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Abstract 

This thesis describes and analyses how the school sector in sparsely populated 

municipalities in northern Sweden has developed with emphasis on spatial 

dimensions and in relation to demographic change and political reforms 

during the last 20 years.  

In paper I primary schools were studied in a number of small municipalities 

in the northern parts of Norway, Sweden, and Finland. The aim of the study 

was to investigate how the spatial structure of schools has changed, what 

strategies the municipalities have developed to adapt their schools to changing 

conditions and what constraints there are to apply the strategies. To answer 

these questions, semi-structured interviews with municipal representatives 

were conducted.  

In paper II, the upper secondary school system was studied. The aim of the 

paper was to analyse the combined consequences of the school reforms, 

demographic development and competition on the ability of small 

municipalities to provide upper secondary schools during the period 1997 to 

2015 in the four northernmost counties of Sweden. The study was based on 

data from the database SIRIS at the Swedish National Agency for Education 

and has a descriptive approach.  

The spatial structure of school organizations under study has undergone 

substantial changes during the recent decades, with closures and mergers 

among primary schools and an expansion of upper secondary schools. In 

recent years, the size of the young cohorts have decreased, which overall has 

led to increasing pressures to close primary schools and has created a 

detrimental competition between upper secondary schools. The large 

distances and the already small and declining number of pupils have had 

major effects on the ability to offer a good range and quality in the supply and 

availability of education. According to representatives from all the studied 

municipalities, the ambition is to prioritize the primary schools in the 

municipal centre and have as few small village schools as possible, taking into 

consideration quality of education, per capita costs, distances, and how 

scattered the pupils are within the municipalities. Independent schools and 

their increasingly larger role have attracted a great deal of attention in media, 

but this is a change that has mainly occurred in municipalities with large 

populations and their presence in the studied municipalities is very small both 

at the primary and upper secondary level.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 School organization in sparsely populated municipalities 
in northern Sweden  

Sweden has several thriving urban areas and municipalities which are steadily 

growing in terms of population (Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2011) and economic 

strength (Enflo & Henning, 2016). At the same time, a majority of small and 

sparsely populated municipalities are facing depopulation, aging and 

economic decline. These problems contribute to a diverging development 

between expanding and declining municipalities. This pattern has been 

ongoing for several decades, not only in Sweden, but also in other parts of 

Europe (Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2011, Thissen et al., 2010, Ayuda et al., 2010). 

The growing demographic disparities are a result of urban oriented net 

migration of young people combined with low birth rates in sparsely 

populated areas. These discrepancies are likely to become even larger in the 

future (Amcoff & Westholm 2007).  

One of the political challenges in Sweden over time has been to handle these 

disparities between municipalities, not least in the provision of education in 

sparsely populated municipalities. In general, Sweden is characterized by 

comparatively advanced organizational frameworks for the provision of a wide 

range of welfare services (Lidström, 2003) and education policy is central to 

the distribution policy by the state (Prop. 2001/02: 15, p. 18).  

In addition to the demographic issues, the school sector has experienced 

several reforms which have had implications for the school sector in general, 

not least in sparsely populated municipalities. For a long time, the state 

decided where schools should be located and what programs upper secondary 

schools should offer. In 1991 the responsibility for the schools was handed 

over to the municipalities (Prop. 1989/90:41). The following year, 1992, pupils 

were allowed to apply to any school within the municipality instead of being 

forced to apply to the closest. In 2008 it was further reformed so that a pupil 

could choose a school in another municipality at upper secondary level. It also 

became possible for private companies and other private organizations to 

open schools with similar conditions as municipal schools, financed by public 

funding. These schools are called independent schools. (Prop. 1991/92:95, & 

Prop.1992/93:230).  The reforms have all had spatial impacts, but have not 

always led to the consequences that were intended from the beginning, 

especially in sparsely populated municipalities where remoteness and long 

internal distances challenge the school organization. 
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The accessibility to schools in Sweden is a current and much debated topic and 

the spatial structure of schools' localizations raises debate and political 

interest with especially strong and negative reactions from local residents 

when schools are at risk of being closed (Cedering, 2016, Lundgren & von 

Schantz-Lundgren, 2010). These reactions are linked to the perceived 

importance the local school has for the community. Although the school 

primarily serves as an educational institution for young people, there are 

studies that suggest that a school has a multi-faceted role both in terms of 

contributing to a more balanced population development (Lyson, 2002; 

Woods, 2004) as well as being a central hub for socialization and the 

development of community identity (Miller, 1993; Lane & Dorfman, 1997).  

All these developments challenge the obligations of small and sparsely 

populated municipalities to provide school services in accordance with 

national standards. Is it possible to provide primary and upper secondary 

schools that can function equally well across the country? My literature review 

show that such an analysis has not been done in Sweden or anywhere else. 

1.2 Purpose and research questions 

The overall purpose of this thesis is to describe and analyse how the school 

sector in sparsely populated municipalities in northern Sweden has developed 

in relation to demography, geographical distances and political reforms 

during the last 20 years. The specific research questions are as follows: 

1. How have primary and upper secondary schools developed over time in 

the sparsely populated municipalities in northern Sweden? 

2. What are the spatial characteristics of these developments? 

3. What strategies have been implemented in sparsely populated 

municipalities to adapt their school system and what are the constraints 

associated with applying these strategies at the municipal level? 
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1.3 Outline of the thesis  

This thesis is based on two research papers which provide a foundation for 

fulfilling the purpose of the thesis and answering the associated research 

questions. After a general introduction, the thesis starts with a section 

presenting the general development of the school sector in Sweden, including 

a presentation of primary and upper secondary schools in sparsely populated 

municipalities. Thereafter, the geographical context of the study is presented 

along with the school context of northern Sweden. This is followed by a section 

dealing with data and methods, where various considerations and limitations 

that have been applied are discussed. Summaries of the two papers are then 

presented. The final section consists of a discussion of the findings in relation 

to the purpose and the research questions as well as targeted potential future 

research topics. 

1.4 Definitions 

Sparsely populated areas are characterized by low population densities and 

low overall population numbers, large distances to major towns, often poor 

transport infrastructure and public transport, and a more limited range of 

public and private services. The most common and important factor overall is 

a low population density (See for instance, Ilbery, 1998). However, the 

definition of a sparsely populated area in terms of numbers and density varies 

considerably between different countries. Sparsely populated areas are a form 

of rural area (see, e.g., Halfacree, 1993; Hargreaves et al., 2009). Rural areas 

are often characterized as having a less extreme lack of facilities, and as being 

located closer to major towns and cities, and are often referenced to as 

countryside. There are, of course, many spatial contexts, both within Sweden 

as well as in other countries. The difference between the most sparsely 

populated and remote areas of Sweden and the (relatively) densely populated 

British countryside is often large, which complicates cross-national 

comparisons (Bæck, 2015).  

The term small municipality is used in Paper II to define a municipality with 

fewer than 10.000 inhabitants. All municipalities in Paper I also have fewer 

than 10.000 inhabitants. 

The label primary school is used to represent both elementary and compulsory 

school, grades 1-9. Upper secondary school is the same as the American high 

school, i.e. grades 10-12. 
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As mentioned earlier, one of the reforms enabled a new school type, the 

“independent school”. In Sweden, an independent school is distinguished 

from a “private school”. Private schools are financed wholly or partially 

through fees paid by pupils’ parents, and few schools of this kind exist in 

Sweden. Independent schools use a school voucher as payment; no “add‐on” 

fees are allowed (Böhlmark & Lindahl, 2015). School choice allows parents to 

choose between all public schools in their municipality. However, living close 

to a school is still the main reason affecting the allocation of pupils to primary 

schools (Björklund et al. 2005). At upper secondary level, the pupil can choose 

any school in the country. For a principle sketch of the school structure of a 

Swedish municipality and its development over time see Cedering (2016). 

 

2. Literature review 

2.1 The development of the school sector in Sweden up to 
1990 

General primary schools in Sweden were introduced 1842 with the church as 

principal actor. According to the law, there had to be at least one school in 

every parish. The school had to be permanent and had to have a certified 

teacher. To provide access to education for children in more remote villages a 

grant was given from 1856 to smaller primary schools. These schools had the 

right to operate with unexamined teachers. During the period 1880-1920, 

every seventh pupil completed their education in such schools (Thelin & 

Solstad, 2005). A parliamentary decision was taken in 1927 that the first three 

years would be mandatory for everyone and in 1936 a mandatory seven-year 

primary school was established (Thelin & Solstad, 2005). 

A comprehensive reform effort was begun just before the WW II to achieve a 

more uniform nine-year school and in 1950, a principle decision was made on 

a mandatory nine-year school with a ten-year trial period (Thelin & Solstad, 

2005).  

A municipal reform in 1952 led to geographically larger municipalities and 

also new administrative boundaries for school catchment areas. This reform 

led to a significant decrease in the number of schools. More than 4,000 

primary school were closed down between 1949 and 1968, which meant that 

only about 40 per cent of schools remained in operation. A majority of school 

closures occurred in areas with a population decrease (Gerger 1972). It was 

regarded as important to make schools as large as possible (Thelin & Solstad, 

2005). The high number of school closures in the 1950s and 1960s relates to 
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depopulation due to structural changes in labour extensive and intensive 

branches, such as agriculture, forestry, rationalization of industrial 

production and, in the north, the end of large scale hydro power investments 

(Jacobson, 1992).  

The school system was characterized by a high degree of centralization and 

top-down steering. The state regulated and funded the schools. It should also 

be mentioned that equivalence became the dominant idea, i.e. the standard of 

education should be the same across the country irrespective of population 

numbers and density (Trumberg, 2011). This belief was particularly strong in 

the 1950s and 1960s, just before the introduction of the nine-year compulsory 

education.  

Before the introduction of the nine-year compulsory school, the difference in 

career options for pupils living in urban and sparsely populated areas was 

huge: "Then (before the 1962 primary school reform) only around one percent 

of young people who grew up in sparsely populated areas went to upper 

secondary schools" (Husén, 2002, p. 165).  

The nine-year compulsory education meant that a centralization of personnel, 

equipment and facilities was regarded as necessary. A system of central 

schools emerged and the active policy of school centralization as a tool for a 

better, more equal school continued in the 1970s. The school organization was 

highly controlled and bureaucratic, but some of the responsibility was shared 

between the state and the municipality. The government and parliament took 

the crucial decisions about the objectives, content and organization of the 

school. The state was responsible for teacher training, appointment of 

teaching positions and funding as well as localization of schools. The 

municipal school board had the responsibility for running the schools in the 

municipality (Trumberg 2011).  

During the 1970s a political debate towards decentralization began, giving 

pupils, teachers, schools and municipalities greater control over decisions. 

The criticism had two central themes. One was that the operation of school, 

which was run by the state, was economically inefficient and needed 

privatization. The other was that the state was considered too arbitrary and 

bureaucratic, which meant that citizens had no autonomy or choice in matters 

relating to their own social welfare (Blomquist & Rothstein, 2000). The 

suggested new goals were to adapt more to local conditions, increase citizen 

participation and increase the efficiency of the schools (Wahlström, 2002).  
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2.2 1990s and forward - decentralization and independent 
schools 

Prior to 1991, education was mainly supplied by the state. County School 

Boards regulated the upper secondary programs and decided how many 

primary and upper secondary schools there should be and where they should 

be located. In addition, there were very few independent schools. In 1991 the 

municipalities were given the responsibility for the schools as a response to 

the afore-mentioned criticism. The state regulatory and resource management 

of schools ceased and was replaced by the state giving both money and 

objectives to the municipalities while still stipulated the results the 

municipalities had to achieve. An important consequence of municipalisation 

was that new upper secondary schools were established in several 

municipalities that had not had schools previously and that additional 

primary schools were started in bigger municipalities (Böhlmark & Lindahl, 

2015). Through a parliamentary decision, a school choice reform was 

introduced in 1992. Before 1992, pupils were assigned to, and required to 

attend, the public school in their local catchment area. The only alternative 

was to opt for one of the few private schools that existed. An important part of 

the reform was that the pupil’s home municipality had to provide the school 

with a voucher, equivalent to the average per-pupil expenditure in the public-

school system for each pupil who choose to enrol in the school. This new law 

gave rise to a new type of school, the ‘independent school’. The law also meant 

that the resources devoted to public schools in the pupil’s home municipality 

became strongly affected by the choices of the pupils, since a pupil’s choice of 

an independent school meant that the municipality’s schooling budget 

decreased by an amount equivalent to the voucher (Böhlmark & Lindahl, 

2015).  

The school choice reforms in the early 1990s was part of a broad 

decentralization trend fuelled by a desire to improve freedom of choice 

throughout the public sector. The goal within the school sector was to increase 

freedom of choice and competition between public schools and to enable the 

establishment of independent schools with public funding (Proposition 

1991/92:95 & Proposition 1992/92:230). Since 2008 it also became possible 

to apply to upper secondary schools in another municipality, even though the 

same education was available in the pupil’s home municipality. Those in 

favour of the school choice argued that increased competition between schools 

would lead to positive effects such as lower costs and the provision of more 

options to pupils and parents. However, an expected negative effect was that 

competition would lead to more segregation among schools (Trumberg, 2011). 



 

7 

The municipality is currently the key actor in the Swedish school system and 

has far reaching responsibilities for providing educational options to its 

citizens. However, municipalities have to relate to their surroundings, such as 

neighbouring municipalities and the central government, all which set limits 

on what they are able to do. Within each municipality, there can also be a 

number of political visions and ambitions, although there can be difficulties 

in applying them. With increasing decentralization and freedom of choice the 

similarities across municipalities within Sweden have also started to 

disappear (Lundahl, 2002).  

Independent schools at both primary and at upper secondary level are still 

quite rare in small and sparsely populated municipalities. In 2009, less than 

half of Sweden’s municipalities had an independent upper secondary school. 

The overall impact of the independent reform seems to be very limited outside 

urban areas (Böhlmark and Lindahl, 2015). The independent school reform 

seems to have had a small but positive impact on test results overall in Sweden 

with improved average performance at the end of primary school with an 

increase of the share of independent-school pupils in the municipality 

(Böhlmark and Lindahl, 2015), but the reform might also have contributed to 

increasing inequalities between schools (Holmlund et al., 2014).  

In most OECD countries, a stronger link between education, economy and a 

new management of the school is seen (Lundahl, 2002). However, this 

reshaping has been more radical and faster in Sweden than elsewhere. In a 

short time, Sweden has gone from one of the most homogenous and regulated 

school systems to one with far-reaching decentralization and liberalization 

(Lundahl, 2002). In particular, upper secondary schools have been strongly 

affected by these reforms. An upper secondary school market has evolved, 

based on the ideas of choice and competition that are driving quality 

improvements in schools (Lundahl 2002, Lundahl et al 2010). The impact and 

the implications of these market mechanisms are still quite unknown.  

Many municipalities had cut down on school funding in the 1990s, which led 

to a reduction in staffing levels. Less resources were allocated to primary 

education in recent decades compared to child care and elderly care. The total 

cost of primary school had barely changed since 1980 (in constant prices), 

while the cost of child care and elderly care had risen by about 70 percent each 

over the same period. (SOU 2014:5) This meant that many Swedish 

municipalities allocated too little resources to schools in the late 1990s 

(Swedish National Audit Office, 2014) and the state began again to 

supplement the general grants with specific grants to steer the school in the 

desired direction.  
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There is a clear correlation between size of the population and targeted 

government grants in Sweden. Municipalities with large populations are 

awarded most of these grants. This means that schools and pupils in 

municipalities with a low population risk not receiving any of the state 

funding. This is problematic from an equality perspective, especially if there 

are schools and pupils with high needs that should be receiving these grants. 

Some of the municipalities lack the knowledge and time to apply and allocate 

grants and it also costs too much to have a person working with grant 

application according to interviews (Swedish National Audit Office, 2014). 

2.3 Primary schools in sparsely populated municipalities 

The quality of life in sparsely populated areas is often linked to the availability 

of services such as education (Halseth & Ryser, 2006). Families with children 

of school age are less likely in general to migrate to villages without schools 

(Woods, 2004). The principal function of primary schools as providers of 

education is central to everyday life for parents and children, but the role of 

schools in sparsely populated environments is often much more than just 

educating pupils (Lyson, 2002, Kearns et al., 2009). They also serve as 

community centres being arenas for sports and theatre as well as other social 

functions (Lyson 2002, Miller, 1993, Waldman, 2008, Witten et al 2001). The 

social opportunities that schools offer also make it easier to retain young 

families (Miller, 1993). Schools are often symbols of community autonomy, 

vitality, integration and, not least, identity (Langdon, 2000, Bauch, 2001). A 

local school is often regarded as an indicator of a community’s wellbeing 

(Peshkin, 1978). It also has a great symbolic value as the existence of a school 

signifies a prosperous and functional village (Woods, 2004). A school and its 

employees also offer indirect effects in terms of providing a basis for other jobs 

such as cleaners, kitchen personnel, bus drivers etc. (Halseth & Ryser, 2006, 

Martz & Sanderson, 2006).  

The school has thus often been identified as the central institution linked to 

local development and sustainability (Johns et al, 2000; Kilpatrick et al, 2001, 

Jolly & Deloney, 1996; Lane & Dorfman, 1997; Miller, 1993, 1995). Cedering 

(2016) also report that the village school is important for its community, both 

socially and economically.  Schools may also give residents access to 

community associational life (Salant & Waller, 1998). Furthermore, schools 

can promote partnerships in the community that may benefit both the school 

and the community's future development (Johns et al., 2000) A relevant 

concept here is social capital, which refers to the relationship between 

individuals and the community and the characteristics of the social network 

within it. It is an ongoing process that both expands and diminishes over time 

(Autti & Hyry-Beihammer, 2014). Social capital builds a sense of trust among 



 

9 

residents and increases the desire to achieve goals that benefit society (Falk & 

Kilpatrick, 2000), thereby often improving the social well-being of its 

inhabitants (Wright, 2007).  

We therefore make the general conclusion that the presence of a school may 

affect a community’s ability to handle changes, or its “community resilience”. 

Resilience has been mostly used in environmental and ecological perspectives 

but more recently it has been used more broadly (Amundsen, 2012).  

Forbes et al. (2009, 22041) define resilience as: 

 “the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize while 

undergoing change to still retain essentially the same function, structure, 

identity, and feedbacks … resilience is measured by the size of the 

displacement the system can tolerate and yet return to a state where a given 

function can be maintained.”  

A strong community resilience could be used to resist closure of the village 

school. Villages that have a strong community resilience are theorized to be 

able to more easily organize and adapt to ongoing and future changes 

(Amundsen, 2012). Communities with strong resilience are more likely to 

keep their school, but the school itself is also vital in producing community 

resilience through closer networks between families (Amundsen, 2012). 

However, not all studies show that schools in rural settings are seen as 

important for the community. Kalaoja and Pietarinen (2009) report that in 

Finland only about half of the schools are seen as being active for the 

community according to respondents in their survey. Autti & Hyry-

Beihammer (2014) found that the village school helps with building social 

capital. However, a strong social capital was not enough to resist a school 

closure. It also seems that while schools might be important for people in 

general, school closures have little effect on municipal election results in 

Sweden (Wänström & Karlsson, 2012). However, eight Swedish 

municipalities have had local referendums to stop planned school closures 

between the years 2011-2014 (Wänström, 2015). Two of them stopped 

closures.  

Over the last decades there have been many school closures in sparsely 

populated areas throughout the western world. Negative net migration and 

lower birth rates have resulted in fewer pupils. Combined with increased and 

improved mobility leading to shorter journey times, many school have closed 

and municipalities have chosen to centralize their schools (Slee & Miller 

2015). Closure of schools has occurred in most western countries and is likely 

to continue in areas that are losing jobs and population due to restructuring 
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of the economy (Schmidt et al., 2007). When the number of pupils decreases, 

the cost per pupil rises because of a number of fixed costs such as facilities and 

staff are not always easy to reduce at the same pace as the decrease in the 

number of pupils. There are also educational arguments for closure of small 

schools. It is difficult to attract qualified teachers (Hammer et al, 2005) and 

there can also be problems with implementing national education strategies 

(Woods, 2004). School closures in Sweden are mainly the result of three 

reinforcing factors (Larsson Taghizadeh, 2016). The first is the financial 

situation in many Swedish municipalities who need to save considerable 

amounts of money. The second is the competition between public and 

independent schools and the third factor is demographic change (Larsson 

Taghizadeh, 2016). Cedering (2016) also sees urbanization, centralization and 

higher efficiency in larger school units in terms of both grades and costs as 

important factors for school closures in Sweden. 

Arguments for retaining village schools are a higher teacher-to-pupil ratio 

(with the added drawback of increasing the cost of the schools), a closer 

relationship between teachers and pupils and that pupils can learn from 

younger and older classmates (Ribchester and Edwards 1999). Further 

aspects are that a closure of a school will both trigger out-migration and affect 

the number of people that potentially want to migrate to a municipality, as 

seen in the U.K and US respectively (Woods 2004, Lyson, 2002). Children and 

schools are associated with the future and the potential loss of a primary 

school is seen as a major defeat or, even worse, the death blow for the village 

because it symbolizes the loss of a new generation (Witten et al 2001, Egelund 

& Lautsen 2006). Lyson (2002) stresses the importance for policymakers to 

analyse whether the money saved from closures might be lost in other ways 

(such as less tax income or lost local businesses).  

In some sparsely populated areas, school closures have not occurred because 

of the problems and costs of school transport to neighbouring schools. There 

is also an argument from an accessibility principle that young pupils should 

not have to travel too far since their learning capacity might be affected 

negatively and they also get less time for other activities (Fox, 1996).  

Even though there are a multitude of papers defending small schools in their 

important role in maintaining vital communities, a paper by Hargreaves et al 

(2009) argues that the school-community relationship comprises a largely 

unanswered research question not an established fact. Kilpatrick et al. (2001) 

argue similarly that much of the “evidence” in the case studies are anecdotal 

and more systematic research is needed. 
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According to Slee & Miller (2015) the rationale for closure hinges on a number 

of arguments: the educational benefits of larger schools; the costs of 

maintaining small schools vs. the cost of alternatives and the evidence of 

impacts of closures on rural communities, all of which are often the subject of 

dispute. 

Firstly, there are several studies claiming that small schools produce similar 

educational outcomes as large schools (Howley & Bickel, 1999; Fowler, 1992; 

Johnson et al, 2002). Even schools with as few as 50 pupils can perform as 

well or better than larger schools (Johnson et al 2002). The educational 

inspectorate in Scotland found that a school with a mixed class of as few pupils 

as ten could deliver a school with similar results as the rest of the country (Slee 

& Miller, 2015). Such statements are nonetheless challenged by others. Small 

schools with few teachers can be skewed by their subject specialism making it 

potentially more difficult to deliver a balanced curriculum (Dowling, 2009). 

Secondly, the cost arguments relate to the fact that economies of scale cannot 

be realized in schools with few pupils (Khattri et al., 1997), the costs of 

maintaining old and often too large buildings and the cost of transporting 

children (Slee & Miller, 2015). Transportation costs go up with closures and 

can reduce the economic benefits or remove them completely. Per pupil costs 

rise very rapidly when a school’s rolls fall below ten pupils. Finnish 

educational experts report a doubling of costs per pupil by reducing the 

average school size from 100 to 40 pupils, transport costs included (Slee & 

Miller, 2015).  

Thirdly, it seems that school closure is not always followed by out-migration. 

Amcoff (2012) found no significant effects in Sweden on in- and out-migration 

patterns either in the school’s immediate surroundings or its wider catchment 

area. The presence of a school is just one of many factors which determine 

migration patterns. Egelund & Laustsen (2006) argues that it is the lack of 

people in the catchment area that is the reason for decline, and that a school 

closure is the last phase of decline rather than its cause. Haartsen, & Van 

Wissen (2012) found that as long as the local community can find alternative 

places to meet the long-term consequences of a school closure, the effect might 

not be so large. This study however, was made in the rural areas of the 

Netherlands, where the significantly higher population density probably 

influences the results. 

Additional arguments against small schools are the small number of teachers, 

the difficulties of teaching a wide range of ages and abilities, fewer pupils of 

similar age as well as difficulties for pupils to make friends (Ribchester and 

Edwards 1999). 
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The alternative to school closure is to see the restructuring of educational 

provision as a strategy for enhancing the quality of education in rural areas in 

the schools that are kept (Godinho 2012). A survey from the US reports that 

where the number of pupils are falling in depopulating rural areas, 

consolidation brings benefits to them such as broader course offerings and 

more social opportunities (Nitta et al. 2010). Similar findings are seen in a 

case study in Portugal (Godinho 2012). Self (2001) argued for the benefits of 

consolidations naming increased teacher experience, better course offerings, 

better finances and positive effects on pupils via more activities. Cedering 

(2016) made interviews with the pupils before and after a school closure in 

Sweden and saw that most pupils would not have wanted to return to the 

smallness of the village school since they valued the social opportunities of the 

new bigger school. However, they had less time for other activities after the 

closure since transportation took longer time each day. Similarly, Lundgren & 

von Schantz-Lundgren (2010) studied the closure of a small school in a 

sparsely populated municipality in Sweden. They did interviews with parents 

and pupils and found that many of the parents perceived that their child's 

school situation in many cases had become as good and in some cases, even 

better than before. Interviews with the pupils gave a similar picture. 

2.4 Upper secondary schools in sparsely populated 
municipalities 

While there are several studies on location and accessibility to primary schools 

in sparsely populated municipalities, the corresponding literature on upper 

secondary schools is limited. Thelin & Solstad (2005) argue that one reason 

might be that the consequences related to closure of upper secondary schools 

have been rather limited until recently in Sweden, as well as the rest of the 

world, due to fewer closures. They also argue that older pupils are better able 

cope with commuting longer distances or moving to a different municipality 

and that upper secondary education is not considered a basic service that all 

young people must have close access to. Supposedly the increased options for 

specialization also makes an upper secondary school more important. 

The expansion of upper secondary schools in the 1960s and 1970s resulted in 

almost all young people in Sweden having access to some form of upper 

secondary education within convenient commuting distance from home. The 

average distance was only around 5 km (as the crow flies) in 2005 (Haugen, 

2011). However, for some pupils living in sparsely populated municipalities 

the distance to the closest, and often only, school in the municipality is large. 

The average distance seems to be rather stable over time (Ibid, 2011). 

However, the schools may have closed several of their study programs, which 
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means that the distance to some specific study program alternatives might 

have increased a lot.  

A higher proportion of pupils in sparsely populated municipalities choose 

vocational training, both because of access within a reasonable distance, and 

job opportunities in the municipality after the education (Thelin & Solstad, 

2005). However, there are also higher dropout rates among pupils living in 

sparsely populated municipalities (especially among those without an upper 

secondary school within daily commuting distance i.e. two hours per day). 

Possibly also due to a lack of attractive program alternatives in the closest 

upper secondary schools (ibid, 2005). 

Pupils in very small upper secondary schools (less than 300 pupils) and the 

absolute largest schools (more than 2100 pupils) learned the least in the U.S., 

which both works as an argument for and against consolidation (Lee & Smith, 

1997). Additionally, some studies found that smaller upper secondary schools 

had higher graduation rates (Andrews, 2002; Post & Stambach, 1999). 

However, Nitta et al. (2010) found positive results for pupils that had to move 

to a larger upper secondary school due to consolidation, such as broader 

course offerings and more social opportunities. 

As an upper secondary education has become something that a majority of 

young people want and need, regardless of where they live, municipalities 

where school closures occur end up in a more difficult position than before. In 

municipalities where young people must migrate from home to go to an upper 

secondary school, a structural loss of young people could happen. This, as well 

as socialization in school and getting used to a more urban lifestyle in the place 

where the school is located, reduces the chance for a return migration for these 

young people later in life (Thelin & Solstad, 2005). To avert these 

developments, more flexible, decentralized, Information and Communication 

Technology-based education (ICT) has been attempted in Norway and 

Sweden and it appears to reduce both the differences in the number of 

applications to the school and the learning outcomes (ibid, 2005). 

The difficulties of providing a wide variety of upper secondary school 

programs in sparsely populated municipalities are mostly due to small pupil 

bases and negative demographic development. The increased geographical 

distances and the declining pupil population both greatly influence the 

situation in these areas. There are also very few independent schools in 

sparsely populated municipalities (Böhlmark & Lindahl, 2015). Through 

collaboration, municipalities can offer more programs than otherwise possible 

i.e. one municipality could have a health care program while the other has a 

technical program thus giving access to both programs. However, the actual 
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access pupils have to these programs differs a lot between the geographical 

centre of these collaborations and the peripheral areas (Swedish National 

Agency for Education, 2013). This illustrates the dilemma that a municipality 

may face, where the desire to organize a wide range of upper secondary 

education is hindered by the municipality's financial limitations (Swedish 

National Agency for Education, 2013). 

In a North Dakota study (Sell et al, 1996), quality of life was perceived to have 

declined in municipalities that lost an upper secondary school but 

respondents in affected municipalities felt that the pupils were better off in 

the consolidated school system. Additionally, the pupils got access to more 

friends. 

The number of upper secondary pupils commuting towards larger centres is 

significantly increasing in Sweden. In 1997, 25% studied in another 

municipality. Up until 2015, this share increased to 34% (Swedish National 

Agency for Education, 2016). With fewer pupils overall some municipalities 

have closed or greatly reduced their upper secondary program alternatives 

and instead are referring pupils to other municipalities. This may cause 

smaller municipalities to feel that the larger municipalities become too 

dominant (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2013).  

To be able to compete on the school market, one strategy is, as mentioned 

above, to try to collaborate with neighbouring municipalities. However, the 

ambition to collaborate might clash with local political efforts to keep the local 

upper secondary school. At the regional level, there might be a stated ambition 

to integrate the upper secondary education of the municipalities, but the 

individual municipalities are working to develop and profile their upper 

secondary education in order to get a sufficient pupil base (Swedish National 

Agency for Education, 2013).  

Almost all municipalities and upper secondary schools are clearly aware of the 

competition between schools within the municipality or in neighbouring 

municipalities (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2010). The 

characteristics of the municipalities and schools affect their strategy to cope. 

In sparsely populated areas, collaboration might be closer at hand than 

competition, but in areas with many nearby schools, competition might arise. 

Many schools within convenient commuting distance to larger cities are under 

considerable competitive pressure. However, their municipality, despite 

similar geographical and socio-economic structures and political background, 

may choose different strategies (Nyhlén, 2011). 
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A form of segregation between resource- and knowledge-rich pupils (often 

related to parents with higher education) and other pupils might occur in 

sparsely populated areas as well as in larger municipalities due to school 

choice. One result of the freedom of choice for pupils leads to resource- and 

knowledge-rich pupils commuting or relocating to popular schools in other 

municipalities. It is mostly pupils with a Swedish background who choose 

other schools (Trumberg, 2011). In order for schools to work as an integrating 

factor, it is important that there is a mixture of majority and minority 

populations (Trumberg, 2011). Those that stay at the local school feel resigned 

to being “left behind” when their former classmates move to more popular 

schools in other municipalities (Holm, 2013). 

Falch et al (2013) found that an increase in distance led to an overall reduction 

in the number of graduations, and it was especially true among those with 

previously mediocre grades. Dickerson & McIntosh (2010) did not find a 

general effect of distance. However, for those with lower grades in primary 

school, the effect was significant. 

Finally, the access to an upper secondary school might also affect the chance 

of moving on to higher education. In relative terms, fewer youth living in 

sparsely populated areas continue on to higher education compared to those 

living in urban areas. However, part of the difference can be attributed to the 

socio-economic position of the sparsely populated areas, its inhabitants and 

their cultural traditions. Young people in Swedish sparsely populated areas 

who have similar backgrounds, attend higher education to the same extent as 

in other parts of the country (Hammarström, 2004). 
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3. Spatial context overview 

3.1 Geographical setting of the study 

In this chapter, the setting of the sparsely populated municipalities in the four 

northernmost counties in Sweden will be described. The issue of school 

provision needs to be framed by an understanding of socio-economic and 

demographic preconditions and changes in the territory under study. A 

difference in both economic and demographic developments is often found 

between rural areas close to cities which are prospering and remote sparsely 

populated areas which face major challenges (Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2011), 

although there are also examples of remote areas with relatively better socio-

economic performance (Lundmark, 2006).  

The four northernmost counties have a population slightly above 880 000 

inhabitants spread across 100.000 km2 (See Figure 1 & 2), which means just 

under 9 residents per km2. The territory has many sparsely populated 

municipalities, 24 of 44 have fewer than 10 000 inhabitants, and they are 

characterized by long distances, depopulation and ageing populations. Only a 

small part of the overall population lives in these municipalities (around 

134 000 or 15% of the total population in 2015). In general, the municipalities 

in the inland are more vulnerable and have more problematic characteristics 

(Pettersson, 2002, Gløersen et al, 2005).  

The school issues are strongly connected to other planning dilemmas in small 

and sparsely populated municipalities. When Sweden started restructuring 

from an industrial towards a post-industrial country, large job losses in 

resource-based industries occurred. The public sector, however, has 

accounted for the largest reduction of work in regions with small population 

in Sweden since 1990, not the private sector. A strong process of centralization 

of public services can be seen (Östh & Amcoff, 2016). The traditional career 

choices in the labour market (such as forestry, mining, manufacturing 

industries, etc.) that previously dominated many labour markets in the 

sparsely populated municipalities, became fewer and were not replaced by 

other career choices (Pettersson, 2002). This is a marked contrast to urban 

environments where a more diversified labour market is present and service 

industries dominate. The inland area of northern Sweden is perceived by 

young people living in small municipalities as not holding many future 

oriented job prospects (Lind & Wiberg, 2011). The young people living in 

sparsely populated municipalities are in many ways the key to the future, as 

actors in these municipalities have problems convincing people from larger 

municipalities to migrate there. 
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Figure 1: Total population in northern Sweden 2015. Source: Statistics 

Sweden, own data processing. 

 

Figure 2: Population change in northern Sweden 2000-2015 (%). Source: 

Statistics Sweden, own data processing. 
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Outmigration from cities to sparsely populated environments has primarily 

been to the rural areas closest to the biggest cities in Sweden (Eliasson et al, 

2015). According to a survey in Sweden many participants stated that they 

would like to move to rural areas but the number of migrants is very low 

(Niedomysl & Amcoff, 2011).  

In the last couple of years, the number of refugees has increased, both to 

Sweden in general but also into the study areas. Many of the sparsely 

populated municipalities have received more refugees relative to their total 

population compared to the rest of Sweden (Stenbacka, 2016) This has 

reversed the population trend in some municipalities. However, the long-term 

effect is unknown since it is hard to predict future refugee streams and it is 

hard to know where they will live after they gain citizenship. In the short term 

the effects on schools have been positive in sparsely populated municipalities 

since the inflow has allowed them to keep their schools (Lind, forthcoming). 

3.2 Primary schools in northern Sweden 

For an in-depth presentation of the development pattern of upper secondary 

schools see paper II. To make the comparison easier, the presentation uses the 

same categorization as in paper II, i.e. small municipalities are those that had 

fewer than 10 000 inhabitants in 2015 (see Figure 1 in paper II which 

illustrates the classification).  

In two surveys made in 2008 and 2010 in northern Sweden, a comparison was 

made between results from small municipalities (less than 10 000 inhabitants 

in the municipality) and urban centres (more than 50 000 inhabitants in the 

municipality), which indicated significant differences in satisfaction of current 

service conditions regarding access to education (Wiberg, 2009, Lind and 

Wiberg, 2012). Among people in the small municipalities there is a 

significantly lower satisfaction with the conditions. By comparing the results 

from 2008, increasing differences can be noticed. 

Figure 3 shows that the overall number of primary schools has reduced in all 

municipalities except Umeå (+8 schools), which also has the largest number 

of primary schools (64). Of the small municipalities, the largest number of 

schools in one municipality is eight (Vilhelmina and Berg) while Bjurholm and 

Malå only have one primary school each.  
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Figure 3: Number of primary schools in municipalities and change in number 

of primary schools 1993-2015 in northern Sweden. Source: SIRIS, own data 

processing. 
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Figure 4 illustrates the change between 1993 and 2015 in the total number of 

primary schools in small municipalities (a decline of 40%). Up until 1998 the 

number was quite stable, around 175, but a decrease then followed until 2010 

when the decline started to diminish with an average of four school closures 

per year. In 2015 there were 103 primary schools in small municipalities in 

northern Sweden. The average number of schools per municipality dropped 

from 7.4 in 1993 to 4.3 in 2015. Some municipalities have reduced more than 

others: Nordmaling has closed six schools, from ten to four, and Bjurholm has 

only one from previously four. Compared to the situation in the larger 

municipalities, they have also seen a reduction (as seen in figure 2) from 531 

to 417, but it is a relatively smaller decline (-20%). 

 

 

Figure 4: Number of primary schools in municipalities with fewer than 10 

000 inhabitants in northern Sweden between 1993 and 2015. (Y ≠ 0) Source: 

SIRIS, own data processing. 

Hidden in these numbers are internal reorganizations at many primary 

schools (e.g. from having nursery class up to ninth grade to nursery class up 

to sixth grade) in order to avoid long commuting distances for younger pupils 

and to keep as many schools open as possible. Such reorganisations are one of 

the more common strategies when facing declining pupil numbers (Lind & 

Stjernström 2014). 
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Figure 5 shows how the number of pupils has changed over time in small 

municipalities in northern Sweden from 1992-2015. The number of pupils saw 

a small growth up until 1998, but then there was a steady decline until 2010. 

Since 2010 a levelling out can be seen, which is partly caused by an increase 

of newly arrived refugees. The number of pupils has dropped from 18 012 in 

1992 to 12 050 in 2015 (-33%) while the larger municipalities changed from 

78 720 to 65 081 in the same time period (-17%). There are municipalities with 

a reduction of roughly a half of the number of pupils (Övertorneå -52% and 

Jokkmokk -49%). A conclusion based on figures 4 and 5 is that the average 

number of pupils per school has increased from 100 in 1993 to 115 in 2015. 

  

Figure 5: Total number of pupils in primary schools in municipalities with 

fewer than 10 000 inhabitants in northern Sweden between 1992 and 2015. 

(Y ≠ 0) Source: SIRIS, own data processing. 

The liberalization of schools has not affected the sparsely populated 

municipalities of northern Sweden that much in terms of number of schools 

and pupils. Only 8 out of 103 schools are independent schools and no 

municipality has more than one. Similarly, only around 600 pupils, or around 

5%, attend an independent school.   

Finally, the share of qualified teachers (teachers with a pedagogical degree) in 

primary schools in small municipalities in northern Sweden between 1992 and 

2015 is presented in figure 6. With national tests in earlier grades stipulated 

by the central government, the need for qualified teachers has increased and 

some municipalities in northern Sweden struggle to fill their positions 
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(Wänkkö, 2016, 22 August). Tougher regulation in the Education Act (2010) 

from the central government of Sweden, demanded more qualified teachers 

and locales adjusted to special needs, which was especially tough for sparsely 

populated municipalities (Frostenson, 2014). According to interviews with 

responsible political leaders, these higher requirements have made it more 

difficult for municipalities to maintain operations in smaller schools 

(Wänström, 2015), sometimes causing closures of schools (Abrahamsson, 

2016, 8 June). 

 

Figure 6: Share of qualified teachers in primary schools in municipalities 

with fewer than 10 000 inhabitants in northern Sweden between 1992 and 

2015. (Y ≠ 0) Source: SIRIS, own data processing. 

Up until 1997 the competence trend was rather stable with around 90% 

qualified teachers, but then the proportion dropped to 82% for a number of 

years. Between 2003 and 2009 the trend was more positive but in recent years 

the proportion has declined again. The larger municipalities have constantly 

had a larger proportion, but there was also a small decline of qualified teachers 

(89% in 2015 vs. 87% in small municipalities). There are also large differences 

within the small municipality group; for instance, Berg had 72% and 

Arvidsjaur 78% while Bjurholm and Vännäs both had 96% in 2015. 
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4. Methods and data 

The thesis uses a combination of register data and interviews. One of the 

advantages of combining qualitative and quantitative methods and data is the 

possibility that they strengthen each other (Creswell & Clark, 2007). A 

common reason for combining different methods as a research strategy is for 

its ability to aid in the development of a research project.  

4.1 Case Studies 

The focus for the case studies is northern Sweden but Paper I is also based on 

data from Nordland Fylke in Norway and Ostrobothnia in Finland. These 

regions are of interest for the purpose of the research because they to some 

extent exhibit similar characteristics to areas in northern Sweden, but are 

embedded in slightly contrasting political and administrative settings.  

According to Flyvbjerg (2006), it is often hard to produce general, context-

independent theory in social science, which means that more concrete, 

context-dependent knowledge produced by case studies is especially useful. If 

the hypothesis at hand proves to be false even in the most “favourable” cases 

(for instance that demographic changes do not affect sparsely populated 

municipalities at all), then it is most likely false in intermediate cases as well.  

The strength of case studies is depth, more detail and that they can give an 

understanding of the context and the process. A case study may also generate 

new hypotheses and research questions. However, the selection bias might 

overstate or understate relationships and there is no way of knowing whether 

the relationships are significant or not (Flyvbjerg, 2006). This sometimes 

makes case studies inappropriate or irrelevant as a research method. The 

choice of method should always depend on the research question under study. 

A case study can be utilized to investigate a particular problem more 

thoroughly and can often get concrete context-dependent knowledge using 

multiple methods for data collection (Bryman, 2004; Cohen et al., 2007; 

Tight, 2006). The chosen case could be a municipality, organizations or 

individuals in a specific context.  

A case study is an effective approach for studying complex issues and has been 

utilized by other researchers to explore school closures and changing school 

organization. For example, Egelund & Laustsen (2006) investigated the 

impacts school closure have on social activity and population decline within 

communities in Denmark, while Kearns et al (2009) looked at community 
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impacts of school closure in South Taranaki, New Zealand. In addition, case 

studies have been used to examine the role of schools in gaining and 

maintaining social capital (Kilpatrick et al., 2001). There are also case studies 

that combine qualitative and quantitative methods (Kucerová & Kucera 2012). 

They used register studies to discover general patterns of school closures 

within the Czech Republic and could thereafter choose appropriate cases to do 

interviews in.  

4.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Paper I is mainly based on semi-structured interviews. Interviews were 

chosen to enable a deeper understanding and analysis of the situation in 

different local contexts. Semi-structured interviews allow both researchers 

and respondents to direct the interview in a direction that they find 

meaningful and relevant (Kucerová & Kucera 2012). Semi-structured 

interviews can achieve more situated accounts. Probes and follow-up 

questions allow different responses from interviewees (Qu & Dumay, 2011). 

In Paper I, information-oriented selection was used to try and maximize the 

information from small samples based on expectations about their 

information content. The chosen municipalities are a form of extreme cases in 

their national contexts that are especially problematic, which can test the 

limits of existing conclusions.  

The interviewees were either municipal executive managers, executive 

managers in the school sector, or principals in the municipalities studied. The 

municipal executive managers have a broader strategic role, while the school 

managers and principals are more up-to-date with everyday school activities. 

Together, they are experts on the local school sector and are therefore 

considered to be the best informants. In adition, the manager of an innovative 

distance-bridging project in one of the Swedish municipalities studied was 

interviewed.  

The interviews were undertaken from May to November in 2013. Seven 

interviews were undertaken in Sweden, six in Finland, and four in Norway—

basically two interviews per municipality. They were conducted on-site or by 

telephone and lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. The interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed. The material collected reflects both the strengths 

and weaknesses of current conditions and also forms an informational 

platform for transnational comparisons and the consideration of learning 

potentials.  
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A broad thematic coding was used which allowed the use of known or 

anticipated codes. It could, for example, be related to the literature, rural 

community development and schools in rural settings or the theoretical 

framework, such as social capital and resistance to a school closure (Ayres, 

2008). Following Ayres (2008), the themes were analysed in relation to the 

overall research question. The data were organized by country, municipality, 

and role of the respondent. In this way, the most pressing issues for each 

group could be determined. This analysis resulted in three broad themes: 1) 

issues in schools, 2) social capital and local resistance to closures, and 3) 

alternative organizational approaches. The themes for the interviews were 

centred on the strategies the municipalities had implemented to adapt to 

changing preconditions.  

Selecting the case study sites for this study was done in a multitude of steps 

(compare Kucerová & Kucera 2012). First, counties that could be identified as 

sparsely populated were chosen; the counties of Västerbotten in Sweden, 

Nordland in Norway, and Ostrobothnia in Finland1. Second, municipalities 

typical for the situation in the county and with comparable demographic 

situations were chosen. Another criterion was that the chosen municipalities 

should be neighbours in order to be able to see any collaboration between 

them. The key structural similarities were small population numbers, 

depopulation, similar demographic structures and long distances to major 

urban centres. The main difference was that the Swedish cases were more 

extreme in terms of longer distances, were less densely populated, and had 

fewer schools outside their municipal centres. 

4.3 Register data 

Paper II is based on data from the SIRIS database at the Swedish National 

Agency for Education. The data in SIRIS stems from a combination of 

different annual registers at Statistics Sweden that cover the entire Swedish 

population, thereby providing information about the proportion of persons of 

adequate age who have begun an upper secondary education. The database 

comprises information on the number of pupils and schools per municipality, 

divided into public and independent schools. Further, the commuting of 

pupils across municipal borders is registered (Swedish National Agency for 

Education, 2016). The number of programs at each school and the total cost 

per pupil are also available. All of these types of data are used in the analysis, 

which has a descriptive approach. The most recent data are used for average 

                                                             
1 This research was part of the Interreg Botnia-Atlantica project “Learning about Development in Botnia-

Atlantica.” It was sponsored by the European Regional Development Fund, County Administrative Board of 

Västerbotten, Regional Council of Ostrobothnia, Vasa University, Åbo Academy and Umeå University. 
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costs per pupil and completion rates (2013/14). The selection of the time 

frame was based on the availability of data. 

The approach of this study was to highlight the upper secondary school system 

in northern Sweden with an emphasis on small municipalities. These are 

defined as having a population below 10,000 in 2015. As a reference, and to 

offer a full description of the regional school market, corresponding data for 

municipalities with more than 10,000 inhabitants in 2015 in the northern 

Sweden setting was presented. To grasp how the results are dependent on the 

classification of small municipalities, a sensitivity analysis was done showing 

similar results independent of different limits in terms of overall population 

and density.  

Since a descriptive approach has been used consistently, the reasons for the 

changes cannot be answered, but rather a description of the developments and 

trends. It is difficult to know whether it is politics, population changes, or 

something else that is the cause. 
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5. Paper summaries 

5.1 Paper I: Organizational Challenges for Schools in Rural 
Municipalities: Cross-National Comparisons in a Nordic 
Context 

In this study, the spatial structure of primary schools and alternative 

organizational frameworks are studied in a number of rural municipalities in 

the northern parts of Norway, Sweden, and Finland. The aim of the study was 

to investigate how the spatial structure of schools has changed between the 

years 2008 and 2013 in these municipalities, what strategies the 

municipalities have developed to adapt their schools to changing conditions 

and what constraints there are to apply the strategies at the local level. To 

answer these questions, semi-structured interviews with municipal 

representatives were conducted.  

The spatial structure of the school organizations in the municipalities under 

study has undergone substantial changes in recent years with closures and 

mergers. According to representatives from all the municipalities, the goal for 

the future spatial structure is well-equipped and well-staffed schools in the 

municipal centres and as few small village schools as possible, taking into 

consideration costs, distances, and how scattered the pupils are within the 

regions. The ability to use ICT is a strategy that they are very interested in 

expanding and introducing into the current framework, but only the Swedish 

municipalities use it currently. However, there are constraints on three 

different spatial levels to applying new strategies. The state places constraints 

as to what municipalities and schools can and cannot do regarding distance 

education and the requirement to have skilled teachers. Such policies could 

exist because the issue is relatively small on the national level, but also because 

it is desirable to have similar levels of quality throughout the country. At the 

municipal level, there is a political dimension: Local politicians do not want to 

close schools or propose radical changes for fear of losing the next election. At 

the community level, the constraints mainly lie with resistance from the 

inhabitants who want to keep their local school irrespective of per capita costs. 

The need to test new ways of handling these difficulties is obvious, but there 

is often a lack of time and money for investments in new ideas and 

organizational frameworks.  
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5.2 Paper II: Upper Secondary Schools and Sparsity - the 
Case of Northern Sweden 

Governmental reforms since early 1990s have acted as a push factor for 

starting new schools and increased options for mobility of pupils across 

municipal borders. However, preconditions for provision of upper secondary 

schools differ across the country due to large variations in population 

numbers and the density of settlement structures. In this study, the upper 

secondary school system in the sparsely populated northern half of Sweden 

was highlighted. The aim of the paper was to analyse the combined 

consequences of the school reforms, demographic development and 

competition on the ability of small municipalities to provide upper secondary 

schools during the period 1997 to 2015 in the four northernmost counties of 

Sweden. Special attention was paid to the development pattern in small 

municipalities after the late 1990s. The study was based on data from the 

database SIRIS at the Swedish National Agency for Education and has a 

descriptive approach. The analysis showed that the reforms led to more 

schools overall in northern Sweden and thereby also more competition in 

recruitment of pupils, both inside municipalities and across municipal 

borders. As long as the number of pupils kept growing there was space for 

more schools, but when the cohorts started to decline, the fragility of the 

school structure became obvious. A large proportion of pupils commute to 

schools in bigger municipalities, causing higher costs per capita and fewer 

available programs in small municipalities. It may be further noticed that a 

lower proportion of pupils in these municipalities complete their education 

compared to pupils in larger municipalities.  

The decline in the number of pupils has led to rapidly rising costs per pupil for 

the smaller municipalities. A consequence of this has often been a reduced 

number of available study programs. This in turn has reduced the 

attractiveness of choosing the local alternative, and has likely contributed to 

even more pupils choosing to commute or migrate to a larger municipality.  
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6. Concluding discussion 

The spatial structure of school organizations under study has undergone 

substantial changes during the recent decades, with closures and mergers 

among primary schools and an expansion of upper secondary schools. In 

recent years, the size of the young cohorts has decreased, which overall has led 

to increasing pressures to close primary schools and has created a detrimental 

competition between upper secondary schools. The large distances and the 

already small and declining number of pupils have had major effects on the 

ability to offer a good range and quality in the supply and availability of 

education. According to representatives from all the studied municipalities, 

the ambition is to prioritize the primary schools in the municipal centre and 

have as few small village schools as possible, taking into consideration costs, 

distances, and how scattered the pupils are within the municipalities. 

Independent schools and their increasingly larger role have attracted a great 

deal of attention in media, but this is a change that has mainly occurred in 

municipalities with large populations and their presence in the studied 

municipalities is very small both at the primary and upper secondary level.  

An important aspect of the more fragile conditions for upper secondary 

schools in small municipalities is that a significant proportion of pupils have 

chosen to commute to municipalities with a larger variety of study programs. 

The decline in the number of pupils has also led to rapidly rising costs per 

pupil for the smaller and sparsely populated municipalities.  

There is a general lack of teacher competence across northern Sweden, but the 

problem is accentuated in small and sparsely populated municipalities. The 

solutions to few qualified teachers found in paper I are for teachers to 

commute to the pupils at another school, pupils to commute to another school, 

or a combination of the two. 

 

Even though there exists no conclusive quantitative studies in Sweden 

showing negative population effects of school closures in sparsely populated 

areas, there are a multitude of qualitative studies implying negative 

consequences in the local community. It could also be a large problem for the 

affected pupils as they encounter longer and longer distances to their closest 

primary and upper secondary schools.  

 

The highlighted school issues are of various concern on different levels: 

central government, municipality, community and individual level.  In the 

following key issues on each of these levels are discussed. 
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The central government perspective 

If the central government finds it important to maintain the accessibility and 

guarantee of a high quality of education and accessibility in sparsely populated 

municipalities, there may be three alternatives to consider: 

 Central government takes over control again and adds financial resources. 

 Central government gives greater freedom to municipalities and the 

possibility to deviate from the general rules and permit experiment with 

different options such as distance education. 

 Central government gives support to specific test projects. 

A complete takeover by the central government is often suggested in debates 

and the first steps towards re-regulation is already happening. An increased 

responsibility for the financing of schools with national grants is suggested in 

a Swedish Government Official Report (SOU 2016:38). Further suggestions 

are that the state should start regional offices to support municipalities and 

help cooperation across municipal borders. A regional planning perspective 

with active state aid may provide better conditions for a wide range of national 

programs in upper secondary schools (SOU 2016:38). An alternative is that 

the central government takes over the responsibility for schools in sparsely 

populated municipalities and let municipalities remain as the main actor in 

larger municipalities. Similar proposals that schools with long periods of 

problems should be taken over by the central government have been made. 

However, nothing has happened so far. 

The central government places constraints on what municipalities and schools 

can and cannot do in regard to education in general, and on distance education 

and the requirement to have skilled teachers in particular. The goal of equal 

education for everyone, everywhere, clashes with difficulties in sparsely 

populated municipalities. An increased freedom might help the small 

municipalities, but it might not be feasible to allow differences nationwide in 

legal terms (even though we can see the differences in reality). 

 

Due to the fragility of the present school structures, it is of high relevance to 

test alternative educational and organizational forms given these problems. 

The government could allow new experiments with distance education in 

primary and upper secondary schools and evaluate the results. Previous 

attempts are considered successful, both for the pupils and teachers, and the 

municipalities generated savings because of lower staff costs (Häll et al. 2007, 

Lind & Stjernström, 2015), but the tests were not so widespread.  
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The government could also establish national ICT-supported expert groups in 

subjects where it is difficult to find qualified teachers, for example, language. 

Such groups can support schools in rural settings across the country (similar 

to the model they use in New Zealand, Hargreaves et al. 2009). Interest is 

increasing in Sweden, and single experiments have been successful, but 

regulations need to be reviewed and adapted to local conditions in case of a 

wider implementation. The schools in sparsely populated settings in Sweden 

are often well equipped with computers and internet infrastructure (Åberg-

Bengtsson, 2009), so the technical barriers are presumably possible to handle. 

The municipality perspective 

As mentioned previously, it is difficult for municipalities to get permission 

from the central government for educational and economic solutions to 

problems faced by schools in sparsely populated areas. This situation 

sometimes means that municipalities are restricted in the ways in which they 

can handle their limited resources. At the municipal level, there is also a 

political dimension: Local politicians do not want to close schools or to 

propose radical changes for fear of losing votes in the next election.  

Initially, municipalities obtained more influence and control from the central 

government through the decentralization of schools. That power has become 

more limited across time due to freedom of school choice and the rise of 

independent schools combined with re-regulation such as the founding of the 

school inspectorate in 2002 and higher demands on teacher competence and 

facilities in 2010.  

With the freedom of school choice, municipalities do not have as much 

influence as they previously had. The pupils and their families, on the other 

hand, have got increased power by being able to choose schools. For upper 

secondary school pupils, municipal boundaries are blurred, which means that 

a municipality has much less control over its pupils then previously.  

The community perspective 

The schools may play an important role in the local community not only for 

the pupils but also for the rest of the population. The school contributes to 

sustainablity, social capital development and community identity. In small 

and sparsely populated municipalities their role is more distinct than in larger 

municipalities which host more alternative social options. Their presence may 

also slow down outmigration and facilitate immigration of families with 

children.  
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The individual perspective 

Pupil’s options are dependent on external circumstances, such as geographical 

locations of schools and access to public transport, but also individual aspects 

such as gender, grade level, personal interests or the influence of parents, 

friends and peers (Holm 2013). The freedom to choose appears to involve 

fewer restrictions for some pupils. Pupils unable to move from home or 

commute every day, do not have many alternatives other than to choose the 

nearest school. Pupils with most restrictions might express resignation and 

feeling of being a loser and being left behind, while classmates move to 

popular schools in other municipalities (Holm 2013).  

Future studies 

An important question is whether closures of schools in villages follow or 

contribute to urbanization? Amcoff (2012) found no significant differences 

between areas in Sweden that have lost a primary school and those that kept 

it in the early 2000s, but the question is whether the relationship holds true 

in a sparsely populated area today. Amcoff (ibid) analysed the impact of school 

closures across the whole country, while a study that specifically focuses on 

sparsely populated municipalities in the north could possibly arrive at 

different conclusions. One hypothesis is that recent closures in sparsely 

populated areas have greater impacts since the closest alternative is so far 

away. Going from two primary schools to one in a municipality, compared to 

going from five to four would cause larger accessibility problems among 

pupils. Equally important would be a similar study focusing on upper 

secondary schools.  

Another related subject for future studies could be related to findings that a 

longer distance to upper secondary schools means a higher risk of dropout 

(Falch et al., 2012; Dickerson & McIntosh, 2012). This could perhaps be partly 

explained by local attitudes towards education and parent’s education level. 

However, further interviews, or a questionnaire, with school dropouts as well 

as pupils that have to commute large distances, is needed to understand how 

distance might affect them. Since the percentage of those who graduate from 

upper secondary school is often already low, and declining, in sparsely 

populated municipalities in northern Sweden, it is vital to know which 

consequences long distances to upper secondary schools may cause. 
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