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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the school managers’ potential for being successful in creating innovations in 

upcoming reforms in the public school sector. As the actors in the managerial cross field have been 

converging in recent years, complexity has arisen as the requirements and demands for management 

capacity have been increasing. The thesis is structured upon three pillars that collectively constitute 

a foundation for a discursive analysis of the drivers of innovation and the coherence between 

practice, theory and management capabilities. The first pillar describes the changes in the 

managerial space through the different reforms and purposes of the public school sector, and 

presents the objects clauses formulated in the major school reforms within the last 40 years. The 

second pillar explores the development of management literature as it presents the content of 

centralisation, decentralisation, self-management, and new public management. Furthermore, the 

theory of dynamic capabilities is introduced as a potential theoretical foundation for the sector. The 

third pillar depicts the development of individual management capacities and outlines the facts 

about school managers in Denmark. 

Through the analysis the affects of innovations regarding the term “school management” is 

explored by a semantic trace of the different meanings-attributions that constitute the current 

complexity. The strategic responses to the innovations performed by the school managers are 

analysed as the continuum between deliberate and emergent strategies are explored. The analysis 

reveals the government as the driver of present innovations, whereas the school managers deploy 

the means to meet the goals articulated in the different reforms. As professional management has 

been on the political agenda since 1993, but nonetheless have not resulted in employments of 

professional managers in the public school system, the analysis generates grounds for 

recommending professionalism as a way to ensure the success of implementation processes, 

whereas pedagogical concerns must be the responsibility of educated teachers. Furthermore, the 

analysis exposes a necessity for dynamic organizational capabilities, as the sector is constantly 

evolving, requiring a readiness to adapt in the schools. Finally, the thesis outlines a necessity for 

stabilizing the meaning of the term “school management”, as the concept previously has been over-

filled with attributions and perceptions leaving it at the verge of becoming nothing, as the managers 

struggle to position themselves in the intrinsic flux of the public school sector.   
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1. Introduction 
 

“Theory does not express, translate or serve to apply practice: it is practice” (Deleuze, 1999, p. 5) 

With the slogan: “Make a Great School Better” the Danish Government is expected to implement a 

reform of the public school sector in Denmark in the beginning of the school year 2014. The reform 

contains three overall goals; 1) to create a more challenging school for all pupils, 2) to diminish the 

effect of social background in relation to academic results and 3) to focus on professional 

knowledge and practice. In order to accomplish the goals the Government and the parliamentary 

supporting parties have chosen to prioritize actions within three areas that mutually supplement 

each other; a longer and more varied school day, an improvement of management capabilities and 

the competencies of teachers and pedagogues, and finally fewer and more measurable goals 

(Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 2). The initiative is part of the political transformation of the public 

sector entitled “Trust-reforms” that entails distinctive goals, dialogues and openness opposed to 

mistrust and strong top-down governing. The aim of the transformation is to generate trust in the 

professional competencies of public servants (Mandag Morgen, 2013, p. 1). 

In Denmark it is a common believe that problems within the public sector can be solved by means 

of better management. Politicians and public servants have therefore been concerned with the 

managerial development of e.g. hospitals, nursing homes and schools. In the upcoming reform the 

managerial directions in the public schools are part of the target areas, however it is not apparent 

exactly how management must be improved, which stresses one of the questions currently 

surrounding public management: How does a public manager excel? A call for more management 

needs to describe presently unruly elements that need more management in order to be optimized. If 

no intractability can be pointed to, how can more management be the obvious solution? Increased 

attention to chaos and disorganization is thus inevitably elicited with calls for more management. 

Public management has been subjected to a lot of turmoil in the media, the public, and by 

politicians and the managers are often being accused of lacking capabilities. However “the lack” is 

not explicitly unfolded in relation to a creation of capabilities-improving tools, which implies that 

the “right kind of management” is difficult to define and even more complicated to execute. The 

reform is to be implemented by the managers, as they are to interpret the innovative solutions put 

forward in the reform and adjust them according to the needs of the different schools. This has 

created a somewhat strange problem, because the government from the position at the top of a 
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hierarchy is expected to formulate innovative solutions that should be implemented and create 

management capacity that cohere with the diversity of the different schools. 

In the past forty years the managerial directions in the public schools have changed numerous times 

and so has the pressure on the school managers, as they are expected to juggle the government 

regulations while managing and creating independent subordinated institutions capable of self-

governing. Within 2014 the new school reform will influence or even change the strategies 

surrounding the field yet again. In 2011 nearly 80 % of school managers were either in the process 

of or had already completed an education in professional management, which implies that 

developments have arisen in the schools creating a need for new capabilities (Pedersen et. al., 2011, 

p. 24). 

With the new reform the school managers are expected to attain more responsibility and managerial 

space as the success of the strategy is relying on the implementation processes conducted by the 

managers. It is anticipated that the school managers’ competencies will be crucial for the schools 

meeting their goals. The managers should create an organizational system on all levels with distinct 

formulated goals and incentives for meeting them, an organizational structure with departments and 

self-governing teams, use external contacts in the local governments for support and at the same 

time sustain autonomy from the municipalities in order to steer their schools in the wanted 

directions (Pedersen et. al, 2011, p. 50). The purpose of this thesis is to focus on the influence of 

innovations on school managers as more and better management can never be a simple movement; 

rather it is a path full of paradoxes as the strategic solutions must cohere with the challenges in the 

independent schools but also with the entire public school sector. 

The Intersection between Pedagogy and Politics 
  

In order to fully assess and understand the necessities for new capabilities of school managers, 

which is included in the reform, their current managerial space must be outlined. In recent years the 

managers have been caught in a cross field
1
 of numerous factors to take into consideration when 

trying to manage the schools. The managers have managerial responsibility upwards in relation to 

the government and the municipalities, who own the schools and oversee the execution of national 

legislations, outwards responsibility in relation to parents, institutions and staff and downwards 

                                                           
1
 The term “cross field” will be used throughout the thesis as a free translation of the Danish word “krydsfelt”, which 

refers to the different influential positions in a managerial space.  
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regarding the pupils. Even though the municipalities are responsible for the daily operations, the 

government creates the framework in which the managers must decide how the pupils are educated. 

“In essence, the headteacher [school manager] is ceasing to be a senior peer embedded within a 

professional group who has taken on additional responsibilities including a significant 

administrative function, and is becoming a distinctive key factor in an essentially managerialist 

system, in which the pursuit of objectives and methods which are increasingly centrally determined 

is the responsibility of managers who must account for their achievement and ensure the 

compliance of teaching staff” (Ratner, 2009, p. 30). 

The following model illustrates the factors influencing the managerial space. 

 

Influential factors Directions Managerial tasks and responsibilities 

The Government Upwards Qualitative documentation of results  

Municipalities Upwards Administrative planning and accountability 

School Boards Upwards Getting approval for pedagogical and administrative decisions 

Teachers and Pedagogues Outwards Sparring, supervision and management of personnel  

Parents and Institutions Outwards Aligning goals and problem-solving 

Pupils Downwards Pedagogical and educational tasks 

 

The school managers will serve as the overall fulcrum for this thesis as it is evident that they 

operate right in the intersection between politics and pedagogy and are essential elements in the 

future success of the public school sector. The public school system has experienced an extensive 
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transformation throughout the last decades, where changes have not been restricted to the 

curriculum, the managerial space and the indicators for success, but have also included the 

perception of the schools as institutions. Politicians and the parental groups view the schools as 

service providers and cultural institutions, whereas the municipalities and local governments treats 

them as suppliers of standardized services, and finally the staff perceives the schools as their 

privileged professional arena (Moos et. al, 2009, p. 21). These different rationales all affect the 

cohesiveness of the cross field surrounding the managers by their different agendas and underlying 

understandings of the purpose of the schools. 

Reforms as Innovations 
  

It can be argued that the real innovations take place in the different schools by the way the school 

managers run them. However, in this thesis selected reforms will be treated as radical innovations 

applied to the area by government legislations. Due to the uncertainty of the environment 

incremental innovations are naturally attached to the core of the sector as the managers respond to 

both the major and minor regulations, whereas the imposed radical innovations have the potential of 

changing the entire sector. For many years it has been the norm for the different governments to 

propose changes approximately every 4 months, and a large amount of the regulations cause minor 

incremental changes to the school system (Pedersen et. al., 2011, p. 16). With the decision to treat 

some of the reforms as radical innovations it is possible to trace not only the origin but also the 

impact of the changes as their effect on the sector will be studied. The selection of reforms to 

investigate and consider is made by their semantic upheaval of meaning of the purpose regarding 

the public schools, which will be elaborated in the methodology, and thus it places some of the 

reforms in the centre of the subject area. 

Any proposed innovation includes levels of implicit and explicit strategy and the strategic directions 

can serve as tools or guidelines for the managers. Mintzberg et. al have explored the complexity and 

variety of strategy formation processes by refining and elaborating the concepts of deliberate and 

emergent strategy by creating a continuum through which insights are gained to the notion of 

intention, choice and pattern formation in organizations (Mintzberg et. al., 1985, p. 258). When 

comparing intended strategies with realized strategies two different types of strategies appear as 

strategy has moved from a pattern in streams of decisions to a pattern in streams of actions. The two 

types are: deliberate strategies which are realized as intended and emergent strategies (patterns or 
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consistencies realized despite, or in the absence of, intentions). It is however difficult to imagine 

that any actions are taken in the total absence of intentions and just as rare that a pattern of actions 

is realized exactly as intended. These two are only to be considered as tendencies, not pure forms of 

strategies and thus two poles in a continuum where strategies actually place themselves. By 

investigating the drivers of innovation it is possible to explore the continuum and assess whether or 

not the strategic solutions chosen by the managers have been increasingly deliberate or emergent 

and to use that exploration to support the research question. 

Recent developments in the public sector have included a free choice of school for parents and 

pupils, thus enabling the parents to become critical customers of the services provided by the 

schools in their municipalities. This has generated potential competition amongst school managers 

but more importantly facilitated a stronger commitment between the school managers and the 

parental groups. The parents’ increase in power can be argued to resemble Von Hippel’s definition 

of lead-users, when addressing innovation processes conducted by the school managers. “A form of 

user-innovation is known as “Lead-User” innovation, where a specific search is conducted to 

locate Lead-Users of a similar existing product or market. The companies use these users’ extensive 

experience with existing products and demand requirements for new products as guidelines for the 

innovation process” (Von Hippel, 2005, p. 7). Additionally, the lead-user definition can also be 

applied to the processes concerning the creation of reforms, where the school managers can be 

perceived as the lead-users and the government as the company. The two different distinctions 

outline the complexity of strategy formation and innovation, as it emphasizes the number of 

influential factors to consider in the implementation processes, which will be studied throughout the 

thesis. 

Research Question 
 

At the edge of the upcoming transformation of the public school sector, it seems necessary to 

investigate the possibilities for successful implementation and by doing so to elucidate an array of 

strategic solutions. The overall research question is as follows: 

How can school managers be expected to succeed in creating innovations when implementing 

upcoming reforms? 
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It has become evident that the capabilities of the school managers are of great value to the entire 

cross field, making it interesting to trace the development of the capabilities and their interplay with 

the innovations applied to the area. This leads to two questions that will serve as investigators in 

order to help answering the overall research question; 

- What have been the drivers of innovation through the past 40 years? 

The period of 40 years is chosen because of the substantial evolvement in management literature, 

national regulations and perceptions of the purpose of the schools. The conditions for management 

have been affected by numerous different sources and it is appealing to try to explore the current 

managerial space by using the historical development as a baseline for the current management 

theories, national reforms and descriptions of managers. The second question arises from the first; 

- Do the management theories, the objects clauses, and practical management cohere in 

historical focal points? 

The historical focal points will be used to create an understanding of the convergence between 

theory and practice with the expectation that the relationship between the two will be valuable in 

answering the research question. 

As the reform of ‘14 has not yet been implemented the criteria for success will be defined solely by 

the formulated goals and actions in the political initiative and not serve as a focus point for this 

thesis. The pedagogical competencies of the managers, important as they may be, are not essential 

for the research question as it is the capabilities for implementation and execution of strategy that 

are the most exigent. As the upcoming reform marks a transformation of the sector, the reality in 

which the managers operate will have to be constructed once more, as new knowledge and 

capabilities will arise in the sector, wherefore the ambition is to generate strategic solutions that will 

strengthen and ease the implementation processes for the school managers. Through the study of the 

drivers of innovation and the convergence between theory and practice, the purpose of the thesis is 

to create an understanding of the term “school management” and develop recommendations for 

capabilities-improving tools. 

Chapter Overview 
  

The following is a brief description of the content of the chapters, the interaction with the research 

question, and finally a thematic model of the thesis. 
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In chapter 2 the methodology will be presented; it revolves around the semantics used to create 

meaning and how it is condensed into different concepts by forming a reservoir of meaning 

constituting a horizon within which school management can be understood and executed. The 

limitations of the discourse will be presented as well as the collection of data. 

In order to use the two sub-questions in a final discussion of the research question the thesis will be 

structured around three pillars affecting the managerial space. The first pillar is described in chapter 

3, which will focus on the different reforms formulating a change of purpose in the schools. The 

headlines of the development will be the weight of society, individuality and competition in relation 

to the school sector. 

The second pillar will be presented in chapter 4 as a study of the different management perspectives 

and tendencies that have dominated the sector from 1970 to the present. The management 

perspective approach will outline the different governmental mechanisms that have affected the 

managerial space and altered the components of the cross field, and the potential of creating a 

system for redevelopment of organizational capabilities will be considered. The system will be 

constructed through the development of dynamic capabilities which can be used as fulcrum for the 

implementation process of the strategic decisions. The development of theories regarding the 

impetus of dynamic capabilities is the fundamental question of how firms achieve and sustain 

competitive advantage but in this thesis it will be used in relation to the capabilities of the schools. 

Organizational capabilities are perceived as the organization’s foundation and framework for 

managerial actions. 

Finally, the third pillar is the development in the individual capabilities of the school managers in 

chapter 5. Changes in expectations and demands will be studied though an empirical investigation 

of documents. The chapter focuses on the requirements for individual capabilities, and thus displays 

the school managers’ current potential for improvement, as they are the main executers of strategy. 

The analysis will be executed according to the two sub-questions, where chapter 6 follows the 

drivers of innovation, and chapter 7 seeks to locate coincidences between the three pillars at 

historical focal points. 

In chapter 8 the discussion will revolve around the research question and the potential of including 

the development of dynamic capabilities in the schools as organizational units. The notion is that 

knowledge articulation and codification can diminish the gap between theory and regulations and 
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the practice they target. Chapter 9 contains conclusive remarks on the upcoming reform and the 

challenges facing the school managers. Furthermore, the chapter summarizes the recommendations 

for the upcoming implementation processes. 

A model of the themes in this thesis: 
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2. Methodology 
 

The chapter outlines the methodology of this thesis by describing the choice of discourse theory and 

the emphasis on semantics and sensemaking. The study of the written and spoken verbalisations of 

the discourse of public management is aimed at creating a deeper understanding of the field, in 

which the school managers are to operate. Furthermore the historic development of the discourse 

and the horizons of meaning will be explanatory for the current status of the field. Sensemaking 

involves turning semantics into actions, and thus serves as a component in the creation of an 

implementation-system, where knowledge can be transformed and communicated between the 

different actors in the managerial cross field. 

Finally the empirical data collection will be presented, as well as the limitations of the methods. A 

crucial factor of the focus on semantics is also the translation of the Danish articulations into 

English, wherefore the linguistic limitations will be presented. 

Discourse Theory 
 

Discourse theory relates to linguistics and the creation of meaning by stating that a discursive 

mediation of the world is the foundation for understanding. It is simply not possible to gain insight 

to the world without a commitment to a specific paradigm or discourse. Discourse theory is defined 

by the inclusion of the mediation, its prerequisites and consequences (Fuglsang et. al, 2005, p. 389). 

The discourse theory used in this thesis operates with two essential elements; 1) Discourse is the 

level between the universal and the unique (the coincidental) and a universal understanding is 

unreachable because of the mediation and 2) a discourse is a framework of meaning in which 

different relations unfold and obtain significance by the specific discourse. 

The use of discourse theory as a method requires certain reservations as it enrols in the tradition of 

constructivism, where traditional guidelines for the appropriate method for science is diminished 

and replaced by reflections of epistemological consequences. Discourse theory relates to 

epistemology by claiming that science and thus any analysis of something scientific is a discursive 

construction, wherefore it is not possible to be conclusive (Fuglsang et. al, 2005, p. 397). The 

allegation that science is a construct is based on arguments stating that science is an articulation. 

For anything to be an articulation two conditions must be fulfilled; the first is the perception of 

excessive meaning leaving an object to be articulated, the object cannot be related to an essence. 
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The second is a delimited horizon of meaning (a discourse) making the articulation possible. The 

creation of knowledge is thus linked to a discursive limitation and the formation of a system of 

meaning, in which an articulation of knowledge about objects and relations can appear (Fuglsang et. 

al, 2005, p. 398). 

The generation of meaning is constructed by humans through semantics and the consequences of 

the meaning-attributions. The concept of meaning generation describes the ways, in which humans 

understand the world and how these understandings affect social practice (Potter et. al, 2001, p. 

105). The generation of knowledge occurs spontaneously, when the subjects try to understand any 

given phenomena, an understanding that cannot be evaded. The linguistic articulation of human 

understanding affects their actions, wherefore the term “discourse” becomes relevant to determine 

the system of meaning in both written and spoken communication (Potter et. al, 1987, p. 7). Active 

parlance is thus placed in the centre of the subject area by discursive analysis, however it is not 

possible to use the empirical data to “go beyond” the discourses and locate an underlying structure, 

instead the focus should be on the discourses themselves. The emphasis should be on the structure 

and practical effect of the discourses and not on the dispatcher’s preconceptions and state of mind 

when the empirical data was collected. 

The choice of using discourse theory with the emphasis on semantics to generate a reservoir of 

meaning in which school management can be understood is linked to the research question. The 

discourse theory can be used in relation to different kinds of analyses; the first is the search for an 

ambiguity in the articulation of the purpose of the schools, where searches for fluid expressions that 

can generate re-articulations and potentially alter the understanding of school management. The 

second is an exploitation of history, where the exclusion processes that have led to a current 

discourse are under investigation. Through history it will be possible to reactivate the chosen 

discourses and identify the processes that have led to the current articulation (Fuglsang et. al, 2005, 

p. 411). 

There are several pitfalls that need to be avoided, when executing the analysis; “Writers are not 

doing analysis if they summarise, if they take sides, if they parade quotes, or if they simply spot in 

their data features of talk or text that are already well‐known. Nor are they doing analysis if their 

discovery of discourses, or mental constructs, is circular, or if they unconsciously treat their 

findings as surveys” (Anatki el. al, 2002, p. 16). In order to carry out a proper analysis it is therefore 

crucial to focus on “processes of becoming” so that the research question revolves around the 
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constitution of its object, which, in this thesis, is the understanding of school management and 

capabilities. This cannot be unfolded solely through theory wherefore an empirical study appears 

indispensable. The first step in the analysis will be to peruse the data with a theoretical perspective 

in mind; in this thesis the perspective is the understanding of management through the three pillars 

(Søndergaard, 2013, p. 253). The second step is to encode the empirical data and thus creating a 

thematic overview, this will be exploited through the two sub-questions. The third step is the 

description of the semantics used in the discourse, through which the differences and even 

contradictions in potential diverging narratives will unveil (Jakobsen et. al, 2010, p. 188). In the 

final step the analysis will move beyond the empirical and theoretical data in the search for a more 

general practice. 

Semantics: A Reservoir of Meaning 
  

“A semantic does not assume the character of a command, it does not constitute truth; rather, it is 

merely a way of organizing societal meaning that impact societal institutions, marks them and – if 

possible – changes them” (Rennison, 2007, p. 9). 

Based on the discourse theory it is assumed that “school management” have no natural form and 

thus no essence in itself, instead it has emerged as a result of a formative semantic process and 

different discursive arrangements. For that reason the semantics used to create a stock of 

generalised forms that can be used in communication is interesting to follow. The generalized forms 

can for instance be concepts. The purpose of Koselleck’s Begrifftsgeschicte is to study how 

meaning is condensed into concepts over time. For Koselleck, the aim is to follow how a concept 

unites a plenitude of meaning and thereby comes to form a particular mediation between spaces of 

experience and horizons of expectations (Koselleck, 2004, p. 86). In historical inquiries it is 

necessary to identify the shifts in counter concepts in order to trace how different counter concepts 

make it possible to stabilize a certain meaning within a concept. The historical approach is selected 

to elucidate how school management is understood, but also to emphasize how the change in 

purpose has affected the semantics used about school management. 

According to Niels Åkerstrøm Andersen it is important to understand semantics as a condensed and 

repetitive form of meaning, which is available for communication. Semantics are conceptualized by 

the distinction of meaning and condensed meaning. Meaning is defined as the unity of the 

difference actuality/potentiality and it decays right after its actualization. Through communication it 
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is possible to develop structures that condense meaning into forms – thus semantics (Andersen, 

2011, p. 9). 

A History of Problematics  

 

Instead of just diagnosing the cultural context of a social field by observing the changes in the 

semantic reservoir, the aim of this thesis is to strategically focus the semantic analysis on how 

school management has been made an object of reflection and problematization. To do so 

Foucault’s thoughts on a “history of problematics” will be of assistance. “This development of a 

given into a question, this transformation of a group of obstacles and difficulties into problems to 

which diverse solutions will attempt to produce a response, this is what constitutes the point of 

problematization and the specific work of thought” (Rabinow, 1997, p. 7). A history of 

problematics is particularly sensitive to an empirical domain of thought where efforts are made to 

step back from a way of acting and reacting and to present it as an object of thought and to question 

it as to its meaning, its conditions and its goals (Rabinow, 1997, p. 6). 

The analyses will revolve around the general problematizations of school management and thus the 

conditions and conducts used as responses at certain points in time. The historical period of 40 

years is chosen because of the reform in 1970 that left the municipalities with the responsibility for 

the public schools, which altered the cross field resembling the one that maintains today. 

Furthermore, the old way of organizing schools (middle schools and secondary schools) was 

abandoned and replaced by the mandatory 9-years as of today (Ingvartsen et. al, 1991, p. 21). 

Fixating a Flux 
  

When observing and analysing the discourse of school management by studying and reflecting over 

the reservoir of meaning it becomes apparent that the findings must be organized in order to answer 

the research question. Weick et. al has developed the theory on sensemaking that materializes 

meaning into actions, making it possible to use the findings from the analysis to answer the question 

regarding future implementation processes in the schools.“Sensemaking involves turning 

circumstances into a situation that is comprehended explicitly into words and that serves as a 

springboard into action” (Weick et. al, 2005, p. 409). 

As mentioned through Koselleck semantics/concepts are created between experience and 

expectation, and the theory on sensemaking states that sensemaking often occurs when the current 
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state of the world is perceived to be different than the expected state of the world, which makes 

actions the core phenomenon and not the influence of evaluation. Weick et. al incorporates meaning 

into organization theory and thus enables the analysis of semantics to translate into actions by 

bracketing and labelling events to create a common ground for understanding. The generic 

sensemaking recipe is to ask: “How can I know what I think until I see what I say?” (Weick et. al, 

2005, p. 412). The aim is to fixate or order the intrinsic flux of human action, to channel it towards 

certain ends, to give it a particular shape by generalizing and institutionalizing particular meanings 

and rules and thus interpreting an abundance of data into actionable knowledge. In this thesis the 

theory on sensemaking will be used in the discussion as a tool for labelling the semantics and 

produce knowledge from which the school managers can act. 

Qualitative Data: Collecting and Processing 
  

The data in this thesis have been collected from numerous sources, which will be presented in the 

following. According to the discourse theory it is possible to gain insight to different discourses by 

document-studies but also through interviews. A distinction is made by two different prescriptions 

for use; the first is to use the interviews to create a framework for the analysis by using them to 

generate information about the processes being analysed, the second is to use the interviews in the 

actual analyses by searching for the flux, which will be attempted fixated (Fuglsang et. al, 2005, p. 

407). In this thesis the first approach will be dominating, as the interviews will be processed 

alongside documents and theoretical material according to the three pillars. 

In the first pillar that describes the changes in purpose of the school over time, documents have 

been retrieved from different participants in the managerial cross field. Reforms formulated by the 

Ministry of Education, articles published by the Danish Union of Teachers, the School Leaders’ 

Union as well as Local Government Denmark
2
 have all been collected to present the development 

through many objectives. 

The second pillar, that outlines the management perspectives applied to the area, is constructed 

upon a theoretical foundation. The theories have been selected by a perusal of the theories used in 

several analyses of public management in Denmark; cross-references of sources have been made in 

an attempt to select the most dominating theories. Furthermore, academic libraries and databases 

                                                           
2
 Local Government Denmark (LGDK) is the English name for Kommunernes Landsforening (KL) and will be used 

throughout the thesis.  



18 
 

have provided myriads of theories to choose from, when “public management” was typed in the 

search engine. Additionally the theories about dynamic capabilities are used in this section, as they, 

in the early stage of the work on the thesis, triggered the interest for a creation of a system 

concerning implementation processes. 

The third pillar regarding the capabilities of managers is build on prior mentioned articles but also 

on different vacancy notices for school managers published in job banks within the last 3 years. It 

was rather difficult to obtain descriptions of vacancies going more than 3 years back, wherefore the 

interviews have been crucial in this matter. The interviews are used in the first and third pillar to 

generate background material to support the document-studies. 

Combined, the three pillars constitute the foundation for the analysis. The discursive approach will 

appear in both analyses and thus not be implemented in the three pillars themselves. In the first 

analysis each of the pillars will be analysed for drivers of innovation. In the second analysis the 

cohesiveness will be studied through the historical focal points. These points have not been selected 

beforehand, and will not be chosen before the processing of the data in the three pillars have been 

completed, in order to secure that the presentation of the data will not be influenced by 

presumptions and biases. 

Elite Interviews 

 

Three interviews have been conducted with representatives from various positions in the managerial 

cross field. The interviews have been applied with the purpose of creating insight to knowledge not 

attainable exclusively through surveys or document-studies. The semi-structured approach is 

chosen, as it allows the interviewer and interviewee to interact thus deviating from or elaborating on 

the content of the interview-guide (Harrits et. al, 2010, p. 150). The interview-guide is formulated in 

order to secure that the necessary themes are addressed, but the semi-structured approach allows the 

interviewer to be attentive to unpredicted themes and nuances and even to transform the wording of 

the questions if more suitable in the situation. 

There are different types of interviews that could have been appropriate in this context, however, 

the elite interview was selected, as it is defined by its target group of people who has special 

professional positions containing knowledge of specific areas (Harrits et. al, 2010 p. 152). 
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The interviews lasted approximately 40 minutes each and they were all recorded and transcribed 

(see the appendix). The interviewees were; a senior consultant at the Ministry of Education, a senior 

consultant in the School Leaders’ Union and a school manager. Prior to the interviews arrangements 

were made through email and in one case the interview-guide was sent to the interviewee, per 

request, before the interview. The interviewees were given anonymity as it is their knowledge of 

their specific professional positions that is essential and not their individual cognition. 

Citations from the interviews appear alongside citations from the archive of documents and the 

empirical approach is characterized by not distinguishing between written documents, recorded 

interviews or observations. 

It can be argued that a study of the potential for being successful in creating innovations in the 

upcoming implementation processes has to include extensive empirical data in the shape of surveys 

or interviews from a broader range of actors in the managerial cross field. However, as the reform 

has yet to be implemented, substantial knowledge of the implementation processes has not yet been 

generated, as the different actors are in the process of interpreting the reform in accordance with 

their positions, wherefore the foundation of this thesis draws on past developments in order to 

create insights to the current and future state of the public school sector. 

Lost in Translation 
 

The interviews have all be transcribed and translated from Danish to English, as it allowed the 

interviewees to answer naturally and freely without hesitations towards translating their thoughts. 

The transcription involves turning something auditory written thus transforming the spoken by 

interpreting it in writing. That operation has some limitations as it is not possible to capture the 

specific character of the language nor the facial expressions and body language in the transcription. 

It is attempted to find a balance between what is actually possible to say in English and the – often 

inventive – use of language of the Danish school practitioners. However, in relation to discourse 

theory it is essential that interviews are transcribed with every possible detail if the semantics are to 

be analysed, wherefore it must be concluded that in this thesis something simply gets lost in 

translation. However, this does not disqualify the use of interviews as they are not a part of the 

actual analyses and quotes will be used with care. 
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In relation to the discourse of public school management a certain word have been impossible to 

translate, as it is part of the horizon of meaning relating specifically to Danish school management, 

wherefore it will appear in Danish. The word dannelse is similar to the German word Bildung and 

means general (cultural) education; however the English translation is not sufficient as the 

connotations related to the word enrol in a conceptual framework that is a significant part of the 

institutional foundation of the Danish public schools. This stresses the importance of semantics, 

when understanding the field of school management. 

Limitations 
 

The discourse theory contains some natural limitations as the method becomes a reflection of the 

choices made and not a prescription of how the analysis should be conducted. The reflection points 

to the duality of the venture; on one hand the method is an open – undecidable – process that can 

only be overcome by choices. On the other hand a consistency between the different elements in the 

analyses, as precise as possible, should be pursued (Fuglsang et. al, 2005, p. 406). By choosing to 

focus the analyses on the semantic traces of “school management” over time, the analyses are not 

accounts of what school management is or was, but a history of how different meaning has been 

condensed into concepts. The inclusion of sensemaking allows these findings to be relevant in 

relation to the research question. The aim is to use the findings to provide the public school sector 

with an alternative way of perceiving implementation processes, but it is not assumed that the 

findings will be the only possible solution. 

It is recognized that the selection of data both empirical and theoretical involves critical choices 

leaving many things un-studied. The teachers, parental groups and pupils, despite their presence in 

the cross field, will not be consulted in this thesis, which naturally leaves important opinions 

unheard. Despite that, it is assessed that the research question can be sufficiently studied based on 

the chosen data. 

The research design might raise questions about the extent to which the conclusions can be 

generalized. Limits to generalization are often considered to undermine the idea of discourse studies 

as a scientific method, a critique that emerges from a natural scientific ideal of representation. 

However, such questions also assume that the ambition of research is to produce general, context-

independent knowledge and that it is possible to learn about “wholes” by studying “parts”. But as 

Strathern states, connecting parts to wholes in an analytical activity can at best be partial; there are 
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always new possibilities of re-describing empirical material in order for them to become parts of 

different “wholes” or discourses (Strathern, 2004, p. 149). 

School management is the object but as the environment surrounding it is ever-changing it will not 

be possible to exhaust the object for potential studies, wherefore this thesis attempts to enter the 

never-ending discussion of the matter by providing a new point of view. 

  



22 
 

3. 1st Pillar: Reforms and Changes in Purpose 
 

The first section of this chapter will identify the different reforms changing the managerial cross 

field within the last 40 years. The following sections focus on reforms that have expressed a change 

of purpose in the public school sector. The intention is to map out the influential factors that have 

led to the formulation of the reform “Make a Great School Better”. 

The Development of the Managerial Space 
 

“Pedagogical decisions do, however, always entail considerations of economy and planning and it 

is therefore not possible to any significant degree for other governing bodies than the municipal 

board to decide such questions” (Local Government, Denmark, 1972). 

After the municipal reform of ‘70 the municipalities sought to establish themselves as central school 

governing actors. With the reform the municipalities became bigger and power balances between 

actors involved in school government was displaced with new divisions of competence between 

municipalities, counties and school commissions. In general, the role of county was diminished 

with the reform through the abolishment of the former county school direction and the handover of 

competence to the municipality (Pors, 2011, p. 92). However the counties still attained some 

responsibility as they held the overall inspection of how the schools, the curriculum, and school 

building processes were planned. Furthermore, the counties also managed the task of upper 

secondary education until 1975 even though the municipalities for years argued that they should 

have sole responsibility in order to construct a coherent school system (Gyldendal, 2013). The 

school commission and school council inspected the pedagogical parts of the municipal school 

system by proposing plans for the schools and curriculums, which were send to the municipality for 

amendments. The municipalities were dissatisfied with the governing system, claiming that it was 

too complicated and produced unnecessary bureaucracy, LGDK argued: “… the many decision-

making bodies involved and the many directions for proceedings in governing of local school 

systems lead to a heavy and troublesome administrative procedure” (Local Government, Denmark, 

1972, p. 126). 

The municipalities sought to convince the government to reconsider the extent of the counties’ 

inspections of the municipal school systems and reform legislations, so that the role of the school 

commission would be reduced or even abolished (Danish Municipalities, 1973, no. 23). The 
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struggle to strengthen the role of the municipalities in relation to the school commissions was linked 

to the new positions of school directors that had been established in the school governing act of ‘70. 

The school managers became both single-school managers and directors of the entire school system 

in municipalities with less than 15,000 inhabitants. In larger municipalities a school director was 

appointed. The position was of decisive significance as it operated between the daily activities in 

the schools and the overall planning of the school system. The municipalities were dissatisfied with 

the fact that the school commissions were in charge of appointing these positions as it kept the 

municipalities out of important decision-making processes (Local Government, Denmark, 1972, p. 

138). The municipalities sought to create a stronger hierarchy, where the school directors and 

school managers answered to the municipal board. The hierarchy should not be made uncertain by 

the interference of school commissions. 

The repercussions of the school governing act of ‘70 were thus a municipal request for a more 

hierarchical organization of the public school sector. Governing should be centralised and the 

school managers should be subjected to municipal decision-making. LGDK criticized the system 

for containing unnecessary bureaucracy and struggled to position the municipalities as efficient 

school governing actors. The cross field surrounding the managers were thus more hierarchical than 

today (as illustrated by the model below). 
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Self-Determination in the Schools 

 

Throughout the 80’s the municipalities and schools managers struggled to position themselves in 

the governing hierarchy leading to an increased pressure on the government to change the system. 

Ideals of decentralisation penetrated the discussions about school governing and the municipalities 

began focusing on creating a space of independence within the hierarchy. Even though the 

governing act of ‘70 initiated a more decentralised way of organizing the public school sector it had 

had reverse results, as the municipalities demanded a stronger centralisation around the 

municipalities. 

However, in the late 80’s advocates of decentralisation argued that if each school was given more 

decision-making competence, they could be developed according to local needs and demands, and 

local engagements and interests could be converted to development of the welfare service that 

schools provided (Local Government, Denmark, 1988/90). The idea was that if the school managers 

were given degrees of freedom it would lead to inspiration, flexible solutions and development of 

the welfare services by distributing decision-making in relation to economy and pedagogy (Local 

Government, Denmark, 1988, p. 6). The implications of pedagogical decentralisation involved 

enabling the schools to dispose of teaching hours and allocate them as long as they stayed within 

the minimum demands formulated by the Ministry of Education. This placed the school managers 

in a more influential role by giving them authority to take on greater responsibilities in the schools. 

As the decentralised model deviated from the governing act of ‘70, some municipalities obtained a 

status as experimental municipalities, which meant that they were granted exceptions from the 

general legislations to perform experiments. 

Another important part of the decentralised processes was the inclusion of stakeholders. The 

argument was that if parents were given the possibility to influence their children’s schools, they 

would also engage themselves in discussions about welfare service and thus engage in a renewal of 

the entire system (Local Government, Denmark, 1988, p. 7). With the school government act of ‘90 

the former school councils were transformed to school boards and the school commissions were 

abolished (Gyldendal, 2013). 

“You cannot create dynamism and development with legislation. Development has to come from 

below. From the municipalities who are responsible for running the public schools, and from 

parents, managers and teachers, whose everyday life takes place in the schools” (Danish 
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Municipalities, 1990, no. 4). As the quote indicates, a transformation had occurred with regards to 

former beliefs in the municipalities’ abilities to govern the schools by central planning and 

coordination. Focus shifted towards development/innovations from below leading to an increased 

confidence in the school managers. However, this created a problem in the municipalities, who had 

to govern schools so that they became capable of governing themselves without having the official 

authority to grant the schools such freedom. In many ways the 80’s marked a transformation in the 

way of thinking about school management and the cross field surrounding the managers was 

amended (as illustrated by the model below). 

 

Self-Management in the Schools 

 

Through the late 90’s and early 00’s the ambition was to govern the schools to become independent. 

The municipalities sought to gain impact on the schools without destroying the self-governing 

capacities of schools, and thus operated in a paradox between providing clear goals and free scope 

at the same time. Instead of focusing on decentralization the new agenda entailed an emphasis on 

content and quality. “In the last 10 years, municipalities have put a lot of effort in both pedagogical 

and economic decentralization in the school sector. However, in many municipalities efforts to 

discuss content and quality have been lacking” (Local Government, Denmark, 1995/96, p. 6). In the 

beginning of the 00’s the PISA results, showing that the Danish children did not perform as well as 
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expected compared to other OECD countries, dominated the political debates about the public 

school sector, which led to an increased concern in the municipalities of how to improve 

educational standards (Local Government, Denmark, 2002). In ‘03 the government imposed binding 

national goals involving mandatory national testing to ensure the quality development in the school 

sector (Ministry of Education, 2003, § 10). 

The difficulties concerning the paradox between goals and freedom became a political problem, 

since the politicians could observe something as overall goals, whereas school management and the 

municipalities could observe the same thing as details. Politicians would then experience that the 

schools were interfering in what should be the task of the government. “If the parties do not agree 

on the distinction between goals and means, some politicians will experience that the 

administration and the schools are politicizing and interfering with their tasks. However, 

administration and schools will experience that politicians are going into too many details, and 

they mistake goals for means” (Local Government, Denmark, 2008, p. 3). The paradox emerged as 

a problem of communication as managers and the government were perceived as belonging to 

separate and autonomous contexts, wherefore the municipalities were encouraged to act as 

mediators and develop a common understanding between the poles. 

In order to align interests and create common understanding focus turned towards the school 

managers. In some municipalities a concept of double leadership was developed to express how 

managers had a management responsibility for their individual school as well as for the common 

school system. Monthly meetings and seminars for all managers in the municipality were arranged 

enabling the schools managers to discuss problems and challenges (Local Government, Denmark, 

2008, p. 27). However, with the school legislation of ‘05 parents were given a free choice of school 

in their municipality, thus creating a space for competition between the school managers, which 

created another paradox between knowledge-sharing and competitive advantages (Ministry of 

Education, 2005, § 3). 

The development of the managerial space in the 90’s and 00’s was filled with paradoxes and even 

though the government increased the rate of proposals and legislations in the area, school managers 

drifted further away from the cross field (as illustrated by the model below). In the late 90’s the 

municipalities had difficulties positioning themselves in the cross field and especially to create and 

sustain an importance as governing actors. 
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Partnerships with the Schools 

 

“Modern management is not hierarchical – modern management is an involvement of the 

employees in the processes of leading and allocating resources” (Senior Consultant, the School 

Leaders’ Union). 

As the model of the cross field shown in chapter 1 illustrates, the different components have 

converged within the last couple of years. With the new reform the government has taken on a new 

role to diminish the gap between politicians and managers. “A part of the reform proposal was that 

the government should engage in a partnership with the public schools” (Senior Consultant, 

Ministry of Education). By engaging in a partnership the government wishes to enhance its 

outbound role and support the implementation process of the new reform by cooperating with the 

school managers and municipalities in order to translate the reform into different languages 

coherent with the different schools (Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). 
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“We often say that the term “The Public School” refers to the framework, but in reality there are 

1,318 individual units operating differently – what works for one school might destroy the other” 

(Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). As the quote indicates self-management and 

decentralisation are still important parts of the managerial space, however, part of the reform 

involves ministry-employed consultants that shall serve as liaisons between the government and 

managers. The reform also entails fewer and more distinctive goals indicating that the government 

trusts the managers to develop means to meet the goals, which was part of the paradox in the late 

90’s. 

The structure reform of ‘07 merged municipalities, which has resulted in the closure of many 

schools, in the last three years more than 300 schools have been closed (Ministry of Education, 

2007, § 1). The structural changes in the municipalities will most certainly influence the school 

system in the years to come, wherefore the government has imposed the municipalities to 

coordinate the implementation processes in order to strengthen the relationship between the 

municipalities and managers (Senior Consultant, Ministry of Education). Another important part of 

the reform is the removal of extensive administrative tasks for the managers. The legislation that 

followed the accord-negotiations between the Danish Union of Teachers and LGDK in 2013 to 

some extend eliminated the “counting-of-teaching-hours”. The school managers are expected to 

spend more time dealing with issues of the pupils and the pedagogical challenges, which have 

moved the component of pupils closer to the managers in the model. “Now the task is what is most 

important and not the time spend on it, but you cannot ignore that a whole generation within the 

last 20 years have focused way too much on time management and the costs of tasks” (Senior 

Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). 

Within the last decade the public school sector has been given a lot of political attention, but the 

senior consultant of the School Leaders’ Union argues that the focus has been one-sided on the 

results of learning due to the “era of measuring”. When the PISA-testing started the purpose of the 

school sector suddenly became measurable results. “There are some amazing contradictions in the 

way pupils are tested. Whenever a test-result is not good enough the school will try to improve and 

become above average. However, the question is going to be whether or not it is possible to place 

higher than the rest – “average” is a mathematical term that requires someone to score below in 

order for it to be an average” (Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). 
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This leads to an investigation of the changes of purpose through the different public school reforms 

with the intention of displaying how the legislations have altered more than the managerial space 

and to create an understanding of the basis for the strategic solutions that have followed the 

reforms. 

The Development of Purposes 
 

In this section the notions on purpose within four school reforms will be outlined. The different 

reforms are chosen as they mark a change in direction in relation to their predecessors. They all 

entail a transformation of the way the pupils are perceived thus outlining proposals for new means 

for the managers to reach the goals. 

The Schools and Society 

 

In the 70’s the schools became the object of extensive political thematization, which meant that 

politics and pedagogy, which had formerly been perceived as separates, were joined through a 

common goal. The schools functioned as a miniature version of society, but also as a utopianism for 

a better society (Hermann, 2007, p. 74). The political thematization resulted in a strong focus on 

democracy and inequality leading to a new objects clause. In the previous 40 years the purpose of 

the public schools had been build upon a formulation from 1937 that had become inadequate in 

reflecting the current dynamic society. The aim was to create a stronger link between the schools 

and society, where democracy should be the ideological foundation for the schools. The objects 

clause of ‘75 stated: 

“§2: The intent of the public school, in corporation with the parents, should be to enable the pupils 

to acquire skills, work-methods and forms of expression, which contributes to the individual pupil’s 

versatile development” 

“Paragraph 2: The public school must create possibilities for experience and self-business, 

enabling the pupils to increase their willingness to learn, unfold their imagination, and strengthen 

their abilities for individual assessments and decision-making” 

“Paragraph 3: The public school prepares the pupils for codetermination in a democratic society, 

to take responsibility for the execution of common tasks. The education and everyday life must rest 

upon intellectual liberty and democracy.”    (Lillelund et. al, 1975, p. 11) 
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It is evident that the pupils were considered to be central actors in the practice of the schools. The 

purpose was not just to provide skills from the schools’ perspectives; instead focus shifted to the 

versatile development of the individual pupils. With the reform of ‘75 the classroom-hour was 

introduced as an attempt to increase focus on social aspects. It was important that the pupils realized 

that they were part of the community. The task of the classroom teacher was also transformed into 

containing a stronger sense of social responsibility and care. The pupils became clients and citizens 

instead of just pupils and were included as active participants in the daily education (Hermann, 

2007, p. 92). 

The Schools and Individuality 

 

In the 90’s drastic changes were made to the public school sector by legislations. The changes were 

triggered by a string of discussions about the public school sector and demands put forward from 

society and the business community. The individual had become the centre, and the development of 

the individual’s personality became the focal point in the public schools. The changes were 

articulated as a shift in paradigm in order to stress that the public school sector had to change 

direction (Hermann, 2007, p. 95). The objects clause of ‘93 stated: 

“§1: The intent of the public school, in corporation with the parents, should be to enhance the 

pupils’ dedication to skills, work-methods and forms of expression, which contributes to the 

individual pupil’s versatile, personal development” 

“Paragraph 2: The public school must create a framework for experiences and contemplation, so 

the pupils develop cognition, fantasy and a willingness to learn, in order for them to gain 

confidence in their own abilities and a base for positioning and acting.” 

“Paragraph 3: The public school must make the pupils familiar with the Danish culture and 

contribute to their understanding of different cultures and the human interaction with nature. The 

school system prepares the pupils to take on responsibility, rights and duties in a society of freedom 

and democracy. The education and everyday life must rest upon intellectual liberty, equality and 

democracy.”        (Ministry of Education, 1993) 

It is important to notice that the word personal has been added to the first paragraph stressing that 

the clause of ‘93 focused on the identity of the pupils. The schools had to implement the task of 

strengthening the pupils’ work on their own identities (Hermann, 2007, p. 98). Personal 
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development became one of the schools’ most significant assignments as personal development 

became a qualifications-requirement and not just an ideal for education. After the struggle in the 

80’s about administrative decentralisation, the teachers’ role became to negotiate with the pupils 

about creating the content of the education, as the pupils were given more influence. The terms 

rights and duties found their way into the legislation, which emphasizes that the pupils’ 

involvement in society were still part of the agenda.  

Furthermore, the law of ‘93 entailed the notion of educational-differentiation. The teachers had to 

teach each pupil according to their specific needs, and the social aspects of the 70’s drifted to the 

background. The educational subjects underwent a transformation as well; whereas the subjects in 

the 70’s had acted as tools for education, the law of ‘93 focused more on dannelse and the 

acquisition and understanding of terms that, on an aesthetic and ethical level, connoted dannelse 

and development (Hermann, 2007, p. 102). 

The Schools and Competition 

 

The public school law experienced minor changes in the years following the millennium. The main 

reason was a critique of what was called “circle pedagogy” as the prime minister stated in the 

opening speech of the parliament in 2003: “It appears as though the learning of academic skills 

have been downsized compared to sitting in a circle and asking “what do you think?” It can be very 

valuable to sit in a circle having a discussion, however the first prerequisite for having a 

meaningful conversation, is that everyone knows what is being discussed” (State Department, 2003, 

p. 3). 

As mentioned, the government established binding common goals and national testing with the 

expectation that it would lead to increased academic competences. In relation to the PISA-studies, 

where the results of the Danish pupils could be compared to pupils from other OECD-countries, an 

increased focus on results appeared. The individualization-processes were still significant, but 

instead of just focusing on personal development it came to concern the pupils’ abilities to perform, 

their determination and self-responsibility (Hermann, 2007, p. 128). The objects clause in the 

reform of ‘05 (agreed upon in ‘06) stated: 

“§1: The intent of the public school, in corporation with the parents, should be to provide the pupils 

with skills, that prepares them for further education and gives them a willingness to learn more. 
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The public school must make the pupils familiar with the Danish culture and contribute to their 

understanding of different countries and the human interaction with nature, which contributes to 

the individual pupil’s versatile development”. 

“Paragraph 2: The public school must create a framework for experiences and contemplation, so 

the pupils develop cognition, fantasy and a willingness to learn, in order for them to gain 

confidence in their own abilities and a base for positioning and acting.” 

“Paragraph 3: The school system must prepare the pupils to take on responsibility, rights and 

duties in a society of freedom and democracy. The work of the school must rest upon intellectual 

liberty, equality and democracy.”      (Ministry of Education, 2005) 

In the first section the word personal has been removed and instead focus has shifted towards 

enabling the pupils for further education. It emphasizes a result-oriented objective, which is stressed 

by the schools’ tasks of making the pupils familiar with other countries. In ‘93 different cultures 

were the key objectives however in ‘05 a cultural insight was not sufficient. Furthermore, the clause 

of ‘05 entails another important change; in ‘75 and ‘93 the education and everyday life had to rest 

upon democracy and equality, but in ‘05 it solely concerned the work of the school, which implies 

that the pupils’ democratic influence on their education was decreasing. The term knowledge society 

dominated the public school sector discussions in the ‘90’s, but throughout the ‘00’s the preferred 

term became globalization as international comparisons became influential (Hermann, 2007, p. 

131). 

The Schools and Learning 

 

Even though the law of 2014 have not yet been adopted, changes in purpose can be traced through 

the initiative put forward by the government in 2013. After several years where inclusion of pupils 

has been the main objective, focus is going to turn towards the pupils’ overall learning. “It is going 

to be difficult to implement – as I see it – because it has shifted focus from the teachers’ classroom 

education to the children’s’ overall learning. Even though it is still a central objective, the 

classroom education in itself becomes the means to the children’s overall learning and the 

classroom education is no longer a goal in itself” (Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). 

The new reform entails a stronger commitment to educational-differentiation, thus including a 
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stronger specialization of each pupil leading to a decreased commitment to community efforts 

(Mandag Morgen, 2011, p.22). 

This chapter has outlined the development of the managerial space through the last 40 years and 

presented the changes in purpose, thus representing the first pillar in this thesis. The different 

perceptions of authority between the government and school managers will create a foundation for a 

discussion of the managerial space but more importantly the possibilities for the creation of 

innovation. 
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4. 2nd Pillar: Management Perspectives 
 

This chapter follows the development of the management tendencies in literature that have 

dominated the public sector in the last 40 years. Four directions have been chosen, but the 

transitions between the perspectives have been fluctuating, wherefore it is expected that some 

tendencies dominated some municipalities, when others were moving in a new direction, making a 

strict chronology impossible to sustain. Nevertheless, the perspectives are presented in relation to 

the development of the managerial space. 

When searching for public management theories it became apparent that no theories have been 

formulated that does not contain practical implications. The chosen tendencies are based on 

theoretical foundations, but share an investment in practical problematizations, wherefore the 

tendencies are perceived as management perspectives and not as theories. It can be argued, that they 

do not assume the character of a theory as they are not providing a profound transformation of 

management theory, but more accurately suggests or points to new directions within an existing 

management regime. The regime they are all based on refers back to the formulation of Scientific 

Management made by Frederick Taylor in 1903, who transformed management into a professional 

knowledge field. Taylor addressed efficiency problems, unfolded trough the era of Industrialization, 

by introducing time- and result measurements (Skårup, 2004, p. 36). Ever since the emergence of 

scientific management scholars have produced numerous perspectives regarding the relationship 

between control and trust, and in relation to public school management the chosen tendencies reveal 

different perspectives on that particular relationship. 

Therefore chapter 4 outlines a theoretical framework of the managerial space, but as indicated in the 

introduction the perspectives lack emphasis on the necessary competencies that must be in place, in 

order for the actors to act and innovate within the different frameworks. 

The theory of dynamic capabilities is presented in the final section of this chapter as a potential 

prescription of actions within the managerial flux. It describes the creation of organizational 

capabilities, which can be used in a discussion of the interplay between practice in the schools and 

the theoretical framework, and thus become a future dominating management theory in the public 

school sector. 

Bureaucratic Control 
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After the governing act of ‘70 two different management perspectives dominated the sector as the 

municipalities fought for positions. As the government delegated responsibility for the public 

schools to the municipalities, some tried to establish a strong hierarchical structure, while others 

realized that a decentralised model were more suitable. The following section outlines the 

characteristics of the centralised approach. 

“The effects of administrative centralization are the growth of overhead controls; the creation of 

larger administrative units; and the strengthening of “vertical” forms of control and coordination” 

(Wagenaar et. al, 2004, p. 10). Centralisation is the systematic and consistent reservation of 

authority at central points. Little delegation of authority is the rule and power and discretion are 

concentrated at the top levels. In many municipalities the aim was to decrease the influence of the 

counties in order to maintain and create a position as a strong governing actor. In the 70’s public 

administration became a distinctive field of its own and the municipalities were expected to serve as 

loyal bureaucrats; impartial administrators serving the political society in relation to the schools 

(Rennison, 2007, p. 12). Their function was to control the maintenance of rules and administer legal 

issues in accordance with the political legislations. 

Even though the municipalities served as subordinates to the government they wanted to increase 

their authority in relation to the school managers, thus creating a stronger hierarchy. However, 

absolute centralisation is untenable because it would mean that subordinates would have no duties, 

power or authority. As decentralisation, absolute centralisation is fictitious in practice; it is a matter 

of degrees along a continuum (Rao et. al, 2002, p. 418). 

There are certain special circumstances that favour the reservation of authority and a centralised 

decision-making power (Rao et. al, 2002, p.420): 

- To facilitate personal leadership: Centralisation enables the municipalities to capitalise on 

the ability and experience of a strong hierarchy, where clear communication and overview 

can create quick decisions. 

 

- To provide for integration: Under centralisation the subordinates move like one unit. It 

keeps the school managers moving together harmoniously towards a common goal. It 

assures uniformity of standards and policies, and the danger of actions drifting and getting 

off course is minimized. When trying to implement a new reform in the school sector the 
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centralised approach ensures that goals are translated and communicated similar to the 

different school managers, which enhances the possibility of comparable implementation 

processes. 

 

- To handle emergencies: Centralisation is highly sustainable in times of emergency, as the 

resources and information can be mobilised quickly and efficiently. Centralisation of 

decision-making ensures prompt action necessary to meet government policy changes. 

With the centralised approach decisions are made closer to the scene of action, thus ensuring 

flexibility in relation to the rapidly changing environment. However, centralisation also inhibits 

innovations and initiative from subordinates and at worst removes the school managers’ sense of 

responsibility in relation to the entire school sector. 

Decentralization 
  

“Everything which goes to increase the subordinate’s role is decentralisation; everything which 

goes to reduce it is centralisation” (Fayol, 1930, p. 11).  

Keeping pace with the increasing workload of the administration and the need for rationalization of 

the work in the respective administrative bodies, problems relating to how greater cohesion could 

be ensured in the public sector arose in the 80’s. The second noticeable wave of management 

perspectives concerned decentralisation as a counterbalance for the problems contained in the 

centralised approach. 

The essence of decentralisation is the transference of authority from central points to subordinates at 

lower levels. Decentralisation has come to be accepted as a “golden calf” of management 

philosophy and to be associated as a fundamental principle of democratic management, where each 

individual is respected for its inherent worth and constitution (Hindle, 2008, p. 57). Through 

decentralisation the different governing actors attain more responsibility and the importance of their 

individual tasks and initiatives are recognized. 

Rose describes the content of democratic management in relation to the private sector, but as he 

describes the link between workers and enterprise, the theory correlates to the public sector, where 

the school managers serve as workers in the governmental space. “Democratic styles of leadership, 

communication, and consultation within the enterprise and so forth were of significance not only 
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because of the values they embodied, but also because of their consequences for efficiency and 

productivity, through the links they established between the feelings and aspirations of the worker 

and those of the enterprise” (Rose, 1999, p. 83). There are several advantages of the decentralised 

approach but also some pitfalls to take into consideration, when organizing the public sector; 

- Decentralisation brings the process of decision-making closer to actions and because the 

subordinates are held responsible for the effect of their decisions, they are motivated to 

make decisions that are in line with overall goals. However, the government has to impose 

planning and control procedures in order to establish the effectiveness of decision-making 

(Pedersen et. al, 2008, p. 330). 

 

- Decentralisation facilitates diversification as each school is treated separately by the school 

managers, enabling them to diversify the implementation of common goals according to the 

specific needs of each school. However, in order for each school manager to be successful it 

is crucial to assess their abilities of translating the legislations into a language 

understandable for their employees. 

 

- Decentralisation gives individuals an opportunity for learning by doing, and it provides a 

positive work climate where there is freedom to make decisions, freedom to use judgement 

and freedom to act. Factors like competitive atmosphere, better participation, and 

independent status create a stimulating effect on the morale of key actors in the semi-

autonomous divisions (Rao et. al, 2002, p. 424). The presence of shorter chains of command 

encourages a feeling of individuality, where actors can see the results of their actions more 

readily. Nevertheless, in the public school sector the schools cannot move in total opposite 

directions of each other without disrupting the governmental objectives, wherefore 

knowledge-sharing activities must keep the units communicating. 

Decentralisation is not necessarily the right approach because of its democratic notions. It is merely 

a device of management, not a symbol of untarnished virtue. Blind enforcement of decentralisation 

may pose substantial control problems to the sector, as decentralisation should be halted before 

“right orders go to the wrong subordinates, and right subordinates report to the wrong superiors” 

(Rao et. al, 2002, p. 425). There is no obvious answer to the question of whether centralisation or 

decentralisation is the right approach except as it applies to the situations. The complexity and 



38 
 

volatility of the fast-changing political, economic and social environment creates a need for a 

flexible, adaptive, varied and complex response from government organizations, and local and 

national politics cannot simply be calibrated in terms of rational efficiency, even though the sectoral 

planning of the 80’s was an attempt to do so. 

Since neither the centralised nor the decentralised management approach seems to solve the issues 

of creating management capacity at the bottom through legislations from the top of the governing 

hierarchy, new emissions of management perspectives tries to explore the different components of 

both tendencies. The theory of self-management revolves around elaborating on the consequences 

of total decentralisation, and focuses on the school managers’ abilities to run the schools as 

independent units. The inter-organizational design of the schools comes to play an important role in 

the theoretical development of the sector as the establishment of teams alter the school managers’ 

responsibilities and positions. 

The tendency called New Public Management (NPM) deals with the increased need for control and 

measuring as ways to generate efficiency in the decentralised sector, thus maintaining some 

centralisation. Furthermore the tendency includes the societal impetus to enhance globalization by 

incorporating international comparisons. 

The perspectives have emerged simultaneously, wherefore the order in which they are described is 

insignificant. They address different objectives of management, why they are not mutually 

exclusive, but should be perceived as two approaches derived from the same managerial issues. 

Self-Management 
  

The perspective of self-management has emerged as a response to increasing focus on self-

fulfilment in the private sector. The workers’ feeling of self and their commitment to their 

respective jobs in relation to a work/life balance places the individual at the centre of attention. 

Combined with the decentralised actions of the 80’s, the public sector incorporated the notions by 

an increased perception of the schools as individual units. The school managers’ abilities to manage 

the employees in the uncertain environment as well as their educational background were given 

political attention, as it was ascribed importance in relation to self-management. 

There are some contradictions when considering self-management in relation to management of 

workers. In a psychological sense it can create an ambiguity of meaningfulness, when a term that 
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initially relates to management provided by oneself, is related to management of workers. 

Therefore, several definitions of the term have been produced to describe the relationship between 

self-management and management. 

- As an organizational competency: Self-management is described as a specific competency, 

where the self-managing worker acts responsible and takes initiative within the frames of 

the school. “Workers and managers make decisions primarily directed at their own area of 

responsibility. Responsibility and competency are delegated to the outer loops of the 

organization. Decisions are made in alignment with common goals of the organization. This 

works for both the private and public sector, that the employees are managing themselves, 

independent, responsible and entrepreneurial” (Bertelsen et. al, 2004, p. 25). There is a 

distinct focus on the management dimension in relation to the organizational design, where 

the workers are enabled to take initiative and be innovative. 

 

- As existential management of the self: Self-management implies that the workers manage 

their thoughts, expectations, emotions and actions so that they can contribute in the 

development and realization of the self, while creating value for the organization. In this 

definition explicit focus is turned towards the “self” as the means for realization and value 

generation (Groth-Brodersen, 2013, p. 26). 

In the public sector self-management involves an inter-organizational restructuring of the schools, 

where the elements of self-management are applied not only to the school managers but also to the 

teaching staff. The creation of teams involves delegating responsibility for different areas to the 

employees, leaving the managers able to focus on the overall directions of the schools. As the 

schools gains independence from the strict governmental hierarchy though new legislations, the 

school managers become responsible for self-managing the overall strategy of their individual 

schools. 

Flood et. al describes three different perspectives on teams and their influence on strategic 

implementation; top management as a team, implementing strategy through teams and teams as 

strategy (Flood et. al, 2000, p. 224). The top management teams are responsible for clarifying and 

communicating the vision, mission and strategy to the employees, as well as creating the structure 

around the implementation process. They must allocate and acquire resources and manage control 

systems. If the top management team strives to be successful Flood et. al argues that an integration 
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of the other teams and the executive leadership will enhance capabilities. The second perspective 

relies on teams for successful implementation, when strategy is formulated by top management and 

the organization relies on the teams to implement it, this can create a strong commitment to strategy 

as the different teams feels that their respective tasks are equally important. The third and final 

perspective proposes that teams as strategy will integrate the organizational structure with strategy 

to the extent that the flow between strategy and structure is reciprocal (Flood et. al, 2000, p. 232).  

When discussing the three perspectives it is apparent that the existence of teams to manage different 

divisions includes great potential, however, it is of utmost importance to make sure that the 

formulated strategy is clarified and understood in order for the schools to work on achieving the 

same goals. If not, the school managers’ will spend a lot of resources on managing and upholding 

teams that eventually will not be beneficial for each other and the overall strategy. 

The theories of self-management expand the objectives of decentralisation, however, fall short in 

describing how the different achievements of the self-managing individuals are ensured to cohere 

with overall goals. 

New Public Management 
  

NPM describes a collection of reforms of the public sector worldwide in the beginning of the 90’s 

and is often the preferred reference to the managerial objectives of the public sector. In Denmark 

the term “modernization” dominated the managerial vocabulary, but the semantic change did not 

result in an upheaval of objectives. NPM relates to decentralisation by focusing on administrative 

reforms, performance management and results (Greve, 2002, p. 2).  

The inspiration for NPM is derived from two different sources; one being the focus on management 

as a professional activity. Earlier public management had been associated with hierarchy and 

bureaucracy, but with the emergence of NPM, management became a field of its own. The other 

source of inspiration is the economic theory “New Institutional Economics,” that draws upon the 

notion of utility-maximizing, where the public system must be organized around the expectation of 

workers trying to maximize their own utility (Greve, 2002, p. 4). Control and measurement 

processes are installed to minimize potential damage caused by egoistic preference, which leads to a 

division of organizational units. 
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Pedersen et. al describes a trinity that encapsulates the public sector reforms in relation to NPM 

(Pedersen et. al, 2012, p. 436): 

- A right wing/ a neo-liberal ideological base 

- A set of policy instrument promoting markets and market mechanism 

- The NPM toolbox 

The first bullet reflects the new liberal criticisms of macroeconomics and the welfare state through 

the prior mentioned perspectives. The second bullet concerns principles for optimizing the 

production and delivery of welfare services. Rather than appealing to a broader public, they seek to 

address public managers directly as management becomes the overall focus. The principles include 

the employment of steering instruments and a bias towards the achievement of measurable 

outcomes. The third bullet reflects how reforms promote and implement tools and mechanisms from 

the NPM “toolbox” thereby encapsulating neo-liberal ideologies by a convergence to widely held 

norms on rationality, markets and competition among policy-makers. Some of the NPM instruments 

include a privatization of public service delivery and converts the citizens to customers with the 

statutory right of choosing suppliers of welfare services, in the public school sector, which is 

illustrated by the free school choice (Pedersen et. al. 2012, p. 437). 

Through NPM the production and delivery of public services must be improved, whereas five 

criteria for success have been outlined: 

1. Quantitatively increasing in the production and the delivery of welfare services 

2. Enhancing the quality of the welfare services 

3. Customizing the welfare services to the citizens’ needs and demands 

4. Increasing transparency and democratic control with the production and delivery of services 

5. Increasing the level of innovation in the public sector  

The most significant change in NPM in relation to former public sector theories is the development 

of the customers. Whereas the dominating figures before had been the politicians NPM turns focus 

towards the citizens. The public sector becomes a service provider of specialized and customer-

focused services. In the public school sector the decision to use PISA-testing in order to make 

comparisons to other OECD countries marks an important step on the way to globalization, were it 

is recognized that the pupils must be able to compete not only against one another but against 

international pupils in order to be successful. 
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NPM has been criticized for focusing too strongly on efficiency, thus lacking an emphasis on 

democracy, wherefore alternatives have been exploited in recent years. “It is claimed that we, in 

recent years, have had a stronger focus on values and value-based management in the public 

sector. It is necessary to take a more holistic approach to the public sector than the narrow 

efficiency-focus provided by NPM” (Wolf, 2011, p. 4). 

It can be argued that NPM does not constitute a management perspective rather it is merely the 

headline of initiatives made in the public sector. However, NPM has been the term dominating 

public management debates for many years, wherefore it is included in this pillar. 

Dynamic Capabilities 
  

The following section presents the theory of dynamic capabilities as an organizational concept. The 

aim is to present a structure for dealing with the implementation of strategies concerned with 

challenges from an uncertain environment. Furthermore, the aim is to elucidate actions that 

managers can make in order to operate within the intrinsic flux of the presented management 

perspectives. 

Zollo et al. investigates the mechanisms through which organizations develop dynamic capabilities, 

defined as routinized activities directed to the development and adaption of operating routines. It is 

argued that dynamic capabilities are shaped by the co-evolution of learning mechanisms towards 

experience accumulation, knowledge articulation and knowledge codification (Zollo et. al, 2002, p. 

339). The development of theories regarding dynamic capabilities’ impetus is the fundamental 

question of how firms achieve and sustain competitive advantages; the roots are found in three 

strategic management paradigms; the competitive forces approach, the strategic conflict approach 

and the resource-based approach (Teece et. al, 1997, p. 511). 

The competitive forces are rooted in the structure-conducted performance paradigm of industrial 

organizations and emphasize the actions a firm can take to create defensible positions against 

competitive forces. The strategic conflict approach uses the tools of game theory, and thus 

implicitly views competitive outcomes as a function of the effectiveness with which firms keep 

their rivals off balance through strategic investments, pricing strategies, signaling and control of 

information. The resource-based approach emphasizes building competitive advantage through 

capturing entrepreneurial rents stemming from fundamental firm-level efficiency advantages. In 



43 
 

order to stress the exploitation of existing internal and external firm-specific competences to 

address changing environments the theory of dynamic capabilities is formulated: “The dynamic 

capabilities of firms is seen as resting on distinctive processes (ways of coordinating and 

combining), shaped by the firm’s specific asset positions (such as the firm’s portfolio of difficult-to-

trade knowledge assets and complementary assets) and the evolution path(s) it has adopted or 

inherited. The importance of path dependencies is amplified where conditions of increasing returns 

exist” (Teece et. al, 1997, p. 531). 

Zollo et. al builds on this definition with the description of the learning mechanisms. Experience 

accumulation describes routines that reflect experience-based wisdom. Effective operational 

routines are always a necessity, and superior routines a source of advantage. However, in a context 

where competitive conditions are rapidly changing, persistence in the same operating routines can 

be risky (Zollo et. al, 2002, p. 341). This is the reason why companies need to invoke mechanisms 

that go beyond semiautomatic stimulus-response processes and tacit accumulation of experiences. 

Knowledge articulation is the second mechanism of developing dynamic capabilities and defines 

the process through which implicit knowledge is articulated through collective discussion. By 

sharing individual experiences and opinions with colleagues, an improved level of understanding of 

the causal mechanisms intervening between the actions required to execute a certain task or 

production outcome can be achieved (Zollo et. al, 2002, p. 341). This can result in adaptive 

adjustments to operating routines or strategic changes. This mechanism is crucial when 

implementing a new strategy. 

The third mechanism involves a higher level of cognitive effort. It describes a process where 

individuals codify their understandings of the performance implications of internal routines in 

written tools. These tools can be used to uncover the linkages between actions and performance 

outcomes and provide guidelines for the execution of future tasks (Zollo et. al, 2002, p. 342). 

These mechanisms seems to be inevitable if companies wants to grow on behalf of earlier 

experiences, but the efforts necessary to develop the capabilities leads to implementation costs. The 

codification process takes time, resources and managerial attention. However, as the framework 

states the costs of creating these capabilities will be ever increasing as there is no direct causality 

between the efforts of creating learning mechanisms and secured future success. With every change 

externally or internally the companies need to revise their knowledge structures, wherefore the 
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knowledge structures continually needs to be altered on the basis of the new competitive forces and 

strategic conflicts. This implies that the framework is useful in every empirical case. The developed 

dynamic capabilities cannot be generalized and a part of the internal structure as they, by their 

nature of being dynamic, always is affected by change. Nonetheless they provide guidelines for 

assessing the potential for activity-specific improvements. 

This chapter represents the second pillar in this thesis by describing the different management 

perspectives regarding the public sector. As the centralised and decentralised approaches describe 

managerial positions, self-management and NPM explore different aspects of a decentralised 

regime with a focus on independence opposite control mechanisms. They all provide a framework 

in which the school managers can act without extending a complete set of norms and rules 

dedicated to the “right kind of management”. The theory of dynamic capabilities is introduced, as 

the experience accumulation, knowledge articulation, and finally knowledge codification can be 

learning mechanisms that will generate a kind of dynamic response to a changing environment or 

management perspective. 
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5. 3rd Pillar: Capabilities of Managers 
 

This chapter describes the individual capabilities of the school managers, thus tracing the 

managerial development from the perspective of the managers. The changes in the managerial space 

naturally affected the demands for new capabilities of leaders encapsulating the uncertainty of the 

environment in which the managers act. In the pursuit of an answer to the research question it is 

imperative to understand the actors, who have to create and ensure the necessary innovations. 

As the school managers are accountable for the implementation processes of new legislations, their 

competencies for doing so will be paramount for the effectiveness of the legislations. Ever since 

public management became an area of substance in the public debate, the development of 

managerial capabilities has become part of the political agenda. With every reform proposal new 

requirements appear for a change in management capabilities, wherefore a description of the current 

capabilities will create a foundation for understanding the space in which the upcoming reform will 

be implemented. 

Lift of Competencies 
  

Part of the upcoming school reform is a lift of competencies for both managers and teaching staff. 

The teachers are required to be educated within the subjects they teach, and in relation to the 

managers an emphasis on continuing education is the goal. The aim is to create a national program 

for education and development enabling the managers to manage, plan and organize a school day 

not centrally outlined by regulations on working hours (Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 20). “The 

school managers are to a great extend a target audience. They are agents of change and very much 

in focus right now. This is why we have created an independent initiative exclusively to further 

develop the capabilities of the managers” (Senior Consultant, Ministry of Education). The 

competencies of the managers and municipalities are to augment in relation to the implementation 

and execution of the new school structure with a focus on pedagogical management. Furthermore, 

the managers must be equipped to manage through goals and evaluations. 

In order to strengthen the efforts towards improving management, the government devote attention 

to the creation of a corps of learning consultants, who must develop knowledge, counsel, convey 

and transfer knowledge to a change in the practice of the schools (Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 

21). 
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Even though the reform includes some solutions to the intention of lifting competencies, the 

different school practitioners do not experience a clear and well-communicated strategy towards 

implementing the initiatives, as the following examples from different discussions about the future 

managers reveal: “There have not yet been made any plans for how we are to increase our 

capabilities. The most certain thing to say about the reform is: Nobody knows anything – we must 

figure it out along the way. […] When I meet the other school managers at conferences and courses 

we agree that the process is going to be individual according to the needs of the different schools” 

(School Manager). 

The Danish Union of Teachers criticizes the government for being delusional in their expectations 

towards the new focus on pedagogy. “Only half of the Danish teachers have experienced the school 

manager participating in classroom teaching. There are not many indicators pointing towards the 

manifestation of pedagogical management extending into the real world. The new reality of the 

reform of 2014 will give the managers even worse conditions for spending time on pedagogy. 

Throughout the country the municipalities have merged schools, fired managers and decentralized 

even more tasks to the schools” (Jørgensen, 2013, p. 3). 

The role of the school managers revolves around three central elements: Administrative 

management, Pedagogical management and Management of personnel. In order for the reform to be 

successful, the time spend on the pedagogical aspect must be increased. Besides that the role 

regarding strategic management and innovations must be improved as well. The new law 

concerning the working hours of the teachers involves a change in the managerial space leading to 

an emphasis on the managers’ relational and social capabilities by the occurred need to re-establish 

a strong relationship between managers and teachers (Aisinger et. al, 2013, p. 15). 

Furthermore, the reform is being severely criticized for lacking thoughts on dannelse. With the 

focus on measurable results, distinctly outlined by the government, the school managers will have 

to plan and execute education towards measurable goals; therefore the concern is that the pupils will 

lack other competencies. “I do not believe that it will be sufficient to excel in Danish and 

mathematics – but maybe I am wrong. Perhaps the pupils will be emotionally and culturally 

capable of being democratic citizens by academic results (School Manager). The school managers 

acknowledge that a lift of competencies regarding academic subjects can be the right approach if 

the aim is to enable the managers to supervise and spare with the teachers, however, this entails 

more time spend away from the daily tasks in order to gain insight in the academic development, 
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which can be problematic as the goal of the reform is to facilitate a stronger commitment between 

managers and employees. 

In order to fully assess the need for and content of new capabilities a historic trace of the 

development regarding the demands for competencies seems appropriate. The following sections 

elaborate on the previous chapters by elucidating the managerial development with a focus on 

capabilities of managers. 

A History of Capabilities 
  

With the public school law of ‘75 the public school was transformed into an institution of sociality 

and democratization. Whereas the school managers had been prominent figures of authority, the 

provisions of the law enabled the managers to withdraw from exercising power, as the constitution 

of classroom teachers allocated some responsibility to the teachers. The different classes became 

unities with individual norms and procedures for learning. The classroom teacher became 

responsible for the overall well-being of the pupils and had to gain insight to the different pupils’ 

intellectual, emotional and social situations, thus relieving the school managers of these tasks 

(Hermann, 2007, p. 80). As academic results became somewhat secondary and democratization the 

main priority, the school managers’ most comprehensive tasks became of administrative character, 

“The school managers’ tasks consist of creating clarity about their visions for the schools and to 

engage in dialogues with the teachers about values” (Moos, 2009, p. 119). 

The school managers, referred to as school principals back then, were subjected to municipal 

control, wherefore their individual characteristics and visions were not essential for the 

development of the schools. Typically, they were educated teachers turned principals giving them 

an insight to the pedagogical challenges in the classrooms. As school management was not yet 

given much political attention, they served as employees in the school system by obeying orders 

and performing administrative tasks outlined by the government and municipalities. 

From School Principal to School Manager 

  

With the law of ‘93 the versatile and personal development of the pupils transformed from being a 

pedagogical matter to being given legal and political attention. In ‘89 a governing act resulted in the 

removal of influential teachers’ councils, increased the parents’ influence in school boards, and 

transformed the school principals to school managers (Hermann, 2007, p. 112). The school 
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managers were to direct the teachers through cultural-management, which entailed individual 

conversations, teamwork and the role as a “critical friend” of the teachers. Formal normalization 

practices arose with the implementation of techniques and methods for evaluation and 

differentiation. 

The political attention on management as a profession caused an incrementing of complexity in 

demands for managerial competencies as many schools became subjected to self-management. In 

the years following the public school law of ‘93 many school managers became creative and 

inventive in their management styles, as they were able to be experimental (Hermann, 2007, p. 

116). The managerial space grew as the managers had to implement parental influence in their daily 

considerations. The professionalization of management resulted in a belief that if you were a 

manager you should be able to manage everything, wherefore the law did not include formal 

training of the managers, only an offer of management consultants provided by the government 

(Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). 

Comparability and Education  

  

The sudden need for professional education of managers will be further elaborated in the next 

section; however the development in the 00’s marked a distinct shift in paradigm, as the attention 

towards the managers’ roles and responsibilities increased. With the new forms of testing, enabling 

benchmarking of pupils and the teachers’ accord resulting in time-management, the professional 

managers were expected to change the former autonomy of teachers. The teachers gained 

responsibility in their roles as knowledge-experts in relation to the pupils but lost administrative and 

pedagogical autonomy in relation to the school managers (Hermann, 2007, p. 146). “The public 

school has moved from being governed through rules to norms. The importance of values is 

increasing whereas the importance of regulations is decreasing. This is quite dramatic. The 

management role is concentrated on dialogues – it has become more negotiable” (School 

Manager). 

Throughout the 00’s a paradox between capabilities regarding self-management and 

decentralization and between autonomy and control arose stressing the negotiable character of 

management. The school managers were subjected to the influence of an ever-increasing number of 

stakeholders whilst still expected to participate in personnel and pedagogical management.  
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The following examples of vacancy notices from the last three years exemplify the complexity of 

capabilities sought for: 

Bornholm 

You will get: 

Managerial autonomy within the political framework and strategic and economic responsibility. 

You have: 

Relevant training and management-experience and a formal degree in management or a willingness 

to attain one. 

(Skoleledelse, 2010, p. 50) 

 

Nykøbing F. 

We offer an exciting pedagogical program based on socialistic values and a small environment with 

close cooperation between managers and employees. Our foundation is based on the 3 K’s love 

(Kærlighed), demands (Krav), and consequence (Konsekvens). We expect you to maintain our 

result-oriented standards and a disciplined teaching-environment.   

(Folkeskolen, 2013, p. 47) 

 

Næstved 

Responsibility, respect, equality and care are the core values infiltrating the daily work at the 

school. […] We expect you to have excellent communicative skills, that you are a visionary, goal-

oriented and structured. That you are visible, emphatic and have a great sense of humour.  

(Skoleledelse, 2010, p. 46) 

 

Frederikshavn 

We need a visionary school manager capable of implementing the changes necessary in relation to 

the upcoming reform. We need a visible communicator, who is consistent and demanding. You 

need management experience and you understand how to allocate resources. 

(Folkeskolen, 2013, p. 48) 
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Immediately there may not be substantial deviations in the competencies requested, however, they 

all share notions on professional management as well as revealing something about the current 

capability-requirements in the public schools. The analytical chapters will study the semantics of 

the vacancy notices to investigate the complexity of the required capabilities. 

In addition to the presented development the interview with the school manager revealed an 

interesting choice of the most valuable managerial capability, which stresses the complexity of the 

object: “The ability to stand alone, most definitely. To be a manager includes having to make some 

decisions alone, it is simply impossible to gain consensus about everything. The ability to stand 

alone means that you must be able to move forward after making unpopular decisions. If you do not 

have that ability, you should not be a manager” (School Manager). 

Education of Managers 
  

“10 years ago only 15 % of the school managers had a diploma or master’s degrees in 

management, now 75 % are currently taking one or have already completed. This means that within 

the next couple of years nearly 100 % of the managers will have a professional education in 

management” (Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union). 

As stated, professional education of managers has become a major issue on the political agenda, in 

relation to the implementation of the upcoming reform. The complexity of the managerial duties has 

led to increased expectations as a SFI-report from ‘11 reveals. The school managers’ competencies, 

gained through an accumulation of experience and professional training, are expected to secure the 

achievement of school specific goals (Pedersen et. al, 2011, p. 50). The managers should 

implement: 

- An organizational system with clear and distinct goals, plans for achievements, evaluations 

and plans for adjustments. 

- Autonomy, assuming that the necessary competencies and motivation is apparent in those 

gaining autonomy. It regards the managers in relation to the municipalities and the teachers 

in relation to the managers. 

- Active pedagogical management. Distinctions are drawn between three types of pedagogical 

management; directing, based on dialogue and delegating.  
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Part of the professional education involves theoretical studies of management literature and the 

creation of an understanding of organizational processes and structures enabling the trained 

managers to gain more professional insight to their daily activities. “I started to prioritize 

differently. Through the education I learned to perceive myself in a different light. I was given 

theoretic ballast usable when trying to solve tasks – I became more able to prioritize and reflect. It 

created a kind of security in my intuition – a confidence you might say. I became better at creating 

process-designs” (School Manager). 

As part of the educational initiatives in relation to the upcoming reform the Ministry of Education 

has cooperated with LGDK in providing the school managers with a 3-day course about the 

implementation processes. Approximately 4,000 managers (from the schools and municipals) have 

signed on and the Ministry of Education has financed part of the program (Senior Consultant, 

Ministry of Education). The content consists of different lecturers from both the private and public 

sector aimed at explaining and elaborating on central perspectives of the reform. The managers will 

be able to network with others about planning and structuring the new school system (COK et. al, 

2013, p. 3). The paramount question is whether or not a course will be sufficient to guarantee the 

success of the implementation processes, which will be further discussed in the latter parts of the 

thesis. 

Facts about School Managers in Denmark 
  

“I often say that we are driving towards the roadsides – when discussing pedagogy – sometimes we 

will end up in the ditch, but we will have to remember that when we are driving towards the ditches 

we will be in centre of the road once in a while, exactly where we are supposed to be. We have to 

enjoy the time in middle of the road. I experience that we are moving towards the curriculum-ditch” 

(School Manager). 

As the quote indicates, public school management is continually moving in new directions 

whenever a new reform is passed. However, the school manager highlights the times in between the 

reforms as moments, where the schools are on the right path. The ditches resemble extremities of 

objectives, and it is claimed that the new reform will have an extreme focus on curriculums. The 

managers’ roles as drivers must attempt to steer the schools in the right directions. 
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This section outlines facts about the credentials of school managers in Denmark as well as 

presenting surveys about the division of time spend on managerial activities. 

The majority of school managers are males and the average age is 54 years. The SFI survey of ‘11 

showed that the majority of elderly managers worked in the largest schools. The age distribution 

entails that almost 50 % of the managers will retire within the next 5-7 years (Senior Consultant, the 

School Leaders’ Union. Almost all the school managers are experienced teachers, as the table below 

illustrates. 

Years of experience as a teacher Percentage (%) 

0 1 

1-5 years 7 

6-10 years 24 

11-15 years 30 

16-20 years 23 

21+ years 15 

Total 100 

 (Pedersen et. al, 2011, p. 167) 

Based on the table, all of the interviewees were asked if they expected the tendency to change in the 

future or if teachers were most likely to become leaders in the approaching generational. 

Unanimously they answered that the pedagogical insights gained by former teachers would become 

valuable assets for the future managers, “…what the school managers might lack in professionalism 

they compensate for by their pedagogical understanding” (Senior Consultant, Ministry of 

Education). 

The pedagogical perspective appears to be very important to the different components of the 

managerial cross field as well as in the upcoming reform, which is paradoxical as the survey of ‘11 

revealed that the managers spent 52 % of their time on administrative tasks, 33 % on management 

of personnel and only 15 % on pedagogical management (Pedersen et. al, 2011, p. 30). The most 

mentioned cause of this distribution was a lack of time due to national regulations forcing the 

managers to up-prioritize administrative tasks. 

The empirical development of capabilities and facts about school managers constitutes the third and 

final pillar in this thesis. The chapter has investigated the actual intent of the upcoming reform in 

relation to the lift of competencies, and furthermore, described the development of responsibilities 
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and positions through the last 40 years. The factual description of the managers’ qualities serves as 

a baseline for an understanding of the current status of public school managers. Combined with the 

development in the managerial space and the management perspectives, this chapter has outlined 

the space, in which innovations and strategies have emerged, and will serve as the foundation for 

the analyses carried out in following chapters. 
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6. 1st Analysis: Drivers of Innovation 
 

This chapter constitutes the first of two analyses aimed at creating a foundation for answering the 

research question. The first chapter will focus on the drivers of innovation by a profound analysis of 

the three pillars: Reforms and changes in purpose, Management perspectives and Capabilities of 

managers. The main purpose of this analysis is to generate an understanding of the factors 

influencing the discussion of the research question as its semantic formulation includes two 

assumptions; 

- The first is the expectation of innovations being driven by the school managers as it is their 

ability to innovate that is studied. 

- The second is the assumption that future reforms will instigate a necessity for innovations. 

By using the two sub-questions as linchpins in the analysis it will be possible to analyze the 

assumptions as well as outlining the current challenges in the public school sector. The chapters will 

be structured around central themes and paradoxes arisen in the three pillars, analysed though the 

use of semantics in the discourse of public school management. 

Complexity 
  

Upon studying the three pillars, the first commonality that appears is the ever-increasing paradoxes 

continually constituting complexity within the managerial space. Whenever changes have occurred 

either through reforms or formulated management perspectives the consequences have been a 

transformation of the semantics used to describe the field of interest. The most prominent is the 

battles for power and authority that have changed the meaning of the term “school management” 

several times. 

When addressing the term in the first pillar, “school management” has been tightly linked to the 

positions of the dispatchers. It has obtained different meaning-attributions according to the different 

contexts, in which the term has been used. From the government’s point of view the laws in the 70’s 

and 80’s focused on a hierarchical division of power by the creation and diminishment of 

governmental actors influencing the school managers. As the different reforms indicate, “school 

management” was not related directly to the school managers until the school law of ‘93. Instead 

the term was used to appoint responsibility to the municipalities and later on the school boards and 
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school directors, thus marking a political procedure instead of relating to the actual day-to-day 

management of the schools. 

From a municipal perspective the term “school management” for many years related to the aim of 

sustaining and creating control. In the 70’s the term was mainly used to establish a connection 

between the government and the municipalities but in the 90’s and 00’s it transformed into 

collaboration between the municipalities and the school managers. As “school management” 

became a professional field of its own, the municipalities reacted by enhancing their positions as 

sparing-partners for the managers by recognizing that the obtained practical and professional 

knowledge of the managers could be beneficial for the entire school sector. “School management” 

evolved from just addressing official control and governance to include actual leadership. 

In the second pillar the term “school management” has not been included in the formulated 

management perspectives until the self-management perspectives appeared. School management 

was merely categorized as part of the public management strategies. The first dominating figures 

were the contradictions in general system management between centralisation and decentralisation, 

where traces of both tendencies appeared in relation to the day-to-day management of the schools, 

but more importantly concentrated on the organizational structure of the entire public sector. 

“School management”, as actions relating to the school managers, were not given substantial 

attention until self-management and NPM were introduced as ramifications of the decentralised 

paradigm. However, the attention expanded in different directions according to the two 

perspectives. “School management” became the focal point of the self-management perspective, as 

it outlined different ways of perceiving autonomy and independence in relation to the 

municipalities/school managers and in relation to the school managers/teachers. In NPM school 

management became part of the “marketization” of the sector by the recognition of it being part of 

the provided welfare services. Even though it officially became a professional term in the 90’s the 

public sector theorists did not devote exclusive attention to the matter. 

In the third pillar the term gained the most attention through the transformation of the title “school 

principal” to “school manager”, which ultimately changed the mindsets of the managers as well as 

their daily tasks. As the SFI report of ’11 has shown, school managers are excessively trying to 

strengthen their abilities relating to the managerial part of the term by engaging in further education. 

In all four vacancy notices the most sought for personality traits and capabilities relate to 

professional management such as communicative skills, goal-orientation, structure, and experience. 
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The preceding sections has stressed the argument of the intrinsic complexity of the field in which 

the school managers are to create innovations as the different meaning-attributions establish 

contradictions and even inadequacies in relation to creating an understanding of the field of 

interests. In chapter 1 the school-reforms were presented as innovations, wherefore an analysis of 

the strategies that followed their adoption can contribute with perspectives when searching for the 

drivers of innovation. 

Emergent and Deliberate Strategies 
  

“Managers make adjustments to formal, structural elements of the organization such as roles, 

reporting relationships, and control mechanisms in order to enact strategic decisions. In addition to 

these formal factors, a range of interpersonal and cognitive factors may also become salient as 

managers strive to interpret and respond to an innovative initiative” (Noble, 1999, p. 120). 

When analysing the strategies formulated and implemented in the public school sector succeeding 

the reforms it is interesting to observe that the structural adjustments mentioned in the quotation 

above can be applied both to the actions of the school managers and to the other governmental 

actors. The control mechanisms are therefore initially a fundamental part of the day-to-day 

management but also part of the relationships amongst the actors in the managerial cross field. This 

elaborates on the arguments of complexity, as strategy implementation is not limited to the actual 

schools. Therefore, when using Mintzberg et. al’s definition of deliberate and emergent strategies 

the analysis must expand to reactions and procedures carried out in the entire cross field. 

The first noticeable strategy that was part of the school management-discourse arose after the 

school law of ’75. The changing focus of the laws, presented in the first pillar, will be treated as the 

innovations in the following section. The strategy can be characterized as a “process strategy”, 

where managers (in this example perceived as the government and municipalities) focus on the 

process and thereby exercise influence indirectly instead of controlling the actual content of the 

strategy (Mintzberg et. al, 1985, p. 267). The law of ’75’s main purpose was the interaction between 

the schools and society but also a reform that enabled the managers to explore the possibilities 

within a more decentralised government structure. The innovations, which were to be implemented, 

included a stronger focus on democratization of the classroom education and an emphasis on the 

role of the classroom teacher. The reform did not prescribe specific goals to the extent of today, 

instead the school managers were to collaborate with the municipalities and the constituted school 
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directors. The strategies for implementation became somewhat emergent as the creation of content 

depended on collaboration, furthermore, they increased a need for actions regarding sense-making, 

as the managers were to act upon a non-prescriptive wording in the reform. 

The second strategy, defined as “the umbrella strategy”, describes actions appropriate for complex 

and uncontrollable environments. With the school law of ’93, imposed by the newly instated 

socialistic government, focus turned towards the personality of the students, stressing the more self-

managing nature of the system at that time. The umbrella strategy is deliberately emergent, as the 

innovator (the government) designs a framework by drawing up boundaries, while emphasizing 

some kind of liberty within these general lines (Mintzberg et. al, 1985, p. 263). As the quote from 

Danish Municipalities in 1990, presented in the first pillar, states, “You cannot create dynamism 

and development with legislation”, which stresses the growing recognition of the importance of the 

implementation processes. The ’93 strategies required a balancing between proaction and reaction, 

as the school system as a whole were relying on the school managers’ decisions regarding 

implementing actions that cohered with the overall vision of the sector. 

The third strategy can be categorized as a “planned strategy”, as the law of ’05 introduced national 

goals and methods for measuring. In the planned strategy authorities formulate intentions as 

precisely as possible and then strive for their implementation. The strategy is mostly deliberate, as 

control mechanisms are imposed to generate a planned implementation (Mintzberg et. al, 1985, p. 

260). “Governments realize that the knowledge and skill of their people are now the chief resource 

if nations are to succeed in a global economy. There is recognition of the high social cost of failure 

and the high economic cost of providing a world-class system of education. As a result, there is 

unprecedented concern for outcomes […] and the government provide a basis for target setting in 

bringing about improvement” (Ratner, 2009, p. 24). The strategy was significantly influenced by 

external factors as the possibilities for making international comparisons occurred through the 

PISA-tests. Since measuring became a central subject in the individual schools, relying on self-

managing managers were no longer sufficient, wherefore, school management became an area of 

interests, as it was recognized that the future development of the pupils relied heavily on the 

managers’ abilities to incorporate national standards. 

This marks a seminal transformation of the way strategy was formulated and implemented, as it 

inevitably moved further and further away from emergent responses to a more deliberate way of 

thinking about and articulating school management. However, this is quite paradoxical as the first 
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two school laws exemplifies a time, where central and hierarchical governing was more prevalent 

than in the present, but the struggles for power and authority in the sector resulted in a reduced 

focus on the school managers and thereby their responsibilities regarding strategy implementation, 

thus making their responses more emergent. 

The change in focus on the deliberateness of strategies has led to the current “imposed strategy” 

(Mintzberg et al., 1985, p. 271). With the upcoming reform the government forces the schools into a 

pattern of actions by the presence of central controls and regulations as the school managers are 

obtaining more power over their employees while at the same time having to meet fewer but very 

distinct national goals  

Lead-Users 

 

As the focus on the abilities and possibilities of the school managers have increased over time, it 

appears natural to consider them as lead-users, when drawing on Von Hippel’s definition from 

chapter 1. With that definition several opportunities present themselves regarding the strategies 

relating to future reforms. The government and the public school sector as a whole can benefit from 

incorporating the school managers’ knowledge when planning future strategies, which will lead to a 

stronger influence from the school managers on the content of the reforms. The lead-user approach 

enables the reform-makers to incorporate specific knowledge of existing procedures and to make 

adjustments more appropriate for the environments, in which they are to be implemented. 

Inexorably, the previous sections have contributed further to creating an understanding of the school 

management discourse, but concurrently established some unexpected contradictions as the 

strategies have moved from stemming mostly from emergence to becoming more deliberate, even 

though the managerial cross field simultaneously have become more decentralised. This 

complicates the meaning of the term “school management” even more, wherefore the following 

section outlines counter concepts that have contributed to the current stabilization of meaning in the 

term. 

Counter-Concepts 
  

In order to explore the current meaning of school management, Koselleck propose an investigation 

of the counter concepts that have assisted in forming the reservoir of meaning. The concepts are 

chosen from all three pillars based on their influence on the term “school management”. 
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Centralisation and Decentralisation 

 

One of the most influential factors has been the different actors’ drifting positions in the managerial 

cross field. Historically, the public sector has moved from a centralised governing system to a more 

decentralised way of organizing, however, the actual content of the different reforms have increased 

focus on results and actions for measurements producing a more centralised orientation. In the 

second pillar NPM and self-management are perspectives that arose from the decentralised regime, 

however, NPM concentrated on solving some of the difficulties contained in total decentralisation 

by outlining a new way of perceiving the actors in the field. 

By proposing an increase of managerial space and decision-rights for the school managers in the 

new reform, the government empowers the managers in relation to the other actors in the cross 

field. “At the same time, where there are self-managing leaders and teams and it is expected that 

the teachers take on responsibility for working in the teams, the teachers demand the leaders’ 

psychical presence. The pack demands a shepherd” (Moos et. al, 2009, p. 121). This is rather 

intriguing as the current most dominating management tendency appoints power to the “consumers” 

of the school services, wherefore it can be argued that the content of the reform creates a power 

structure that does not correlate with the theoretical tendencies. In practice the school managers will 

become the most powerful with the upcoming reform, whereas the pupils and parents are the most 

powerful according to NPM. It appears as though the school managers are caught between streams 

of both centralisation and decentralisation, and thus influenced by both tendencies. 

Pedagogy and Administration 

 

The three pillars have all revealed that a strong emphasis on the distinction between pedagogy and 

administration has been on the agenda from many different actors, when discussing the public 

school sector. Equivalent to the previous section the counter concepts exhibit a complexity within 

the sector especially by the way pedagogy is perceived. Pedagogical management is a cornerstone 

in the upcoming reform; however, a quote from LGDK in the first pillar states that pedagogical 

decisions entail considerations of planning most suitable for the municipal board to decide upon. 

This contradicts the arguments in all three interviews in the third pillar stating that the school 

managers’ pedagogical insights, through their education as teachers, uphold great significance in 

decision-making in the schools as it serves as expert knowledge. 
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Surprisingly, the school managers devote the least amount of time on pedagogical decisions and 

management, and even though the new reform entails an increase in pedagogical responsibility, the 

concern is that the managers will have to spend so much time implementing the reform that the 

pedagogical considerations will be downsized, undermining the intent of the reform. “It is not 

reasonable to assume that the reform will be fully implemented by the 1
st
 of August 2014 – I am 

pretty sure that when we reached the law of ’93 the one from ’75 was not fully implemented – and 

the one from ’93 is not implemented to a full extend yet” (School Manager). 

Presently, the analysis has revealed that, when addressing the first assumption of the research 

question, the way the meaning of the term “school management” is contemplated in the three pillars 

affects the findings, enabling a discussion of the research question. It is not adequate to assume that 

the school managers are the drivers of innovation, as their role have changed according to the 

societal focus on power and authority. The school managers have not been the centre of attention 

until recently and they cannot take responsibility for the innovations imposed in the past, wherefore 

focus will turn towards the management literature. 

A Lack of Management Theories 
  

When exploring the second pillar several questions arise; why is there a lack of actual public 

management theories? And what does that express about public school management? 

The perspectives of centralisation and decentralisation can be applied to both the private and public 

sector and do not exclusively focus on public school management. As mentioned in the second 

pillar the perspectives are put forward in an effort towards creating a framework for trust and 

control. The thoughts of self-management were formulated in a response to the growing tendency of 

a search for self-fulfilment. In the ever-increasing globalization, where external influential factors 

are countless and competition at its height, the literature sought to establish a foundation for self-

reliance and a feeling of attachment to work environments. Even though it is applicable to the 

public school sector, the perspective fails to address the complexity of the governmental structures 

in the sector. 

When NPM was introduced as a management perspective it became the headline for the different 

reforms and initiatives in the public sector. It is centred on a description of the different actors in the 

cross field as it compares the public sector with the perception of markets and mechanisms in the 
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private sector. It is the most significant attempt to create a management theory addressing the public 

sector. However, it can arguably be disqualified as a theory as NPM does not prescribe ways of 

actions; instead it just describes tendencies in the existing sector. 

All the management perspectives share a commonality by their status as “responses”. There has yet 

to be developed a theory that addresses the complexity and governmental structures of the public 

sector by prescribing “the right kind of management”, as the dominating tendencies all have been 

produced as responses to the innovations applied to the area by the government. When analysing 

their content it is apparent that the tendencies revolve around paradoxes or difficulties that have 

presented themselves in the public sector throughout history. Neither of the tendencies has altered 

the development, instead they have labelled the processes and clarified structures. 

Goals and Means 
  

As it has become evident that neither the management literature nor the school managers have 

served as drivers of innovations in the public school sector within the last 40 years, it is interesting 

to analyze the role of the government as well as the innovations themselves. 

When studying the reforms that have contained radical transformations of the sector they all appear 

to relate to external factors. The innovations of the 70’s and 80’s reflected changes in society in 

relation to governmental structures but also regarding the perception of students, whereas the 

innovations in the 90’s and 00’s reflected the emerging political interest in school management as a 

professional field and included competitive awareness. The innovations have clearly been a 

reflection of societal issues but it appears as though the paradigm shifts have happened, whenever a 

new government have been elected. Politics is an essential part of some of the transformations, as 

ideological traces appear in the major changes, exemplified by the socialistic reform of ’93, where 

community and culture were key elements, as well as with the liberal reform of ’05, where outcome 

and further education were the essence. 

In the first pillar one of the issues of the 00’s was the difference between goals and means, when 

discussing school management and politics. LGDK argued that difficulties arose when politicians 

experienced managers interfering with their tasks, while managers blamed the government for being 

too concerned with details. Even though the new reform will enhance the managerial space, the 

statement from ‘08 might still have momentum. When analysing the government’s role in creating 



62 
 

innovation it is palpable that the development within the last years has been an increase in 

nationally centred goals, thus increasing the managerial space of the government as well. 

It can be argued that the different governments have driven the content and goals of the innovations 

and by that generated the strategies for implementation, whereas the managers are the drivers 

behind the means of the innovations and the actual implementations. This illustrates that even the 

innovative processes contain a duality between the government and the school managers, thus 

stressing the significance of the contextual meaning of how “school management” is understood. 

Innovations in the Public School Sector 
  

In the beginning of this chapter two assumptions were outlined; the first was disarmed, as the 

drivers of innovation appeared to have been the changing governments’ responses to and reflections 

of societal issues. Furthermore the innovations have, historically, been concerned with the struggles 

for power and authority outplayed in the public school sector. The second assumption stating that 

the reforms will create a necessity for innovations is paradoxical in its construct as the reforms 

themselves are treated as radical innovations. However, the innovations have historically created a 

necessity for both radical and incremental transformation of the school sector, and these 

transformations can be categorized as innovations as well. This qualifies the research question as 

imperative to discuss. 

In the third pillar a quotation by the Senior Consultant from the Ministry of Education explains the 

relationship between innovations and the school managers as, “The school managers are to a great 

extend a target audience. They are agents of change and very much in focus right now.” (Senior 

Consultant, Ministry of Education). The quote contains the complexity presented in this chapter, as 

the school managers are categorized as a target audience, which emphasizes that they are the 

“receivers” of innovations and thus not the drivers. This reveals that the government is the driver of 

innovation, which to a great extend is aimed at the school managers. However, in the quote the 

school managers are also characterized as agents of change, which implies that they are inextricably 

connected to the actual innovations, as they will have to translate the innovations to actions and 

communicate the content through the implementation processes. 

In this chapter the different kinds of complexity in the public school sector have been described. 

First and foremost the semantic changes in the perception of the term “school management”, which 
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have affected the content of school management, as the different perceptions have contributed in 

creating turmoil and debates, which have moved focus away from actual execution of school 

management. Secondly, the different strategic approaches were analysed with the aim of revealing 

positions amongst the continuum between deliberate and emergent strategies. A semantic analysis 

of the counter concepts constituting the school management discourse was conducted to outline the 

complexity in the intersection between politics and pedagogy. Finally an analysis of the lack of 

management theories revealed that theoretical knowledge is insufficient in the public school sector, 

wherefore the practical implications come to dominate. 

In the second analysis the school managers’ potential for being successful in communicating the 

innovations will be explored by an analysis of the coherence between theory, practice and 

capabilities.  
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7. 2nd Analysis: Practice as a Framework for Organizational Capabilities 
 

This chapter analyses the coherence between the three pillars in historical focal points, chosen by 

their positions as radical implementations. In order to explore how the school managers can be 

successful in creating innovations in upcoming reforms, the analysis will outline the coherence 

between theory, practice, and management capabilities and create an insight to the effect of 

innovations in the sector. The analysis will be centred on the three school reforms of ’75, ’93 and 

‘05 presented in the first pillar, as the changes in the objects clauses contain information about the 

entire school sector. 

The chapter will be structured around the semantic changes in the objects clauses, from where an 

analysis of the effects on theory and capabilities will be conducted. Whereas the previous chapter 

traced the meaning of the term “school management”, the current chapter will explore the concept 

“the public school” to investigate the field in which the innovations are to be implemented. 

Furthermore, the chapter will analyse the current emphasis on management capabilities derived 

from the vacancy notices presented in the third pillar. 

Objects Clauses 
  

As mentioned in the first pillar the purpose of the school law of ‘75 was to fasten democracy as an 

ideological foundation for the public schools, as the schools should adhere to society. Upon 

studying the wording of the objects clause it is apparent that the pupils became central actors in the 

practice of the schools, and thus transformed into a central subject in the area. Proficiencies should 

not just be allocated from the teachers; instead the purpose was to make them attainable for the 

pupils (§2). This is an interesting distinction, as it implies that the pupils actively had to participate 

in the creation of their education. Another important aspect is the emphasis on responsibility, 

whereby democracy not only became the ideological foundation but also the model for organizing 

the public schools. Even though equality was not a formulated goal in the objects clause, the 

discussions following the reform has placed focus on that as a political agenda. The Minister of 

Education, who initiated the law of ’75 has been known for the phrase: “What not everyone can 

learn, no one should learn” (Ritt Bjerregaard, i: Jessen, 2005, p. 1). Even though it is uncertain if 

she ever actually expressed these specific words, the debates concerning the reform revolve around 

the underlying meaning of equality being the overall goal. 
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In ‘75 the dominating management perspective was centralisation, as described in the second pillar, 

and that does not correlate with the democratic emphasis of the reform, wherefore it can be assumed 

that the reform changed the theoretical direction towards a more decentralised structure. However, 

the centralised perspective mostly concerned the managerial structure of the sector, and as 

explained earlier did not cater to the specific organizational structures of the schools. In the third 

pillar it was recognized that the laws implemented around the time of the reform changed the 

perceptions of principals to managers. 

In relation to their new titles and responsibilities it would be natural to assume that the government 

would include activities to increase and align the school managers’ capabilities according to the 

new reform. Nevertheless, in ‘75 many of the school managers were chosen amongst fellow 

teachers and they did not obtain or have managerial training, as it was not recognized as being vital. 

The democratic organization came to rely on the teachers and pupils, as the struggles for power in 

the school sector resulted in a minimum of political attention devoted to the managers. It was not 

until the 80’s the negligence of the capabilities of the school managers was realized, when some 

municipalities experimented with total decentralisation or employed school managers as school 

directors. 

The analysis of the historical focal point of ‘75 shows a connection between practice and theory, as 

the authors of management literature responded to the reform by exploring decentralised methods. 

However, a connection is missing between the reforms and the capabilities of the managers, as they 

were to restructure and transform the educational system by implementing new methods, of which 

they did not receive training. 

“School Management” on the Political Agenda 
 

The reform of ‘93 differs substantially from the one of ‘75. On a rhetorical level the 90’s are 

associated with an extensive detachment from the dominating terms of the 70’s, as the 

verbalizations of solidarity and equality were replaced with the terms “information society”, 

“lifestyle” and “personality”. The individual personality of the pupils became the centre of attention 

in the reform of ’93, which caused a transformation of the organizational and pedagogical structure 

of the schools, as the school sector began to incorporate notions from NPM in order to create an 

adaptable and well-managed school system. Furthermore, the development of competencies came to 
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revolve around both self-realizations and an increasing attention towards globalization, wherefore 

culture became an essential term. 

Upon studying the semantics chosen in the objects clause, four semantic changes are considerably 

noticeable; the first is the appearance of the word personal in relation to the pupils’ versatile 

development. It implies that the development became an individualized and particularized holistic 

discipline. The second change appears with the sentence: “confidence in their own abilities” (§1, 

paragraph 2), which meant that the schools, by law, were obligated to create a framework to induce 

confidence. Whereas equality became part of the democratic foundation in the reform of ’75, 

education of Danish and international culture and nature was written into the paragraph about 

democracy in ‘93, thus emphasizing the increasing attention towards understanding human nature. 

The third change is recognized by the addition of rights and duties, as mentioned in the first pillar, 

which implies that the democratic and social rights in the welfare society had to be attached to 

duties. The fourth change relates to paragraph 2, where the schools had to create a foundation to 

encourage the pupils to position and act, which stresses the purpose of creating active and acting 

pupils. 

In ‘93 the dominating management perspectives included both self-management and NPM, which is 

extensively traceable in the actual objects clause. Opposite, the reform of ’75, which altered the 

management literature, the reform of ’93 incorporated already published tendencies in the 

formulation of the reform. The thoughts of self-management appear to have influenced the new 

focus on personality and confidence, whereas the thoughts of NPM can be traced through the 

sudden incorporation of education in international culture. Even though a connection between 

practice and theory was established in ‘75, as the theoretical perspectives came to stem from the 

reform, the connection was even stronger in ‘93. 

With regards to the third pillar ‘93 constitutes a massive change in the perception of school 

managers. As mentioned numerous times, school management became an area of political interest, 

as it was recognized to belong in the professional arena. From ‘93 the school managers began to 

engage in further education of their own capabilities, and furthermore, the government extended 

resources in the form of learning-consultants to assist in the implementation processes of the new 

reform. However, as mentioned many schools were primarily self-managing in ‘93, which indicates 

that government-induced assistance of management, prior to the revolutionary reform, could have 

prepared the managers as well as strengthened their implementing skills. 
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Upon analysing the three pillars’ coherence in ‘93 it appears as though the connection between 

theory and practice had grown stronger through the years, but once again without substantial 

attention towards the capabilities of the managers. On the contrary, the paradigm shift of ‘93 finally 

made way for discussions and public debates concerning “school management”, which ultimately 

have resulted in the strong emphasis on the object that remains today. 

All-round Management 

 

The school reform of ‘05 was introduced by the elected liberal government, which influenced the 

priorities as analyzed in the following section. The reform accentuated an ideological break with the 

reform-pedagogy and dannelse from ‘93, which, in the government’s opinion, had not generated 

satisfying academic results in the PISA-tests. The reform of ’93 was criticized for being too diffuse 

without the necessary focus on academic competencies (Hermann, 2007, p. 128). Based on the 

critique the government introduced national goals and testing tools in order to strengthen the pupils’ 

academic competencies. The reform of ’05 can be considered as showdown between 

decentralisation and the more hierarchical concepts of NPM. “…there has been a weakening of the 

hierarchically organised state in favour of more differentiated governance regimes that cut across 

the public, private and voluntary sectors. However, the new dynamic image of public leadership 

and the apparently enlarged opportunities for managerial discretion is counter-balanced by a 

strengthening of central interventions and controls” (Pedersen et. al, 2008, p. 327). 

In the objects clause of ‘05 five semantic changes in relation to the reform of ’93 is particularly 

mentionable; whereas skills were not privileged methods to gain personal and versatile development 

in ’93, the word skills had top priority in the new reform, indicating that the creation of skills 

became the fulcrum for versatile development of the pupils. The skills and competencies served as 

means to accomplishing a goal for further education. The second change was the abolishment of the 

word personal, which had been a cornerstone in ’93. By removing the word, the government 

distanced the purpose from the reform-pedagogy. The third distinctive change was the addition of 

the word provide in §1, which indicates that skills had to be provided to the pupils from the 

teachers. This application of pedagogy relates to a perception that had been discredited in the sector 

for more than 30 years, as it entails notions of the pupils being empty containers in which the 

teachers fill knowledge. However, in addition to the demotion of the pupils’ influence, the change 

also indicates a radical transformation of the teachers. It can be argued that the reform sought to 
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recognize the teachers as knowledge-authorities and not just as framework-providers. The fourth 

change appeared with the mentioning of further education in the first paragraph, which implies, that 

the public schools belong to the entire educational system and that skills generated in the schools 

will enhance the possibilities for further education. In ‘93 it was a framework for experiences and 

contemplation (§2) that should instigate the pupils with a willingness to learn, whereas the provided 

skills is the essence of the willingness in ‘05. The fifth change is quite remarkable, as it changed the 

foundation of the public schools; instead of relying the everyday life and education on democracy, 

the purpose of ‘05 stated that only the work of the schools should be based on democracy. 

When addressing the coherence between the reform and theoretical foundation in ‘05, it is obvious 

that the self-management perspective had drifted to the background, while NPM became the 

dominating tendency. Even though traces of NPM were found in the reform of ’93, the perspectives 

became the most prominent in ’05. However, it would be contradictory to claim that the connection 

between theory and practice was at its strongest in ’05, as NPM hardly can be accepted as a 

management tendency, as it appears to be a response to the practice in the schools presented as a 

collection of the initiatives. 

However, when analysing the coherence between practice and the capabilities of the school 

managers, the increasing recognition of the importance of managers have affected the situation. The 

managerial semantics of this period is marked by a duality: on the one hand, it allowed for a 

professionalization of the managerial function, which can also be seen in an intensification and 

systematization of management education efforts. On the other hand, the managerial ideal was 

articulated in close association with the sector specific profession, which indicates a coupling of 

management and profession. “It is particularly important that the manager is equipped to consider 

herself as part of the entire managerial resource in the municipality instead of primarily perceiving 

herself as a teacher or childcare centre worker” (LGDK, 2000, p. 31). Leading to the reform of ’05 

the public and political debates had revolved around creating an understanding of school 

management, and thus the creation of a language of management. Countless publications were 

produced to explore the content and possibilities of school management. The following quotes from 

the Danish Ministry of Finance will illustrate the differences: 

- “Management fosters renewal and inspires the employees to make an efficient and quality-

conscious effort” (Ministry of Finance, 1983, p. 27). 
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- “The development of improved management represents a central precondition for strategic 

adaption and the development of the entire public sector” (Ministry of Finance, 1994, p. 

166). 

- “Management is a very central area of operations; it is the driving force for 

professionalism, flexibility and responsibility” (Ministry of Finance, 1999, p. 2). 

- “More and better management in the public sector is a key factor if the public sector is to be 

able to attend to contemporary and future tasks to the satisfaction of the citizenry” 

(Ministry of Finance, 2000, p. 9). 

- “Good management is the decisive factor when the time comes to convert the public sector 

to meet the challenges of tomorrow in practice” (Ministry of Finance, 2001, p. 1). 

School management thus, was not either the administrative control of legal issues, or the efficient 

rationalization of processes or the professional planning of policy problems; rather, it covered all of 

the above mentioned aspects, management was articulated as encompassing administrative 

management, the management of operation economics and apparently strategic management. It can 

be argued that the reform required managers to do more than just plan; they should also plan the 

planning and thus develop changeable strategies for the operations and development of the schools. 

Upon analysing the coherence between the three pillars in ‘05, it can be claimed that a connection 

between practice and capabilities was established as the education of managers, in addition to the 

binding goals, generated a more specific direction for the managers. However, the lack of 

management theories in the sector may have influenced the diffuse and all-round perception of 

school management. 

“The Public School” as a Term 
  

The term “the public school” has undergone several transformations through the changes in 

purpose. The public and the politicians have dedicated many different perceptions to the term as; 

cultural institution, knowledge-provider, a reflection of society, and an ideal of dannelse. When 

addressing how the school managers can be successful in creating innovations in the public school 

the perceptions are of utmost importance as they outline the field in which the innovations are to be 

implemented. Nevertheless, as the consultant from the School Leaders’ Union stated, the public 

schools are often addressed as being one unit, whereas the term actually consists of 1,318 different 

units, with different management capacities and organizational structures, wherefore it can be safely 
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assumed that the content of the new reform of 2014 will be translated into different contexts. In 

order to generate consistency in the implementation processes a distinctive link between the 

practice, theoretical foundation and capabilities must be created. 

Seeking a School Manager 
  

In this section the vacancy notices presented in the third pillar will be analyzed with the purpose of 

outlining which capabilities “practice” (the public schools) is pursuing. When addressing the 

emphasis on certain semantics in the vacancy notices, differences appear which elaborates further 

on the prior mentioned “language of public school management”. When working in Bornholm the 

manager will get managerial autonomy and strategic responsibility within the political framework. 

It implies that the school perceives management to be an activity subordinated to the governmental 

control, where emphasis is placed on strategic and economic planning, which falls under the 

category of administrative management. Furthermore, the school seeks an experienced and educated 

manager, thus focusing on the professional aspects of school management. In contrast the school in 

Nykøbing F. seeks a more decentralisation-oriented manager with a pedagogical focus, which is 

displayed by the use of the words corporation and values that stresses a “softer” approach to school 

management. The notice also entails descriptions of the environment and foundation of the school, 

which indicates that the school prefers a visible and approachable manager. 

The school in Næstved prioritizes responsibility, equality and care in the school, combined with an 

emphatic manager with great communicative skills. The notice inscribes itself in the regime of 

democratic-management as notions of strategy and experience are left out. Finally, the school in 

Frederikshavn seeks a manager capable of implementing changes and allocating resources, thus 

emphasizing professional management. 

It is obvious that there are many differences in the sought-after capabilities, which combines the 

previous points on complexity and coherence in meaning. There is an ambiguity connected to the 

idea of “the right kind of management”, which stresses the importance of perceiving the public 

schools as different units with different needs and requirements. 

Innovation and Practice 
 

This section concludes the analysis by describing the findings in this chapter concerning the 

coherence between practice, theory and capabilities. Through the objects clauses of the reforms it 
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became evident that a connection between the three pillars have not been established completely at 

any point in time, wherefore it becomes understandably difficult to describe the right kind of 

management appropriate in the public school sector. Whenever one of the pillars have deviated 

from the directions of the others complexity have arisen, which have fuelled the public debates and 

critique of the managers or the government. It is obvious that the managerial space calls for 

attention, which is why a system for communication and implementation of innovations will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 

The different horizons of meaning that have formed the concept of “the public school” have 

contributed in creating an understanding of the influential factors in the field. However, it is still 

difficult to assess exactly how the school managers can be successful in creating innovations in a 

sector that contains so many different meanings-attributions to the discourse of “school 

management” and includes several paradoxes, wherefore the following discussion will concern an 

idea of a reorganization of the management structure in the schools. 
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8. Discussion 
 

This chapter contains a discussion of some of the central themes from the analyses, while trying to 

incorporate the themes in the pursuit of discussing potential solutions for the research question; 

How can school managers be expected to succeed in creating innovations when implementing 

upcoming reforms? The discussion includes the following themes; the increasing focus on more and 

better management, a system of communication, “school management” as a professional discipline, 

the current status of the school managers’ individual capabilities, and the presumed consequences of 

the new reform. 

More and Better Management 
  

As presented in the first chapter school management is on the political and public agenda, and 

through several years the managers’ capabilities have gained undisputed attention in the creation of 

radical innovations. The discourse of school management has contained numerous meaning-

attributions and the fact that the discourse is marked by a multiplicity of discourses does not merely 

render management a complex concept, it also points to yet another paradox. On the one hand, the 

semantics introduce and define the school management discourse with a seemingly endless array of 

requirements and expectations. On the other hand, this means that the overwhelming provision of 

content for the originally empty concept actually over-fills the concept, whereby it appears to be 

everything, with the risk of becoming nothing, as exemplified by the quotations from the Ministry 

of Finance in the second analysis. 

Since the concept does not contain a distinctive essence and the analyses has shown that no solid 

expectations or clear descriptions can be tied to the execution of school management, the different 

horizons of meaning can generate excessive complexity if a sort of anchoring is not established. It 

allows for several possibilities, but in relation to the development in the sector, school management 

must be positioned as a situation- and person-dependent entity, whereby the school managers 

themselves determine what management is. In the complex semantic field with a surplus of 

meaning-attributions and formations of expectation, the managers must be responsible for 

continuously creating management, by which the school managers play an active role in the 

definition of the management framework. When asked what constitutes a great school manager, the 

interviewed manager answered: “It is someone who does not worry about being a good school 
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manager […] – it is great to have the ambition of being a good manager, but if you believe you can 

translate findings to all schools, you are an idiot. Great school management is management that 

works in your surroundings” (School Manager). It reveals that management in practice is no longer 

regarded as an external reference in relation to formal bureaucracy, but instead perceived as a 

constant self-referential process of self-construction. 

In order for the managers to construct their own managerial space within the framework put 

forward by the government, attention must be devoted to the structure and prioritizations of their 

daily tasks. Furthermore, if the school managers are to be successful in creating radical or 

incremental innovations based on the legislations, the analyses have exposed a necessity for 

communicating the content and intent of the legislations, and thus to create a language of 

expectations to avoid that the overwhelming meaning-attributions will result in complexity and 

inaction. The analysis of the different reforms has revealed that formulations can be perceived 

differently depending on the context, wherefore a system for communication can be the right 

approach to solve complexity. 

A System of Organizational Capabilities 
  

If a connection is made between Weick et. al’s definition of sensemaking and the strategies of 

dynamic capabilities presented in the second pillar, the school managers will not only be able to 

translate the different semantics, included in the concept of school management, into actions, they 

will also be able to create a system for codifying knowledge and thus benefit from both tacit and 

explicit knowledge as well as experiences, when implementing upcoming reforms. 

As the needed individual capabilities of the school managers are hard to determine and even harder 

to articulate, the theory of dynamic capabilities will offer a system for sustaining transformability in 

the schools as the organizational capabilities will in fact be dynamic. At first the school managers 

must make rudimentary efforts to identify the dimensions of the specific capabilities of their 

individual schools and explain how combinations of competence and resources can be developed, 

deployed and protected. The first step in the creation of the system will therefore be to ask: “What 

do we excel in?” When some capabilities are discovered an extensive analysis of how the school 

has reacted to innovations in the past must be performed. The managers must discover patterns of 

routines, as the routines for implementation will reflect experiential wisdom, since they are the 

outcome of trial-and-error learning and the selection and retention of past behaviours. 
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The second step will be to direct attention to the development of collective competences, which 

ultimately removes some of the extensive managerial responsibility from the managers as it will be 

allocated to the different levels of employees. Collective discussions, debriefing sessions and 

performance evaluation processes must be conducted in order to articulate tacit knowledge. The 

articulations can improve the understanding of the upcoming innovations, whereby adaptive 

adjustments or fundamental changes can be made to existing routines. As the new reform entails an 

increased emphasis on pedagogy, while still maintaining a strong focus on outcomes and 

measurable results, the knowledge articulation processes can generate an understanding of which 

means will help meet the goals. Furthermore, the process can generate alternative ways of 

implementation, as the knowledge of the teachers, who primarily execute tasks of pedagogy, can be 

assessed. 

The final step is knowledge codification, which is the step that contains the most valuable 

recommendations for the school managers. The effort requires codifying the understanding of 

performance implications and routines in written tools, such as manuals, decision support systems 

or management software. Even though it is not possible to generalize dynamic capabilities, the 

activities relating to unveiling and processing knowledge in the school can create a system for faster 

and improved assessments of actions, when new legislations are adopted. If the school managers 

devote effort, in corporation with their managerial staff and the teachers, into discussing and 

assessing already existing capabilities in the individual schools and finally codify that knowledge, it 

will be easier to discover which capabilities are required on the basis of new reforms. This will 

create a much needed awareness as well as serve as an anchor for the countless semantics about 

school management. 

Even though creating such a system may be time consuming, and appear to deviate from the 

discussion of actual implementation efforts of specific initiatives, the efforts can, in a long term 

perspective, be exactly what the school managers in the public sector need. Weick et. al’s definition 

of sensemaking enables the managers to materialize meaning into actions and the theory can 

therefore be used in relation to dynamic capabilities. After meaning or knowledge is codified into 

written documents, Weick et. al proposes that reading, conversation and editing are crucial actions 

that serve as the media through which the invisible hands of institutions shape conduct. The essence 

is to create a common ground for actions by setting aside the differences among actors and instead 

deploying cognitive representations that enable recurring behaviours. 
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The study of the three pillars have shown that the complexity of the public school sector 

continuously increases, as innovations are applied to the sector approximately every fourth months. 

The suggestion of creating dynamic capabilities to uncover hidden assets will help reduce the 

complexity, as the system of capabilities will incite the processes of implementing innovations. This 

will enhance the possibilities for successful creations of both implementation processes and 

innovations, as the school managers will gain access to the specific knowledge of the teachers, and 

simultaneously bracket and label the different intended processes of implementing new reforms. 

The Myth of Professional Management 
  

“School management” is a professional term, and since ‘93 the number of school managers with 

professional management education has been continuously increasing. NPM inscribed the term into 

the theoretical foundation for the marketization of the public sector. As the management perspective 

drew parallels to the conduct in the private sector, the execution of school management was 

associated with professionalism. However, the study of the capabilities of managers in the third 

pillar revealed that professional managers are not employed in the schools. This is rather 

paradoxical, as the attention towards the professionalism and conduct of professionalized tasks has 

dominated the sector until the formulation of the upcoming reform, where pedagogy is the essential 

term. 

“In the school sector, it has been inconceivable that anyone other than school teachers should be 

school managers. The notion that a person with a different professional background could become 

a school manager is either revolutionary or insane” (Local Centennial Foundation, 1995, p. 18). 

The alleged reason that the idea is “insane” is that managerial authority ought to be tied to 

professional merit and ability as proclaimed by all three interviewees. The underlying doctrine is 

that good management is tantamount to good professional or technical management, that is, 

managers are particularly capable professionals, whose most important competences are their skills 

within the specific area to be managed, as well as their ability to orient themselves laterally among 

other professional areas in order to participate in the planning with the municipals. 

Nonetheless, without trying to be neither revolutionary nor insane, and with the risk of becoming 

both, another recommendation to generate success for the school managers could be to reorganize 

the managerial structure of the schools. Most of the management teams in the public schools consist 

of a school manager, a deputy principal, and an after-school manager, who are all responsible for 
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different tasks and interactions with the different actors in the managerial cross field (Pedersen et. 

al, 2011, p. 86). The suggestion involves employing professional managers as the primary school 

managers, and teachers with managerial education as the deputy principals. By dividing the 

employment qualifications, the public school sector could also benefit from a more distinctive 

division of tasks as well. The costs and time included in professionalising the managers through 

further education could be reduced if the academic managers would be responsible for the 

administrative tasks in the schools, whereas the deputy principals, with pedagogical insights, could 

focus on pedagogical management. 

The formal division of tasks and different ways of employing school managers could serve as 

another way to anchor the semantics of school management, and thus deploy a stabilization of 

meaning within the concept. As the discussions of the capabilities of school managers have grown 

ever more complex with every reform, a reorganization of the system could in some way serve as 

mediation. By distinctively outlining the tasks for the employees in the managerial teams, the 

abundance of expectations could be easier distributed, which would eventually result in faster 

decision-making and an optimization of capabilities. 

The Ability to Stand Alone 
  

When analysing the drivers of innovation it became apparent that the changing governments are the 

most influential factors in affecting the changes in the sector. However, as the school managers are 

accountable for their implementation, responsibility for their success is often directed towards the 

managers. This relates to a strange problem, presented in chapter one, concerning how it is possible 

for the government to impose innovations, while enabling management capacity and self-

management to be created at the bottom of the governing hierarchy. 

“Man is condemned to be free: condemned because he did not create himself, yet nonetheless free, 

because once thrown into the world, he is responsible for everything he does” (Sartre, 1946, p. 29). 

As the managerial cross field contains several different kinds of responsibilities and authorities, the 

freedom of the school managers can be perceived as being condemned. The managerial freedom is 

linked to the responsibilities of implementing innovations, while still experiencing hierarchical 

control and accountability. In a complex managerial system, where numerous actors have stake and 

interest in successful processes and outcomes it would be reasonable to expect that cooperation and 
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sparring would be essential elements of the management experiences. Nonetheless, the division 

between freedom and control often confuses and disturbs performance of tasks and, as the analyses 

have shown, generates more complexity rather than simplifying the means to meet goals. The Sartre 

quote illustrates the intricacy, because even though the school managers do not design their tasks or 

the directions of the sector, they are held responsible for their actions and the development. Their 

freedom is condemned as they, when being mere figureheads, carries the weight of complexity. 

Navigation becomes the essence, as the structure of the sector involves the cross field of authority, 

wherefore the managers must be capable of navigating in the intrinsic flux of interests. Although the 

capabilities of the school managers have finally gained a connection to the practice, to which they 

endeavour, the school manager revealed in the interview, that the most valuable management 

capability is the ability to stand alone. It appears as though the many different actors, despite their 

commitment to the cross field, in reality merely trust themselves, which is interesting as the 

upcoming school reform inscribes itself in the series of trust-embedding legislations. 

“The ability to stand alone!” The sentence itself illustrates one of the reasons why the system for 

communicating innovations and the reorganization of the schools are proposed. In a managerial 

cross field as multifaceted as the school sector, the managers should be able to benefit from the 

complexity, and not feel alone as a result of it. 

How to Control the Uncontrollable  
  

The implementation of the reform “Make a great school better” is fast approaching, and as 

presented, it will include new goals, measures for success, and new tasks for the school managers 

and teachers. The government is planning to make learning consultants available to assist in the 

implementation processes, but as both the consultant in the School Leaders’ Union and the school 

manager explained, the implementation processes must be created, while they are in progress. 

Based on the analyses it is apparently common for new governments to impose massive changes to 

the existing school governance regime, however, it is still inconceivable why reforms are 

implemented, when the main problem in the sector is the lack of time to implement extensive 

changes. In all interviews time became an essential topic, and even though all interviewees believe 

that this reform will result in a pause from any major changes in the near future, the research has 

shown that the rapid changes in the surrounding environment may impose necessities for 

adjustments. 
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The aim of this thesis has been to address the discourse of school management in order to gain 

insight into possibilities for enhancing the potential for successful innovation creations. In this 

chapter, two distinctive proposals or recommendations have been made; creating dynamic 

capabilities and a reorganization of the management teams in the schools. However, the most 

significant findings of the research have been the consequences and complexity contained in the 

different meaning-attributions. For school managers to be successful a stabilization of meaning 

within the term “school management” must be achieved, otherwise the environment and actors in 

the cross field may never quit contributing further attributions of meaning. 

Since the reforms are driven by the government, and coherence between practice and capabilities 

cannot be guaranteed, the school managers themselves must create a system, in which existing 

organizational capabilities can be exploited, to avoid sustaining the focus on more and better 

management. As discussed, a continuous attempt to create more and better management may 

increase complexity, as the term “school management” is already over-filled with meaning. Instead, 

focus should be on redirecting attention towards the purpose of the new reform in relation to the 

pupils’ outcome, and to utilize existing capacity more efficiently. 

This chapter has focused on discussing possibilities for the school managers in relation to the 

reforms of the future. The methods used in the analyses enabled a trace of the essential concepts 

dominating the public school sector, and thus facilitated the findings. The following chapter will 

conclude the thesis by describing the interplay between theory, practice and capabilities and 

recapture the findings of the analyses and discussion. Furthermore, it will outline the potential for 

further research and attempt to make some predictions about the future development of the public 

school sector.  
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9. Conclusion 
 

The aim of this thesis was to study the school managers’ potential for success in creating and 

implementing innovations in relation to the reform of 2014. The analyses generated potential 

solutions to reduce the complexity in the public school sector, and thus enable success. The 

recommendations, presented in the discussion, are: 

- A stabilization of meaning in the term “school management” perceived as the school 

managers’ individual execution and prioritizing of tasks in accordance with the requirements 

in the different schools. 

- The organizational creation of new and dynamic capabilities based on an exploitation of 

existing capacities in the schools. This enables recognition of strengths and weaknesses, and 

thus facilitates prioritizing and future innovative efforts. 

-  A reorganization of the managerial teams by employments of professional managers. By 

employing professional managers as schools managers and former teachers as deputy 

principals the professional expertise of both positions can be utilized. 

The recommendations are based on a thorough study of the practical and theoretical foundation for 

managerial capabilities. The research question was based on a curiosity stemming from the ever-

increasing attention towards an improvement of the managerial capabilities of the school managers, 

wherefore the idea initially was to explore how the school managers would be able to excel in the 

managerial cross field. This enabled creating the perspectives of the three pillars that affect the 

construction and development of the cross field: the reforms and changes in purpose, the 

management perspectives and the individual capabilities of school managers. By investigating the 

drivers of innovation leading to the expectations of a lift of competencies, it became apparent that 

the question, instead of focusing on the individual managers, should involve the organizational 

capabilities of the different schools.  

The school management discourse was studied through a period of 40 years, as it was assumed that 

the historical implications could generate an understanding of the current cross field. Upon 

analysing the practice of school management several paradoxes presented themselves, which 

emphasized why the sector is continuously struggling to position itself on political and public 

agendas, and furthermore why the sector has undergone several transformations of identity. As the 

development of strategies have evolved from emergent to more deliberate considerations, whilst the 
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governmental structure of the sector has transformed from centralisation to a more decentralised 

structure, “school management” as a concept has gained an increasing number of meaning-

contributions through the years, even though political attention has been devoted to decrease 

complexity by measurability and goal-setting.  

Furthermore, as the complexity has been escalating, the requirement for management literature is 

paramount. Unfortunately, the theorists have not followed practice and the lack of management 

theories about public management is evident. The lacking connection between theory, practice and 

capability-requirements in historical focal points have evoked different interpretations of and 

contributions to the concepts of “public school” and “school management”, and thus resulted in an 

increase of meaning-attributions. 

As discussed, the upheaval of semantics through history has left the managers in the middle of an 

intersection without a clear path to follow or distinctive tasks to perform. This is quite disturbing as 

the upcoming reform expands the managerial space, while simultaneously demanding additional 

measurements of results. In order for the managers to be successful in implementing the upcoming 

reform the understanding of the “public schools” referring to 1,318 different units is essential. 

Instead of continuing on the path of deliberate strategies and hierarchically centred decision-making 

the public school sector must recognize the value of emergent responses. This does not imply 

responses without any kind of intent, but instead a recognition of the different requirements, 

environments and values that characterizes the different schools. 

Based on the analyses the answer to the research question must be, that success cannot be 

guaranteed and the means to achieve it not be generalized. The importance is the managerial tasks 

and the exploitation of capabilities within each individual school. As an alternative to an 

acceleration of fast implementation and measurability the complexity of the sector could be reduced 

if time was spend on actualizing some of the existing potential, by transforming some capabilities to 

contain dynamic characteristics, and exploit the findings to generate a more coherent 

implementation process. At the intersection between politics and pedagogy the managers have to 

juggle their different responsibilities in the cross field, and if the requirements exceed the 

organizational and individual management capacity, the result can be inactivity, wherefore the 

reorganization of management is proposed. 
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As Deleuze stated in the beginning of the thesis: “Theory does not express, translate or serve to 

apply practice: it is practice” (Deleuze, 1999, p. 5). Reformulated in light of the present context; 

school management does not merely translate and implement reforms into practise; it constitutes 

practice in the sector. In addition, the theoretical perspectives and the development of management 

capabilities are a reflection of practice, and even though a connection not always appears to be 

present, school management is the centre of rotation.  

With the approaching new reform the constitution of the managerial practice becomes the most 

imperative in the public school sector. The sector is facing yet another recreation of identity as the 

former perceptions will be withdrawn and new requirements and notions will arise with the change 

in purpose. This is the central reason why the theoretical foundation of dynamic capabilities 

becomes indispensable; as the sector evolves to become more dynamic and even less transparent, a 

need for dynamic capabilities will be essential to reduce the complexity and establish a foundation 

of knowledge. As the actors in the cross field are converging, thus enabling acceleration of the 

complexity, this thesis establishes means to stabilizing the term “school management”, which 

inexorably will facilitate a stronger and more evident position for the school managers.   

The Future of the Public School Sector 
  

Even though the upcoming school reform has served as the impetus for the analyses of the school 

management discourse, the actual content of the reform and its implications for the future of the 

public school sector have not been extensively addressed. The reform appears to contain 

perspectives from the liberal development containing an international awareness and focus on 

measuring result, however it also draws upon notions from the earlier school reforms, where 

pedagogy was on the agenda. In that sense, it can be claimed that the reform comprises elements 

from different historical points in time within the last 40 years. 

Moreover, the reform encapsulates the complexity of the sector by emphasizing both 

professionalism and pedagogy, and the distinction between the poles becomes ever so important. As 

the reform inscribes itself into the “trust-embedding” regime, it can be argued that the goals 

constitute an attempt to create controlled freedom for the managers. By turning focus on the 

pedagogical aspects of the school system, the government enables the managers to utilize their 

educational skills; however, the change might affect administration. The future of the public school 

sector will probably continuously revolve around positioning of governmental actors, although the 
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tendency of including aspects from the private sector might further influence the pupils’ and 

parents’ influence on the cross field, as their positions will become increasingly dominating. 

Further Research 
  

Based on the findings in this thesis it would be interesting to incorporate the recommendations of 

the creation of dynamic capabilities in a selected school. By actualizing the creation of a system of 

dynamic capabilities insight to capability-requirements would unveil. As some municipalities 

became experimental in the 80’s, it would be preferable to test the recommendations in practice. 

Additionally, an exploitation of the possibilities contained in a reorganization of the management 

teams would be interesting to study, even though it might be considered revolutionary. 

As this thesis have not been structured upon a substantial collection of empirical data, solely 

because the actors in the managerial cross field have not yet obtained and developed extensive 

knowledge of the implications of the upcoming reform, a survey of the implementation efforts in 

the different schools or the implementation of the corps of learning consultants would inevitably be 

interesting to perform.  

The positioning of the municipalities as governing actors has been decreasing in recent years. As 

the municipalities are the school owners, their roles and responsibilities must be outlined, in order 

for the school managers to strengthen their stabilization of meaning of the school management term. 

Finally, research concerning the different reforms’ effect of the pupils overall learning, output and 

outcome would generate additional aspects to take into consideration, when planning and executing 

school management. 
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Appendix 
 

Interview; School Manager 
  

Time: 37:41 min 

Q: Can you explain what it is you do and how long you’ve been here? 

A: I have been a school manager for the last 17 years, and in my time at the job we have had 3 new 

public school laws and all the adjustments along the way. The upcoming reform is probably the 

biggest one. 

Q: How will you describe your daily tasks? 

A: All that is planned will not be executed. That is the headline. A day in a public school consists of 

putting out fires – tasks that arises suddenly, or other unforeseen elements. The things you plan 

ahead must be placed after 4 p.m. 

Q: How long is a typical day as a school manager? 

A: Right now I spend approximately 10 hours a day in the job – and sometimes up to 60 hours a 

week including preparations in the weekends.  

Q: What are the most important challenges facing the Public School Sector right now? 

A: The major challenge is – and it might be a bit cliché – that the public school must change focus 

from teaching to learning. It means that there are many new things to consider; we have to think 

about the children’s outcome. When we establish a committee to do something, the first question is 

not going to be how it can be organized – for example when planning subjects – we are used to plan 

according to purchase of materials, organization and more, but now we have to plan according to 

what the children will learn. That is what lies in the clichés – we have to change our mindset. Focus 

used to be on the children’s output but will now turn towards an emphasis on outcome. It is not as 

though we have not focused on learning, but our main focus has been on teaching. How, when and 

who will conduct the teaching? There are not many questions about learning and evaluation of such. 

It has be a secondary concern, which the new reform will change.  

Q: How are you going to implement it? 
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A: I do not know – if I am being totally honest, and nobody else knows. When I meet the other 

school managers at conferences and courses we agree that we need to figure it out along the way, 

and it is going to be very individual processes according to the needs of the different schools. It is 

obvious that the implementation is going to cooperation between managers and employees; 

however we are facing some challenges in relation to the dispute in the spring about the teachers’ 

accord. Now there is no accord, there is a law, but I hope it will not affect anything in relation to 

future agreements. 

Q: Who support your work about the implementation process? 

A: The municipality – and in some more than others. We are inspired at conferences and courses, 

and a lot of networking amongst school managers across the country. IT is cooperation between 

LGDK and the school leaders’ union.  

Q: Did you attend the course initiated by LGDK? 

A: Yes, It was actually quite good, but I was a part of the first “class” and that was noticeable. It 

succeeded in explaining the mindset behind the reform. We have to change ours and that is 

probably going to be difficult. I am convinced that some teachers and some managers will lose their 

jobs in the process. 

Q: What are the most important challenges facing the school managers right now? 

A: There are two things; one being the implementation process and the second being regaining a 

strong relationship with the teachers after the lock-out. Furthermore in our municipality we are also 

in the middle of a major school-merger and a building process. We have plenty of things to work on 

right now – it would have been great if the four things were not happening at the same time. We are 

trying to help each other, but they are major challenges right now. 

Q: How many students does the two schools in the merger consist of? 

A: Around 850 students, but I do not have the accurate number in my head. 

Q: How is the management team organized? 

A: We are four people in the management team; the school manager, an after-school manager and 

two deputy principals. The after-school manager focuses solely on activities and child care after the 
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school day as ended, I am involved in creating principles, pedagogical guidelines and putting out 

fires. The deputies have the daily responsibility of a school each, and I am working on both 

cadastres. I am involved in cases selected by the deputies and cases of my choice, which means that 

I am not involved in approximately 30 % of cases.  

Q: How do you divide your time in relation to pedagogical management, management of personnel 

and administrative tasks? 

 A: Pedagogical management does not consume a lot of time, it has always been the intention – of 

all school managers I guess – but in reality it has been downsized. I believe that time spend on 

pedagogical management adds up to 15 %. Sometimes management of personnel takes up the rest 

of my time, but in average I think my time is divided equally between management of personnel 

and administrative tasks.  

The new reform focuses more on pedagogical management, and we are in the beginning of 

prioritizing it.  

Q: Do you believe that you will have the time to increase your pedagogical involvement? 

A: I am not going to be involved in any classroom teaching but the hope is that I will have the time 

to observe more and participate in guidance and counselling. The administrative tasks are going to 

decrease. I believe we will prioritize the time to enable me to do so.  

Q: What are the most important features of the reform? 

A: The change in mindset. Learning is going to be the dominating term. There are some distinctive 

goals with the reform; more than 80 % of the students will have to become great readers and 

mathematics measured by national tests, it is not going to be difficult for us to meet that goal, as we 

have already succeeded in that area. The next thing however, which is going to be difficult, is that 

the percentage of elite students must increase every year – wherefore the advice it to take it slow in 

the beginning as it will become more and more difficult to achieve. The percentage of bad students 

must decrease and the overall well-being is emphasized. The goals are really distinctive and easy to 

measure, however we have not been very critical in discussion the things that will have the time to 

execute.  
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First and foremost I believe it is going to be a duel between academic education and dannelse. In 

the last few years we have forgotten all about dannelse. 

Q: What parts of dannelse do you fear the students will lack? 

A: When looking at the current public school law the purpose is to enable the students to carry on 

democracy, which has not been given enough attention in the upcoming reform. I do not believe 

that it will be sufficient to excel in Danish and mathematics – but maybe I am wrong. Perhaps the 

students will be emotionally and culturally capable of being democratic citizens by academic 

results. I will not deny that it is possible. 

I often say that we are driving towards the roadsides – when discussing pedagogy – sometimes we 

will end up in the ditch, but we will have to remember that when we are driving towards the drifts 

we will be in centre of the road once in a while, exactly where we are supposed to be. We have to 

enjoy the time in middle of the road. I experience that we are moving towards the curriculum-drift. 

The other drift consisted of a focus on well-being and academia was left unattended to – this was 

back in ’75. However both poles contain problems. In ’93 individuality became important – but it is 

natural in societies with an surplus of resources.  

Q: What is your academic background? 

A: I worked as a teacher for 15 years before becoming a manager. I have been a school manager for 

17 years – I worked as a deputy principal before that. I have taken many management-courses 

offered by the municipality throughout the years. I also have a diploma in management. 

Q: After finishing your diploma, did you experience a change in the way you managed the school? 

A: Yes, I started to prioritize differently. Through the education I learned to perceive myself in a 

different light. I was given theoretic ballast usable, when trying to solve tasks – I became more able 

to prioritize and reflect. It created a kind of security in my intuition – a confidence you might say. I 

became better at creating process-designs. 

Q: Which of your management capabilities are the most important in your daily work? 

A: The ability to stand alone. Most definitely. To be a manager includes having to make some 

decisions alone, it is simply impossible to gain consensus about everything. The ability to stand 

alone means that you must be able to move forward after making unpopular decisions. If you do not 
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have that ability, you should not be a manager. Perhaps you will do well for a while, but suddenly a 

situation appears where unpleasant decisions have to be made.  

Q: In the reform a lot of money has been earmarked for improvement of management capabilities – 

what does that entail?  

A: It revolves around the pedagogical management in my opinion. What do we need to know, in 

order for us to guide and counsel our employees? We have to be updated in the different subjects, 

without being educated within all areas. If I had to teach mathematics again I would be quite rusty, 

but I am convinced that I will be able to observe a lesson and spare with the teacher afterwards. 

However I can be used pedagogical and in planning of the subjects – but when it comes to the 

specific academic elements I need an update according to the goals.  

There have not yet been made any plans for how we are to increase our capabilities. The most 

certain thing to say about the reform is: Nobody knows anything – we must figure it out along the 

way. It is not reasonable to assume that the reform will be fully implemented by the 1
st
 of August 

2014 – I am pretty sure that when we reached the law of ’93 the one from ’75 was not fully 

implemented – and the one from ’93 is not implemented to a full extend yet. Everything takes time; 

however this is a shift in paradigm, wherefore we have to move faster.  

Q: How has your role evolved over time? 

A: The public school has moved from be governed trough rules to norms. The importance of values 

is increasing whereas the importance of regulations is decreasing. That is quite dramatic. The 

management role is concentrated on dialogues – it has become more negotiable.  

Q: Which actors in the managerial space are the most influential? 

A: The parents are the most influential – by far! We experience that the municipality and the 

political aspects have influence momentarily, whereas the parents show up daily, unannounced and 

with both major and minor concerns. The politicians show up a couple of times each year needing 

to get explanations of things, we explained the year before and the year before that.  

Q: How is the cooperation between the school managers in the municipality? 

A: There is cooperation and competition. In periods the togetherness is dominated by cooperation 

and at other times non-cooperation. I do not want to participate in any kind of competition. The free 
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choice of school does not influence me. I do not know if one school is better than the other – we 

have different terms, different employees and different parental groups. It would be unfair to 

compare the schools. It is not beneficial to make comparisons.  

However it is beneficial when we inspire each other, when we succeed in creating openness. When 

we share our knowledge – we can definitely learn from each other. The municipality creates spaces 

for sparring amongst the school managers. 

Q: What constitutes a great school manager? 

A: It is someone who does not worry about being a good school manager. There is no upshot-list. If 

there was, and many have tried to establish one – for example the School Leaders’ Union, who 

made a codex for good management, where you could score up to 10 points – if you scored an 8 

you were apparently good, if you scored a 6 you did worse, however the one scoring the 8 could run 

into major problems if the points lacking related to management of personnel – it is great to have 

the ambition of being a good manager, but if you believe you can translate findings to all schools 

you are an idiot. Great school management is management that works in your surroundings.  

Q: What have the consequences of the lock-out been? 

A: Almost daily we encounter remarks made by the teachers, founded in an emotional 

understanding, relating to what happened. I do not experience that we, as school managers, are 

blamed for what happened, but we have heard remarks stating that with the new reform the teachers 

will have to meet in our offices each morning and get their daily assignments. It is triggered by an 

emotional distress in the teachers after the lock-out. The teachers are not any less professional, but 

they have never tried not having an accord before.  

The teachers are still emotionally affected – and it is not because of lost money – they feel ran over.  
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Interview; Senior Consultant, the Ministry of Education 

 Time: 32:25 min. 

Q: Can you explain what it is you do and how long you’ve been here? 

A: I am a senior consultant in the department now called “The department of Public School 

Politics”, which is the department who has planned the government’s Public School Initiative. At 

this point I am the head of secretary in the school council and I am the professional leader of the 

resource centre created for the school reform.  

Q: How will you briefly describe the upcoming reform “Make a great school better”? 

A: There are 3 goals and 3 overall efforts;  

There is a content reform about a better and more varied school day with more lessons; 

development of the courses and even new courses.  

There is a capabilities reform – a strengthening of capabilities – 1 billion DKK to strengthen the 

capabilities of teachers and pedagogues and to develop goals within that area, to establish a teacher-

competencies-corps and a resource centre.  

The last reform is about governance, control on the basis of goals and follow up on these goals. The 

3 efforts are supposed to enhance the quality of the public schools in accordance to the initiative.  

Q: How do you work with the design of the initiatives? And how long time does a process like that 

usually take? 

 A: The preparation of the initiative, the political negotiations and legislative process is one thing, 

another is the implementation task. In some areas the political process is still going on since the bill 

is expected to be put forward in October and hopefully agreed upon around Christmas, but at the 

same time some initiatives have already been put into action – the establishment of a resource 

centre is something we are currently working on, we have a lot on projects under development 

within the centre which are supposed to be carried out through the next year to support the 

initiative.  

Q: How do you support the implementation processes in the different schools? How is your 

cooperation with the school managers? 
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A: Part of the reform proposal was that the government should engage in a partnership with the 

public school. When discussing the specific initiatives we often invite the different partners in; the 

Danish Union of Teachers, The School Leaders’ Union and the Children- and Culture executive. In 

the overall relation to the school managers LGDK is an important participant.  

For this reform 60 billion DKK is earmarked to the development of capabilities for school 

managers. The first part of the process is a 3-days course offered by LGDK to the school managers. 

Approximately 4000 managers have signed on and since we have financed some of the program the 

course will begin with a video-introduction from the Minister of Education, where she will explain 

the reform.  

It is quite clear that there are parts of the reform that we can communicate directly to the sector but 

also parts where LGDK will have to do the work. It’s a steering mechanism on many levels.  

Q: How would you characterize the innovation drivers in the public schools? How do you control 

the mechanisms to ensure that the public schools are moving forward? 

A: You could talk about innovation on many different levels. We view the public school as part of 

the political system, wherefore a lot of the innovations are happening in the different schools or in 

the municipalities. The municipalities owns the schools and controls the innovations, our job is to 

create the framework that allows innovation to happen. I would not call the different types of 

frameworks innovations, innovation is when the students thrives, learns more and enjoys their 

education. We create the framework but the local schools have to make the innovations. The school 

managers play essential parts in the development; they should develop the courses, take pedagogical 

initiative and re-organize the schools.  

Ben Levin from Ontario has claimed that there is too much innovation in the public school sector 

which inhibits real development of the schools. There is a lot happening is the sector right now, but 

it is questionable whether or not it relies on knowledge or is what is most suitable for the students.  

Q: How would you describe the current management in the public schools?  

A: School management is often determined by the team of leaders in the specific schools. But the 

school board is also a part of the management as well as the local government who has the 

responsibility for the specific schools. It is the local government who hires and fires but in some 

cases part of that responsibility is delegated to the school manager. We have some kind of 
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managerial role but it will often be described as governmental, our managerial role is carried out 

through the legislations. 

This is more formal. If your perspective is the last 10 years – especially on the reforms since 2005 a 

lot of initiatives have been made; the national tests, student plans by law and a lot of underlying 

processes. This reform is different since its perspective on progress is broader with a focus on 

capabilities, an enhancement of the Ministry of Education’s role outbound – the governmental 

dimension is included. Part of the reform will be implemented through agreements with the 

municipalities. 

There is an explicit agreement within the ministry to control and create a distinct managerial effort. 

We have re-organized the ministry into different departments, where the centre for public schools 

has an outward role with a focus on supporting the development of the sector; we have gathered the 

political and ministerial efforts in the centre for public school politics. It is a re-organization that 

should enhance the possibilities of working with the sector in a new way in accordance to the 

upcoming reform. 

Q: When a new initiative has been formulated do you then start working on the next one? 

A: No, we solely focus on the implementation processes. There is an ambition in the initiative from 

the Government and especially in the articulations about it to take a break from further reforms after 

this one is implemented. Focus should be on ensuring quality within the established framework, 

which will take time since we will collect and create new knowledge continuously, therefore it is 

possible that minor adjustments will be made but the overall framework is already formulated.  

Q: Are your implementation efforts directed towards the local governments, the managers or the 

students? 

A: The school managers are to a great extent a target audience. They are agents of change and they 

are very much in focus right now. This is why we have created an independent initiative exclusively 

to further develop the capabilities of the managers. Right now we are considering creating a cyber-

platform for knowledge sharing amongst school managers. Actually the school managers are 

consistently invited to participate in almost every step of the implementation processes. The course 

held by LGDK is a major part of that. 

Q: Have the ministry been part of the planning process about this particular course? 
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A: Yes indeed, first and foremost LGDK is responsible for the content and the execution of the 

course, which is natural since the local governments owns the school, wherefore their emphasis in 

on school management. It is however strategically important in relation to the reform that we 

support LGDK financially but furthermore we have established a task force which job is to work 

closely with LGDK throughout the next couple of years to develop the managerial area. But the 

short-term effort is put forward by LGDK.  

Q: Should the school managers develop new capabilities in order to successfully implement the 

upcoming reform? 

A: The reform requires new competencies since the reform will increase the school managers’ 

scope for leadership. Another component is the new accord made by LGDK regarding the teachers, 

where the scope for leadership also has grown. There is no doubt that the managers are facing a 

very different and somewhat more difficult task. You could say that our focus is pedagogical 

management, we expect the school managers to change the learning environment. 

Q: I have read that more than 80 % of school managers have taken an education in professional 

management however it is often teachers who become school managers. Do you expect that to 

change in the future? Is it possible that the schools will be managed by professional leaders? 

A: There is no law about it, and it is actually a question about the accords between LGDK and The 

School Leader’s Union. We are continuously discussing it – but what the school managers might 

lack in professionalism they compensate for by their pedagogical understanding. It all comes down 

to organization. In some large schools the managers spend a lot of time on administrative tasks, 

whereas in the smaller schools time is spend on pedagogical issues and management of learning. In 

relation to feedback, evaluation and sparring with the teachers it is of great value that the school 

managers are familiar with the educational challenges. We do not take a stand politically. However 

the larger the recruitment base is the greater the talent pool will be, so you could argue both sides. 

Q: When formulating the reforms – actually choosing the words used – who writes the final 

documents?  

A: Typically the government officials write the initiatives but the politicians discuss it and make 

adjustments. We are usually writing what we know the politicians want to hear. We are using the 
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language of the minister in question and adjust the wording in accordance to her usual way of 

stating things. The minister then reads through for the appropriateness of specific words. 

Q: What are the most important challenges in the public school sector right now? 

A: One of the main challenges is getting the teachers on board after the lock out in April. We need 

to establish a corporation between us, the teachers and the Danish Union of Teachers.      
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Interview; Senior Consultant, the School Leaders’ Union 

Time: 43:19 min 

Q: Can you explain what it is you do and how long you’ve been here? 

A: I am a senior consultant in the School Leader’s Union and I have been here for almost 10 years.  

Q: What do you do on a daily basis? 

A: We are a small group that focuses on interests – we attend meetings in the ministry with LGDK 

and The Danish Union of Teachers, I am a part of a glasshouse for management projects where I am 

the project manager. I take care of guiding and counselling members that calls us.  

Q: What are the most important challenges facing the Public School Sector and the school 

managers right now? 

A: Obviously it is the new Public School reform, which is a major challenge especially based on the 

problems that arose after the lock-out of the teachers. It is going to be difficult to implement – as I 

see it – because it has shifted focus from the teachers’ classroom education to the children’s overall 

learning. Even though it is still a central objective, the class room education in itself becomes the 

means to the children’s overall learning and the class room education is no longer a goal in itself.  

There are major challenges lying in the 3 overall goals of the reform; that children should learn 

more, that children should thrive more and that we should break free from negative social heritage. 

These are individually 3 major tasks, however those of us working with the area on a daily basis 

knows that they are naturally intertwined. This is really a thorough reform and it is not implemented 

just by one teacher doing things a bit different – many things have to change. It cannot be expected 

that the reform will be implemented right at the beginning of the school year 2014, it is going to 

take some time and the necessary training of managers and teachers need to happen. In our 

organization we discuss what is needed of the managers to make the implementation happen 

smoothly.  

 Q: In the reform one of the mentioned actions if a strengthen of capabilities of the managers, what 

does that mean?  

A: In order to answer that you need to look back in history – 10 years ago only 15 % of the school 

managers had a diploma or master’s degree in management now 75 % are currently taking one or 
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have already completed. That means that within the next couple of years nearly 100 % of the 

managers will have a professional education in management. It results in formal training; however 

even though it will be helpful it does not change the public school sector in itself.  

Our organization proposes that the government recruits management consultants – hopefully to all 

municipalities – to supervise the implementation processes. They could help determine the next 

developments on each school, it is important that there is a linkage between what you learn – your 

training – and the implementation process on your school. The consultants could help the managers 

transform their formal training to actual actions in the schools. 

It is the work in the individual schools that matter. We often say that the term The Public School 

refers to the framework, but in the reality there are 1318 individual units operating differently –what 

works for one school might destroy another. Therefore it is important to translate the reform into 

different languages that cohere with the different schools.  

Q: You suggest the use of management consultants – what should their educational background be? 

A: That is not decided yet – we are in a dialogue with the ministry, where we have suggested 

management consultants, and for what I have heard they are positively considering the suggestion. 

We are hoping that the ministry, besides the 40 learning consultants that are a part of the reform, 

will hire a couple of management consultants – hopefully people who have already worked with 

school management.  

What characterize the Ministry of Education is that there are literally almost no employees who 

know about the different courses and subjects. Throughout the last 10-15 years that area of expertise 

has been downsized. They have not got employees who know the public schools from within. We 

would like to have management consultants who have experience as school managers, who know 

how to implement new initiatives. They could move around the different municipalities and offer 

assistance. We would also like to see the municipalities hire management consultants, so the 

different management teams at each school had some critical sparring partners. 

Q: How would you describe the stereotypical school manager? 

A: They all have professional management training, they are extremely positive about change and 

enjoy the work concerning the upcoming implementation processes. They recognize the potential of 

the reform even though it includes a lot of extra work. 95 % of the school managers are educated 
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teachers, I believe that it is a major strength that they know what is happening in class rooms. They 

have a professional understanding of pedagogical and didactical concerns, which is valuable due to 

the change in focus on children’s overall learning. I believe that the reform will create the need for a 

new type of manager – a manager who is in close contact with his staff and the day-to-day activities 

in the classes. The managers will have to be closer to the problems in their schools in order to solve 

them better, but at the same time the “closeness” will also reveal what is really working 

successfully.  

The new digital platform will also play a role – it can be expected that the school bag within the 

next 20 years will consist of an iPad or something like that, that will contain all educational 

material. However it a rather slow process implementing stuff like that in Denmark due to our small 

linguistic area. We cannot expect to sell our Danish school books worldwide, wherefore it becomes 

more expensive to digitalize everything – it is simply not rentable to do so at the moment. In 

England they are frontrunners in this development area because their linguistic area is so massive. 

Q: You said that 95 % of all school managers started as teachers – do you expect this to change in 

the future? 

A: No I believe this is going to be norm for many years – especially if you include gymnasium 

teachers and pedagogues, who can manage a school for younger students. I actually think that 95 % 

might not even be enough. 15 years ago it was believed that management was a field of its own – in 

a lot of management literature. If you were trained as a manager you would be able to manage 

everything. I experience in my daily life that this school of thought is almost vanished; now there is 

a deep understanding of the interplay between management and professionalism. If you want to be a 

great manager at this level you need to have a deep understanding of the field you are managing.  

It might change when talking about managing managers. There are some transitions when you 

move from employee to manager, we sometimes call it a “sloughing”, you have to act and think 

differently, but you can take your professional knowledge with you. 

Q: Has the upcoming reform top priority in the union right now? What other areas are you working 

on? 
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A: The reform takes a lot of hours right now. We have a board consisting of 10 people, but besides 

that we have a department in 94 of the 98 municipalities and they also have a board of their own. In 

every municipality they are currently working on implementing the reform. 

We are not responsible or in charge of the implementation processes but we are a part of the 

committees, in the ministry and elsewhere, working on it. We are a part of the course offered by 

LGDK to the school managers. We are a central component in many things but we do not have the 

authorization to impose anything on the individual school manager regarding the implementation 

processes.  

We spend a lot of time talking to the managers. They call us for advice and guidance. It is known 

that many of the school managers are older than 55 years, at many of them do not wish to be part of 

the process and then retire in the middle of it, wherefore they have decided to leave early. It is 

natural, and it happens every time there is a significant change in the sector, that some chose to 

leave. It is quite exciting that within the next 5-7 years half of the school managers will have been 

replaced due to retirement.  

Q: How do you cooperate with the school managers? 

A: The chairman of the board of our departments has been summoned in all municipalities to 

brainstorm over the implementation processes. In many municipalities the administration does not 

consist of professionals who have experience in the public schools, wherefore they need guidance in 

order to start the implementation processes. The school managers are an essential part of creating 

the content of the implementation processes and the administrations plan them. 

Q: What do you think about the reform? And what will be determining the future of the schools? 

A: The government has managed to create a settlement amongst many of the political parties, which 

hopefully will ensure that we will not see a new reform as massive as this one for many years. 15 

years ago school reforms were made yearly. The government have collected the ideas and inputs 

from all parties leaving the reform to cater to everyone. Hopefully this will result in some peace and 

quiet – inspired from Ontario in Canada. But this just addresses the framework; there will 

continuously be made changes in different schools as many different actors have a stake in the 

development.  
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Locally there are a lot of structural changes happening in the municipalities that will affect the 

school system in the years to come. A lot of schools have been closed down – 3 years ago there 

were around 1600 schools in Denmark now the number is closer to 1300. Therefore local attention 

to the school system is expected for many years. Nevertheless I do not expect major changes to be 

made to the reform within the next 5-10 years – maybe there will be some minor adjustments, but 

that is all.  

Another and more important factor is the actual reform. It is going to change the way we think 

about the public school sector – focus will be on the dividends the children will receive and not as 

much on how they receive them. It is going to take time to make as fundamental changes to the 

area. The class room education will no longer be centred on school books only, since some students 

are more susceptible to learning in other ways, it is important to understand that education can 

happen anywhere and in a lot of different ways. 

Nonetheless it is also vital not to invalidate that the public schools, sine 1993, have practiced time 

management. Now the task is the most important and not the time spend on it, you cannot ignore 

that a whole generation within the last 20 years have focused way too much on time management 

and the costs of tasks. It was obvious that the debate about the lock-out revolved around money and 

not teaching. Therefore we have to go through a phase filled with frustration because of the change 

in how we think. This will have a major impact on the school managers, as it is them who have to 

fundamentally change the way they have worked. That is probably the greatest challenge – to 

unlearn 20 years of thinking. It is important to stress that the schools did not invent time 

management; it was assigned to them through national legislations. 

Q: Going through the lock-out a lot of the debate focused on how the managers could manage the 

teachers – how did you assist the managers? 

A: We were lucky enough to stay out of most of it. The lock-out was a conflict between the Danish 

Union of Teachers on one side and LGDK on the other. Later it became a conflict between the 

Danish Union of Teachers and the Government, when the government interfered. We were able to 

stay out of it because we have our own accord, in many ways we are a part of the Danish Union of 

Teachers, but when they are negotiating their accord, we can stay out of it. We became a third party 

in the conflict – we have a theory about the battle for the three positions – the three candle lights – 

which means that we deliberately have chosen to be in the third position since we did not want to 
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engage in the conflict. Naturally when we discuss pedagogy, development and learning we have a 

stronger commitment – relationship – with the Danish Union of Teachers due to a common 

understanding, but when we discuss leadership, school management and the overall development of 

the schools we have a closer relationship with LGDK. Our members in the union are employed to 

develop management by LGDK, which creates restrictions on how much is appropriate to say to 

your employer.  

Q: When the Government interfered with the legislation the daily work of the school managers were 

changed, are you involved in supporting the managers in the execution of the new conditions? 

A: We are a part of the process, especially through our “hot-line”, where the managers can call and 

ask about everything. And they do! For example: “Is it true that we still have to count hours?” 

because the legislation contains a term called “teaching-appendix-per-hour”. So even though the 

legislation, colloquially, was perceived as the managers having the ability to make teachers do 

almost anything, it must be considered with some reservations. In our union it appears as a hopeless 

distinction of what is teaching and what is not, because everything is tied together. The distinction 

becomes artificial – only made in order to assess salary – so that the ones teaching a lot can increase 

their salary by the appendix. In the beginning people thought that the days of counting hours were 

over, but they are not.  

There is still a lot of administration to be sorted out – the teachers have to know how and what they 

should work on. However the administrative tasks are decreasing, which both the teachers and 

managers must get used to. Modern management is not hierarchical – modern management is an 

involvement of the employees in the processes of leading and allocating resources.  

There is a lot of work to be done regarding the new reform. I am pretty sure, that the schools where 

the implementation will happen smoothly are the same schools that were thriving prior to the 

reform. I do not think that the change will be that significant in these schools. These schools are 

excited about the reform. In the schools, that had difficulties prior to the reform, the changes can 

cause some problematic years.  

The daily tasks in the schools will not change. The major change is that the managers are not 

obliged to count hours the same way they did before. What is important, as I see it having been a 

part of 5-6 different accords, is that neither of them have been expressions of justice. The new 
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system will not be an expression of justice. Justice in relation to allocation of tasks can be defined 

in many different ways. 

Q: How has the purpose of the public schools changed within the 10 years you have been working 

here? 

A: First the public school sector has become stronger and stronger as it has been given more and 

more political attention. Something happened to the school sector when we started to measure 

things – when the PISA-measurements began – it created a one-sided focus on the results of 

learning. This happened for historical reasons, in the years prior focus had been on the well-being of 

the students. That is actually what is most important for the parental groups as several studies have 

shown. If the parents have to choose between well-being and more education, 80 % will choose the 

well-being of their children. But these two things should not be opposites of one another. It is my 

belief that a natural, sensible focus is aligning the two. The latest SFI study has shown that children 

scores higher on well-being, when they experience an increase in learning. If you ask the teachers 

you will probably hear that they spend a lot of time testing the students but equal time on nurturing 

them, which cannot be measured. This is not acknowledged properly by the public instead negative 

attention is given to the lack of good test-results.  

There are some amazing contradictions in the way the students are tested. Whenever a test-result is 

not good enough the school will try to improve and become above average. However the question is 

going to be whether or not it is possible to place higher than the rest – average is a mathematical 

term that requires someone to score below in order for it to be an average. It is an empty discussion 

without much meaning.  

My hope is that the upcoming reform will be a reform of trust. The school managers’ work should 

be trusted, it should be trusted that local problems are best solved by local management. Trust in the 

teachers – believing that they will go to work motivated and inspired.  

I hope the schools will get some peace and quiet to make the necessary changes.  

 

 


