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Recontextualizing the Swedish national preschool curriculum: local
authorities’ formulation of preschool principals’ accountability for quality

work
Sophia Rudeberg

Department of Education, Umed University, Umed, Sweden

ABSTRACT

This paper focuses on ideas of preschool principals’ responsibilities for quality work expressed
in Swedish local authorities’ policy documents. Empirically, it is based on a three-step analysis
of 202 policy documents from 21 Swedish local authorities. This involved thematic analysis
followed by application of a discursive institutionalist lens and assessment of the alignment
of policies and accountability structures expressed in the documents with national policies.
The result of the analysis shows that the national preschool curriculum plays a role in shaping
ideas about preschool principals’ responsibilities at the local level, notably the overarching
idea of ‘equivalence’, emphasizing their responsibilities for promoting social and economic
equality. However, the recontextualization of the national curriculum is also influenced by
socio-economic conditions, such as limitations of staff and resources available to the local
authorities, highlighting a need to tailor accountability in accordance with the local autho-
rities’ contexts. This results in varying degrees of alignment and accountability, with expres-
sions in the local authorities’ policy documents sometimes extending beyond national
guidelines and offering inconsistent support for preschool principals. The paper also illus-
trates that preschool principals may struggle to take responsibility for quality work due to the
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emphasis on local contextual needs.

Introduction

Governments in the western world are increasingly
prioritizing leadership by preschool principals at all
levels of the education system in efforts to provide
high-quality ~ preschools (Douglass, 2019).
International organizations such as the European
Commission (2021) and OECD (2020, 2022) have
also highlighted the importance of greater under-
standing and cooperation among various institutional
actors, particularly to support preschool principals’
quality work (Raikes et al., 2023). Similarly, govern-
ments in the Nordic countries are striving to clarify
and define responsibilities across all levels of the
education system (Sigurdardottir & Ragnarsdottir,
2023; Treetteberg et al., 2021) and enhance support
for preschool principals (Heikka et al., 2020; Lund,
2024). Building on the results of a previous national-
level study in Sweden (Rudeberg, 2025) of the
Swedish Schools Inspectorate, this paper focuses on
the responsibilities of preschool principals for quality
work at the local authority level in Swedish settings.

The division of responsibility between national
authorities, local authorities — such as municipali-
ties or independent organizers — and preschools
has also become a hot topic in Swedish national

policy discussions (Swedish National Agency for
Education, 2023, Swedish Ministry of Education
and Research, U2021/03837; 2021, p. 161).
A recurring political idea in the Swedish context
is that educational quality issues at local authority
and principal levels seem to have a low degree of
alignment (Swedish Ministry of Education and
Research, 2015, p. 22; Swedish Schools
Inspectorate, 2022). This underscores the key role
of local authorities in shaping and reshaping the
conditions for preschool principals. As noted by
Lunneblad and Garvis (2019), local authorities in
Sweden allocate financial resources to preschool
principals and set local goals for education prac-
tices. Additionally, local authorities are accountable
for outcomes and evaluations related to the
national preschool curriculum, such as continu-
ously implementing development efforts and sys-
tematically documenting quality work. Hence, local
authorities in Sweden must strive to meet both the
state’s centralized legal requirements and their
decentralized responsibilities (social and financial)
for preschools (see Adolfsson & Alvunger, 2020;
Lakomaa & Wahlund, 2019; Sundstrom, 2024).
Moreover, as noted by Wahlstrom and Sundberg
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(2018), the national curriculum must be transferred
and recontextualized from national to local levels.
Consequently, the national preschool curriculum is
influenced by the contexts and approaches of local
authorities, including their quality work, decision-
making processes and implementation of quality
improvements. In other words, while local autho-
rities in Sweden are regulated by the national pre-
school curriculum, they also reshape preschools’
institutional frameworks and accountability struc-
tures, indirectly governing the principals’ work in
practise.

Despite political efforts to align preschool princi-
pals’ responsibilities with the national preschool cur-
riculum, previous research has underscored the
difficulties involved at both national and local policy
levels in defining what constitutes quality work (see,
for example, Grant et al., 2018; Tretteberg et al,
2021). Several studies also highlight challenges in
organizing preschool principals’ quality work at the
local authority level in Sweden (Hakansson, 2019;
Rantala et al.,, 2024; Sundstrom, 2025). Thus, with
this backdrop, this paper addresses the alignment
and accountability of Swedish preschool principals’
responsibilities for quality work and investigating
how local authorities recontextualize the national
curriculum for preschools, Lpfé 18 (The Swedish
National Agency for Education, 2018), covering
a period of 5 years (2018-2023). For this purpose,
202 policy documents produced by municipal local
authorities in Sweden related to quality work have
been subjected to a three-step analytical process. This
involved thematic analysis for initial sorting of the
data, followed by application of a discursive institu-
tionalist (DI) lens based on work of Schmidt (2008,
2010, 2015) and assessment of the documents’ align-
ment with national policies and allocation of
accountability (Alvunger & Wahlstrom, 2021). The
policy documents analysed reflect ideas shaped by
national policies and how they are reshaped within
the local preschool context, thereby potentially deli-
neating the boundaries of preschool principals’
responsibilities for quality work.

Aim and research questions

The aim of this study is to elucidate how ideas are
transferred from the national preschool curriculum
(Lpfo 18) to local authorities’ policy documents, and
how they align, shape and position preschool princi-
pals’ responsibilities for quality work, with guidance
from the following two research questions:
1: What ideas regarding preschool principals’
responsibility for quality work are conveyed
through local authorities’ policy documents?

NORDIC JOURNAL OF STUDIES IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY e 277

2: How is the accountability of preschool principals
for quality work aligned at the local authority
level with the national preschool curriculum,
Lpfo 187

Contextualizing the national steering of Swedish
local authorities

During the 1990s, there were two significant changes
in educational policy in Sweden. First, the school
system transitioned from a centralized to
a decentralized steering structure (Asén & Vallberg
Roth, 2012; Rapp, 2024). The shift granted local
authorities’ control over financing, staff employment
conditions and administrative regulations in munici-
pal preschools, and overseeing and permitting inde-
pendent preschools. Second, in 1998, preschools were
integrated into the Swedish school system and were
given their first own curriculum, Lpfé 98 (The
Swedish National Agency for Education, 1998). Lpfo
98 provided a unified framework for children aged
1-5, with broad standards that could be adapted to
the local context. In this manner, responsibilities for
the preschool became distributed among the Swedish
state, local authorities and preschool principals.
Despite a decentralized steering system, over the past
decade the Swedish state has reasserted its influence
through new legislation, as shown for example by
Nordholm et al. (2023), such as the Education Act
(2010, p. 800) and national preschool curriculum
(2018; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2010).
Additionally, in 2008, the Swedish Schools Inspectorate
was established to provide centralized oversight and
given the authority to impose sanctions and fines on
local authorities for non-compliance with state educa-
tion regulations (Eilard, 2022). Through these develop-
ments, the Swedish state also reclaimed some control
over the education system (Adolfsson & Alvunger,
2020; Holmgren et al., 2013). In this manner, the state
seemed to become more proactive, exerting stronger
control and accountability over matters like preschool
principals’ responsibilities and local quality assurance
(Castillo & Ivarsson Westerberg, 2019; Eriksson et al.,
2019; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018;
Swedish School Inspectorate, 2018). The Swedish
Education Act (2010, p. 800) also outlines numerous
areas where local authorities have ultimate responsibil-
ity, such as continuously improving preschools and
managing resources to ensure preschool principals
comply with current regulations. Moreover, the current
national curriculum, Lpf6 18 (Swedish National Agency
for Education, 2018) assigns specific responsibilities to
principals, such as overseeing quality work within their
units. According to Adolfsson and Alvunger (2020),
such clear articulation of responsibilities of local autho-
rities and preschool principals in national educational
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policy exemplifies a current recentralization trend.
Issues previously managed by local authorities and pre-
schools have increasingly become state concerns
recently. Consequently, Swedish local authorities must
now navigate and balance the tensions between stron-
ger state regulations and their own obligations to enable
preschool principals” quality work.

The national preschool curriculum - Lpfoé 18

Lpfo 18 stipulates that preschools should strive to
promote core values, including ‘democratic values’,
‘lifelong learning’, ‘development’, ‘equality’, ‘equiva-
lence’ and the idea that a preschool in Sweden is
a ‘social and cultural meeting place’ (pp. 5-6).
Moreover, quality work should be continuously con-
ducted in a systematic manner, through, for example,
collaborative efforts by local authorities, preschool
principals and preschool teachers, using accountabil-
ity structures explicit outlined in Lpf6 18.

Lpfé 18 outlines in detail the accountability struc-
tures prescribing what preschool principals can and
must be accountable for, as well as the values, and
competencies associated with their work. A preschool
principal is defined as ‘the pedagogical leader and
head of preschool teachers, childminders, and other
staff at the preschool unit’ (p. 19), with associated
accountabilities expressed using terms like ‘planning’,
‘following up’, ‘evaluating’, ‘developing’, ‘document-
ing’, ‘actively acting’, ‘informing’ and ‘enabling’.
Overall, the accountability structure for preschool
principals mandates a systematic and proactive
approach to managing preschool quality, leading the
preschool staff and enhancing the overall quality of
practices in their units.

In this paper, Lpfo 18 is used as a reference docu-
ment to assess the alignment of policies and account-
ability structures expressed in the analysed local
authorities’ policy documents with national policies.

Research on recontextualization of national
policies in Nordic preschools

In the five Nordic countries preschool systems seem
to share similarities in philosophical ideas, national
curricula and decentralized municipal management
structures associated with the so-called ‘Nordic
model’ (Millei et al., 2024; Schmidt & Alasuutari,
2023; Urban et al.,, 2022). As illustrated by Urban
et al. (2023), they have a shared and cohesive under-
standing of underlying values, purposes and methods
across various comparative dimensions in preschool
curricula and legislation. According to Urban et al.,
common national values and principles include well-
being, child-centeredness, play, learning, profession-
alism and reducing inequalities. However, in recent
decades, a growing body of research (e.g.

J. Hakansson & Adolfsson, 2022; Liljenberg, 2022;
Nordholm et al., 2022; Sundstrom, 2024) has identi-
fied a pivotal role of local authorities in driving
education reforms, highlighting the importance of
local contexts for understanding the transfer of
national education policies into preschools. These
studies also show that local contextual factors like
financial resources and staffing levels play a major
role in the implementation of national reforms and
associated core educational values at the local author-
ity level. Thus, there are strong interactions between
the national curriculum, local ideas of quality and the
structural conditions within local authorities.

In a comparative policy analysis, Alexiadou et al.
(2024) detected similarities in national ideas in the
legislation and national policy frameworks of Sweden
and Finland. More precisely they found that pre-
school systems of both countries closely align with
national priorities, integrating them with other edu-
cational sectors and broader welfare reforms.
However, their findings also show that the influence
of ideas in driving political change is affected by
institutional frameworks at the local level. In
Sweden, an emphasis in the Lpfo 18 curriculum on
learning and pedagogical objectives, along with the
differentiation of preschool staff’s responsibilities, has
created tensions at the local level. Alexiadou et al.
conclude that while Swedish municipalities launch
projects to develop local solutions to the curriculum
reforms, preschool staff often prefer practice-based,
child-centred approaches or sometimes even reject
the reforms entirely.

Research on national policies’ recontextualization
in Swedish preschools

In Sweden, research has often concentrated on how
national policies and broad curricular objectives have
been recontextualised locally to develop new methods
and policies that align with available resources for
preschools (see, for example, Catucci, 2021; Lillvist
& Sandberg, 2018; Akerstrom et al. 2021). Moreover,
previous Swedish research has highlighted uncer-
tainty within local authorities about how to balance
external demands with internal needs (Hékansson,
2022; Lunneblad & Garvis, 2019) and practically
defines concepts such as teaching (Oqvist &
Cervantes, 2018). A comparative case study by Styf
and Arvidsson (2024) examined how the local autho-
rities in two municipalities in Sweden - one larger
and one smaller - implement state-mandated quality
work in preschools. They found that in the larger
municipality requirements for quality work were
seen as overly extensive and described as ‘rubbing
against’ the workflow. Moreover, guidelines on
what, how and why documentation should be created
were found to be unclear. Conversely, the local



authority in the smaller municipality achieved a more
cohesive organization through collaboration and
coordination in the quality work in preschools, shap-
ing a unified development process.

Eriksson et al. (2019) have highlighted uncertain-
ties among local authorities, examining how Swedish
preschool principals’ new roles and tasks have been
understood and implemented. They found that
a curriculum reform (Lpf6é 98/2010) raised responsi-
bilities of local authorities and their officials concern-
ing quality assurance and subject content, along with
a need to establish a clearer accountability structure
in preschools. Moreover, their findings show that
local authorities’ interpretations increased account-
ability for preschool principals and led to the intro-
duction of a new accountability framework. However,
local authorities’ interpretations, priorities and efforts
varied substantially. They concluded that several fac-
tors contribute to such variations, including ideas
about knowledge, competence, accountability, profes-
sionalism, quality assurance and the organization of
policy implementation. In contrast, Sundstrém et al.
(2021) found that local authorities’ officials positively
responded to the new preschool curriculum changes,
showing trust in the Swedish National Agency for
Education. Drawing on experiences of previous cur-
riculum reform, they reportedly aim to maintain con-
sistency across preschools by distributing uniform
information and materials to all preschool principals.
Nevertheless, Sundstrom et al. (2021) criticize the
traditional top-down method of curriculum imple-
mentation, with directives passing from local autho-
rities to preschool principals and then to preschool
staff, claiming that it can weaken implementation in
practice.

A brief reflection on the previous research

The growing body of empirical Nordic research on
the transfer of policy ideas between different organi-
zational levels of preschools highlights the complexity
of the contexts that local authorities operate within
and must balance national directives with local con-
straints. The literature summarized above highlights
a considerable challenge for local authorities in navi-
gating national-level legal mandates and ambiguous
responsibilities. However, further empirical explora-
tion of associated policy issues and local responses
concerning preschool principals’ responsibilities for
quality work is required. This paper addresses this
need in Swedish settings.

Theoretical framework

The study reported in this paper investigates the
dynamic role of policy formulation and implementa-
tion as interactive processes of interpretation and

NORDIC JOURNAL OF STUDIES IN EDUCATIONAL POLICY e 279

adaptation (Coburn et al, 2016; Schmidt, 2008).
Here, the discursive institutionalism (DI) theoretical
framework presented by Schmidt (2008, 2010, 2015)
is used to explore how ideas regarding preschool
principals’ responsibility for quality work are con-
veyed through local authorities’ policy documents.
This is used to frame discursive ideas across three
analytically distinct levels (philosophical, pragmatic
and policy) suggested by Schmidt.

While DI theory provides the foundations for
understanding the local authority level and position-
ing of preschool principals’ responsibilities for quality
work, the concepts of alignment and accountability
(Alvunger & Wahlstrom, 2021) are also used here.
These concepts are further described below, but
briefly they are applied to discursive ideas in relation
to preschool principals’ responsibilities for systematic
quality work within the policy design of local autho-
rities and the national preschool curriculum
(Lpfo 18).

Discursive institutionalism (DI)

The study reported here draws upon work by
Wahlstrom and Sundberg 2018), more precisely
their integration of curriculum theory with DI theory
(Schmidt, 2008, 2010, 2015). The latter focuses on the
content of ideas and the interactive processes
reflected through discourses within institutional con-
texts, considering background and foreground ideas
across three analytically distinct levels: policies, pro-
grammes and philosophies.

According to Schmidt (2008), ideas and discourses
are fundamental, dynamic drivers of institutional
change as they are mediated, challenged and
exchanged through discursive interactions among
various actors. Ideas are seen as the substantial con-
tent of discourses and can be categorized at three
main levels of generality: policy, pragmatic and phi-
losophical. The first level, policy ideas, encompasses
specific policies or policy solutions proposed by deci-
sion-makers. These are policy solutions that provide
means for solving specific problems or achieving set
objectives. The second level includes more general
programmes that form the basis of policy ideas,
known as pragmatic ideas, which define the problems
to be solved by policies, issues to be considered, goals
to be achieved, as well as the norms, methods and
instruments to be applied. According to Carstensen
and Schmidt (2016), both policy ideas and pragmatic
ideas are considered foreground ideas because they
are frequently discussed and debated. In contrast,
philosophical ideas, which constitute the third level,
are typically considered common knowledge or inter-
subjectively accepted beliefs and are seldom disputed.
Philosophical ideas therefore reflect philosophical
principles, general philosophies, normative values or
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discourses that underlie core beliefs about individuals
and society.

This paper explores ideas on the three levels (phi-
losophical, pragmatic and policy) embedded in local
authorities’ policies, focusing on assumptions, proble-
matization and solutions related to preschool princi-
pals’ responsibility for quality work. To elucidate
these discursive processes, the analysis of the empiri-
cal data centres on local policy contexts, considering
factors such as timing, impact, process and agency
described by Schmidt (2008) as crucial for translating
and legitimizing national policies. Discourse, in this
sense, includes not only the text (what is said) but
also the context (when, where, how and why it is
said) and the action (who says what to whom) (see
Alvunger & Wahlstrom, 2021; Nordin & Sundberg,
2018; Wahlstrom & Sundberg, 2018). By examining
these elements in local authority policy documents,
this paper explores local authorities’ shaping of policy
implementation through ideas, defining both what is
and what should be and setting the boundaries for
discourse (cf. Wallenius et al., 2018).

Alignment and accountability

Here, DI is integrated with the theoretical model for
investigating the integration of alignment and
accountability = presented by  Alvunger and
Wahlstrom (2021). This model is based on sugges-
tions by Coburn et al. (2016) that degrees of align-
ment and accountability are important dimensions of
local-level policy reforms of standards-based curri-
cula. Alignment refers to the extent that various edu-
cational components, such as policies, standards and
assessments, are coordinated and can provide gui-

accountability is related to the variations in authority
and clarity within local authorities’ policies. Here, it is
understood that ideas of alignment and accountabil-
ity expressed in local authorities’ policies affect the
conditions for recontextualization of Lpfo 18 at the
individual preschool principal level (cf. Hodge &
Stosich, 2022). The model by Alvunger and
Wahlstrom (2021) is illustrated in Figure 1.

According to Alvunger and Wahlstrém (2021), the
model has four quadrants that can be described as
follows:

Quadrant 1

With low alignment and weak accountability, pre-
school principals positioned in this quadrant are
likely to experience low degrees of changes in prac-
tices due to insufficient policy regulatory support and
mixed messages. Preschool principals who do not
seek to change their practice will not have consistent
or pressure to do so.

Quadrant 2

Preschool principals positioned in this quadrant,
where there is low alignment but strong accountabil-
ity, may initiate some changes, but they are likely to
be superficial. The focus on accountability is strong,
but the coordination and regulation needed to meet
objectives are weak, leading to high levels of resis-
tance, and/or limited or superficial responses.

Quadrant 3

Preschool principals, with high alignment and strong
accountability, in this quadrant are better positioned
to understand and implement reforms. They receive

dance towards equivalent desired expectations.  support through assessment systems and professional
Moreover, they argue that the strength of  development that facilitates changes in practices.
Accountability
Weak
1 4
Alignment Alignment
Low High
2 3

Accountability

Strong

Figure 1. The model for analysing the interaction between accountability and alignment, adapted from Alvunger and
Wahlstrom (2021), p. 229), developed from work of Coburn et al. (2016).



Quadrant 4
With high alignment but weak accountability within
policies, preschool principals who already support the
objectives are positioned in this quadrant. However,
there are fewer incentives for preschool principals not
already inclined to shift their practice to do so, result-
ing in uneven implementation of curriculum reforms.
In this paper, DI’s discursive ideas at three distinct
levels of generality alongside the theoretical model by
Alvunger and Wahlstrom (2021) provide a lens to
investigate local authorities’ policy documents as
interactive processes. Both the dynamic process of
shaping and reshaping ideas (DI), and the potential
implications for preschool principals when local
authorities coordinate policy documents (alignment
and accountability).

Method

A qualitative approach is employed here to investi-
gate how local authorities’ policy documents
recontextualize the national preschool curriculum
(Lpfo 18) and position preschool principals’ respon-
sibility for quality work. It is based empirically on
policy documents produced between the years
2018-2023, collected from local authorities in
Sweden. A three-step process is applied to analyse
these documents: thematic analysis (Clarke &
Braun, 2017), followed by application of DI theory
(Schmidt, 2008), and examination of the alignment of
local authorities’ policies and accountability struc-
tures with national-level policies (Alvunger &
Wahlstrom, 2021).

Selecting municipalities

In efforts to obtain a representative sample of
Swedish local authorities, a set was selected including
members of each of four population-based categories
of Swedish municipalities published by the Swedish
Association of Local Authorities and Region (SALAR,
2023):
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e Rural area: municipality with less than 15000
inhabitants

e Urban area: municipality with 15000-40000
inhabitants

e City:  municipality
inhabitants

¢ Big city: municipal with more then 200000 inha-
bitants

with ~ 40000-200000

These sets are summarized in Table 1.

In further efforts to obtain a representative sample,
local authorities from northern, central and southern
Sweden were included in the rural area, urban area,
city and big city categories (cf. Gustafsson, 2022,
2024).

Data collection

This study is based on analysis of empirical data
consisting of 202 local authorities’ policy documents
collected from 21 Swedish local authorities. The
documents were produced during the years
2018-2023 and all of them concerned the local autho-
rities’ evaluation of the quality work in municipal
preschools. According to the Swedish Education Act
(2010, p. 800) local authorities must continuously
plan, follow up and analyse their preschool practices
to enable them to work in alignment with the goals
stated in Lpfo 18 and if necessary suggest improve-
ments. However, it should be noted that while the
Swedish Education Act (2010, p. 800) mandates doc-
umentation, it does not specify the documentation’s
format (Swedish National Agency for Education,
2024). Thus, the collected documents varied in
focus, size (from 1 to 529 pages) and degree of details.
Moreover, the local authorities’ autonomy enables
them to set and express their own goals and priori-
ties, select methods and tools for documenting qual-
ity work, including documentation from preschool
principals, self-evaluations by preschool staff, parent
surveys and inspections from the Swedish Schools
Inspectorate. Lastly, local authorities decide who to

Table 1. Distribution of local authorities included in the study.

Population-based division

Distribution of local authorities

200000 < inhabitants

40000-200000 inhabitants

15000-40000 inhabitants

<15000 inhabitants

(a) Central big city
(b) Southern big city

(a) Northern city
(b) Central city
(c) Southern city

(a) Northern urban area
(b) Central urban area
(c) Southern urban area

(a) Northern rural area
(b) Central rural area
(c) Southern rural area

Case numbers N =21
1-3 N=1
N=2

4-9 N=2
N=2

N=2

10-15 N=2
N=2

N=2

16-21 N=2
N=2

N=2
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involve in the documentation process, for example,
the municipal Education Committee, the administra-
tive ~management and preschool principals.
Consequently, the scope of the documents also varied
substantially. Some only concerned preschools, while
others concerned the full range of primary and sec-
ondary education from preschools to upper second-
ary schools. The number of policy documents
produced by specific local authorities also varied,
from 4 to 32, reflecting differences stemming from
the autonomy granted to them by the Swedish
Education Act (2010, p. 800). However, the analysis
focused on identifying similarities and connections
between the collected policy documents.

As indicated above, collection of the empirical data
was enabled by the Swedish state’s requirements for
local authorities to document quality work
(Education Act, 2010, p. 800). The resulting docu-
ments are regarded as official policy documents and
thus subject to the openness required by the Swedish
democratic process (Swedish Ministry of Justice,
2009, p. 400). Relevant policy documents were col-
lected through emails addressed to contact persons
suggested on the local authorities’ websites. One
email was sent to each of the local authorities,
requesting documents produced between 2018 and
2023 that concerned preschools’ quality work. All
contacted local authorities responded and provided
the requested documentation. However, due to
changes in digital systems, some policy documents
of four local authorities were missing, particularly
from 2018 to 2019. One local authority was excluded
due to a hacker attack in 2023, which prevented their
access to any policy documents.

After collecting the local authorities’ policy docu-
ments each of them was assigned a case number,
comprising a number indicating the local authority
(ranging from 1 to 21), the year the document was
produced (2018-2023), and a letter from A to Z if the
authority produced multiple documents in that year.
For example, the first (or only) policy document from
local authority 1 produced in 2018 would be labelled
1A 2018.

In addition to the local authorities’ policy docu-
ments, as mentioned above, Lpfo 18 was used as
a reference document to analyse the alignment of
policies and accountability structures expressed in
the documents with national policies.

Data analysis

In a first analytical step, the collected documents were
initially subjected to thematic analysis, focusing on
identifying and analysing repeated patterns of mean-
ing (Clarke & Braun, 2017) with an inductive, data-
driven approach. This involved six phases of thematic
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006): familiarization with

the data, generating initial codes, followed by search-
ing for, reviewing, defining and naming themes, then
finally producing reports. The documents were first
read and re-read and then coded to identify key
statements related to ‘principal’, ‘responsibility’ and
‘quality’. These codes were further analysed for
potential themes and four major themes were
extracted: equivalence, leadership, competence and
education.

In the second step, the four major themes were
analysed through the DI lens, focusing on discursive
ideas at the three distinct levels of generality, asking
the empirical data ‘what is and what to do?’ as well as
‘what is good or bad about what is?’ (Schmidt, 2008,
p. 306).

In the third step, findings from the thematic and
DI analyses were related to the concepts of account-
ability and alignment using the model developed by
Alvunger and Wahlstrom (2021). Due to the spread
and diversity in local authorities’ positionings of pre-
school principals within the model, the most promi-
nent examples are presented.

Results of Step 1 (thematic analysis) and Step 2
(the DI analysis) are presented together in the Results
section, while results of Step 3 (regarding alignment
and accountability) drawn from Steps 1 and 2 are
presented in the Discussion. The three-step process
is illustrated in Figure 2.

Ethical considerations

The study reported here is part of a larger research
project investigating preschool principals’ respon-
sibilities for quality work that has received
approval from the Swedish Ethical Review
Authority (Dnr. 2023-05414-01). Contact people
suggested on the local authorities’ websites granted
access to the empirical data, rather than people
mentioned in local authorities’ policy documents,
so it was important to maintain their anonymity.
Therefore, as already stated, local authorities were
anonymized using numbers. In addition, indivi-
duals mentioned in the policy documents were
anonymized by using their professional roles (e.g.
preschool principals, preschool teachers or pre-
school staff) rather than their names. The confi-
dentiality and integrity of personal data were also
maintained in accordance with EU regulations
(GDPR, 2018) and the Swedish Code of Statutes
(2018, p. 218). Thus, both personal data and case
numbers were handled, stored and archived to
prevent unauthorized disclosure.

Local authorities 3, 4, 13 and 18 reported that
documents produced in the years 2018-2019 were
missing. Hence, there were no documents from one
local authority in each category (urban, rural, city and
big city) for those years. Due to the limited dataset,
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Step 1: ANALYTICAL

Thematic FOCUS:

analysis: Examen
repeated
patterns of

meaning in the
empirical data.
Defining and
naming themes:
(1) equivalence,
(2) leadership,
(3) competence,
and (4)
education.

Q Step 2: DI

analysis:

ANALYTICAL
FOCUS:

Examen the four
major themes
focus on
discursive ideas:
philosophical,
pragmatic and
policy ideas.
Asking the
empirical data
“what is and
what to do?” as
well as “what is
good or bad
about what is?”

STEP 3: ANALYTICAL
h Accountability/Alignment FOCUS:
analysis: Examine the
findings from

the thematic and
DI analyses in
relation to the
concepts of
accountability
and alignment.

Figure 2. lllustration of the three-step data analysis process.

the results for 2018-2019 are presented with caution,
avoiding strong claims. Another potential limitation
that should be acknowledged is that some documents
may have been unavailable or inaccessible for reasons
that were not disclosed by the local authorities during
data collection. Evaluation of the impact of the poten-
tially missing documents is impossible, as there is no
way to determine the information they may have
provided.

Results

This section presents the outcome of the thematic
analysis and use of Schmidt’s (2008) DI framework
regarding ideas expressed in the local authorities’
policy documents at three general levels: philoso-
phical, pragmatic and policy. Philosophical here
refers to fundamental ideas such as equivalence,
pedagogical leadership and quality assurance.
Pragmatic ideas, as ‘problem definitions’, are
related to practical issues associated with the fun-
damental ideas, such as lack of pedagogical leader-
ship or needs for competence development and
support. Policy ideas are ideas for policy solutions
or efforts to address identified practical issues, such

as enhancing preschool principals’ competence
through reflection, dialogue, collaboration with
appropriate support and competence development
initiatives.

Underpinning philosophical ideas: pedagogical
leadership within the philosophy of equivalence

This level of generality refers to the philosophies,
presuppositions or assumptions embedded in the
local authority’s policy documents. Following
Schmidt (2008), analysis of the documents revealed
that one of the major underlying philosophical ideas
was equivalence, as illustrated by phrases such as ‘...
increased equivalence ... (1B 2018, 12A 2019, 11B
2022). For example, one document states that, ‘The
overall aim is to deepen knowledge of leadership and
the governance of quality work, focusing on equiva-
lent education and teaching in preschool’ (6] 2023).
Another highlights the importance of ‘... prioritizing
equivalence between preschools regarding learning
environments, language development work methods,
leadership and governance’ (8D 2023).

The idea of equivalence expressed in the policy
documents seems to underpin a focus on assuring
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preschools’ quality through promoting social and
economic equality, along with unified leadership.
This is rooted in philosophical principles that
embrace rights-based ideas and fair distribution of
resources, including preschool staff, finances and lea-
dership, with appropriate allocation to promote social
and economic fairness. The policy documents also
highlight interest-based ideas, such as promotion of
preschool principals adopting uniform working
methods to enable local authorities to easily assess,
compare and standardize quality work within their
schools. Uniform leadership is assumed to support
equivalence by seeking to ensure that preschool prin-
cipals ‘speak the same language’ (19A 2019), establish
‘common agreements within the principal’s team’ (6]
2023) or ‘analyse preschools equivalently using the
same reflection and analysis tools” (16A 2022).

Explicitly expressed ideas associated with equiva-
lence include preschool principals acting as pedago-
gical leaders, and cultivation of this leadership
through ongoing learning and development, mainly
outside their respective preschool units. The docu-
ments highlight the perceived importance of pedago-
gical leadership, based on values such as collaborative
learning, support, cohesion, cooperation and readi-
ness to assist, with collaborative efforts of preschool
principals, special educators, researchers, university
staff and local authorities. This approach, described
as ‘the key to long-term improvement’ (15A 2018), is
apparently rooted in belief that pedagogical leader-
ship is a collective, social and evolving process, as
illustrated by the following passage:

Over time, pedagogical leadership has evolved, and
this is reflected in the preschools’ annual financial
statements, where active leadership actions are evi-
dent. [...] In the preschool’s principals’ team, there is
an ongoing dialogue about how to monitor and
improve working methods, approaches, and pedago-
gical awareness to enhance process quality. This
includes identifying variations within units to better
assess differences in learning needs and the need for
competence development. (11B 2022)

In the policy documents, pedagogical leadership is
also described as involving the acquisition and adap-
tation of competences needed to respond to societal
changes. Local authorities” policy documents empha-
size the importance of principals’ competencies, edu-
cation and development efforts to drive social
progress in preschools, in areas such as digitalization
(15A 2018, 13A 2021, 11B 2023), multilingualism (1B
2018, 12A 2021, 14A 2022) and equal rights (11B
2018, 19A 2019, 9A 2020). The policy documents
from local authorities in rural, urban and city areas
focus on adapting to societal changes primarily
through pedagogical leadership within and between
preschools. This is underpinned by philosophical
recognition of needs for all parts of the preschool

organization to collaborate to follow and address
societal changes in preschool practice. However,
many of the documents from local authorities in big
cities frame the preschool principals’ pedagogical lea-
dership within a broader societal context, focusing on
issues beyond the preschools themselves, as illu-
strated by the following extract:

The quality of preschools and value-based work is
influenced by the ability of preschool staft and prin-
cipals to understand and engage with society, as well
as the children’s conditions for active participation.
Adapting education to the needs of children at each
preschool is crucial. Preschools with a high level of
competence and strong subject understanding
among both staff and principals are better positioned
to establish important structures. This enables them
to integrate preventive measures against honor-
related issues, discrimination, and abusive treatment
into their quality work. (3A 2022)

This demonstrates recognition that pedagogical lea-
dership extends beyond preschool units’ internal fra-
meworks, and pedagogical leadership seems to
provide a means to influence broader societal values
and norms. Policy documents from local authorities
in big cities indicate that pedagogical leadership
involves addressing and adopting measures to miti-
gate issues such as segregation (1B 2018, 2C 2020, 3B
2023), unequal access to digital technology (1B 2019,
2A 2019, 3A 2022), honour-related problems (1B
2018, 2A 2023, 3A 2023) and violence by men against
women (1A 2021, 1A 2022, 1A 2023).

Pragmatic concerns: lack of pedagogical
leadership and language proficiency

The second general level of analysis focused on pro-
grammatic ideas, as ‘problem definitions’ or ‘what is
and what to do’ (Schmidt, 2008). In the local autho-
rities’ policy documents, equivalence issues are fre-
quently emphasized as quality concerns, especially in
relation to the availability of competent staff and
resources. For example, ‘The local authority has
determined that our preschool units lack the neces-
sary resources and competences to provide accessible
and equitable education for all children” (15A 2023).
Lack of competences and resources addressed in the
policy documents include challenges in hiring quali-
fied preschool teachers (7A 2018, 13A 2020, 20B
2022), high rates of sick leave (15A 2018, 4C 2021,
18A 2023), increasing numbers of children needing
special support (4B 2019, 12A 2021, 13A 2022) and
staff with insufficient proficiency in Swedish (1A
2020, 3B 2022, 2B 2023). One consequence of the
lack of available competences and resources high-
lighted in the policy documents is that preschool

principals were spending more time on



administrative tasks than on pedagogical leadership.
For example, 4B 2019 states that

There are three primary factors that negatively
impact the work environment of preschool principals
and contribute to stress. These include the introduc-
tion of new digital systems with short implementa-
tion periods and increased administrative demands,
challenges in recruiting qualified staff, and financial
tasks that are perceived as unclear and difficult to
follow up. Currently, most preschool principals lack
administrative support, which means they must
spend a significant portion of their working hours
on administrative duties, detracting from their pri-
mary role of leading pedagogical activities.

Furthermore, the policy documents indicate that
inadequate pedagogical leadership causes several pro-
blems, including preschools not being perceived as
‘attractive workplaces’ (12A 2018, 7A 2022, 61 223)
and deficiencies in support for preschool staff (4B
2019, 17A 2021, 15B 2023).

The challenges associated with insufficient peda-
gogical leadership are also linked in the documents to
the need for ongoing competence development. As
stated in 11B 2020, © ... competence development and
anchoring are a need to be able to lead the work
forward at the preschool unit’.. In other words, prin-
cipals are expected to enhance their competences
through various means, including courses, lectures
and reflection groups, in areas such as recruitment
(1B 2018, 11B 2022, 5A 2023), leadership training
(7A 2018, 16A 2022, 14A 2023), quality work (11A
2019, 12A 2020, 6h 2023), multilingual education
(17A 2020, 2A 2021, 12A 2021) and special educa-
tional support (19A 2019, 11B 2021, 15B 2023).
According to the policy documents, principals gen-
erally seem to welcome competence development
initiatives that address locally identified issues at the
preschool unit. Moreover, in the policy documents,
the preschool principals are portrayed as less recep-
tive when the pragmatic legitimacy of local authori-
ties differs from the individual preschool principals’
needs, as illustrated by 15B 2923:

The needs that exist in the preschool units are not
always made visible in the quality work at the local
authority level, and the far too great diversity of
efforts that are decided at an overall level do not
always correspond to the needs that principals
experience in everyday life. The work can then
seem pointless, motivation can drop, and commit-
ment can wane.

The policy documents also illustrate how local autho-
rities adapt to societal changes by redefining prag-
matic concerns. A notable shift is the increasing
diversity of languages in preschools. Initially, in
2018, the policy documents emphasized the impor-
tance of developing children’s mother tongues.
However, from 2020 onwards, the focus shifted
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towards enhancing children’s Swedish language skills.
Consequently, the policy documents seem to redefine
the set of expectations for preschool principals to
adjust their methods and strategies to align with the
focus on Swedish language development. This change
highlights a need for preschool principals to develop
new competences to lead initiatives aimed at improv-
ing Swedish language proficiency. In policy docu-
ments from rural, urban and city areas, preschool
principals and staff are in precise mentioned in rela-
tion to competence development efforts aimed at
improving children’s proficiency in Swedish. Despite
these efforts, challenges in preschool practice are also
often highlighted in the documents, for example,
‘What we now lack are more and clearer signals
that all children’s language development is improving
thanks to the increased competence’ (6h 2022).
However, the role of preschool principals was parti-
cularly emphasized in policy documents produced by
local authorities located in big cities, where preschool
staff’s limited proficiency in Swedish was noted as
a growing concern, as stated:

Staff who may need language support in their daily
work receive this through collegial support from
principals and colleagues. The preschool’s operations
are a learning organization, and the preschool’s prin-
cipals distributes the staff so that there are always
staff who speak good Swedish within each unit. (1B
2021)

In the policy documents, the responsibility of pre-
school principals for their staff’s proficiency in the
Swedish language was described as both a challenge,
due to the staff’s inability to ° ... effectively commu-
nicate the preschool curriculum’ (2A 2022), and
a necessity for addressing social issues such as inte-
gration into Swedish society. Consequently, preschool
principals are mentioned as being responsible for
managing staff distribution (2A 2022, 3B 2022, 2A
2023) and identifying staff who require additional
language support, as well as providing opportunities
for such support (1A 2022, 1B 2023).

Policy solutions: improving preschool principal
competence

The third level of generality addresses policy solu-
tions and what ought to do about the pragmatic
concerns (Schmidt, 2008), such as lack of pedagogical
leadership, competences and resources. Describing
a lack of pedagogical leadership and competence by
the preschool principals, the policy documents also
propose solutions like provision of staff with support-
ing roles for the principals to facilitate joint reflec-
tion, dialogue and collaboration. Examples of such
supportive roles include special educators (1B 2018,
21C 2021, 11B 2023), officials in the local authorities
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(1C 2019, 21A 2022, 8D 2023), and ICT coordinators
(18A 2019, 5A 2021, 15B 2022). The policy docu-
ments also highlight various projects, initiatives, lec-
tures, programmes  and
collaborations with universities and specific research-
ers as solutions to the described need to increase
preschool principals’ competence. Furthermore, the
local authorities seemed to expect that developing the
principals’ competencies by providing them with sup-
port seems would promote unified implementation in
all preschools in the local contexts. The documents
communicate an idea that enhancing preschool prin-
cipals’ competencies will lead to them being respon-
sible for improving preschool staff's competence in
a unified manner, as stated by J6 2023:

courses,  training

A group of principals has been established to facil-
itate communication between all principals in team
meetings and smaller teams of preschool principals.
The aim is to cultivate more dialogue and opportu-
nities to anchor and process the collaborative work
around quality work in all preschools. This will
ensure that the common agreements within the
principals’ team support child-centred work, pro-
moting equivalence and high quality across all
preschools.

At the same time, desires for competence develop-
ment expressed in the documents demonstrate open-
ness to elements of collegiality (12A 2020, 14A 2022,
18B 2023), process learning (15B 2018, 21A 2022, 8D
2023) and principals developing competencies along-
side other preschool principals (7A 2018, 17B 2021,
13C 2023) as well as preschool staff (1C 2019, 11A
2019, 12A 2020). Overall, the local authorities’ policy
documents portray an openness to diversity by inte-
grating various perspectives and encouraging pre-
school principals to collaborate in a structured, but
diverse, manner to align individual preschool staff
practices with overarching priorities and competence
development efforts.

The results of competence development are gen-
erally portrayed positively, suggesting it has engen-
dered change. However, the exact nature of these
changes is frequently vague, often summarized in
statements like © ... changes can be seen’ (15C
2018), or ‘Implemented projects in management and
AT [Artificial Intelligence], among other areas, in
collaboration with principals, have likely encouraged
staff to explore new ways of working’ (1C 2019).
Moreover, features of solutions suggested in the pol-
icy documents generally enable collective needs of all
preschools within the local contexts to be addressed.
However, practical issues that may arise in single
preschools such as ‘difficulties in prioritizing devel-
opment efforts’ (15B 2023), ‘difficulty managing
a balanced budget’ (4B 2019) or ‘lack of time to
implement quality work’ (19A 2019) are addressed
by placing the responsibility on individual preschool

principals. Formulations like “The principal is part of
the development process, taking ownership and
anchoring it’ (4B 2022) indicate that policy solutions
leverage preschool principals’ competence to tackle
local and individual challenges, as illustrated by 12D
2020:

We believe that the solution to our challenges can be
found in a development driven by creativity, inner
motivation and willingness of competent leaders and
employees to contribute to continuous improve-
ments. We also see good leaders as the single most
important factor in attracting new staff and retaining
existing ones. Good leaders contribute to a good
work environment through dynamic workplaces
and coaching, commitment increases for the benefit
of the residents. (12D 2020)

The policy documents describe challenging issues
related to both individual principals and local pre-
school practices, with suggestions that they can be
addressed by promoting pedagogical leadership,
mainly through dialogue, presence and continuous
development efforts. The documents express expecta-
tions that by maintaining ongoing dialogue and
involvement in daily activities within their units pre-
school principals can achieve consensus at the local
level. Moreover, long-term improvements can be
effectively facilitated by observing preschool activ-
ities, allocating resources, providing appropriate sup-
port to preschool staff and ‘ensuring adherence to the
planned structure’ (18B 2021).

Discussion

As shown in the Results sections, the thematic and
DI-based analyses revealed common discursive ideas
in the local authorities’ policy documents. For
instance, the underlying philosophical idea of equiva-
lence strongly influences expressions regarding the
quality work in the policy documents, particularly
preschool principals’ responsibilities. The results
also showed ideas concerning lack of competences
and resources, highlighting the importance of sup-
portive roles, competence development initiatives and
pedagogical leadership for preschool principals. In
this Discussion section, the identified discursive
ideas in the result section are analysed in relation to
the alignment and accountability concepts.

Alignment

Drawing on the model suggested by Alvunger and
Wahlstrom (2021) (Figure 1), this section concen-
trates on the alignment of the local authorities’ policy
documents with national policies, particularly how
the Lpféo 18 (Swedish National Agency for
Education) is transferred (Coburn et al., 2016). The
results reveal that local authorities’ policy documents



actively transfer the national principles outlined in
Lpfo 18, such as philosophical ideas on equivalence
and pedagogical leadership, indicating a high degree
of alignment and suggesting that preschool principals
receive support through guidance towards equivalent
desired expectations (Coburn et al.,, 2016). They also
suggest that the documents promote a national dis-
course that advocates for systematic and continuous
quality efforts, involving collaborative contributions
from local authorities, preschool principals and staff
with other supportive roles.

However, the degree of alignment between Lpf6 18
and the local authorities’ policy documents regarding
preschool principals’ responsibilities varies, often due
to interactive effects of local authorities’ social and
economic conditions. For example, pragmatic con-
cerns like availability of competent staff and
resources seem to influence how national principles
expressed in Lpfo 18 were recontextualized in the
local authorities’ policy documents. This suggests
that the national discourses in Lpfo 18 are tailored
to specific local narratives and communicative pur-
poses. For instance, preschool principals’ competence
development efforts, intended to provide a policy
solution to achieve the national objectives regarding
equivalence expressed in Lpfo 18, often had limited
connection to Lpfo 18. In line with previous studies
(e.g. Alvunger & Wabhlstrom, 2021; Héikansson &
Adolfsson, 2022; Liljenberg, 2022; Nordholm et al,
2022; Styf & Arvidsson, 2024; Sundstrom, 2024;
Urban et al.,, 2022, 2023), the results reported here
highlight the importance of acknowledging contex-
tual factors in explaining differences in how local
authorities align policy documents with the national
preschool curriculum.

In addition, the treatment of national principles
expressed in Lpfo 18 is not static in the local autho-
rities’ policy documents. Instead, it has evolved and
has been renegotiated over time as local authorities
have encountered new information, experiences and
societal changes. For example, as seen in the policy
documents, the increasing language diversity in pre-
schools seems to have prompted renegotiation of the
values, knowledge and competencies expected of pre-
school principals. In accordance with Styf and
Arvidsson (2024), the results highlight specific differ-
ences between relatively small and larger local autho-
rities in Sweden. Moreover, the results show that local
authorities in rural, urban and smaller city areas tend
to re-negotiate the positioning of preschool principals
within more limited social contexts, whereas those in
big cities function within broader social contexts.
This suggests that the social conditions of local
authorities affect the recontextualization of Lpfo 18,
and local authorities with similar population sizes
tend to frame and renegotiate discursive ideas in
a way that similarly aligns with Lpf6 18.
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In summary, neither recontextualization nor rene-
gotiation of ideas necessarily seems to indicate a low
degree of alignment, due to the decentralized model
of steering (Asén & Vallberg Roth, 2012; Rapp, 2024).
Moreover, the results suggest that the discursive ideas
in local authority’s policy documents seem to actively
transfer national principles from Lpfoé 18. However,
when the national principles expressed in Lpfo 18 are
applied to pragmatic concerns in local authorities’
policy documents, there is a tendency for the policy
documents to extend beyond those national princi-
ples. Moreover, in line with previous research
(Alexiadou et al., 2024; Eriksson et al., 2019;
Hakansson, 2022; Lunneblad & Garvis, 2019; Oqvist
& Cervantes, 2018; Sundstrom et al., 2021), the ana-
lysis suggests that preschool principals did not always
perceive the policy solutions in the policy documents
as aligned with the pragmatic concerns they raised.
Thus, preschool principals may experience a low level
of alignment due to the policy documents’ focus on
local contextual factors rather than the coordinated
implementation of national principles outlined in
Lpf6 18 (cf. Coburn et al.,, 2016). Hence, local autho-
rities are expected to encourage some changes
through the policy documents. However, drawing
on the model by Alvunger and Wahlstrom (2021), it
can be argued that the local authorities’ policy docu-
ments mainly have a low degree of alignment. This
implies that the changes may be superficial and could
encounter resistance from preschool principals, as
also suggested by the analysis of policy documents.

Accountability

Application of the model presented by Alvunger and
Wahlstrom (2021) (Figure 1) indicates that local
authorities’ positioning of preschool principals’
responsibilities is multifaceted, and they treat asso-
ciated accountability in at least three ways: as
a process, as self-regulation and as an outcome.

The most prominent treatment of accountability in
the policy documents is as a process, focusing on
overseeing preschool principals’ actions and commu-
nication rather than measurable outcomes. Local
authorities’ policy documents detail what, how and
when for instance preschool principals’ competencies
should be enhanced, but they rarely describe clear
goals, track progress or evaluate the effectiveness of
these development efforts. The prominence of
accountability as a process may explain the local
authorities’ emphasis on unified leadership in pre-
school principal teams, as also noted in previous
studies (Alexiadou et al., 2024; Eriksson et al., 2019;
Sundstrém et al., 2021). This suggests that the local
authorities prefer to supervise preschool principals’
actions and responsibilities collectively, avoiding
individualized implementation of policies, and in
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advance rather than monitoring the results in pre-
school practice.

Another positioning of accountability, relying
more strongly on self-regulation, can also be identi-
fied in the local authorities’ policy documents’ stan-
dardization of self-organizing actions of preschool
principals. This involves promoting pedagogical lea-
dership among preschool principals through dialo-
gue, presence and ongoing development efforts to
address concerns in specific units. While this can be
seen as a voluntary form of accountability, the policy
documents also apply external pressure by coordina-
tion of a specific professional discourse, driven by
a set of professional actions and standards for meet-
ing such concerns.

Finally, while expressions of outcome-based
accountability can be detected, this is the least pro-
minent form in the local authorities’ policy docu-
ments. Outcome accountability may be considered,
for instance, when a development effort concludes,
but it often leads to a generally positive depiction of
the development efforts” outcomes. However, specific
changes due to preschool principals’ actions or com-
munications are rarely articulated or based on clearly
defined final outcomes.

In summary, in line with previous studies
(Hakansson, 2022; Liljenberg, 2022; Lunneblad &
Garvis, 2019; Nordholm et al., 2022; Sundstrém,
2024), the results suggest that the local authorities
maintained an overarching monitoring role over pre-
school principals’ quality work. The accountability-
related expressions in the analysed policy documents
mainly focus on authority imposed in advance, to
ensure oversight of preschool principals’ communica-
tion and actions. Preschool principals also received
support for professional competence development,
which is expected to facilitate changes in practices.
However, the local authorities’ policy documents
describe few initiatives to clearly define and set
expectations for preschool principals’ responsibilities.
Hence, the results indicate that the policy documents
mainly manifested weak accountability, providing few
incentives for preschool principals who were not
already inclined to change their practices to do so,
potentially leading to uneven implementation in
practice (Alvunger & Wahlstrom, 2021).

Conclusions

In order to answer research question 1, the presented
analysis illuminates how policy ideas are transferred
from the national preschool curriculum (Lpf6 18) to
local authorities’ policy documents, and how these
shape and position preschool principals’ responsibil-
ities for quality work. For research question 2, the
results indicate that local authorities actively align
their policy documents with Lpfo 18, for example,

by treating equivalence as an underpinning philoso-
phical idea. The policy documents also demonstrate
that support for preschool principals’ competence
development and collective needs is primarily mana-
ged through a process form of accountability. This is
illustrated by efforts to clarify the process during the
implementation of development efforts. The policy
documents can be categorized in these cases in
Quadrant 3 of the model presented by Alvunger
and Wahlstrom (2021), indicating a high degree of
alignment and strong accountability, with preschool
principals being equipped to understand and imple-
ment reforms, and receiving support from the local
authorities’ policy documents.

However, for research question 2, the analysis also
detected varying degrees of alignment and strength of
accountability in the local authorities’ policy docu-
ments. Preschool principals did not always seem to
perceive that the policy solutions proposed by the
local authorities aligned with their individual needs.
Additionally, when the national principles in Lpf6 18
are applied to pragmatic concerns in local authorities’
policy documents, there is a tendency to extend
beyond those national principles 18. Further, con-
cerning accountability, the local authorities initiated
several competence development efforts, but the
expectations of change were rarely discussed or
defined in the policy documents. This indicates that
despite efforts to align with Lpf6 18 and provisions of
support by local authorities, preschool principals’
accountability remained inconsistent. In such cases,
the local authorities’ policy documents can be posi-
tioned in Quadrant 1 of the model by Alvunger and
Wahlstrom (2021), characterized by weak account-
ability and low alignment. This is likely to result in
preschool principals experiencing weak changes due
to insufficient policy regulatory support and mixed
messages in the local authorities’ policy documents.

Finally, this paper focuses on how ideas from Lpfo
18 are transferred in local authorities’ policy docu-
ments, with consequent shaping and positioning of
preschool principals’ responsibilities for quality work
in Swedish settings. However, the findings may illu-
minate corresponding processes elsewhere, particu-
larly the other Nordic countries, and contribute to
ongoing broader policy discussions regarding the
clarification and definition of preschool principals’
responsibilities (Heikka et al., 2020; Lund, 2024;
Sigurdardéttir & Ragnarsdottir, 2023; Treetteberg
et al.,, 2021).

Future research

The results reported here and in previous studies
highlight a need for more comprehensive exploration
of preschool principals’ responsibilities for quality
work, for example, focusing on national school



leadership training programmes to obtain empirical
illumination of national values. Future research could
further employ DI to investigate how discursive ideas
gain legitimacy, including examining which compe-
tences are communicated and justified in national
policy in such programmes.
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