

3. Results

This section is structured by the four statements that the school leaders were asked to rate by indi-
cating on a scale ranging from 1 to 6 the extent to which they agreed with the statements. The results
are presented under three subheadings (perceptions on the local school, perceptions on further edu-
cation, and job opportunities after elementary school). The results of the qualitative analysis are, as
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noted, used to explore and expand the results of the Chi2-analyses and the two research questions
put forward.

3.1. Perceptions on the Local School and Education

In the initial analysis, school leader’s perceptions of how the local school and education are valued
in the local community are centered. The distribution of school leaders’ estimation is presented
below (see Table 1).

Tabel 1. Distribution of principals’ estimation of the value of education in the local society.

Type of municipality

Respons scale Large city City Rural area Sparsely populated area Total

Do not know Count 21 19 43 2 85
% of Total 1.7% 1.5% 3.4% 0.2% 6.7%

Not at all Count 6 13 16 5 40
% of Total 0.5% 1.0% 1.3% 0.4% 3.1%

2 Count 19 30 85 20 154
% of Total 1.5% 2.4% 6.7% 1.6% 12.1%

3 Count 44 66 113 20 243
% of Total 3.5% 5.2% 8.9% 1.6% 19.1%

4 Count 50 78 127 6 261
% of Total 3.9% 6.1% 10.0% 0.5% 20.6%

5 Count 65 96 104 4 269
% of Total 5.1% 7.6% 8.2% 0.3% 21.2%

To a great extend Count 102 78 36 2 218
% of Total 8.0% 6.1% 2.8% 0.2% 17.2%

Total Count 307 380 524 59 1270
% of Total 24.2% 29.9% 41.3% 4.6% 100.0%

Figure 1. Analysis scheme.
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As shown in Table 1, school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas estimated the value of edu-
cation in their local community lower than school leader’s estimation in the three other municipal-
ity types. Thus, the Chi2-analysis showed a significant relationship between the type of municipality
and estimations made by the school leaders, X2 (18, N = 1270) = 174.70, p < .001. Measures of
relationship between columns and rows were computed, and the Cramer’s V equaled .35, indicating
a moderate effect size. Post hoc test showed that education was less valued in rural areas and spar-
sely populated area (p < .005).

The qualitative analyses provided a more in-depth picture of the Chi2- analysis concerning
characteristics of sparsely populated rural areas, contrasting the three other municipality categories.
More precisely, no school leader in this municipality type depicted that the expectations on the local
school are high, at least from a pedagogical point of view, and that education is valued highly in the
local community. In their explanations, school leaders described these perceptions in the local com-
munity, in terms of the “rural culture,” “the mentality of a small municipality,” “industrial commu-
nity mentality,” and “low education culture.”

However, the results showing low expectations on the local school and further education could
be problematized. More precisely, even if the expectations, generally, are lower in these municipa-
lities from a pedagogical point of view, parents still have clear expectations on the local school. Par-
ker, a school leader in a sparsely populated municipality, explained:

I work in a small municipality in which there is only one F-6 school. Parents have an expectation to be
involved and decide about many things in the school, especially if things are not good. Therefore, I have to
work a lot to promote good forms of collaboration with them.

Thus, school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas pointed out that the local school is seen as an
important institution in the small community. According to some school leaders, people believe
that schools have a key function for the stability in the small community, even though (academic)
education is not of high priority. Expectations on the local school therefore are of a different nature
compared to the other municipality types. Elliot voiced this as follows:

There is a culture in the municipality that the social (mission) of the school is more important than the edu-
cation itself. Many people also know how it should be.

The analyses also revealed other characteristics of sparsely populated rural areas. These school lea-
ders, for example, emphasized that there is a “strong unity” in the village, where there is a culture of
“everyone knows everyone.” Therefore, as a school leader, you know many people personally, e.g.,
parents, politicians, people in the local business community, which leads to certain expectations on
school leaders and the local school. Some school leaders described these contextual factors in rather
positive terms, e.g., stating that communication paths become shorter; therefore, it becomes easier
to reach a common ground on many questions. However, other school leaders highlighted that
these expectations can also be burdensome. Such expressions were not found among school leaders
in the other municipality types, as exemplified here by Taylor:

The fact that I live and work in the same small community makes me feel greater pressures from the surround-
ing community. Here, I cannot resign and seek another school leadership job because then, I let the whole
village down.

Summing up this first section, school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas estimated the value of
education in their local community lower than school leaders in the other threemunicipality types. In
the qualitative analysis, the school leaders confirmed these results, for instance, by referring to a “rural
culture,” “the mentality of a small municipality,” and an “industrial community mentality” in the
local community. It is worth emphasizing that comparable vocabularies and explanations were not
found in the othermunicipality types.However, even if school leaders expressed that the expectations
on the local school and education are low from a pedagogical point of view, they explained that the
local school, as such, can have an important function in the local community. Therefore, expectations
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on the local school and education could still be rather high even if they have a somewhat different
character, which is described in both positive and negative terms by the school leaders.

3.2. Perceptions on Further Education

The second analysis centered around school leaders’ estimations on whether students continue on
to upper secondary school. This analysis also focused on school leaders’ estimation of students con-
tinuing on to university studies. The distribution of school leaders’ estimations is shown below (see
Tables 2 and 3).

The table shows a significant relationship between the type of municipality and school leaders’
estimations on whether students continue to upper secondary school, X2 (18, N = 1270) = 68.90, p
< .001. More precisely, school leaders in large cities and cities estimated that more students continue
on to upper secondary school than school leaders in rural and sparsely populated rural areas. It is
worth noting that nearly 30% of the school leaders could not estimate the extent to which students
continued on to upper secondary school. The measure of the relationship in this analysis was Cra-
mer’s V = .16, indicating a small effect size. Post hoc tests showed that principals in rural areas and
in sparsely populated areas perceived that only a few students would continue on to upper second-
ary school (p < .005).

The table shows a significant relationship between the type of municipality and the estimation of
the school leaders, X2 (18, N = 1270) = 89.82, p < .001. More detailed, school leaders in large cities
and cities estimated that students continue on to university studies to a greater extent than school
leaders in rural and sparsely populated rural areas (p < .005). Comparable to the former question,
over 30% of the school leaders could not estimate the number of students continuing on to univer-
sity studies.

The qualitative data analysis generally confirmed the overall picture revealed in the Chi2 analy-
sis. To start with, none of the school leaders in the city municipalities commented that only a few
students go on to upper secondary school, or that university studies are considered to be unimpor-
tant, or that students find employment immediately after compulsory school in their local commu-
nity. This is also true for the school leaders in more “challenging” school contexts. However, this
does not mean that such perceptions do not exist in these local communities, but they do not appear
to be characteristic of these two municipality types.

Regarding characteristics of school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas, the qualitative
analysis identified details that could expand the understanding of the differences between the muni-
cipality types. Some school leaders argued that there is a “lack of an education culture” and that

Table 2. Distribution of principals’ estimation that only a few students continue on to upper secondary school.

Type of municipality

Respons scale Large city City Rural area Sparsely populated area Total

Do not know Count 101 112 149 12 374
% of Total 8.0% 8.8% 11.7% 0.9% 29.4%

Not at all Count 101 104 105 7 317
% of Total 8.0% 8.2% 8.3% 0.6% 25.0%

2 Count 40 77 132 14 263
% of Total 3.1% 6.1% 10.4% 1.1% 20.7%

3 Count 16 18 50 5 89
% of Total 1.3% 1.4% 3.9% 0.4% 7.0%

4 Count 21 30 45 11 107
% of Total 1.7% 2.4% 3.5% 0.9% 8.4%

5 Count 15 24 36 9 84
% of Total 1.2% 1.9% 2.8% 0.7% 6.6%

To a great extend Count 13 15 7 1 36
% of Total 1.0% 1.2% 0.6% 0.1% 2.8%

Total Count 307 380 524 59 1270
% of Total 24.2% 29.9% 41.3% 4.6% 100.0%
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there is “skepticism toward education” in general, particularly toward university studies. Such
examples contrast the opinions voiced by school leaders in the other municipality types, most
clearly in the city and large city category. Especially in the two city categories, school leaders in
both the public and the independent schools expressed that parents and the local community
have high expectations that the school should provide a solid knowledge base for pupils’ further
studies and that pupils should receive high grades so that they can enter the “right” upper secondary
school. Quinn exemplified such expectations:

(We have) strong parents who have both the financial and the educational status, which can be a challenge.
Many times… they can be burdensome if they receive a negative answer when it comes to a holiday request or
low grades.

Noteworthy, the analysis also revealed that it is not only among parents and members of the local
community that the attitude toward further education is negative in sparsely populated rural areas.
One school leader, Eli, replied as follows on the question of what is characteristic of the schools and
in the municipality:

The lack of academic traditions in the local community, but also among the school staff. There is also a lack of
knowledge based on facts among school staff and among parents.

The quotation appears important in several aspects. More precisely, the quote indicates that it is
not only in the surrounding community that there is skepticism toward further education, i.e.,
school staff can also contribute to such perceptions. It is worth highlighting that quotes of a simi-
lar nature were not found among school leaders in the other municipality types. Other charac-
teristics were that school leaders explicitly underlined the low level of formal education among
staff and the difficulties in hiring skilled staff compared to school leaders in the three other muni-
cipality types.

Finally, it may also be relevant to note that school leaders actively sought to influence atti-
tudes toward further education. School leaders also expressed a desire to influence pupils and
youths by encouraging them to undertake further studies. For example, Billie argued that “I
would like to create an increased interest in studies in general, meaning that students should
be able to realize the advantages of further studies.” Another school leader, Jamie, stated that
(s)he would “like to see a greater future for our young people to stay in the municipality –
opportunities to study further (without having to move).” In a similar vein, Kim explained
that “I want the school to be the foundation that makes young people stay in the countryside,
or choose to move back.”

Table 3. Distribution of principals’ estimation that only a few students continue on to university studies.

Type of municipality

Respons scale Large city City Rural area Sparsely populated area Total

Do not know Count 107 129 180 14 430
% of Total 8.4% 10.2% 14.2% 1.1% 33.9%

Not at all Count 69 59 38 1 167
% of Total 5.4% 4.6% 3.0% 0.1% 13.1%

2 Count 47 68 90 7 212
% of Total 3.7% 5.4% 7.1% 0.6% 16.7%

3 Count 23 43 77 8 151
% of Total 1.8% 3.4% 6.1% 0.6% 11.9%

4 Count 21 32 69 8 130
% of Total 1.7% 2.5% 5.4% 0.6% 10.2%

5 Count 17 30 49 14 110
% of Total 1.3% 2.4% 3.9% 1.1% 8.7%

To a great extend Count 23 19 21 7 70
% of Total 1.8% 1.5% 1.7% 0.6% 5.5%

Total Count 307 380 524 59 1270
% of Total 24.2% 29.9% 41.3% 4.6% 100.0%
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Summing up this second section, school leaders in large cities and cities estimated that more stu-
dents continue on to upper secondary school compared to school leaders in rural and sparsely
populated rural areas. In addition, school leaders in large cities and cities also estimated that stu-
dents continue on to university studies to a greater extent than school leaders in rural and sparsely
populated rural areas. Regarding the qualitative analysis and characteristics of sparsely populated
rural areas, these school leaders described that there is a “lack of an education culture” in these
municipalities and that there is “skepticism toward education” in general, particularly toward uni-
versity studies. As noted, such vocabularies and explanations were not found among school leaders
in the other municipality types. These dictums also contrast the school leaders in the two city cat-
egories, who recurrently emphasized high expectations among parents and in the local community
regarding the level of teaching and on pupils’ grades.

3.3. Job Opportunities After Elementary School

The last part of the analysis focuses on school leaders’ estimation of the opportunity to find employ-
ment after elementary school. The results are presented below (see Table 4).

The table shows a relationship between the type of municipality and school leaders’ estimations,
X2 (18, N = 1270) = 41.10, p < .001. However, this relationship was rather weak, as shown by a Cra-
mer’s V = .16. Post hoc test showed that principals in rural areas, in particular, estimated that the
opportunities to find employment after school were low (p < .005). In addition, the same pattern as
for the above questions was found, that is, nearly 30% of the school leaders could not estimate the
possibilities to find employment after elementary school.

Thus, to delve deeper into the questions on job opportunities after compulsory school and the
relationship between further studies and employment, the qualitative analysis provided some details
of sparsely populated rural communities. For example, some school leaders explained that there are
well-developed collaborations between schools and actors in the local community that can facilitate
students finding employment even directly after elementary school. Such descriptions are in con-
trast to those in the other municipality types, not least the large city and the city type where school
leaders instead request closer collaborations between schools and local companies, for instance,
through internships, study visits, and so forth.

At the same time, several school leaders commented that jobs are getting fewer even in sparsely
populated rural areas, which increases the importance of education and the existence of the local
school. Some school leaders also underscored that one thing does not necessary exclude the

Table 4. Distribution of principals’ estimation that opportunities to find employment after elementary school are good.

Type of municipality

Respons scale Large city City Rural area Sparsely populated area Total

Do not know Count 119 117 155 10 401
% of Total 9.4% 9.2% 12.2% 0.8% 31.6%

Not at all Count 102 138 152 18 410
% of Total 8.0% 10.9% 12.0% 1.4% 32.3%

2 Count 43 65 86 13 207
% of Total 3.4% 5.1% 6.8% 1.0% 16.3%

3 Count 16 23 52 8 99
% of Total 1.3% 1.8% 4.1% 0.6% 7.8%

4 Count 10 11 35 4 60
% of Total 0.8% 0.9% 2.8% 0.3% 47%

5 Count 7 13 29 4 53
% of Total 0.6% 1.0% 2.3% 0.3% 4.2%

To a great extend Count 10 13 15 2 40
% of Total 0.8% 1.0% 1.2% 0.2% 3.1%

Total Count 307 380 524 59 1270
% of Total 24.2% 29.9% 41.3% 4.6% 100.0%
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other, that is, there is no contradiction between more students getting an academic education and
that local companies, for example, in the forest or steel industry, continue to develop, as described
here by Kendall:

(I wish) that the attitude toward education is increased and that the students are given the opportunity to work
in the village. (I wish) also that the inhabitants, in line with increased educational level, develop the business
sector in more areas and also in sustainable development.

Summing up this third section, the Chi2-analysis showed variances between the type of municipal-
ity and school leaders’ estimations even if this relationship was rather weak compared to the former
analysis. The qualitative data analysis, however, revealed some indications that could explain the
characteristics of sparsely populated rural areas. More precisely, in contrast to the other municipal-
ity types, some school leaders explained that there are well-developed collaborations between
schools and actors in the local community that can facilitate students finding employment even
after elementary school. In addition, school leaders also pointed out that the number of jobs is
decreasing even in sparsely populated rural areas, stressing that further education could be a pre-
requisite for young people to stay in these municipalities.

4. Discussion

The above-analysis has addressed two research questions. The first question centered around pre-
vailing perceptions regarding the local school and further education in the local community from a
school leader’s perspective. The second question focused on whether school leaders in sparsely
populated rural areas have certain characteristics, and, if so, how these differences could be
explained. The results showed significant variances between the four municipality types defined
by the Swedish Board of Agriculture (2019) (large city, city, rural areas, and sparsely populated
rural areas) regarding perceptions on the local school and further education. Generally, the local
school and further education, according to participating school leaders, are valued highest in the
large cities and lowest in the sparsely populated rural municipalities. In addition, the analysis
showed that these school leaders estimated that the opportunities to find employment after elemen-
tary school was higher compared to their colleagues in the three other municipality types, even if
this relationship was somewhat weak. Another finding of relevance is that a rather large number of
school leaders had difficulty answering several of the survey questions. This indicates that Swedish
school leaders might have a somewhat vague knowledge on the local context and how it impacts
their leadership. This seems problematic, not least because successful leadership is rooted in the
local context (cf. Hallinger, 2011; Wahlstrom et al., 2015).

Regarding characteristics of school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas and how these
characteristics can be explained, the qualitative analysis generally confirmed the results of the
Chi2 analyses. However, even if school leaders expressed that the expectations on the local school
and further education are low from a pedagogical point of view, they explained that the local school,
as such, can have an important function in the local community. Thus, parents’ expectations and
perceptions are somewhat different compared to the other types of municipalities. Noteworthy that
school leaders expressed that school staff also had feelings of low expectations on the local school
and skepticism toward further education. Some school leaders expressed that they try to influence
pupils and youths by encouraging them to undertake further studies. Regarding the opportunities
to find employment after elementary school, school leaders of sparsely populated rural areas
described that there are well-developed collaborations between schools and actors in the local com-
munity that can facilitate students finding employment even after elementary school. However,
against the background that jobs are getting fewer even in rural areas, some school leaders stressed
that further education in fact could be a prerequisite for young people to stay in these municipalities
because remaining companies need well educated people. From a broader perspective, a higher
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education level can possibly also impinge on the attitudes and expectations on the local school and
further education.

These results add important pieces to the current body of research on school leadership, both
from a Scandinavian and an international perspective. Linked to previous research highlighting
the importance of understanding and building school leadership rooted in the local context (see,
e.g., Hallinger, 2011; Moos et al., 2011), these variations become important to consider. In recent
studies on Swedish school leaders’ identity (Nordholm et al., 2020a, 2020b), questions are raised
regarding how the local context is taken into account and integrated in school leaders’ leadership.
In this regard, the mandatory National Principal Training Program in Sweden is organized into
three courses: “Educational law,” “Governance, organization and quality,” and “School Leadership.”
The revised program placed a lot of focus on school law, resource allocation, systematic quality
work, and governance issues. Without denying the importance of profound knowledge in these
areas, we still believe that there is a need to further emphasize that school leadership, also in Swe-
den, is context-dependent and that the local context forms a specific starting-point for successful
leadership and school improvement. Against the results of this article, this becomes perhaps
even more important for school leaders in sparsely populated rural areas.

More specifically, one result that is worth highlighting regarding context concerns low expec-
tations on the local school and further education, in combination with certain expectations on
and an appreciation for the local school among parents, even it is not related to pedagogy and/
or school improvement. As noted in the work of Helgøy and Homme (2017), parents with less for-
mal education are often more insecure when it comes to their own experiences of school and edu-
cation, which could impact on collaborations between parents and schools. These formal results
provide important perspectives to explain the characteristics of school leaders in sparsely populated
rural areas found in the above analysis. The results of the article also correspond to former work on
school leadership in rural areas showing that these school leaders spend a greater amount of time
building strong community relations (Harmon & Schafft, 2009). In the present case, school leaders
recurrently stressed that they put a lot of efforts building relationships with parents. At the same
time, they also had to handle the fact that parents in these municipalities wanted to participate
and decide on school issues, however, not necessarily related to pedagogy and school improvement.
Against this background, it becomes essential for these school leaders to work for a shift regarding
parents’ commitment and expectations so that it also includes children’s learning and development,
i.e., areas within which they are expected to be involved.

It is also important to put the results of this study in a wider perspective based on previous dis-
cussions on the whole purpose and the mission of education in the Nordic countries (cf. Moos et al.,
2016). Hence the variances revealed between the different municipality types provide important
input for further discussions, for instance, on equivalence and the right to a proper education
regardless of the region in the country, local school context, socio-economic conditions, and so
forth. More specifically, if expectations on the local school and further education are lower
among parents (and among school staff) in sparsely populated rural areas, questions could be raised
as to equality and whether all students are given the same opportunities in the Swedish school sys-
tem. At the same time, as some school leaders also pointed out, it is important to underscore that
there is no inherent contradiction between further education and being able to stay in the country-
side; rather, further education can be a prerequisite for doing so, after completed studies.

This wider discussion, therefore, includes questions on what kind of knowledge children and
young people need and request in these areas. In the current trends of NPM and globalization,
which tend to have a negative impact on rural areas (cf. Freie & Eppley, 2014; Starr & White,
2008), perhaps the time is right for a broader discussion on the purpose and goals of education
but also on the concept of knowledge. In such a discussion, it becomes essential to highlight prac-
tical-aesthetic teaching subjects, but also other teaching subjects that are difficult to measure and
evaluate, for example, philosophy and history. Linked to previous research (cf. Moos et al.,
2016), we believe that there is a need to not only dictate the importance of education but also
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bildung. Such a discussion, in our opinion, can open up for a more vibrant school leadership rooted
in the local context, where sense-making conversations between school leaders and parents can take
place, including the role and function of the local school, as well as how further education can con-
stitute a valuable platform for the children and youths in the local community.

That declared, some limitations of the current study must be underlined. Regarding method-
ology and the analytical work, it is relevant to note that the results of the article are “solely”
based on Swedish school leaders’ experiences and therefore should be considered with some cau-
tion. Accordingly, in further case studies, it becomes important to integrate parents and other actors
in the local community to attain broader and (perhaps) more nuanced images of the local school
and further education, especially in sparsely populated rural areas. In addition, the categorization
of municipalities (see the Swedish Board of Agriculture, 2019) must be highlighted. It is worth con-
sidering, for example, that the applied categorization is rather wide, which may lead to some nuan-
ces perhaps getting lost in the analysis. However, this categorization appeared more accurate
compared to other classifications in the Swedish context (see e.g., Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions, 2017) based on how the concept of “rural” areas and/or regions is pre-
sented and understood in an international context.

5. Conclusions

The results of this article show significant variances between different types of municipalities
regarding perceptions on the local school and further education in the local community. Generally,
the local school and further education, according to participating school leaders, are valued highest
in the large cities and lowest in sparsely populated rural municipalities. Regarding further charac-
teristics of sparsely populated rural areas, school leaders explained that even if the expectations on
the local school and education are low from a pedagogical point of view, the local school, as such,
can still have an important function in the local community. This is true even if parents’ expec-
tations and prospects are somewhat different. Low expectations on the local school and skepticism
toward further education are also feelings that are visible among school staff. School leaders also
expressed that they try to influence pupils and youths by encouraging them to undertake further
studies. They also described that there are well-developed collaborations between schools and actors
in the local community that can facilitate students finding employment even after elementary
school. Still, school leaders also emphasized that jobs are getting fewer even in rural areas. Some
school leaders stressed that further education could be a prerequisite for young people to stay in
these municipalities because remaining companies need well educated people.

These results add important knowledge to the current body of educational research, both in a
Scandinavian and an international perspective, addressing essential questions on school leaders’
work, but also wider angles on the whole purpose of education, bildung, and power-relationships
between the town and the countryside.
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