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Abstract
This article analyses how school leaders depict their autonomy and how they make 
sense of the relationship between autonomy and control. Attention is drawn to three 
leadership focuses: the pedagogical direction of the school, decision-making over 
the internal organisation, and school improvement work. The article integrates 
survey data on Swedish school leaders (n = 1286). In addition, two theoretical cat-
egories were applied in the qualitative data analysis to explore how school leaders 
and local education authorities and its independent counterpart make sense of the 
relationship between autonomy and control: technical sense-making (TSM) and 
critical reflective learning. The findings showed that school leaders, both in public 
and independent schools, experienced a rather high degree of autonomy within the 
three focuses. The findings also indicated that school leaders in independent schools 
experienced a higher degree of autonomy regarding the pedagogical direction of the 
school and school improvement work. However, the effect sizes were low, indicat-
ing that the results must be considered with caution. The qualitative data analysis, 
in turn, revealed an overall emphasis on TSM among school leaders both in public 
and independent schools, reducing the possibilities for a novel and vibrant leader-
ship. Based on these results, the article concludes that autonomy could constitute 
an important prerequisite for school leadership, but making sense of the relation-
ship between autonomy and control stands out as even more important for success-
ful school improvement.
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Introduction

In the last few decades, the concept of autonomy has attained increased atten-
tion in research on school improvement and school leadership. Comparable to 
efforts found in research on teacher autonomy and how this concept could con-
tribute to educational change (e.g. Hattie, 2011; Sahlberg, 2011), researchers 
have approached the concept of school leaders’ autonomy with different starting 
points. For instance, some studies have revealed a positive correlation between 
leadership autonomy, strategic decision-making and student performance (e.g. 
Fuchs & Wössman, 2004), and between increased autonomy and curricular 
changes that improve students’ results (Cladwell & Spinks, 2013). A correlation 
between increased autonomy on a personal management level and literacy skills 
was also demonstrated in the work of Maslowski et  al., (2007). However, it is 
emphasised that this correlation disappears when differences between schools’ 
student composition are taken into account; therefore, Maslowski et  al., (2007) 
stressed the importance of problematising the relationship between leadership 
autonomy and student learning further.

In doing so, Ko et al. (2016) argued that school autonomy and accountability 
are important dimensions of school leadership, but these elements are not enough 
for effective school improvement. It is argued that autonomy must be combined 
with profound leadership, comprehensive continuous professional develop-
ment and a positive, collaborative school climate. In reviewing the current body 
of research, Cheng et  al. (2016) also argued that traditional research on school 
autonomy is lacking. It is, for instance, claimed that too little attention has been 
paid to cultural autonomy and internal structural autonomy at individual and 
group levels, as well as to conceptual links between school autonomy and learn-
ing outcomes. Thus, Cheng et al. (2016) argued that internal autonomy could be 
equally important as external autonomy for school success.

Without overlooking these former paths, this article takes a somewhat different 
point of departure by relating to the work of Cribb and Gewritz, (2007), unpack-
ing the concepts of autonomy and control in education (elaborated in further 
detail below). One argument put forward underlines the importance of moving 
beyond a normative presumption that autonomy should always be understood as 
something positive and control as negative, and instead looking into the complex-
ity that surrounds these concepts. Cribb and Gewritz, (2007) also asserted that 
‘underlying such approach is a view of autonomy/control as both “always in pro-
cess and ubiquitous”’ and the concepts ‘are constantly being made and remade, 
and negotiated and renegotiated in all of our daily interactions’ (p. 205). Thus, 
negotiating and creating meaning of this relationship and adapting leadership to 
the local setting becomes an important and ongoing task for school leaders (cf. 
Hallinger, 2011).

Accordingly, this article does not intend to make an explicit contribution as to 
whether increased or decreased autonomy among school leaders leads to higher 
student results. Rather, the article aims to examine how Swedish school leaders 
depict their degree of autonomy and how they create meaning of the relationship 
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between autonomy and control by addressing three areas of focus in school lead-
ers’ work, namely: the pedagogical direction of the school, decision-making 
over the internal organisation, and school improvement work. We believe there 
are strong arguments to centre these focuses. Regarding the first focus, the peda-
gogical direction of the unit, international as well as Swedish research, has for a 
long time showed the importance of a determined leadership, with an emphasis 
on the quality of teaching in addition to clear goals and shared values (see e.g. 
Hord, 2004; Johansson, 2016; Leithwood & Montgomery, 1982). To empower 
such leadership, principals must also be given the mandate and prerequisites to 
actually lead the pedagogical direction of their units (author). Regarding school 
leaders’ decision-making over the internal organisation, there is, here as well, a 
long tradition of research both internationally and in Sweden showing that school 
leaders’ internal organisation becomes essential, both for students’ and teachers’ 
learning (see e.g. Schmuck & Runkel, 1994; Ekholm, 1989; Fullan, 2001; Jones 
& Harris, 2014). It is important to note here that the current Education Act (2010: 
800) also stipulates that Swedish principals have the mandate and task to organise 
their internal organisations. With regard to the third focus, school improvement, 
there is compelling research on the importance of school leadership for sustaina-
ble school improvement and educational change (see e.g. Townsend, 2007; Reyn-
olds, 2005; Liljenberg, 2015). To this end, school leaders need a sufficient degree 
of autonomy, enabling them to adapt their leadership to the local context (cf. Hal-
linger, 2011).

Against this backdrop, the Swedish case (also described further below) stands out 
as very relevant. For this article, Sweden is often portrayed as a striking example 
of decentralisation and marketisation and a system in which public and independ-
ent1 schools together form a school market from preschool to adult education (Allen, 
2010; Lundahl, 2002a, 2002b; Rönnberg, 2015). However, up until now, we have 
had limited knowledge on the similarities and differences between school leaders 
in public and independent schools, for instance, when it comes to how they depict 
their degree of autonomy and how they create meaning of the relationship between 
autonomy and control in this decentralised system.

In a school system, such as the Swedish one, school leaders have to create mean-
ing in dialogues with other educational professionals in the local municipality. One 
level that has proven to be of great importance in this regard is the central municipal 
level and how it interacts with school leaders in the local schools. For instance, from 
former research, we know that Local Education Authorities (LEAs)2 can have a key 
function in educational reforms and school improvements (see e.g. Anderson, et al., 
2012; Campbell & Murillo, 2005; Chapman & Hadfield, 2010). Having stated this, 

1 The term independent schools comprises a range of school organisers, i.e. from large school companies 
to small cooperatives. The schools are financed through a state voucher system and do not charge any 
fees.
2 The term LEA in Sweden generally refers to locally elected politicians and school administrators at the 
central municipal level. Regarding independent schools, there is a wide range of owner structures, rang-
ing from a company board to a local board at the individual school level led by parents.
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there are also strong arguments for focusing on the relationship between school lead-
ers and LEAs in local meaning-making.

The article analyses both quantitative and qualitative data attained from a sur-
vey on Swedish school leaders completed in January 2019 (subsequently detailed). 
Linked to the aim and the three focuses of this paper, some questions addressed the 
pedagogical direction of the school, decision-making over the internal organisation, 
and improvement work. The aim of the article is to analyse how Swedish school 
leaders depict their autonomy and how they negotiate and make sense of the rela-
tionship between autonomy and control. The following research questions directed 
the analytical work:

(1) How do Swedish school leaders depict their degree of autonomy in the areas 
of the pedagogical direction of the school, decision- making over the internal 
organisation, and improvement work?

(2) What similarities and differences exist between school leaders in public and 
independent schools and their sense-making of autonomy and control?

The article is structured as follows: First, the Swedish case is described. Then, the 
theoretical point of departure is outlined. Empirical material and methods are then 
introduced. In the following results presentation, quantitative and qualitative data 
are analysed in an integrated format. The result section is structured by the three 
autonomy focuses of certain importance for this article, namely: the pedagogical 
direction of the unit, decision-making over the internal organisation, and improve-
ment work. The article ends with a discussion and implications for future research.

Introducing the Swedish case

From a historical perspective, an increasing number of school systems around the 
world have gradually become more decentralised and marked-adopted (e.g. Gewirtz 
& Ball, 2000; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; OECD, 2015; Pont et al., 2008). In this 
regard, the Swedish school system is often described as a striking example and 
sometimes even as a “pilot project” (Blossing et al., 2014; Seashore Louis, 2013). 
During the 1990s, the local municipalities in Sweden were given increased respon-
sibility as Local Education Authorities (LEAs), becoming more directly responsible 
and accountable for their schools in 1991. Thus, LEAs and local school principals 
were responsible for issues related to school leadership and school improvement, 
as opposed to the former system in which they received detailed instructions from 
the government and its agencies (Lundahl, 2002a, 2002b). In connection with this 
shift, parents could now exercise their right to choose a school for their children 
other than the local school. Another market change in 1992, to improve school qual-
ity in Sweden, led to the start of a school system for independent school organisers. 
They, together with public schools, from this point onwards, form a school market in 
Sweden.

The Swedish case and the transformation, which in many ways started in the 
1990s, is noteworthy from several perspectives. For instance, researchers have 
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reasoned that the market orientation in Sweden led to a shift regarding the view on 
education, “from public good” to “private good” (Englund, 1994; Rönnberg, 2011). 
Former works have also argued that policy discourses in the early 1990s holding 
ideas on “bildung” and democratic values were displaced by an emphasis on goal 
attainment and a strengthened national control system (Bergh, 2015). Research have 
also claimed that Sweden’s education policy moved from a political and ideological 
standpoint to a more one-sided focus on goal attainment and a narrower image of 
what quality in education is and should be (Arneback & Bergh, 2010; Segerholm, 
2009).

However, the challenges for school leaders and LEAs of navigating within and 
capitalising on the local freedom became evident over time (Swedish National Audit 
Office,  2004, 2011). Thus, a number of re-centralisation and re-regulation pro-
grammes have been launched and implemented since the early 2000s. The founding 
of the Swedish Schools Inspectorate in 2008, which regularly inspects and controls 
public and private school actors, has gradually led to increasing opportunities for 
injunctions, and imposition of fines, which are important examples of this “juridifi-
cation” and re-centralisation process (Novak, 2018; Rönnberg, 2011, 2012). Recent 
research has also indicated that Swedish school leaders tend to support these re-cen-
tralisation reforms in favour of the “strong state” (author). In addition, school leaders 
also express doubts regarding market solution in the school system and request more 
regulation, for instance, to limit the possibilities to make a profit from education. 
However, it is important to recognise that the decentralised and marked-adopted 
school system appears to stand strong from an international perspective. In support 
of such a claim, the “Swedish School Commission” (SOU, 2017: 35) suggested in 
2017 that further steps should be taken to prevent school segregation and to limit the 
possibilities for school companies to make a profit. Despite similar recommendation 
from the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD, 2015), 
these proposals have had a modest impact and so far, there has been no political con-
sensus in line with the Commission’s recommendations.

Against this background and the international developments described above, 
indicating that other countries are moving in a similar direction as Sweden, it 
becomes relevant to study school leaders’ understandings of the relationship between 
autonomy and control in such a system. This focus could add important details on 
the relationship between educational policy, school leadership and how educational 
change actually takes place in a decentralised and market-adapted school system. In 
this respect, it is relevant to draw a dividing line between school leaders in public 
and independent schools to explore the similarities and differences that prevail in 
such a system. This stands out as important, both from a national and international 
perspective.

Theoretical perspective

Previous research showed that the phenomenon of autonomy is multifaceted and that 
the concept can have a shifting nature in a school context (e.g. Ingersoll, 1996; Wer-
mke and Forsberg, 2017). In this regard, in elaborating on the relationship between 
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autonomy and control, Cribb and Gewirtz (2007) proposed that one approach to 
understand the concept is to pay certain attention to the “loci” of autonomy and con-
trol. Regarding teacher autonomy, Cribb and Gewirtz argued the loci is the teacher 
(individual or group level), but it can also have a number of sources at the local, 
regional and national level—e.g. school management, peers, parents, local school 
governance, steering documents, and so forth. This article takes an analogous point 
of departure, claiming that the duality between autonomy and control becomes 
equally important for school leaders. In addition, the loci of autonomy and control 
builds an important framework also for school leaders’ autonomy and sense-making 
activities in different settings.

Regarding the concept of sense-making, school leaders in different contexts have 
to navigate, negotiate and “make sense” to handle the situations that arise in their 
leadership. Thus, researchers have argued that we must widen our understanding 
of how school leaders create meaning of novel, complex situations (see e.g. Spill-
ane & Anderson, 2014; Spillane & Lee, 2014). One way to explore how members 
of organisations make sense and create meaning is provided in the work of Weick, 
(1995). In the context of an organisation, sense-making is a rather pragmatic pro-
cess in which members of organisations, individually and collectively, reduce com-
plexities to make sense and create meaning (Weick, 1995). The procedure involves 
a continuous process of interaction between information interpretation and a coher-
ent knowledge structure. The sense-making procedure is also closely linked to the 
type or nature of the organisation. According to Weick, (1976), school organisations 
are more “loosely coupled” than other organisations. Consequently, less fixed forms 
of coordination and significant room for self-determination affect school leaders 
and teachers as they try to “make sense” of their organisational life. Thus, this also 
becomes an important starting point for school leaders in making sense of the rela-
tionship between autonomy and control.

The work of Weick has, in turn, been further developed and become more sophis-
ticated. For instance, Ng and Tan, (2009) investigated how sense-making affects the 
nature of learning, using a community of practice as an example. They argued that 
sense-making should be understood as a learning process that is largely technical 
in nature and often limited to immediate practical matters. Thus, there is a broader 
dividing line between pure and technical sense-making (hereinafter TSM) and criti-
cal, reflective learning (hereinafter CRL). According to Ng and Tan, (2009, p. 39), 
‘Sense-making looks for a plausible interpretation rather than an accurate one’. In 
their conclusion, Ng and Tan suggest that communities of practice should move 
from TSM towards CRL, using tools that allow teachers to explore and create new 
knowledge.

Nevertheless, it is relevant to consider some criticisms of Weick and his col-
leagues’ work. In reviewing and mapping out critique of the sense-making perspec-
tive, Sandberg and Tsoukas, (2015) showed that one important strand of the criti-
cism holds that the notion of “process” remains relatively vague in the current body 
of research. Another topic of criticism, also deepened in the work of Weber and 
Glynn, (2006), maintains that the larger context in which sense-making occurs is 
often overlooked and therefore, researchers should consider the larger institutional 
setting to a larger extent. These former areas for critique also appear relevant for the 
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work of Ng and Tan, (2009). However, regarding the first area of critique, i.e. vague-
ness of the concept of process, the analysis below strives to detect the type of sense-
making processes that may take place and not to identify the specific elements of 
these processes. Moreover, the institutional setting is well-presented and taken into 
consideration in the current paper. Arguably, the municipal and national context is 
integrated, not only in the analytical work but also in the discussion and conclusion 
sections.

Accordingly, Ng and Tan’s work on sense-making proved to be a valuable lens in 
analysing qualitative survey data on how school leaders negotiate and make sense of 
the relationship between autonomy and control. This appears as a process of nego-
tiation in which school leaders must create meaning together with LEAs or its inde-
pendent counterpart. Arguably, it is essential to distinguish what characterises these 
negotiations of autonomy and control, and how different loci impinge on and frame 
the sense-making activities.

Materials and methods

Regarding the survey, email addresses to principals were attained from the Swed-
ish National Agency for Education. According to official statistics (see the Swed-
ish National Agency for Education, 2019), there are currently about 3,600 princi-
pals in Sweden working in full-time services. In the current study, temporarily 
appointed or hired-in principals were excluded, as they have limited possibilities to 
answer detailed questions on the three identity dimensions. Deputy principals were 
also excluded because, in a Swedish context, these principals do not have an over-
all responsibility from a leadership perspective. Principals with responsibility for 
both preschools and schools were however included as a group. Taking these aspects 
into consideration, the survey was distributed to approximately 3000 principals. 
After sending the initial email, it became obvious that the email addresses were not 
entirely updated, and some work was undertaken to find “missing” principals. New 
emails were sent to these principals. Two reminders were sent out to all principals.

The final sample of principals (n = 1,286) comprises 249 out of 290 local munici-
palities. This resulted in a response rate of 42.6 per cent. The sample comprised 
principals working in public and independent schools. In this sample, the percent-
age of principals working in public and independent schools is 83.3 per cent and 
17.7 per cent, respectively. According to official statistics from the Swedish National 
Agency for Education, (2019), the figures for all comprehensive schools in Sweden 
are 81 per cent principals in public school and 19 per cent principals in independent 
schools. Compared to the statistics from National Agency for Education, the sample 
also represents variation in age, size of school and number of years in professions, 
which is in line with the population of principals in comprehensive schools.

Regarding the non-response analysis, some possible factors can be highlighted. 
One difficulty already mentioned was the struggle to obtain updated email addresses 
from the National Agency for Education. Another closely related challenge was that 
since Swedish principals tend to change jobs more often than their European col-
leagues (OECD, 2016), their positions are often vacant and quite a lot of principals 
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are replaced with a temporary principal. One additional factor was that some emails 
got stuck in municipal spam filters; therefore, all reminders were sent directly to the 
schools. Thirteen of the principals that responded were also excluded because of 
missing data or they did not meet the criterion of being head of a preschool, primary 
or secondary school.

The quantitative data analysis

The questionnaire consisted of 42 questions. However, only questions on school 
leaders’ backgrounds and those addressing aspects of autonomy and control were 
used in this analysis. The first part of the questionnaire included questions about the 
following variables.

• School authorities (independent or public)
• Type of school (preschool, primary or secondary)
• Type of municipality
• Gender
• Age
• Time as principal

In the second part, the school leaders were asked to estimate their degree of 
autonomy as heads of the school. The school leaders were asked to answer the ques-
tions by indicating on a scale ranging from 1 to 6 the extent to which they agreed 
with the statements, formulated as follows in the questionnaire:

How do you rate the degree of autonomy as a school leader from the following 
aspects?

• Decisions regarding the direction of the pedagogical work at my unit
• Decisions regarding the school/preschool’s internal organisation
• Decisions regarding school improvement work

Data were analysed with assistance of software for quantitative data analysis 
(SPSS) by comparing distributions of ratings for the questions concerning autonomy 
and control for principals in public and independent schools. The analyses were con-
ducted by computing Chi2 measures and investigating differences between observed 
and expected values for the two categorical variables, items in the questionnaire and 
type of school authority. Stockemer (2019) suggests using Chi2 test when analysing 
categorical data. Special attention was drawn to the questions addressing the peda-
gogical direction of the school, decision-making over the internal organisation, and 
improvement work.

This showed that some aspects of the operationalisation process and the ana-
lytical work could be highlighted. To start with, it is worth noting that school 
leaders’ autonomy can include many dimensions and angles. As noted in the 
introduction section, this article primarily focuses on autonomy in the relation-
ship between school leaders, the LEAs and the Superintendent. Against this 
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background, questions were selected based on school leaders’ (perceived) auton-
omy primary in relation to the Superintendent and the LEAs. Thus, the survey did 
not ask questions on other areas of autonomy, e.g. linked to parents, teachers, the 
Agency for Education, national school inspectorate, and so forth. It is also worth 
noting that no questions have been removed in the analytical work, e.g. because 
they did not result in any measurable effects.

The qualitative data analysis

Inspired by Miles et al. (2014) work on how to display qualitative data analysis, 
an analysis scheme was also developed to structure the analytical work (also see 
Fig. 1). Data from free text answers were imported and analysed with the assis-
tance of software for qualitative data analysis (NVivo 12). Four specific questions 
were imported for further NVivo-coding:

1. What expectations do you experience from your immediate superior?
2. Is there something in your school/preschool and in your municipality that affects 

your leadership very much?
3. Give one example where you have been prepared to “stretch” the rules or formal 

procedures to perform a task in line with your values.
4. Give one example where you experienced low/high degree of autonomy in decid-

ing on: (a) the pedagogical direction of your school, (b) decision-making over 
your internal organisation, and (c) improvement work.

Pedagogical direction

Internal organisation

Improvement work

Public school leaders

Independent school leaders

Public school leaders

Independent school leaders

Public school leaders

Independent school leaders

CRL

TSM

CRL

TSM

CRL

TSM

CRL

TSM

CRL

TSM

CRL

TSM

Qualitative data

Fig. 1  Analysis scheme



506 Journal of Educational Change (2022) 23:497–519

1 3

Free text answers from the four questions were integrated into the analytical 
work on the same criteria as the quantitative scale questions, i.e. they primarily 
addressed school leaders’ (perceived) autonomy and sense-making activities in 
relation to the Superintendent and the LEAs. Accordingly, other questions were 
not taken into consideration, for instance, on autonomy in relation to other actors 
such as parents, staff, the political board, because they did not address the pri-
mary focus of the article.

In the first step of the analysis, data were coded into the three focuses of auton-
omy and control (the pedagogical direction of the school, decision-making over 
the internal organisation, and improvement work). Second, public and independ-
ent school leaders were separated from each other to distinguish relevant patterns 
of responses between the groups. Third, the two groups’ sense-making of the three 
focuses of autonomy and control were divided into theoretically driven codes (see 
e.g. Gibbs, 2007), consistent with the two types of sense-making identified in the 
work of Ng and Tan, (2009), namely “TSM” and “CRL”. In analysing locus of 
autonomy and control (e.g. the school leader, LEAs and the Superintendent), 
extracts of TSM labelled the relationship between autonomy and control as rather 
fixed but sometimes also vague. More specifically, following the work of Ng and 
Tan, (2009), sense-making activities in this category were identified as rather non-
negotiable, limited, inflexible, non-explorative and less dialogical, demonstrating a 
rather powerless, constrained but sometimes also deserted school leader. Thus, the 
criteria of TSM show a rather technical sense-making process, in which school lead-
ers voiced limited prospects for shared learning and/or impacting the prevailing rela-
tionship between the two concepts, specifically in the relationship to the LEA and 
the Superintendent.

Regarding CRL, on the other hand, these extracts labelled the relationship 
between autonomy and control as more dynamic, reciprocal and evolving—i.e. as a 
learning process. Based on the work of Ng and Tan, (2009), in this category school 
leaders described their sense-making activities, more in terms of a dialogue between 
them and the LEAs/Superintendent in which they have gained trust and a mandate 
to act and explore their autonomy. Thus, in contrast to TSM, in this category, auton-
omy is described as a more negotiable and extensible phenomenon. Moreover, in 
this category, sense-making school leaders also voiced their support and feedback 
in the sense-making dialogues from the central municipal level or the independent 
counterpart.

Finally, it is worth emphasising that each anonymised school leader is unique, i.e. 
they are only referred to once in the presentation of the results.

Results

The results section is structured as follows. The presentation follows the three 
focuses for studying the relationship between autonomy and control. Each part starts 
with results from the quantitative analyses. The results of the qualitative analyses are 
then integrated within each section.
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The pedagogical direction of the school

Table 1 shows the distribution of ratings divided by type of school authority. It 
can be concluded by the ratings that principals rated their possibility to decide on 
the pedagogical direction of the unit as rather high. Only 6 per cent of the princi-
pals rated their autonomy as low by indicating on the scale rating 1 to 3.

A Chi-square test of autonomy was performed to examine the relationship 
between ratings on the question regarding decisions on pedagogical direction 
of the school and type of school authority. The relationship between these two 
categorical variables was significant,  X2 (2, N = 1,286) = 11.94, p < 0.001. This 
indicates that principals in public schools rated their autonomy as being lower 
than principals in independent schools. However, measure of the effect size of 
this finding, Cramers V, was low (0.10).

Based on these results, it becomes relevant to integrate the qualitative data 
analyses to obtain a more detailed image. Analogous to the quantitative analysis, 
the overall image indicated some support regarding differences between school 
leaders in public and independent schools regarding the degree of experienced 
autonomy. However, when it comes to the character of the sense-making activi-
ties, the analyses instead detected important similarities.

Going into details, a cluster of school leaders in public schools described that 
it is their Superintendent and their LEAs that decide the prioritised goals for the 
school year and that these goals in turn direct the educational activities, demon-
strating sense-making processes closer to TSM. In some of these cases, school 
leaders also claimed that their Superintendents and LEAs were not familiar with 
“school issues”, which made it difficult for them to have a professional dialogue. 
Moreover, school leaders in public schools argued that goals identified in the 

Table 1  Distribution of 
principals’ rated degree of 
autonomy regarding the schools’ 
pedagogical direction divided by 
school authority

*Rating scale 1 = low degree of autonomy and 6 = high degree of 
autonomy

Degree of 
autonomy*

Public schools Independent 
school

Total

1 7 3 10
.7% 1.3% .8%

2 13 4 17
1.2% 1.8% 1.3%

3 40 13 53
3.8% 5.8% 4.2%

4 127 22 149
12.2% 9.8% 11.7%

5 388 62 450
37.2% 27.6% 35.50%

6 468 121 590
44.9% 53.8% 46.5%
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local units were few and had limited impact. This quote from a school leader in a 
public school exemplifies these descriptions:

I receive more obligations from the central (municipal) administration and 
more often, which has resulted in my acting space being decreased signifi-
cantly, and that decisions have been made at central municipal level, where I 
have not been able to have an impact.

Regarding school leaders in independent schools, the analysis detected an 
emphasis on TSM here as well, but it is important to note that the sense-making 
negotiations had a somewhat different character. Analogous to the public school 
leaders, these school leaders described that they had limited possibilities for 
negotiation and to influence the direction of their work. Regarding expectations, 
they exemplified that they are obligated to run the school in the pedagogical 
direction determined by the specific board, as described here by a school leader:

That the business should generate profit. I should work with sales and stu-
dent recruitment. I should create cost-effective solutions and at the same 
time, as far as possible, not make it difficult for the pupils to achieve the 
teaching goals.

As the quotation indicates, the sense-making process, here categorised as 
TSM, has reduced the school leader’s understanding of the pedagogical direction 
of the school to generate profit and raise students’ results. The quote gives, how-
ever, no clues as to whether the school leader wants or can influence the previous 
negotiations in a different direction.

In this first part of the analysis, there were additional examples of TSM, albeit 
of a different nature. More precisely, both public and independent school lead-
ers argued that there were no ongoing negotiations or dialogues concerning the 
pedagogical direction of their schools, on prioritised goals, on the potential need 
for support, on empowerment and inspiration, and so forth. Accordingly, these 
school leaders depicted rather elusive sense-making processes, wherein they had 
to create their own meaning in a more technical learning process in which com-
plexity must be reduced—not least because certain issues have a rather complex 
nature and require a conversation between different professionals and levels of 
the school system. A school leader in a public school expressed this in terms of 
expectations from the LEAs:

I am expected to do everything on my own that concerns my own school…
that I just let the development continue as usual, even though there are many 
big issues for which I need support from the Superintendent or the LEA. 
Although I have communicated that I want more clarity and consensus on 
several issues, it will not be so. I have no expectations.

However, the analysis also identified examples of sense-making processes 
closer to CRL, particularly among school leaders in independent schools. In these 
examples, the negotiations between school leaders and the LEAs or its independ-
ent counterpart had more of an ongoing and non-fixed character, including issues 
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on autonomy and control. School leaders, for example, described that they were 
expected to “take responsibility for their units”, that “others had a lot of confi-
dence in them” and they were supposed to “work independently and solve prob-
lems” that arose, but at the same time they felt “great support” and that their 
superiors “put a lot of trust in them”. A school leader in an independent school 
expressed the expectations of the school board regarding the pedagogical direc-
tion of the school as follows:

To follow the work description from KFO, our employer organisation. I have 
expectations from the others on the board and the association. These expectations 
are linked to the job description as well as the Education Act and the nationwide 
curriculum.

Another school leader described similar expectations in this way:

To ensure that the business works well and that we follow the (nationwide) cur-
riculum and other control documents, that I have a dialogue between the peda-
gogical activities (in the school) and the board so they are knowledgeable about 
what is happening. That I participate and create a workplace where everybody 
thrives and feels involved.

The two latter quotes hold elements of a sense-making process that is more catego-
rised by CRL. Regarding the first quote, the school leader described that there is a job 
description that could serve as a common starting point in the negotiations between 
her/him, the employer organisation and the school board. Such starting points, argu-
ably, increase the prospects for understanding roles and responsibilities, and also for the 
relationship between autonomy and control. Concerning the second quote, the school 
leader described her/his role as a sense-maker, both up and down the system, enabling 
a shared understanding between different levels. In contrast to sense-making processes 
characterised by TSM above, there is also a wider expectation regarding the school 
leader’s work and the values that should direct the pedagogical leadership. More pre-
cisely, it is not only profit and high goal fulfilment that are prioritised, which require a 
more in-depth sense-making process, where goals and leadership dimensions are dis-
cussed and understood in a qualitatively different way.

Summing up this first section, the analyses gave some support for the conclusion that 
school leaders in independent schools experience a higher degree of autonomy regard-
ing the pedagogical direction of the school. However, it is important to emphasise that 
sense-making activities, generally, had the character of TSM. Nonetheless, school lead-
ers in both public and independent schools labelled that sense-making can also occur in 
qualitatively different ways, generating a deeper understanding of autonomy and con-
trol between school leaders, LEAs or its independent counterpart.

Decision‑making over the internal organisation

Table  2 reflects the distribution of ratings divided by type of school authority. 
It can be concluded by the ratings that school leaders rated their possibility to 
decide on the internal organisation as rather high. Nearly 34 per cent of the school 
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leaders rated their autonomy to a very high degree. Only 7 per cent of the school 
leaders rated their autonomy as low by indicating on a scale of 1 to 3.

The analytical work also centred ratings on decisions over the internal organi-
sation and type of school authority. A Chi-square test of autonomy was performed 
to examine the relationship between ratings on the question regarding decisions 
over the internal organisation and type of school authority. The relationship 
between these two categorical variables was  X2 (2, N = 1,286) = 13.18, p = 0.02. 
This indicates that principals in public schools rated their autonomy over their 
internal organisation as being lower than the ratings made by principals in inde-
pendent schools. However, measures of the effect size of this finding, Cramers V, 
were low (0.18).

The qualitative data analysis in turn showed several similarities with the first 
part of the analysis. In describing the local sense-making activities, school lead-
ers in both public and independent schools described the negations as a pro-
cess that is often characterised by TSM. A common opinion was that LEAs or 
its independent counterpart had clear beliefs on how the internal organisation 
should look, both at an overall level, but also in certain details. This, for example, 
included roles and positions in the organisation, issues relating to wage setting 
and employment, but also specific schedule issues. Several school leaders also 
highlighted that they in fact had the formal mandate to form their internal organi-
sation according to the current Education Act and nationwide curriculum; but in 
reality, it looked rather different. A school leader in a public school explained:

I have the Education Act to relate to when it comes to decisions on the inter-
nal organisation. At the same time, I get no understanding from the LEAs 
who do not listen or want to relate to this. On paper, I have the right to 
decide, but the conditions… mean that it is not complied with.

Table 2  Distribution of 
school leaders’ rated degree of 
autonomy on decisions over the 
internal organisation divided by 
school authority

*Rating scale 1 = low degree of autonomy and 6 = high degree of 
autonomy

Degree of 
autonomy

Public school Independent 
school

Total

1 6 4 10
0.6% 1.8% 0.8%

2 28 3 31
2.7% 1.3% 2.4%

3 42 13 55
4.0% 5.8% 4.3%

4 110 33 143
10.5% 14.7% 11.3%

5 373 61 434
35.7% 27.2% 34.2%

6 485 110 595
46.5% 49.1% 46.9%
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The quotation above demonstrates a sense-making process in which school lead-
ers’ autonomy and acting space are perceived as firmly limited. In addition, it is 
worth noting that the school leader relates to the formulations of the Education Act, 
stipulating the mandate to decide and form their internal organisations. Still, techni-
cal sense-making appears to prevail, leaving less room for negotiation and shared 
sense-making.

However, in this second part of the analysis, some differences between school 
leaders in public and independent schools were also detected. More precisely, even 
though sense-making activities of the internal organisation, generally, was charac-
terised by TSM school leaders, school leaders at independent schools experienced 
a clarity regarding how they could (or should) design their internal organisation 
and what boundaries were present. School leaders in public schools, instead, used 
expressions such as “blurred”, “uncertain”, “fuzzy” and “tricky” more frequently 
as they described the framework and local negotiations. A school leader in a public 
school clarified:

(I have a) controlling manager who wants me as a school leader to be at the 
workplace all the time. I experience lack of encouragement and personal 
development before a complex assignment as a school leader. I have a very dif-
fuse work description that should contain everything.

Despite an emphasis on TSM, there were several examples also in this part that 
were closer to CRL. In these cases, school leaders described the sense-making nego-
tiations with LEAs or the independent counterpart as “responsive”, “supportive” 
and “trustful”. School leaders pointed out, for example, that they had been given 
the mandate to design their internal organisation and appoint leadership roles to 
teachers, which “has empowered a distributed leadership”. In addition, they empha-
sised shared expectations to build “sustainable organisations” to “create an attrac-
tive school within a certain budget”. Having the approval to create “collaborative 
teams based on the local needs” was also highlighted as another important aspect of 
forming the internal organisation, enabling the management team, the development 
group(s) and student healthcare to jointly drive the school’s work forward.

Summing up this second part, the analyses showed comparable results to the 
quantitative analyses, i.e. no clear differences between school leaders in pub-
lic and independent schools. In addition, and comparable to the first section was 
that sense-making activities between school leaders and their superiors, generally, 
were depicted in terms of TSM. School leaders described their autonomy as rather 
restricted or that the negotiations are “completed”, giving them less opportunity to 
influence the form and content of improvement work. However, it is important to 
note in this regard that independent school leaders expressed that they had more 
clarity regarding how they could (or should) design their internal organisation com-
pared to public school leaders who described the relationship between autonomy 
and control in terms such as fuzzy and vague. Regarding the sense-making activi-
ties characterised by CRL, school leaders described the dialogues and negotiations 
with LEAs or the independent counterpart as supportive, mutual and trustworthy. 
These processes were also described more in terms of an ongoing negotiation and 
an exploratory approach, where learning and development are in a constant process.
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School improvement

Table  3 shows the distributions of ratings divided by type of school authority. 
It can be concluded by the ratings that school leaders rated their possibility to 
decide on school improvement as rather high. Nearly 34 per cent of the school 
leaders rated their autonomy to a very high degree. Only 8 per cent of the school 
leaders rated their autonomy as being low by indicating on a scale of 1 to 3.

A Chi-square test of autonomy was performed to examine the relationship 
between ratings on the question regarding decisions over the internal organisa-
tion and type of school authority. The relationship between these two categorical 
variables was  X2 (2, N = 1,286) = 41.39, p < 0.001. This indicates that principals 
in public schools rated their autonomy lower than ratings made by principals in 
independent schools. However, measures of the effect size of this finding, Cram-
ers V, were low (0.11).

Going into details, the overall image becomes somewhat more complex. The 
analysis indicated that the negotiations and sense-making processes, generally, 
are characterised more by TSM than CRL, among school leaders both in public 
and independent schools, and no clear differences were therefore detected. School 
leaders, for example, described that their ability to influence and determine the 
direction and goals of improvement work is rather limited because goals are often 
determined by the LEA or the independent school owner. One public school 
leader reasoned that the prevailing structure in the municipality turns them into 
“implementers” in a “corporate group think”. Another school leader in a public 
school described:

Low degree of autonomy applies to all school improvement work because 
the work is prevented by the prevailing structure… In the role of a school 

Table 3  Distribution of 
school leaders’ rated degree 
of autonomy on school 
improvement divided by school 
authority

*Rating scale 1 = low degree of autonomy and 6 = high degree of 
autonomy

Degree of 
autonomy

Public school Independent 
school

Total

1 6 1 7
0.6% 0.4% 0.6%

2 19 5 24
1.8% 2.2% 1.9%

3 62 12 74
5.9% 5.4% 5.8%

4 177 29 206
17.0% 12.9% 16.2%

5 458 59 517
43.9% 26.3% 40.8%

6 322 118 440
30.8% 52.7% 34.7%
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leader, autonomy is completely limited to school improvement work because 
of the structure decided by the Superintendent.

The quote indicates a rather narrow and technical learning process, in which both 
LEAs and school leaders create meaning by reducing the complexity that exists 
within and between different levels in the system. These school leaders also drew the 
conclusion that they can hardly decide anything at all regarding school improvement 
issues.

In the other extreme, the analysis detected answers that imply a similar sense-
making process of the relationship between autonomy and control. These school 
leaders, however, describe a process in which they are required to create meaning 
of school improvement issues on their own without negotiations with LEAs and 
its independent counterpart. School leaders in public schools, for example, argued 
that LEAs are not interested in school improvement issues as long as the school’s 
budget is in balance. Similar descriptions emerge from school leaders of independ-
ent schools. Answering the question on what expectations the school’s board have 
regarding improvement work, a school leader explained:

None at all! Because there are parents on the school board; they do not have 
sufficient knowledge. As long as I present good results, they have no expecta-
tions beyond the ones I have on myself and my school activity.

One argument to categorise the last quote as TSM holds that school leaders are 
forced to create their own meaning in school improvement issues without further 
dialogues or support from colleagues at the school level above them. Thus, under-
standing and tackling the complexities that these issues contain on their own reduces 
the opportunities for an in-depth and ongoing process in which learning takes place 
in negotiation and dialogue.

However, in this section as well, the analysis identified examples more character-
ised by CRL, although they were relatively few. Somewhat in contrast with the quan-
titative analysis, it was mainly school leaders in public schools who explained how 
dialogues and negotiations can also reinforce a shared and deepened sense-making 
process. For example, they explained that “the local municipality formulates wider 
goals at the central municipal level from which school leaders can choose” and then 
works in close dialogue with the LEA. In other cases, school leaders expressed that 
they were given much responsibility and autonomy by their Superintendent, but also 
that “they received help and support if needed to operate the improvement work”. 
According to these school leaders, LEAs and school leaders explore the relationship 
between autonomy and control jointly. A public school leader described the expecta-
tions and negotiations that exist regarding improvement work:

There are high expectations (from LEAs) that I will perform a good job 
(regarding school improvement). There is a trust that I can perform my duties. 
(But also) that I signal to my superiors if I cannot operate/handle the (improve-
ment) work.

To summarise this last section, one overall finding maintains that sense-making 
of autonomy and control within improvement work was mainly characterised by 



514 Journal of Educational Change (2022) 23:497–519

1 3

TSM. More precisely, school leaders in public and independent schools expressed 
that they are either controlled and restricted on these issues, or that they are given 
an extensive acting space without further dialogues, both with the LEA or with the 
direction of the independent counterpart. However, examples that were more char-
acterised by CRL were also found, mostly among school leaders in public schools.

Discussion

The quantitative analysis showed that school leaders, both in public and independ-
ent schools, experienced a rather high degree of autonomy within the three leader-
ship focuses. At the same time, the analysis also indicated that school leaders in 
independent schools experienced a slightly higher degree of autonomy regarding 
the pedagogical direction of the school and school improvement work. The qualita-
tive data analysis partly confirmed these results regarding the pedagogical direction 
of the unit, but not regarding school improvement. Another overall result, mostly 
detected within the second focus, i.e. decision-making over the internal organisation, 
was that school leaders in independent schools experienced more clarity regarding 
their assignment which possibly, helped them to identify potential autonomy more 
easily compared to public school leaders. However, it is worth emphasising that the 
differences between the two groups were quite small and that there was an over-
all emphasis on TSM. School leaders, for instance, experienced that LEAs or the 
independent counterparts often went into detail on issues related to the pedagogical 
direction of the school, the internal organisation, and school improvement. Another 
type of sense-making process characterised by TSM, mostly described by school 
leaders in independent schools, indicated the opposite relationship, that is, school 
leaders were entirely left alone within the three areas of focus. In these cases, creat-
ing meaning without support and encouragement from the LEAs ought to reduce 
the opportunities for an exploratory and open learning process, that is, CRL. A third 
type of sense-making impinged by TSM, as expressed by independent school lead-
ers, reduced their assignment to generating profit, finding cost-effective solutions 
and increasing students’ results.

The analysis, however, found important examples within the three areas in which 
school leaders’ descriptions indicated sense-making activities as being more char-
acterised by CRL. In these examples, school leaders described the dialogues and 
negotiations with LEAs or the independent counterpart as supportive, mutual and 
trustworthy. School leaders also expressed that they are given considerable respon-
sibility and mandate but unlike the examples characterised by TSM, they described 
that there was an ongoing dialogue and a learning process in which they were also 
offered feedback and support if necessary.

Accordingly, some overall results are important to highlight. Initially, it is rele-
vant to note that the perceived degree of autonomy is quite high among school lead-
ers in both public and independent schools, which however is partly contradicted 
by the results of the qualitative analysis. Another important result to note is that the 
differences between the two groups are small, although school leaders in independ-
ent schools experienced a higher degree of autonomy within two of the three focus 
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areas of school leadership. However, these distinct patterns of responses became 
more difficult to identify in the qualitative analysis, except for the pedagogical direc-
tion of the school, where some support was found for the results of the quantitative 
analyses.

In light of these results, there are strong arguments to reason that what becomes 
essential from a school improvement perspective is how sense-making of autonomy 
and control are negotiated and not the degree of autonomy in itself. For instance, 
the qualitative analyses identified that high degree of autonomy does not automati-
cally generate CRLs because school leaders, both in public and independent schools, 
can be fairly alone in their sense-making activities without constructive negotiations 
with LEAs or the independent counterpart. The fact that there is a clear emphasis on 
TSM, also in areas where school leaders identify a clear mandate and support in the 
current policy documents, raises further questions. For instance, what happens in a 
system where school leaders often experience that they receive detailed and non-
negotiable directives on which pedagogical direction their units should take, on how 
their internal organisation should look, and in school improvement issues? Also, 
what happens to school leader’s creativity, engagement and professionalism in such 
a system? In this regard, it is also relevant to reflect upon the limited prospects to 
work with school improvement issues rooted in the local school context, i.e. a well-
known factor for successful leadership (cf. Hallinger, 2011).

Against this backdrop, it might be argued that it is problematic that sense-mak-
ing activities and negotiations between the different levels were mostly character-
ised by TSM. As noted in the introduction, LEAs and other middle-level interme-
diaries can play an important role in successful school improvement (cf. Anderson 
et  al., 2012; Campbell & Murillo, 2005; Chapman & Hadfield, 2010). In the cur-
rent case, LEAs and their independent counterpart seldom undertook this function 
or role; consequently, a large part of the potential for leadership learning did not 
occur. This finding demonstrates a need for expanded dialogues characterised by 
CRL between school leaders and LEAs or their independent counterpart in Sweden 
and other countries in order to strengthen deepened understandings of the relation-
ship between autonomy and control and the complexity that surrounds these con-
cepts. This might be particularly important in a decentralised and market-adopted 
school system, which also becomes relevant from an international perspective, given 
the background that education systems around the globe have gradually tended to 
move in the Swedish direction (cf. Allen, 2010; Hargreaves & Shirley, 2009; OECD, 
2015).

Conclusion

This article has analysed how school leaders depict their autonomy and how they 
make sense of the relationship between autonomy and control. Attention was drawn 
to three leadership focuses: the pedagogical direction of the school, decision-making 
over the internal organisation, and school improvement work. The article integrates 
survey data on Swedish school leaders (n = 1286). In addition, two theoretical cate-
gories were applied in the qualitative data analysis to explore how school leaders and 
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local education authorities (LEAs) and their independent counterpart make sense of 
the relationship between autonomy and control: technical sense-making (TSM) and 
critical reflective learning (CRL). The findings indicated that school leaders, both in 
public and independent schools, experienced a rather high degree of autonomy. The 
findings indicate that school leaders in independent schools experienced a slightly 
higher degree of autonomy regarding the pedagogical direction of the school and 
school improvement work. However, the low effect sizes indicated that the results 
must be viewed with caution. The distribution of scores were skewed, with tenden-
cies of ceiling effects. Thus, in future studies, the operationalisation of autonomy 
must be developed to achieve a normal distribution of scores. The qualitative data 
analysis, however, revealed an overall emphasis on TSM reducing the possibilities 
for a novel and vibrant leadership in both public and independent schools. Based 
on these results, the article concludes that autonomy could constitute an important 
prerequisite for school leadership, but making sense of the relationship between 
autonomy and control is arguably even more important for successful school 
improvement.

Regarding further research, there is a need for more in-depth studies, for instance, 
on why some school leaders, LEAs or their independent counterparts manage to 
establish sense-making dialogues closer to CRL than TSM. Hence, we need to learn 
more about how these municipalities and independent school owners developed 
these dialogues, what conditions have been given, as well as mandates, roles and 
positions that contribute to a successful school improvement. Another alternative 
could be to design one or several research projects in collaboration with local pro-
fessionals and together explore improvement needs and potential ways forward, for 
instance, as an action research project. This, in fact, could constitute one example of 
supporting structures requested above.

Lastly, the data in this article are rich, which opens up for further analysis using 
more advance statistical methods. However, this article mainly focused on com-
paring the qualitative and quantitative analysis. Thus, in forthcoming works, more 
advance statistical methods are applied, and measures of background factors are 
used to control for differences in the sample.
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