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Abstract  
This article analyses the intentions and internal logic of a systematic quality work 

programme in Swedish schools as an example of institutionalization of an international 

super-standard in large public organizations. A programme theory analysis is used to 

illuminate the intentions, inner logic, involved actors, possible limitations and underlying 

assumptions of the evaluation system, which together constitute the systematic quality 

work. What is realistically achievable is also highlighted and analysed in relation to current 

research and the welfare liberal, and social democratic education policy perspectives 

expressed in the National curriculum. The programme analysis indicates an ambitious, all-

embracing, and ever-present evaluation system and exposes inherent potential 

contradictions. The programme could foster improvement and mirrors the distribution of 

responsibilities that characterizes Swedish school governance, which implies that how the 

programme is enacted in schools will be decisive for its results. The potential of the 

programme in practice is discussed in relation to the varying local context’s inherent risks 

and dilemmas, concerning governance, reductionism, constitutive effects, and working 

conditions.   
  

  

Introduction  
In 2012, Sweden’s National Agency for Education (NAE) (2012a) issued the 

document “General Advice for systematic quality work in schools” (henceforth, 

“General Advice”). The present article analyses this document as exemplifying 

the potential of an evaluation system within the international quality trend, which 

serves as an international super-standard or organizational recipe (Rövik 2000) 

adopted in most sectors of society today. The General Advice can be perceived as 

a response to the persistent signs of declining student achievement and declining 

student performance equity between schools and municipalities, problems 

prevalent in several countries whose self-perception before “the PISA shock”1 

was that they had high-quality educational systems.2 The systematic quality work 

can also be regarded as a response to the OECD proposal that Sweden should 

develop a coherent framework for evaluation and assessment (Nusche et al. 2011). 

Furthermore, the enhanced quality work, prescribed in the General Advice, is in 

line with the international trend to couple mechanisms for generating performance 

data and school markets (Apple 2004: 18). Market and bureaucratic logics 

(Freidson 2001) may collide in the field of education (Lundström & Holm 2011) 

but an interest in accessible information on school/student performance is shared. 

School choice presupposes that the “customers” (i.e., students and parents) are 

well-informed, while democratic and managerial accountability both require 

communicable achievement indicators.   

  

*Ulf Lundström is an associate professor at the Department of Applied Educational Science, Umeå 

University. He has a background as a teacher and principal in upper-secondary school and holds a 

Ph.D. in Educational Work. His research examines the teaching profession, evaluation and education 

policy. He is currently engaged in three research projects examining: how evaluation is enacted in  
comprehensive school, how inclusion aims can be paired with competition on a school quasi-market, 

and local safety policy.    

Around 1990, drastic reforms, including far-reaching decentralization, 

deregulation, school choice and governance by goals and results were introduced 
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in the Swedish school system. Demands for more and better evaluations followed 

these changes. In the following period, the concept of “quality” (quality assurance, 

quality assessment, quality development, etc.) was established to denote the 

evaluation, assessment, and the increasingly extensive statistics of the education 

system. The present government has continued the efforts to realize these reforms, 

but has also taken several steps to recentralize education governance over the last 

few years (SOU 2014), as exemplified by the establishment of the Swedish 

Schools Inspectorate in 2008, and the issuance of the General Advice. The 

General Advice constitutes a framework for a local evaluation system whose 

ultimate aim is to improve school and student achievement. As the General 

Advice is strongly linked to the Education Act (2010), it is a crucial steering 

document for Swedish schools and their owners (i.e., municipalities and private 

providers). My intention is to analyse this evaluation system in the broader context 

of quality management in public administration. My analysis is not restricted to 

this case, but is intended to treat an example of the institutionalization of an 

elaborate quality concept in a large, decentralized public organization. This 

implies an interdisciplinary approach. The evaluation system in focus is related to 

three broad policies – international “organizational recipes” (Rövik 2000) or 

“travelling policies”3 (Ozga & Jones 2006) – emphasizing quality, evaluation, and 

organizational learning/empowerment. A substantial body of research examines 

each of these concepts (see reviews in, e.g., Bergman & Klefsjö 2003, Dahler-

Larsen 2012a, Fitzpatrick et al. 2004, Leeuw & Furubo 2008, Nusche et al. 2011, 

Rossi et al. 2004, Vedung 2010). However, little research has examined 

evaluation systems that unite all three concepts, even though they are dominant 

discourses in many organizations today. This article contributes to our 

understanding of the implications of that complexity. Furthermore, I have not 

found a programme theory analysis of a national evaluation system in society’s 

largest institution, the school system.   

This article seeks mainly to analyse the aims and internal logic4 of the 

systematic quality work stipulated in the document “General Advice for 

systematic quality work in schools”, which outlines an evaluation system for 

Sweden’s school system. The external validity is analysed as well, i.e., the extent 

of the programme’s consistency with its context and with other relevant research 

(Funnell & Rogers 2011).   

The potential for unintended outcomes and what is realistically achievable 

will be highlighted and discussed in light of research knowledge and the “welfare 

liberal” (Olssen et al. 2004: 180) and “social democratic” (Arnesen & Lundahl 

2006) education policy perspectives expressed in the national curriculum, in 

contrast to the “classical liberal” and “neoliberal” perspectives. In short, from the 

welfare liberal education policy perspective, education is egalitarian and a public 

good. The purpose of education is to promote both society’s and individuals’ 

interests and development: to develop ethical, social, cultural, and political 

awareness among all students, and to promote the integration of society in terms 
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of gender, ethnicity, and class. This definition largely overlaps Arnesen and 

Lundahl’s (2006) definition of the social democratic perspective.  

Guided by programme theory analysis, a set of questions is used to analyse 

the intentions, inner logic, potential, involved actors, possible limitations, and 

underlying assumptions of the systematic quality work programme. The analysis 

is extended “beyond a mere test of a given programme theory” (Dahler-Larsen 

2001: 346), a constructivist inclination that makes the analysis sensitive to the 

programme’s context. In their daily work, school staff enact – that is, interpret, 

translate, and adapt – policy from the programmatic level in forms assumed to 

work in their specific local contexts (Ball et al. 2012). Programme theory analysis 

is a tool for research into both evaluation systems and evaluation in practice, 

useful for better understanding programme strengths and weaknesses (Brousselle 

& Champagne 2010). Furthermore, it helps us to examine whether the programme 

has suffered from an implementation failure or a theoretical failure and to identify 

side effects (Dahler-Larsen 2001).  

The following section considers the background of the international quality 

trend and its impact on the national educational context. Programme theory 

analysis is presented in the third section. In the next two sections, the programme 

theory analysis is conducted and discussed, and dilemmas and inherent risks 

related to the programme’s context are explored in light of other relevant research. 

The final section presents the paper’s conclusions.  

  

Background and context  
As the concept of quality is often taken for granted, there is good reason to 

describe its application and development in the Swedish school context from a 

broader perspective. The described Swedish development is part of an 

international trend: “In recent decades, we have seen a tremendous interest in 

quality as a strategic issue in the Western world” (Bergman & Klefsjö 2003). 

Education is not an exception: “The quest for quality has become even more 

focussed in the last decade as economic globalisation has increased the 

significance of quality education and international assessments of student 

performance provide measures for comparative appreciation of education results” 

(Ehren et al. 2013: 4).  

Today’s quality discourse is largely rooted in commercial manufacturing 

contexts. The quality discourse followed the dissemination of new public 

management ideas from the private to the public sector, where an ongoing struggle 

over the meaning of the concept started. Dahler-Larsen (2008) reasons about 

various meanings of the quality discourse: first, it is omnipresent; second, public 

concerns and problems are increasingly treated as quality issues; and, third, 

quality is organized, i. e., in every situation or context, there is always someone 

who defines the meaning of quality. In Europe, quality has been described as the 
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key to success in the global knowledge economy and to the construction of the 

European project (Grek et al. 2009).   

The international quality trend first had an impact on the Swedish public 

sector in the 1980s. This influence, in combination with others, such as the severe 

economic recession in Sweden at the time, public education debate, and new 

public management ideas, paved the way for extensive school reforms and new 

ways to govern schools around 1990. At that time, the previously strongly 

centralized and regulated school system became governed by goals and results, 

and highly decentralized – changes that presupposed stricter evaluation systems. 

Evaluation was described as “the corner stone of the prospective management by 

objectives” and “an important pre-requisite for school development” 

(Government Bill 1989/90:41, 9, author’s translation). Evetts (2009, 249) 

describes the dilemma faced by several countries at the time, namely to create 

“smaller, cheaper and more effective governments and ... better public services 

and more professional practitioners”. In such a context, the quality concept, 

including quality assessment and quality steering, was adopted and developed in 

Swedish education policy.   

At almost the same time, far-reaching school choice and marketization 

reforms were introduced, reforms in which the quality discourse was central as 

well. Bunar (2010: 11) claims that “improving the overall educational quality in 

the country, students’ achievement, and lowering the costs have always been the 

strongest arguments made by the proponents of school choice policy”. This is also 

evident in the state policy documents connected to these reform decisions, for 

example in the Government Bill proposing favourable conditions for taxfunded 

free schools (versus in most other countries): “stimulating competition ... can 

contribute to higher quality and productivity in the school system” (Government 

Bill, 1992/93:230: 27, author’s translation). School choice presupposes well-

informed customers, which in the school sector implies that pupils and their 

parents need to base their school choices on comprehensive information. This 

view is embraced by the present government, for example as exemplified by new 

directives to the NAE to develop indicators and channels for accessibly 

communicating school quality information, to help students and parents choose 

school. “In a free school-choice system it is necessary that students and parents 

be given the conditions to make as well-grounded decisions as possible. To do 

that, solid decision support is needed” (Swedish Government, 2012, author’s 

translation).   

Bergh (2011: 712) demonstrates that quality has been pursued by successive 

Swedish governments between 1990 and 2010 and calls the government’s 1996 

development plan (Skr 1996/97:112), the “official starting point for quality 

thinking in Swedish education”. Bergh (2011: 714) describes the growing 

rhetorical emphasis on the connection between education quality and economic 

growth in contrast to the previous aim of providing a good general education for 

all:  
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…speech acts concerning the relationship between quality and 

education increasingly come to focus on goal achievement and 

emphasise Sweden’s future role as a leading knowledge nation.   

  

Bergh’s analysis indicates that educational quality (i.e., traditional 

educational values such as democracy, knowledge and Bildung) was a dominant 

criterion in the rhetoric until the beginning of the 1990s. However, in that decade, 

the traditional understanding of quality was challenged by results-based quality, 

market quality, and system quality – concepts that imply a shift in the meaning of 

quality.   

In 1997, the government made a decision about quality assessment in the 

school system (SFS 1997: 702) that implied that all schools and municipalities 

were obliged to carry out annual quality reports as a part of the ongoing 

assessment and evaluation work. In 2006, the National Agency for Education was 

assigned the task of developing general guidelines to advance goal achievement 

and development; the outcome was the first quality work document, the 2006 

“General advice for systematic quality reports in schools” (NAE 2006). A few 

years later, this was replaced by a new document (NAE 2012a) in response to the 

introduction of a new Education Act (2010). This new document, “General 

Advice for systematic quality work in schools”, is the focus for the present 

analysis.  

   

Programme theory analysis  
 Programme theory analysis is useful for analysing the intentions and internal 

logic of the systematic quality work as decreed in the document “General Advice” 

(NAE 2012a). As programme theory underlines the possibility to use interviews 

and other methods to derive programme theories (Funnell & Rogers 2011: 120), 

the analysis is also based on interviews with two policy actors involved in 

formulating the General Advice, representing the National Agency for Education 

and the Swedish Schools Inspectorate. Research and public reports are used as 

part of the frame of reference as well, not least for illuminating the potential for 

unintended outcomes and what is realistically achievable. “A program theory can 

be improved by including key factors that are likely or are known to affect its 

success” (Funnell & Rogers 2011: 110).  

The General Advice is a central document that frames a multitude of 

evaluation, assessment, and follow-up systems and activities in the Swedish 

school system. This article treats the document as a social intervention 

programme, i.e., “an organized, planned and usually ongoing effort designed to 

ameliorate a social problem or improve social conditions” (Rossi, et al. 2004: 

434).5 The programme to be analysed is set forth in the General Advice, which 

constitutes an evaluation system in the sense that “evaluations are no longer 

commissioned and conducted on an ad hoc basis, but through more permanent 
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arrangements, which aim to guarantee, in advance, the supply of evaluative 

information” (Leeuw & Furubo 2008: 159). Furthermore, systems “are 

characterized in terms of organizational capacity, sustainability, money, power 

and interactions with clients, stakeholders and user systems” (Leeuw & Furubo 

2008: 14).  

Funnell and Rogers (2011: 31) define programme theory as “an explicit 

theory or model of how an intervention contributes to a set of specific outcomes 

through a series of intermediate results”. This is in contrast to a “black box 

evaluation”, in which input and output are described but not the processes 

occurring between them, and programme theory “aims to help policymakers and 

practitioners ‘open up the box’ of successful programmes to understand how it 

works rather than having to buy the whole package and plug in”. Programme 

theory is also useful for adapting interventions to new situations as it illuminates 

the causal mechanisms by which they are supposed to work, making it possible to 

“determine whether this is different for different people and in different 

implementation context” (Funnell and Rogers 2011: 9). This is a relevant idea in 

the Swedish school context, which is characterized by the extensive devolution of 

school policy realization to school-principals, teachers’ teams, and individual 

professionals in schools. This devolution presupposes substantial reflection and 

development at the local level, where various professions are expected to exercise 

their discretion in order to fulfil state policy goals based on professional 

judgement. In this article, I regard programme theory analysis as a tool for 

illuminating the intentions of an evaluation system and how it is intended to work 

at a programmatic level. Furthermore, in line with Scott’s (2003) description of 

organizations as open, natural systems and Dahler-Larsen’s (2012b) 

understanding of evaluation systems as social and political phenomenons, I 

indicate the importance of the wider environment in which organizations are 

embedded by putting the programme into a wider context in the introduction, 

background and the analysis sections.   

The study is part of a research project, “Consequences of evaluation for 

school practice”, funded by the Swedish Research Council, in which a programme 

theory analysis approach has been developed (see Hanberger 2014). The approach 

is based on Funnell and Roger’s (2011) definition of programme theory and on 

well-established assumptions and models of programme theory analysis, 

including external validity, as described by Leeuw (2003), Dahler-Larsen 

(2012b), and Funnell and Rogers (2011). The approach will be used for the 

analysis, including to answer the following questions:   

  

Step 1: Reconstructing the programme -  

General Advice’s programme theory (PT):  

1. What are the assumptions of General Advice?   

2. What problem(s) was General Advice intended to resolve?  
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3. What are the pre-requisites for General Advice, and what activities are assumed 

to produce what effects?  

4. Are the problems that General Advice is to manage described and 

substantiated?   

a. Whose knowledge needs does General Advice meet?   

b. Are arguments provided as to why General Advice is needed?  

5. Are the intended effects clearly described/specified?  

a. Are the intended short- and long-term effects defined?  

b. For whom and where are the effects expected to occur?  

  

Step 2: Assessing the PT’s internal validity 

6. Is General Advice’s PT consistent?  

a. Is there a logical/coherent description of how the programme activities are to 

achieve the intended effects?   

b. Are there activities for all intended effects?  

c. Are there activities that do not logically match their intended effects?  

  

Step 3: Assessing the PT’s external validity 7. 

Does General Advice have scientific support?   

a. Does the programme reflect/do justice to the objects and 

activities it is intended to measure?  

b. Is General Advice’s PT consistent with existing knowledge of 

conditions/factors creating improved teaching/ learning/ education (system)? c. Is 

the PT consistent with governance and accountability theories?   

d. Does General Advice provide information about data sources, data quality, non-

response, who reports information to the system, etc.?  

8. Is the knowledge that General Advice produces useful in helping resolve the 

problems that General Advice was set up to manage?  

  

A programme theory of systematic quality work in schools  
Reconstructing General Advice’s programme theory  

The fundamental assumption of the programme (Q16) is that systematic quality 

work in Swedish schools will help “achieve the national goals for education” 

(NAE 2012a: 45)7. The Education Act stipulates that the quality work should be 

systematic and continuous. The assumption is that continuous assessments and 

evaluations will identify areas needing improvement, making goal achievement 

possible. The employees are assumed to participate and be competent, motivated, 

and engaged in the work; students and parents are also expected to take part. 

Enhanced participation is an important goal of systematic quality work (NAE 

2013a).  
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Management by objectives and results (and the assumption that such 

management effectively promotes goal achievement if applied in line with the 

programmatic ideas) is a prerequisite underlying the whole system, and within 

that framework the quality concept is crucial. The General Advice connects 

quality to management by objectives and results in the following definition of 

quality:  

  

a generic term for how well the schools:  - 

 fulfils the national goals,  

- meets national demands and guidelines,   

- fulfil other goals, requirements and guidelines that are consistent with the 

national goals, and   

- are characterized by striving for renewal and continuous improvement based 

on prevailing conditions. (NAE 2012a: 45)  

The problems to be resolved by systematic quality work are not explicitly 

expressed (Q2), though, they are implied in the recurrent formulations about goal 

achievement, which leads the reader to think that current goal achievement is 

unsatisfactory. In this respect, the quality work constitutes “a risk reduction 

practice”, similar to how Power (1999: 5) speaks of auditing in general. In our 

case, the quality work is a means for the state to reduce the risk of a school system 

producing unsatisfactory results. An alternative interpretation is that the goal 

achievement is already satisfactory, but that the intention is to improve even more. 

The same goes for notions such as development, quality, and equity: the 

programme does not explicitly state that these are unsatisfactory but it appears to 

be assumed – but could instead aim to improve something that is already good.   

One official (Interview 1) says that the state has been dissatisfied with the 

varying standard of the local quality reporting. For example, overarching 

educational goals like values and norms are often ignored. The Inspectorate’s 

concern is not primarily about students’ declining subject area knowledge though 

it is linked to the overarching goals. The Schools Inspectorate (2013) describes 

the problems: “The schools’ reports and analyses often concern just a few national 

subject tests. Beyond that, the analytical work at the schools is insignificant” 

(author’s translation). Another official (Interview 2) points out that the analyses 

are often confined to the student level, while the overarching level is missing, and 

that too many school principals are poorly informed about the daily work of the 

school.   

The following overall reconstruction of a programme theory for the General 

Advice (NAE 2012a) illustrates what prerequisites and activities are assumed to 

cause what effects, that is, the internal logic of the programme (Q3, 5a and 6).   

  

If the following conditions are met:  
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The school owners (i.e., municipalities and independent providers) and principals, 

in cooperation with school staff  

   create routines for the quality work  

  ensure that management, organization and assessment support the 

quality work  

   ensure that staff are competent to conduct assessment and analysis   

   ensure student and parent participation in the quality work  

  

And if the following activities are carried out:  

The school owners and principals  

 ensure that the documentation constitutes a sufficient basis for the 

analyses and decisions needed.  

 create documentation routines and forms that are efficient and appropriate 

for the quality work  

   strive to create an overall picture of education quality at all levels   

 compile results indicating how the prerequisites and realization of the 

education influence goal achievement  

 ensure that evaluations concerning specifically identified areas are carried 

out, in addition to the ongoing assessments  

 in cooperation with the staff, analyse what influences and produces results 

and goal achievement, on the basis of the assessments.  

 analyse whether the causes appear clear or whether further assessments 

and evaluations are required  

   use the analysis as a basis for dialogue on the need 

for development  

 together with the staff, identify areas for development and then decide 

what efforts and measures are needed in order to fulfil the national goals  

  

The following short- and long-terms effects should occur:  

 the educational goals in the Education Act, national curriculum, and other 

steering documents are fulfilled  

   student learning and results are improved  

 other school goals are achieved, such as study and vocational guidance 

and student welfare/health  

   an equal education of high quality is achieved  

   the education is continuously developing  

  

In this programme theory analysis, we searched for phrases and passages in 

the 52-page document that distinctly stipulate conditions, activities, and 

outcomes, and these phrases and passages were interpreted in the light of the 

model above. Such expressions were often found in sections of text introduced by 
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quotations from the Education Act. Long passages of reasoning as well as 

comments were used to a lesser extent and sections with little relevance to our 

purpose (e.g., a passage about complaint routines) were ignored. The overview 

indicates that the document was at least partly formulated based on programme 

theory, which was confirmed by an official (Interview 1).   

The programme theory reconstruction shows that the school owners and 

principals are the key actors in the quality work. They are responsible for crucial 

decisions, for example regarding “what material to collect, how to do it, when and 

in what purpose” (NAE 2012a: 28) (Q 4a, 7d). However, the document strongly 

emphasizes everybody’s participation in the systematic quality work, in order to 

make quality apparent and to contribute to improved goal attainment. The other 

actors, i.e., the school staff, students and their parents, are given “opportunities to 

participate, make choices, and influence the improvement of the education” (NAE 

2012a: 23). The students’ right to participate is emphasized, while it is said that 

the parents should take part to a lesser degree. The school staff are expected to 

work actively in all phases of the quality work: follow-up, analysis, planning, and 

realization. Documentation is central in all phases.   

The programme theory analysis demonstrates that fully implemented 

systematic quality work demands substantial resources, competence, and 

coordination (Q 3). Ball et al. (2012: 19) claim that “the fact that policies are 

intimately shaped and influenced by school-specific factors which act as 

constraints, pressures and enablers of policy enactments tends to be neglected”. 

This issue is recognized in the General Advice programme, but is not described 

as problematic, probably due to the division of responsibility for school 

management. The state seems to assume that the municipalities and the private 

providers will take responsibility. This is in line with the governance system but 

not with evidence of how various school owners run schools. The decentralization 

and deregulation reforms of the early 1990s have led to great variations in local 

resource allocation, priorities, and strategies (SOU 2014). Performance 

differences have increased at all levels - between municipalities, schools, classes, 

and individual pupils - since the end of the 1990s (NAE 2012b). Moreover, from 

a legal governance perspective, the NAE (2011b: 58) is not satisfied with how 

municipalities have taken responsibility: “The devolution from the state to the 

municipalities of creating conditions and estimating economic resources needed 

in order to achieve the national goals of the school system, cannot be said to have 

been handled in an appropriate and equal way” (author’s translation). This 

knowledge is a relevant motive for enhancing the systematic quality work, but we 

cannot take it for granted that the school owners will become more responsible.  

The quality work is primarily intended to satisfy the knowledge needs of 

school owners and staff, as a basis for their work to improve goal achievement 

(Q4a and 5). However, the General Advice does not explicitly express the 

knowledge needs of the state. It does not specify whether the new and upgraded 

quality work will be assessed by the state (e.g., by the Schools Inspectorate) and, 
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if so, what material will be collected. It is conceivable that the quality work is 

expected to improve pupil performance, which will be detected in the ordinary 

statistics (e.g., regarding grades, test results, and student throughput) and in 

international knowledge comparisons, such as PISA and TIMMS. This is 

confirmed by interviewee 1, who also stresses that it is the Schools Inspectorate’s 

task to scrutinize the local quality work.   

  

Assessment of programme theory validity  
The programme theory is largely consistent (Q6), provided the basic assumptions 

of management by objectives and results (MBOR) work in practice. Laegrid et al. 

(2006: 269) conclude that MBOR may be useful if it is “adjusted to the complex 

political and administrative context of central agencies”. However, they claim that 

MBOR is not based on a consistent theory (Q7c). Instead, it is derived from both 

economic organization theories and management theories and “prescribes both 

centralization and decentralization” (Laegrid et al. 2006: 252). Considerable 

autonomy is allowed but “the price public bodies have to pay for their freedom is 

to accept a more rigid performance-management system”.  

The fact that several actors at various levels are responsible and have the right 

to influence the realization of the quality work is a demanding and possibly 

contradictory challenge (Q 7a and 7c). The strong authority of the national 

steering document is clear. At the same time, decisions made at the owners’ level 

as well as staff, student, and parent influence and participation are emphasized. 

Moreover, as schools are expected to formulate various specific improvement 

needs at school level, there is also a potential tension between these and the 

owners’ priorities. This is noted in the General Advice, which warns of the risk 

that school principals become mere administrators instead of “drivers” of the 

development work (NAE 2012a: 34).  

It is a major task to balance the many goals of the national steering documents 

against the owners’ goals, the ’students’ right to influence and responsibility’ 

(NAE 2012a: 18) (Q7c), and the “participation of all” in the quality work which 

should be “ever-present at all levels: individually, in work teams, in the unit as a 

whole, and at the owners’ level” (NAE 2012a: 11). The multifaceted nature of the 

task is underlined by the fact that other steering documents must also be 

considered, for example, United Nations Agreements on Human Rights and the 

NAE’s General Advice on several other areas than quality work, for example, 

planning and grading. In addition, the Schools Inspectorate (2013) develops 

Advice and guidance on their own (Interview 2).  

The previously mentioned assumption that all employees should participate 

in the quality work, being competent, motivated, and engaged, cannot be taken 

for granted. There is substantial research into the increasing work-load in schools 

(Hargreaves & Fink 2006; Lärarförbundet, 2012; Swedish Work Environment 
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Authority 2012), as a result of the last few decades’ “policy epidemic” (Levin 

1998: 137).   

The main objective of the programme clearly reflects and does justice to the 

objects and activities it is intended to measure (Q7a). However, the concept of 

goal achievement is problematic in a system with a substantial number of goals at 

various organizational levels. A rough estimate of the number of goals in the 

national curriculum is approximately 950. They are formulated at three levels: 

fundamental values and tasks of the school (approximately 20 goals); overall 

goals and guidelines for education (approximately 30 goals); and syllabuses, 

which are supplemented by knowledge requirements (approximately 900 goals). 

In addition, there are goals at the municipal/private provider and school levels as 

well. The extension and importance of these vary and they are not examined here. 

In all, this rough description tells us that goal achievement is a contested concept 

in a context such as the Swedish school system8.   

The wide-ranging and intangible nature of the quality concept complicates 

the analysis of the programme’s consistency (Q7a). Dahler-Larsen (2008) 

describes five perspectives on quality, making it possible to talk about quality as 

a principle while not taking definitions for granted. These perspectives are based 

on various problem areas and quality criteria: reducing variations around a defined 

standard (for an acceptable quality level); obtaining certain effects (i.e., 

improvements in people’s lives and in society at large); achieving declared 

political goals; satisfying the preferences of users, be they customers, clients or 

users; and ensuring quality by means of the organizational system, i.e., quality 

assurance should be built into the organizational structure. The General Advice 

programme embraces all these quality perspectives but focuses mainly on 

achieving declared political goals and ensuring quality by means of the 

organizational system. However, the other perspectives are not absent.   

The General Advice gives a very ambitious description of the phases of 

quality work, but its formulations are mostly fairly general and school staff are 

expected to realize the underlying intentions in practice, which is in line with the 

principle of decentralized governance. However, practice is often characterized 

by work overload, as mentioned, implying the risk that the staff will try to find 

shortcuts in order to meet the demands. This may result in achievement being 

captured only by easily measurable aspects of education (Interview 2), which will 

devalue educational quality in a deeper sense. The purposes of schooling from a 

broader perspective may disappear, as these broader goals are difficult to quantify 

without reducing their meanings (Q7a). This is an example of a “reductionist 

view”, which Dahler-Larsen (2012b: 37) claims is a risk in complex contexts. 

Some of the broader goals are captured in the following:  

• Fundamental values (e.g.,democracy, equality, human rights, and the 

environment…)  

• A lifelong desire to learn  
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• Live with and appreciate the values inherent in cultural diversity  

• Preparation for active participation in society  

• Ability to take personal responsibility  

• All-round personal development of students into active, creative, 

competent and responsible individuals and citizens.  

• A cultural heritage – values, traditions, language, and knowledge  

• Basic knowledge that constitutes the common frame of reference of 

everyone in society  

• Ability to keep one’s bearings in a complex society  

• Ability to critically examine facts and appreciate the consequences of 

different alternatives  

• Ability to communicate   

• Creativity, curiosity and self-confidence  

• Desire to explore one’s own ideas and solve problems  

• Perspectives: ethical, historical, international, and environmental   

• Self-development and personal growth  

• Learn, research, and work independently and together with others  

• Make use of critical thinking  

(Key-words compiled from the national curriculum for compulsory school;  

NAE 2011a)  

  

The risk of reductionism is accentuated by the striving for “precise, concrete, 

specific and hierarchically structured indicators” Laegrid et al. (2006, 251) 

inherent in MBOR. The broad goals can, to some extent, be captured in tests and 

grades, but they tend to disappear or recede into the background due to the 

everpresent pressure to measure, mark, exhibit, and rank performance in what are 

assumed to be reliable and objective ways (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Power & 

Frandji 2010). For example, two of the most commonly used and respected 

evaluation systems for Swedish schools, SIRIS (from the NAE) and Open 

Comparisons (from the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions), 

publish quantitative, recurrent data on, for example, grades, test results, and 

resources. The abovementioned broad goals are not measured by these indicators, 

except for what is indirectly captured in tests and grades, which implies a 

devaluation of the education (Q7a and c). Levin’s (1998: 137) statement on testing 

gives a hint of this dilemma:   

We know quite clearly how difficult it is to design testing that 

addresses the broad range of school objectives, is culturally fair, does 

not distort teaching practices and provides information that is actually 

helpful both to educators and policy makers.  

To what extent programme theory is consistent with existing knowledge of 

conditions and factors known to create the intended effects (Q7b) depends on the 
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theoretical perspectives used. On the basis of certain management- and 

implementation perspectives, it is consistent. According to perspectives that 

emphasize social constructive, bottom-up, governance or street-level contexts 

(Ball et al. 2012; Colebatch 2009; Lipsky 1980), the programme theory instead 

appears to be a vision. The programme, is “a normative projection of the hopes 

invested in the practice” (Power 1999: 4) and the specific conditions (including 

time and competence) created in practice are important determinants of the extent 

to which hopes will be fulfilled. In cases in which the work-load is actually a 

problem or the competence is insufficient, there is a risk that the actual outcome 

of the quality work will be disappointing. This risk is anticipated by the General 

Advice as it states that staff need adequate conditions, time, and competence in 

order to fulfil the demands of the quality work. For example, it is said to be 

important that “the staff have both the competence to follow up the teaching 

processes and the time and support they need for shared reflection on what works 

more or less well in education” (NAE 2012a: 17).   

However, as several reforms have been implemented over the last few years 

without supplying staff with additional resources, only time will tell what 

conditions have actually been created in order to realize the intentions of 

systematic quality work. The same goes for the perception that successful 

organizational change requires appropriate infrastructure and opportunities for 

staff to make the deeper meanings of the changes their own (Fullan 2001). As the 

290 municipalities and the private providers are in charge of organizing and 

operating school services, such resource allocation will depend on local priorities.   

There needs to be awareness of constitutive effects, that is, “the ways in which 

evaluation systems shape behaviour and redefine the meaning of public activities 

because evaluation indicators become goals in themselves” (DahlerLarsen 2012b: 

37). One example is the abovementioned risk of reductionism. Another one is if 

the results of the quality system are linked to the MBOR idea to reward good and 

punish bad performance (Laegrid et al. 2006: 251). An OECD-report (Nusche et 

al. 2011) recommends a system for teacher appraisal as a part of the evaluation 

framework. This brings us close to linking the substantial statistics on grades, test 

results, and other performance indicators to individual performance-related pay. 

However, as this pay system seems to fail to meet its stated aims (Lundström 

2012), a stronger link between assessments and pay would probably be 

counterproductive.   

The grade inflation that has occurred since the 1990s (NAE, 2012c; Vlachos 

2011) can partly be explained as an effect of the natural need for employees to be 

rewarded and to avoid punishments. Another possible explanation is the 

increasing importance of displaying apparent good performance in school 

rankings in a competitive school market. Losing this competition may result in 

teacher redundancy or school closure, which creates incentives to produce the 

appearance of what is assumed to be good quality. Such constitutive effects of the 

evaluation system can result in what Ball (2003: 222) calls “game-playing” or 
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“fabrication” and what Power (1999: 94) calls “creative accounting” or “fiddling”, 

which he describes as part of the mutual construction of information systems and 

forms of behaviour.   

Vedung (2010: 263) says that evaluation as a governance formula has 

“completely exploded”, since around 1990, and that the message is simple: “Good 

intentions, increased funding and exciting visions are not enough; it is real results 

that count. The public sector must deliver. It must produce value for money”. The 

motives underpinning the programme are consistent with such a simple definition 

of democratic accountability (Q7c).  

The programme theory is also consistent with other steering documents, for 

example the two most important: the Education Act and the national curriculum. 

The division of responsibility that characterizes the governance of the Swedish 

school system is crucial for understanding the design of quality assessments. The 

Swedish NAE (2013b) describes the governance:  

The Swedish Parliament and the Government set out the goals and 

guidelines for the preschool and school through i.a. the Education Act 

and the Curricula. The mission of the Agency is to actively work for 

the attainment of the goals. The municipalities and the independent 

schools are the principal organisers in the school system, allocate 

resources and organise activities so that pupils attain the national 

goals.   

Furthermore, the wide autonomy granted school principals and teachers is 

connected to quality and is reflected in the national curriculum:   

Both the daily pedagogical leadership of the school, as well as the 

professional responsibility of the teachers are necessary conditions for 

the qualitative development of the school. This necessitates 

continuous review, following up and evaluating results, as well as 

assessing and developing new methods. Such work has to be carried 

out in active co-operation between school staff and pupils, and in close 

contact with the home and the local community. (NAE 2011a: 13)  

  

As mentioned, the programme theory is based on, and consistent with, 

MBOR, but we cannot take for granted that it is ideal for all aspects of education 

(Q7c). The components precise objectives and rewards and punishments have 

been mentioned. Moreover, the emphasis on management (Drucker, 1954; Gill & 

Whittle 1992) does not conveniently agree with the governance and leadership 

culture of Swedish schools, the emphasis on collaboration and participation in the 

professional educational culture, and to the fundamental values of the National 

curriculum, which acknowledge human growth and inclusion. Teachers are 

allowed substantial discretion and many issues are devolved to the teachers’ 

teams. From a social constructive, governance or bottom up perspective, it would 

be necessary to examine the practitioners’ interpretations and translations of the 
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goals in practice, professional values, and, moreover, working conditions.  

Systematic quality work is described as an ongoing, cyclic process comprising 

various phases: analysis, planning, realization, and follow-up – that are repeated 

iteratively. The starting point of all phases is goal achievement and each phase 

requires analysis and documentation. The overall intention is that the continuous 

assessments should produce information about work–organizational conditions, 

realization, and results.   

 The General Advice provides an overall description of the division of labour, 

what is to be analysed and how this should be done – at the owner and school 

levels. The main focus of the follow-up should be on the students’ knowledge 

results. The owner should have ongoing dialogue with the principal concerning 

needs for improvement and these, together with decisions on priorities, should be 

compiled into an annual situation assessment. The owner is also expected to 

summarize views from pupils and parents. The statistics should be compiled “in 

an accessible way” (NAE 2012a: 28).  

The General Advice points out that the quality work should be based on 

science and proven experience (Q7d) and also on the staff’s competence, 

supported by various statistics and other material: “The NAE’s statistics, follow-

ups, evaluations, and support material, the School Inspectorate’s reports and 

quality assessments and various research studies. Judgements from The Board of 

Appeal for Education can also be used as support” (NAE 2012a: 33). Both 

management and staff should use self-evaluations, a method described as the 

“critical scrutiny of one’s own work processes, which leads to discoveries of what 

each one needs to do in order to improve goal achievement” (NAE 2012a: 18).  

Realizing the systematic quality work in practice is delegated to the school 

owners, school staff, students and parents, which makes it difficult to answer the 

question regarding whether the quality work produces relevant knowledge (Q8). 

The General Advice is a programme that fosters improvement potential and 

mirrors the distribution of responsibilities characterizing Swedish school 

governance. As municipalities and private providers are in charge of organizing 

and operating school services within the framework of national regulations and 

goals, it is decisive for the results how they, in interaction with their varying 

contexts, interpret and translate systematic quality work.  

  

Conclusions  
The analysis of the General Advice programme indicates an ambitious, 

allembracing, and ever-present evaluation system in an extensively decentralized 

goal- and result-oriented school system. The analysis demonstrates that there are 

inherent potential contradictions, mainly concerning MBOR as well as quality 

assessment in a highly decentralized system, in what seems to be a consistent 

programme. This identifies governance problems that may be one of several clues 

to problems in the school system, such as declining PISA results.  
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Furthermore, the analysis mirrors and problematizes “governing by the use of 

new techniques to ‘steer and guide’ rather than command” (Colebatch 2009: 61) 

– a key aspect of the governance concept. The programme appears to be a relevant 

response to the OECD’s call to develop a coherent framework for all those 

working on evaluation and assessment in education (Nusche et al. 2011). 

However, the analysis identifies a number of prerequisites that must be put in 

place and several dilemmas that must be resolved wisely if the quality work is to 

contribute to improved goal achievement in line with the programme aims. The 

risk of theoretical failure is mostly connected to taking for granted the basic 

assumptions of MBOR and the implicit or explicit definitions of quality, while the 

risk of implementation failure mainly concerns the difficulty of realizing a 

comprehensive and all-embracing programme in a complex context characterized 

by decentralization, high reform intensity, and work overload.   

It is a challenge to balance the large number of goals contained in the national 

steering documents (approximately 950) against the owners’ goals, “students’ 

right to influence and responsibility” (NAE 2012a: 18), and “participation of all”, 

including parents, in the quality work, which should be “ever-present at all levels: 

individually, in work teams, in the unit as a whole, and at the owners’ level” (NAE 

2012a: 11). There is a risk of reductionism in such a complex situation. Broad 

educational goals, such as personal fulfilment, citizenship, and social 

inclusion/justice – which constitute the soul of education – tend to disappear under 

such pressures. The goals of education may be reduced to narrow measurable 

outcomes, which is in line with Biesta’s (2009: 35) question of “whether we are 

indeed measuring what we value, or whether we are just measuring what we can 

easily measure and thus end up valuing what we (can) measure”. This risk is 

accentuated by the striving for precise, concrete, specific, and hierarchically 

structured indicators inherent in MBOR and, furthermore, if the staff expected to 

realize the quality work are stressed by work overload, which is often the case in 

schools. In such a case, education may be devalued and the teachers downgraded 

to managed service-oriented workers in a performance context (Ball 2003).   

Other risks are connected with the constitutive effects of MBOR, such as the 

idea of rewarding good and punishing bad performance. This may result in the 

“fabrication” of desirable results and, furthermore, clashes with teachers’ 

professional culture in which teamwork and cooperation are crucial. The 

abovementioned risks imply a shift from the welfare liberal education policy 

perspective characterizing the national curriculum to a neoliberal perspective 

(Olssen et al. 2004).   

The far-reaching decentralization and devolution of responsibility to school 

owners and schools constitute another dilemma. The systematic quality 

programme assumes that existing resources, competence, and coordination are 

sufficient to implement the programme. However, as there is plenty of evidence 

of other policies lacking sufficient prerequisites, it cannot be assumed that there 
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are sufficient resources for the demanding task of fulfilling the aims of this 

systematic quality work programme.   

Michael Power opens his influential book The Audit Society (1999) with two 

diametrically opposed scenarios of the presence of checking in society: one in 

which everything and everyone is checked, and one without any checking at all. 

Power concludes that neither of these scenarios is imaginable: “What we need to 

decide, as individuals, organizations, and societies, is how to combine checking 

and trusting” (Power 1999: 2). The General Advice programme is an example of 

an ambitious attempt to deal with this tension. The present analysis exposes 

tensions between the apparently logical programme theory and inherent potential 

contradictions and critical aspects in the work context. How the programme will 

be interpreted and enacted in practice in interaction with various school contexts 

is a question for further research.   
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Notes  

  
1 
 The international knowledge assessment, the Programme for International Student Assessment 

(PISA), was launched by the OECD in 2000. “The results of the first PISA survey came as a shock. 

At that time it was the general opinion (in the public and among politicians) that the quality of the 

school systems in these countries was very high” (Rasmussen 2013).   
2 In the Swedish case, the problems are at least partly attributable to reforms making the school 

system more decentralized and market like than most other countries’ systems (Lubienski 2009; NAE 

2009, 2012b).  
3 
 Travelling policy denotes the dissemination and adoption of emergent global education policy 

trends in local contexts.  
4 Internal logic refers to whether the programme “is designed in a way that can logically produce the 

desired results” (Brousselle & Champagne 2010).   
5 The definition is close to one of several general definitions of program, made by Fitzpatrick, 

Sanders and Worthen (2004: 54): “an ongoing, planned intervention that seeks to achieve some 

particular outcome(s), in response to some perceived educational, social, or commercial problem”.  
6 Q1 refers to question number 1 in the programme theory approach.  
7 Author’s translation. All quotations from the General Advice are translated by the author. 8 How to 

count and define goals in the national curriculum is an open question. For example, I define the 

knowledge requirements for each subject as goals and estimate that there are approximately 50 

requirements per subject, which I multiply by the number of subjects (18). However, the point that 

there is a substantial amount of goals is hardly contested.  


