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School autonomy with accountability as a cross-national policy model:
diverse adoptions, practices and impacts

ABSTRACT

This special issue examines the policy model of School Autonomy with Accountability (SAWA)
and its diverse configurations . The focus is on understanding how SAWA reforms shape
governance practices and influence educational systems in different educational settings.
Drawing on a range of theoretical perspectives, the issue explores how political factors,
administrative traditions, and local professional frameworks shape the adoption and evolu-
tion of these policies. SAWA reforms promote school autonomy in decision-making while
holding schools accountable for performance outcomes through various instruments such as
standardized assessments, school improvement projects, and accountability arrangements.
However, these policies often create tensions between autonomy and accountability, and
their implementation produces varied outcomes depending on local contexts and institu-
tions. The issue also highlights the growing role of data use in educational decision-making
and examines the challenges associated with policy enactment at the school level. Taking
stock of these discussions, in this introduction to the special issue, we delve into the
complexities of SAWA reforms and their implications for educational equity, innovation,
and governance. We also highlight the need for further research into the dynamic interaction
between the formulation of SAWA policies and their local implementation, particularly in
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underexamined national contexts.

Introduction: conceptualizing SAWA as
a policy model

Periods of sustained policy stability are rare in the educa-
tional sector. Education reforms are continuously
debated and enacted to adapt educational systems to
evolving economic, societal, and technological demands.
Two central pillars - school autonomy and accountabil-
ity - have emerged as cornerstones in both the discourse
and practice of modern education reforms. These pillars
aim to provide governments with a coherent governance
framework, which is expected to make educational sys-
tems more flexible, enabling them to respond more effec-
tively to external pressures and societal needs while
aiming to improve their overall efficiency (Ball et al,
2017; Bush, 2013; Keddie, 2014; Verger et al., 2019).

The reform model of School Autonomy with
Accountability (SAWA) emphasizes empowering
schools to make decisions across various domains while
holding them accountable for their outcomes. The main
instruments and policies that configure the SAWA model
include the definition of learning standards, large-scale
learning assessments, school improvement projects,
accountability contracts, and managerialism in school
leadership. Nonetheless, a policy model is more than
a collection or the sum of individual instruments; it
functions as an interconnected system where the config-
uration of one component influences the others and vice
versa (Weyland, 2004). Positioned at a meso-level, policy
models represent an intermediate level of abstraction;
they are more concrete than broad policy paradigms

but broader than specific interventions or programmes.
Furthermore, beyond their theoretical underpinnings,
policy models carry a prescriptive nature, aiming to nor-
malize certain policy objectives (von Gliszczynski &
Leisering, 2015). In the specific case of SAWA, the
model shifts the focus of education systems from an
input-based orientation towards performance-oriented
goals (Fontdevila & Verger, 2024). This transition aims
not only to ensure the achievement of specific learning
outcomes, but also to introduce a form of regulatory
governance that equips the state with new tools andin-
struments to oversee education systems and regulate
schools actors’ behaviour from a distance .

To a great extent inspired by New Public Management
(NPM) principles, SAWA seeks to overcome bureau-
cratic governance structures by decentralizing educa-
tional  provision,  promoting  outcomes-based
management, and positioning the state more as an eva-
luator rather than a direct provider of education. Despite
its managerial origins, many aspects of the SAWA model
have been well-received by several educational stake-
holders, professional organizations and policy-makers
largely because they align with certain professional tea-
cher expectations and encourage schools to tailor their
practices to the needs of students, local contexts, and
school philosophies. However, several SAWA reforms
have raised large criticisms among teachers and educa-
tors, especially when the increased autonomy comes with
heightened monitoring and consequential forms of
assessment.
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To a great extent, accountability serves as
a counterbalance to the greater autonomy granted
to schools. Nonetheless, the relationship between
autonomy and accountability is multidirectional and
very often generates tensions and contradictions. In
this sense, accountability and supervision do not
simply respond to increased autonomy; rather,
accountability frameworks require certain levels of
organizational autonomy to function -effectively.
Indeed, for accountability pressures to drive improve-
ment, schools must have the autonomy to make
meaningful decisions in pedagogical, managerial,
and organizational domains. The rationale is straight-
forward: it would be unjust to hold schools accoun-
table for results if they lack the necessary decision-
making capacity to address their specific challenges.
Needless to say, over time, SAWA analysts have come
to recognize the limits of school autonomy when it
comes to triggering school improvement. More than
autonomy alone, what many schools, particularly
underperforming ones and those operating in disad-
vantaged contexts, need is more external support,
stronger networks, and increased collaboration
(Quilabert et al., 2024).

A related key objective of the SAWA model is to
raise awareness among school stakeholders about
their performance and encourage them to respond
to student attainment data in various ways - such
as using performance data to inform instructional
improvements or evaluate teacher efficacy. In essence,
under this policy model, schools are expected to
engage in cycles of performance assessment, data-
driven decision-making, innovation, and continuous
improvement, governed through contractual relation-
ships with public authorities. Authorities encourage
schools to make informed decisions about pedagogi-
cal and organizational arrangements based on perfor-
mance data from standardized tests. However, as we
develop below, the actual use of this data often
depends on the extent to which teachers and princi-
pals perceive national assessments as fair, valid, and
actionable.

In this special issue, we offer a cross-fertilization of
theoretical frameworks and methodological strategies
to analyse global education reforms. Specifically, we
delve into the expansion and adaptation of SAWA
policies in education, examining them through multi-
ple lenses and across diverse regulatory regimes. One
first area of focus is the variety of SAWA configura-
tions, where political contingencies, public adminis-
tration traditions, and professional teacher
frameworks shape both the regulation and evolution
of these policies. The way SAWA is received,
endorsed, or resisted by key stakeholders highlights
the dynamic interactions that drive policy adaptation,
while the emergence of specific policy tools reflects
ongoing recalibration and modification in response

to changing local needs and political junctures,
among other domestic contingencies.

The special issue also focuses on the practical
effects of SAWA policies, analysing the organizational
and instructional changes that schools and teachers
adopt to improve their performance. In particular, we
consider how performance data is used in practice
and what factors enhance or impede its role in guid-
ing instructional improvements. Furthermore, the
volume explores the various trade-offs, paradoxes,
and tensions that SAWA policies generate within
the educational sphere. Schools and educators often
navigate conflicting demands as they adjust their
organizational and pedagogical practices in response
to multiple reform mandates, which under SAWA
models tend to grow exponentially. These adaptations
are further mediated by the unique contexts in which
schools operate. As several contributions to the spe-
cial issue highlight, professional settings, policy envir-
onments, and local school cultures all influence how
SAWA principles are interpreted and enacted on the
ground.

This introduction is structured as follows. First, we
reflect on the varied policy trajectories and configura-
tions of SAWA reforms at the national level, with an
emphasis on the key role of instrumentation and retool-
ing dynamics. Second, we present the SAWA theory of
change and discuss its impacts, highlighting the gap
between policy expectations and the situated evidence
from the field. This is followed by a reflection on the
effects of SAWA and the emerging tensions during the
implementation of these policies at the local level.
Finally, we conclude by underscoring the main theore-
tical, methodological, and empirical contributions of
the publications included in this special issue.

National encounters with SAWA: policy
trajectories and configurations

Over the last two decades, countries from diverse
regions with different public administrative traditions
and varying degrees of economic development have
embraced SAWA policies in education. It is also
a policy approach that receives bipartisan support
since both left- and right-leaning governments are
adopting them, although not necessarily for the same
reasons (Teltemann & Jude, 2019; Verger et al.,, 2019).
The model has been embraced at the international level,
but this has resulted in highly diverse policy frame-
works, not to say the model has penetrated the field of
practice differently depending on previous institutions
and policy frameworks.

A recent Eurydice report, Equity in School
Education in Europe (2020), highlights the significant
diversity of school governance policy frameworks
across Europe, in which school accountability and
autonomy can be looser and tighter (see also Green



& Mostafa, 2013; Hogberg & Lindgren, 2021). These
differences are closely tied not only to the specific
goals pursued through the adoption of SAWA poli-
cies, but also to administrative traditions, school gov-
ernance systems, and teacher regulation regimes that
shape educational systems (Parcerisa et al., 2022).

In general, these variations manifest in different
school assessment and accountability systems,
which vary in their intensity and level of articula-
tion. Eurydice (2020) classifies them into three
broad categories: highly articulated, moderately
articulated, and less developed. First, highly articu-
lated accountability systems are characterized by
external assessments, publication of results, and
the use of data for evaluating schools. Secondly,
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moderately  articulated  accountability  systems
involve some external assessments, primarily for
diagnostic purposes rather than evaluation, with
results generally not published. Thirdly, less devel-
oped accountability systems feature no external
assessments or only limited, sample-based ones;
results are not published, and school evaluations
are not based on standardized tests.

The following graphs illustrate how educational
systems with varying degrees of school autonomy -
both pedagogical and managerial - are distributed
across the three accountability categories." The data
show that, effectively, educational systems with more
articulated accountability policies tend to grant
higher levels of school autonomy, particularly in
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personnel management (Figure 1) and curriculum
matters (Figure 2). The opposite is also true, and
educational systems with loose accountability systems
tend to grant less autonomy to their schools.

Beyond the differences in levels of autonomy and
accountability across educational systems, this
volume seeks to move beyond a descriptive approach
and focus on the conditions that enable different
SAWA configurations to emerge, their enactment at
the school level, and their impacts across various
dimensions. To do so, we delve into the concrete
instrumentation,  calibration and  (re)tooling
dynamics of the SAWA model, which is an emerging
research topic. Countries are constantly revisiting
their school governance policies in an attempt to
connect to ongoing innovations in school manage-
ment and assessments, but also to address the
increasing criticism triggered by the most controver-
sial SAWA instruments. Student growth measures,
school rankings, value-added models, and pay-for-
performance are contentious instruments that have
lost centrality in many SAWA regimes, in part due to
the feedback effect coming from implementation
issues,teacher protests and/or expert
recommendations.

To a great extent, assessment policies have evolved
from a focus on learning outcomes mainly measured
with standardized tests towards more complex sys-
tems, where several aspects of the education produc-
tion process are also included through instruments
such as class observation, e-portfolios, teachers’ self-
appraisal, peer evaluation, and student and parent
surveys (Skedsmo, 2011). In this special issue, we
have aimed to understand SAWA as a live and con-
stantly evolving policy model, as well as the reasons
behind this continuous transformation, including the
role of political contingencies, feedback loops, and
instrument constituencies.

Previous research has demonstrated that the
implementation of accountability ideas in education
is highly dependent on local institutions and, more
specifically, on the pre-existing forms of evaluation
and control in each region (Maroy & Pons, 2019).
The contrast between Anglo-American and French-
speaking countries is particularly illustrative of these
dynamics. In Anglo-American countries, accountabil-
ity policy is closely linked to the marketization of
public services and the adoption of high-stakes
approaches. In contrast, as documented by Dumay
et al. (2013), many French-speaking educational sys-
tems have taken a different path, often embracing
a neo-statist form of accountability that avoids mar-
ket-based strategies, favouring instead vertical
accountability mechanisms that reinforce bureau-
cratic administration.

These findings are echoed by Hogberg and
Lindgren (2021), who argue that outcomes-based

management and accountability are implemented
quite differently across regions and sub-regions.
Specifically, they observe that Anglo-American coun-
tries, along with most Nordic and Eastern European
countries, operate under a thick regime of account-
ability, characterized by an intensive use of perfor-
mance data. In contrast, Southern European
countries typically employ a thin regime of out-
comes-based accountability, where the use of
accountability tools is more limited and dynamics of
policy decoupling are prevalent (Dumay et al., 2013).

From this research, it derives that the instrumen-
tation of SAWA at the state and sub-national levels is
the result of continuous processes of bricolage and
translation through which policy-makers assemble
global scripts within their country’s policy realities
and institutional legacies (Maroy & Pons, 2019).
Several papers in the volume emphasize this perspec-
tive, although they do so by adopting different theo-
retical perspectives. Drawing on a political sociology
approach to policy instruments and policy borrowing
literature, the paper written by Steiner-Khamsi,
Johannesdéttir and Magnusdottir (2024) explores
policymakers’ ideational selectivity in the adoption
of SAWA reforms in Iceland. To do so, the authors
combine interviews with key actors with a systematic
analysis of policy documents that allows them to
unpack the SAWA theory of change and identify
three reform waves in which different instruments
were privileged. The investigation by Steiner-
Khamsi, Johannesdottir, and Magnusdottir (2024)
makes a novel contribution to existing research by
highlighting the key role of time in policy transfer
processes. Additionally, this study contributes to
three areas of inquiry: global SAWA reform, the
analysis of policy processes in Iceland, and compara-
tive education policy research. Furthermore, the ana-
lysis of this underexplored case sheds light on actors’
selectivities and bricolage dynamics in their engage-
ment with the SAWA policy script, revealing a gra-
dual dilution of the accountability component within
the SAWA framework.

Next, based on a comparative analysis of Denmark
and England, Milner and Ydesen (2024) investigate
how SAWA reforms have developed in two contexts
with different administrative traditions and govern-
ance arrangements. Drawing on documentary analy-
sis and semi-structured interviews with policymakers,
school leaders, and teachers, and following an abduc-
tive approach that cross-fertilizes critical realism with
assemblage theory, this study analyzes the evolution
and trajectory of test-based accountability instru-
ments in the two countries. This critical realist assem-
blage framework, inspired by Martyn and Galvin
(2022) work, enables the authors to examine how
different social entities interact to produce specific
accountability outcomes within the educational



systems examined. Interestingly, their paper shows
that despite differences in how these systems are
structured, both Denmark’s and England’s account-
ability regimes have been highly influenced by the
OECD-driven SAWA framework. The study con-
cludes that these regimes persist due to resilient epis-
temic governance logics, making substantial change
unlikely despite localized resistances or policy adjust-
ments. The hybrid theoretical framework used by
Milner and Ydesen (2024) in this study makes
a unique contribution to comparative education pol-
icy studies and becomes a valuable tool for under-
standing multiscalar dynamics in policy formation
processes.

Esper (2024) explores the policy trajectory of
SAWA reforms in Colombia through a historical
lens, examining how SAWA instruments have
evolved over time and highlighting the drivers influ-
encing their adoption and continuous transforma-
tion. Theoretically, the study integrates historical
institutionalism with a political sociology of policy
instruments approach to analyse the interplay
between political elites and teachers’ unions in shap-
ing these policies. Using a robust qualitative case
study approach, the research draws on semi-
structured interviews with 48 key informants and
secondary document analysis to provide comprehen-
sive insights into the reforms and changes within
Colombia’s education sector over recent decades.
The study reveals that the SAWA reforms in this
Andean country did not follow a linear trajectory;
instead, they experienced a paradigm shift character-
ized by both subtle and significant institutional
changes. It highlights the critical role of ideas and
‘power-distributional tensions’ among key actors dur-
ing the adoption of SAWA reforms (p. 11), showing
how these tensions can provoke contentious
dynamics between government initiatives and stake-
holders such as teachers’ Unconsulted
reforms, in particular, can lead to conflicts and resis-
tance. Ultimately, Esper’s (2024) study sheds light on
the complexities of policy transfer and adaptation, as
well as the evolving nature of educational governance
in a Latin American country like Colombia.

unions.

SAWA in practice: from policy expectations to
evidence from the field

As argued in this special issue, SAWA policies have
a strong presence in global education debates and are
being constantly debated, adjusted, and implemented
in countries with variegated levels of economic devel-
opment and different administrative traditions.
SAWA policies are designed to promote diverse pol-
icy goals, including educational innovation, enhan-
cing schools’ quality and effectiveness, and
strengthening equity and collaboration within schools
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(see Levatino, Parcerisa, et al., 2024). While these
policies may prioritize different objectives depending
on specific contexts, some common assumptions
guide how SAWA is expected to generate positive
outcomes in schools.

Firstly, positive changes in school practices are
assumed to be most effective when the performance
pressures of accountability systems are combined
with school autonomy. Autonomy enables schools
to develop locally adapted, context-sensitive pedago-
gies and is critical for addressing performance issues.
Pedagogical autonomy allows schools to customize
their curricula according to their educational mission
and adjust teaching practices to suit their specific
contexts (cf. Ball et al,, 2011). This flexibility makes
schools more responsive to the needs and preferences
of students and parents, helping them bypass the
bureaucratic constraints of centralized governance
and foster pedagogical innovation.

Secondly, performance-based accountability, as
a central pillar of SAWA reforms, is intended not only
to inform school improvement efforts but also to moti-
vate them. Incentive structures and corrective measures —
both material and symbolic - play a crucial role in
accountability systems and in encouraging teachers to
make decisions based on performance data, fostering
efficacy, and directing attention towards improving stu-
dent outcomes. These efforts often materialize in the
form of a school improvement plan, which outlines key
educational challenges and priority areas for interven-
tion, along with specific activities and tasks to achieve
those goals.

Thirdly, managerial autonomy expands principals’
decision-making authority, particularly in staffing
policies such as recruitment, evaluation, and profes-
sional development. This autonomy is assumed to
help build teacher cohesion and align teachers’ work
with the school’s educational philosophy, methodol-
ogy, and mission. Figure 3 integrates these various
premises into a general theory of change for the
SAWA global policy model, visually representing
the main causal relationships that define the pro-
gramme’s underlying structure.

Paradoxically, despite the widespread popularity
and diffusion of the SAWA model and the high
expectations surrounding it, existing research reveals
inconclusive and often contradictory findings regard-
ing its implementation and outcomes. Several studies
highlight that SAWA policies can have positive effects
on learning outcomes (Patrinos et al., 2015), the
alignment of schools’ education with learning stan-
dards (Mintrop & Trujillo, 2007), and the promotion
of organizational changes that may foster pedagogical
innovation (Greany, 2018). Other studies, however,
show how these policies do not result in the expected
effects and can even trigger undesired side-effects of
a different nature (Werler & Ferevaag, 2017).
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Especially when performance pressures are signifi-
cant, SAWA is conducive to the intensification of
teacher- and test-centred pedagogies and the adop-
tion of non-inclusive educational practices (Au,
2011). In these cases, the SAWA balance shifts in
favour of accountability, and teachers perceive
a reduction in their pedagogical autonomy (Brass &
Holloway, 2021).

The existing literature often distinguishes the
effects of autonomy based on the decision-making
domain: pedagogical or managerial. Evidence gath-
ered from the European context suggests that educa-
tional systems with higher levels of pedagogical
autonomy tend to be more effective and equitable.
In contrast, systems with greater managerial auton-
omy but less developed pedagogical autonomy do not
exhibit a similar relationship with school perfor-
mance (European Commission, 2018; Eurydice,
2020). A study using PISA data concludes that when
pedagogical autonomy translates into greater teacher
involvement in decision-making processes, it is asso-
ciated with higher student performance.

«We find that although school governance arrange-
ments vary substantially across countries, increases
in teacher decision-making responsibilities are con-
sistently and positively related to student achieve-
ment in math, reading, and science, all else equal.
Furthermore, controlling for school principals’ lea-
dership style does not fundamentally change the
positive and significant relationships between teacher
decision making and student achievement, suggest-
ing that the impact of teachers may be independent

System effectiveness

and diversification

of school principals’ attitudes and actions» (Luschei
& Jeong, 2021, p. 1)

However, several authors question whether greater
school autonomy alone benefits educational systems,
both in terms of educational outcomes and equity.
School autonomy is highly context-sensitive, and
depending on the social and institutional environ-
ment in which it is deployed, it may produce differ-
ent — and even opposing - effects (Hanushek et al,,
2013). Numerous studies point to the contingent and
contradictory nature of school governance policies,
whose effects are context-dependent and non-
generalizable (Buerger et al., 2023; Ko et al., 2016;
Schiitz et al., 2007). The effectiveness of autonomy
policies largely depends on the training level, organi-
zational capacity, and professional development
opportunities available to teachers. It is also influ-
enced by the social and economic context in which
schools operate, particularly in systems marked by
social inequality. In segmented educational systems,
school autonomy can hinder the equitable distribu-
tion of learning opportunities (Keddie, 2015) and
affect the ability of families to have an equal voice
in the school environment (Galiani et al., 2008).
Educational decentralization and school autonomy
processes are particularly problematic when they
interact with market forces (see Figure 3) and with
high-stakes accountability measures. In contexts with
freedom of school choice and/or where school league
tables based on external assessment results are pub-
lished, autonomy policies create opportunities for



competitive and exclusionary practices, further inten-
sifying the segmentation of the education system,
stigmatizing certain schools, and excluding particular
students (Ferrer-Esteban, 2015). Consequently, high
levels of autonomy, without sufficient support struc-
tures for schools, can widen disparities — both in
terms of their educational projects and the quality
of education they offer - reinforcing the hierarchy
among schools and harming educational equity
(Altrichter et al., 2014). In such contexts, schools,
shielded by their autonomy, often compete for higher
positions by developing pedagogical, organizational,
and communicative strategies aimed at attracting
more advantaged students (Maroy & Van Zanten,
2009; Zancajo, 2019).

Specifically, SAWA policies can reinforce
a reciprocal selection cycle between certain types of
schools and specific family profiles. On one hand,
schools with autonomy, an advantaged student popu-
lation, and strong average academic results may act
strategically to attract students from higher social
backgrounds. On the other hand, families with
greater social and cultural capital - and thus better
networks and access to information about schools -
may strategically choose schools with higher aca-
demic achievement and an advantaged student
body. This dynamic can result in a progressively
polarized school system (Allen & Vignoles, 2007).
While autonomy policies offer many potential bene-
fits, they can also produce adverse effects that under-
mine equal treatment and the fair distribution of
educational opportunities.

Quantitative studies indicate that the relationship
between accountability, managerial school autonomy,
and student performance is statistically weak. This find-
ing has recently led the OECD, - previously an advocate
of school rankingsbased on PISA data - to adopt a more
cautious and nuanced stance when promoting these
policies (Torres, 2021). The European Commission con-
ducted its own analysis of data from later PISA editions
and found that the association between autonomy,
accountability and performance is even weaker in
European countries. The Commission concludes that
‘none of the accountability indicators available in PISA
2015 (i.e. mandatory tests, publicly posted achievement
data, achievement data tracked over time) is significantly
correlated with the shares of top performers or low
achievers’. Furthermore, it notes: ‘This holds true even
when these indicators are interacted with measures of
school autonomy’ (European Commission, 2018, p. 102).

Many of the desired and undesired effects of
accountability systems stem from how school perfor-
mance data is processed and used. For this reason,
achieving a clear understanding and effective use of
data by various actors and at different levels -
families, teachers, and school leadership at the class-
room and school levels, educational inspectors at the
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school level, and administrators and researchers at
the system level — becomes a key challenge for policy-
makers. Two basic conditions can be identified to
ensure that data is used appropriately. First, stake-
holders must perceive the educational data deriving
from large scale assessments and other sources as
useful, actionable and valid resources for making
educational decisions. Second, data is only effective
if stakeholders have access to it, along with the neces-
sary resources — such as training and time - to
process the information and implement the necessary
actions. Despite the widespread use of large-scale
external assessments, there is a paradoxical under-
utilization of the resulting finding and limited insti-
tutionalization of their use for formative purposes in
numerous educational systems (Preitz et al., 2017;
Terhart, 2013). According to UNESCO (2019), the
underutilization of data is as unfortunate as its indis-
criminate use: ‘Given the significant resources
required to administer external assessments, the
effective use of the resulting data is crucial to ensure
that this exercise is not rendered futile or perceived as
a waste of public resources’ (p. 12).

SAWA effects: new territories, impact
dimensions and practices

Most existing research on the implementation of
SAWA has been conducted in Anglo-American
countries, where these policies are typically high
stakes, exert significant performance pressure on
schools and interact with the dynamics of market-
ization and school choice in complex ways (Keddie,
2014; Sahlberg, 2006; Levatino, Verger, et al., 2024).
In these countries, alongside implementation issues,
both overt and subtle forms of resistance to SAWA
and, in particular, to performance-based governance
instruments, have been extensively documented
(Hardy, 2015; Williams & Tolbert, 2021). However,
our understanding of the dynamics and outcomes
produced by SAWA instruments within other admin-
istrative regimes remains limited.

This special issue presents new empirical evidence
from research conducted in under-explored contexts,
including countries with more bureaucratic adminis-
trative traditions, often found in Francophone and
Southern European countries, and those with equity-
oriented public administrations, characteristic of
Nordic European countries. Several papers included
in this special issue develop a better understanding of
how SAWA approaches work under different condi-
tions and analyse their effects on different organiza-
tional and pedagogical dimensionsas well as on
individual-level outcomes.

Ordenes and Ulloa’s (2024) research explores how
extrinsic incentives influence teachers’ intrinsic
motivation within Chile’s professional career ladder.
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Their analysis is grounded in motivational theory,
particularly the ‘contingent performance’ model ela-
borated by Harackiewicz and Sansone (2000), which
examines how extrinsic incentives can either support
or undermine intrinsic motivation depending on
factors like perceived competence and autonomy.
Methodologically, their investigation follows qualita-
tive interviews with 24 teachers across five schools to
gather insights into their motivational patterns and
perceptions of the career ladder evaluation . This
paper makes a relevant contribution to the literature
on policy implementation in education by shedding
‘light on the motivational pattern that emerges from
teachers’ experience with the policy design’. This
research unpacks how teachers enact policy by con-
necting their ideas about the intentions of new gov-
ernance instruments with their intrinsic motivation.
The paper highlights the key role of teachers’ trust in
accountability models and suggests that the ’[p]erva-
sive evaluative threat, lack of trust in the evaluation
process, and the lack of competence cues from the
evaluative judgments seem to have crowded out
intrinsic motives associated with the work’ of those
teachers positioned as sceptics concerning the career
ladder policy (p. 14).

Based on research conducted in Sweden, Carl-Henrik
Adolfsson examines ‘new’ modes of local school govern-
ance, focusing on the strategies and activities developed
by Local Education Authorities (LEAs) to manage and
regain control over schools amidst growing education re-
centralization in Sweden. Drawing on neo-institutional
theory and the concept of ‘loosely coupled’ systems
(Weick, 1976), this study analyzes how LEAs navigate
the emerging tensions between school autonomy,
accountability, and control in a shifting educational gov-
ernance landscape. The paper identifies four manage-
ment strategies used by LEAs to manage schools. First,
data use practices to monitor and control schools
through various symbolic systems such as guidelines
and local school improvement plans. Second, the stan-
dardization of institutional quality assurance routines
and processes, through which LEAs ‘gain stronger con-
trol over the schools’ quality assurance work’ (Adolfsson,
2024, p. 94). Third, regular quality dialogues within
LEAs, which are integrated into the previous manage-
ment strategies and reinforced by symbolic systems. Such
a management strategy is conceived as a hidden mechan-
ism of control and accountability through data-intensive
practices. The fourth and final strategy focuses on pro-
moting professional development for school principals,
aimed at fostering a shared understanding, skills, and
language related to leadership and school improvement.
In this strategy, relational systems play a crucial role in
transmitting cognitive elements by identifying and dis-
seminating role models and best practices. Indeed,
Adolfsson’s study provides new insights into how LEAs
are adapting to national reforms, while also making

a theoretical and empirical contribution to curriculum
theory. It sheds light on how to understand and analyse
local school governance.

Varying school responses: tensions of SAWA
at the local level

There is a limited understanding of how and under
what circumstances teachers and principals use per-
formance data, including the results of standardized
tests, to promote processes of school improvement,
or under what conditions they can take advantage of
school autonomy frameworks to enhance pedagogic
innovation. The implementation of these policies is
particularly complex due to their broad, multi-
dimensional nature, comprising areas from teaching
practices to governance structures. School reforms
such as those promoting SAWA often face challenges
in implementation, resulting in both intended and
unintended outcomes due to resistance, misinterpre-
tation, or capacity issues (e.g. see Bertrand & Marsh,
2015; Landri, 2021; Oplatka, 2017). Moreover, the
interaction between different policy instruments can
overlap, conflict, or complement one another, with
success heavily reliant on how schools perceive and
integrate them into their specific contexts (Quilabert
et al., 2024).

Thus, a related area of inquiry that deserves
further research and that we wish to draw attention
to in this special issue is related to the inherent
tensions and paradoxes that SAWA policies can gen-
erate in educational systems, and how these tensions
are lived and negotiated at different governance
levels. As numerous scholars warn, despite the policy
discourse emphasizing the importance of autonomy
in the governance of education, more and more
schools feel increasingly constrained by government
requirements, among which PBA stands out (Bush,
2013)

Beyond performance and effectiveness, ongoing
school reforms often aim to address equity, inclu-
sion, and innovation. However, these goals do not
always align easily with one another. By simulta-
neously combining seemingly contradictory ideas -
such as innovation and standardization, excellence
and equity, autonomy and control, networks and
competition, and well-being and effectiveness - the
SAWA model may create significant tensions for
policy implementers and enactors. Schools may han-
dle these tensions differently depending on their
material conditions, educational capacities, market
positioning, and organizational culture. Educators’
ideas and preferences are also crucial for under-
standing how schools interpret the improvement
mandate and balance performance expectations
with the increasing emphasis on student inclusion
and well-being.



Several papers in this special issue offer empirical
insights into how school actors interpret and negoti-
ate overlapping SAWA policy prerogatives and socie-
tal expectations, as well as the outcomes of these
interactions. Mentini (2024)’s paper examines how
schools in Italy navigate the dual pressures of
accountability and innovation. Specifically, her study
focuses on the National Evaluation System (SNV),
which integrates both internal and external account-
ability mechanisms designed to hold schools accoun-
table for student outcomes while promoting
pedagogical innovation. Theoretically, the study
draws on sensemaking and institutional filtering the-
ories to explore how school actors interpret, adapt,
and implement external policy demands in diverse
local contexts. Mentini finds that schools respond to
the SAWA policy framework in varied ways, influ-
enced by factors such as socioeconomic context, staff
cohesion, and teachers’ attitudes towards accountabil-
ity. Some schools manage to align innovation with
accountability, while others experience tensions
between these mandates, often prioritizing external
performance pressures over meaningful pedagogical
changes. Mentini’s research provides a critical under-
standing of how educational reforms are enacted in
practice, highlighting the complexity of balancing
accountability with innovation in different institu-
tional contexts.

Quilabert (2024) examines the increasing pressure
on schools and teachers in Catalonia (Spain) to adopt
innovative teaching practices, with recent policy
developments positioning innovation as a key pillar
of school improvement. Using a policy enactment
perspective and sense-making theories, the study
explores how teachers and principals interpret and
implement innovation mandates in their daily prac-
tice. One key finding is that while many school actors
engage with the innovation mandate, translating this
engagement into practical changes is challenging.
This difficulty stems from differing interpretations
of what innovation means - whether it is a means
to improve academic outcomes or an end in itself.
The broad and ambiguous nature of the innovation
policy allows schools to adapt it to their specific
contexts, but there is a notable tension between policy
expectations and actual practices.

The study reveals that while most schools had imple-
mented innovative projects, these were often externally
driven, fragmented, and standardized, rather than orga-
nically developed. Schools in lower socioeconomic status
(SES) communities faced greater challenges in fostering
bottom-up innovation due to material constraints such
as limited funding and high teacher turnover. Quilabert’s
paper contributes to understanding the gap between
policy rhetoric and school-level realities, especially high-
lighting the unintended consequences of top-down inno-
vation policies. His findings call for reflection on how
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policymakers can better support meaningful, context-
specific innovation, particularly in resource-constrained
environments, and offer valuable insights into the com-
plexities of education reform and policy implementation
in SAWA environments.

To conclude

The adoption of SAWA is reshaping educational
governance styles and altering responsibilities and
power dynamics between schools, educational stake-
holders, and governments in both the global North
and South. In this special issue, we examine diverse

SAWA configurations and provide empirical
accounts of the policy trajectory and effects of school
governance reforms across various contexts.

Specifically, we explore the impact of these policies
on organizational and educational practices at both
the school and individual levels in countries with
different educational governance approaches. As
highlighted, this special issue underscores the need
for further research beyond early-adopter countries
or NPM marketizers, in order to develop a more
nuanced understanding of the rationales, drivers
and impacts of SAWA reforms in underexplored
national settings. That said, this special issue makes
at least three key contributions to existing research on
school reforms.

Firstly, several studies included in this special issue
illuminate new and fruitful avenues of research by
comparing SAWA reform trajectories across different
countries,  while  cross-fertilizing  theoretical
approaches and heuristic tools - including those
coming from the political sociology of policy instru-
ments, historical institutionalism, critical realism, and
literature on policy assemblages (see Esper, 2024;
Milner & Ydesen, 2024; Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2024).
These papers provide fresh analytical lenses to exam-
ine the global-local policy nexus, making relevant
contributions to the literature on policy transfer and
adoption. They underscore the key role of time in
policy processes (see Steiner-Khamsi et al., 2024) and
explore the interplay of various social entities in
shaping specific policy configurations. The insights
from small-n and single-case studies contribute evi-
dence that challenges the often-assumed policy con-
vergence thesis. Despite the international spread of
SAWA reforms and their endorsement by key inter-
national organizations, we show through novel com-
parative, multiscalar, and historical accounts that the
rationales behind the adoption of SAWA reforms -
and their subsequent trajectories — vary due to a wide
range of factors such as differing administrative tra-
ditions, professional regulatory frameworks, and
involvement of various stakeholders and coalitions
in education reform debates. These papers highlight
the dynamic and contested nature of policy adoption,
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illustrating the influence of policymakers’ selectivities
and the mediating role of instrument constituencies
in the adoption and recontextualization of policy
models.

Secondly, the special issue emphasizes the need to
further investigate the complex relationship between
policy design and enactment processes. It encourages
opening new lines of empirical inquiry to explore the
interaction between the formulation and design of
new governance instruments — and their extrinsic
incentive structures — and the intrinsic motivation
of professionals socialized under certain regulatory
regimes (see Ordenes and Ulloa, 2024). This raises
new challenges in understanding the motivational
mechanisms that drive teachers’ behaviours and prac-
tices in achieving performance goals.
Methodologically, the contributions in this issue
highlight the need for innovative research designs to
address the limitations of studies on sensitive topics
like work motivation and professional engagement.
Combining survey experiments with other research
techniques may help mitigate social desirability bias,
particularly when analysing sensitive issues such as
the emergence of opportunistic behaviour under per-
formance pressure, or the crowding-out effects of
incentive schemes on teacher motivation (see
Levatino, Parcerisa, et al., 2024)

Thirdly, this special issue introduces new analyti-
cal approaches to studying the enactment of various
policy mandates, such as those arising from the
SAWA reform package, in a context where govern-
ments increasingly accumulate policy instruments to
respond to rapidly changing societal demands.
Several papers (see Quilabert et al,, 2024; Mentini,
2024) shed light on the complexities schools face in
diverse contexts as they attempt to align the mandates
of accountability, autonomy, and innovation. These
studies highlight the key role of meso-level variables -
such as shared beliefs, staff cohesion, and school
socioeconomic composition - in shaping different
types of responses and degrees of coherence or inco-
herence between policy mandates. The investigations
also offer valuable insights into the additional chal-
lenges encountered by disadvantaged schools during
the implementation of school governance reforms,
with severe implications for educational equity and
inclusion. Overall, the papers in this special issue
provide a detailed account of the dialectical and
mutually constitutive dynamics between cultural-
ideational factors and socio-material components
that influence the policy enactment processes of
SAWA policies.

In short, despite the global spread and acceptance
of SAWA reforms among international fora and pol-
icymakers, the evidence on their outcomes remains
inconclusive in several areas, which contributes to
these reforms being continually revisited. This

uncertainty can be partly explained by variations in
policy design configurations and the multiple forms
of policy enactment. Beyond the factors already influ-
encing SAWA reform implementation widely covered
in this volume - such as actors’ filtering and mean-
ing-making processes, socioeconomic and micropoli-
tical contexts, and institutional cultures -
challenges are rapidly emerging with technological
change. Policy concepts such as autonomy and
accountability are continually reshaped by develop-
ments that enable administrations, schools, and other
actors to capture, manage, and use larger amounts of
data and improvement techniques within schools.
While the technical capacities for datafication are
expanding rapidly, school capacity may not be grow-
ing at the same pace, potentially clashing with insti-
tutional limits and educational beliefs. This can
generate new tensions and contradictions for educa-
tors and schools, with direct implications for educa-
tional practices and organizational arrangements.
Further research should explore the limits, tensions,
and potential of SAWA reforms in such a changing
scenario, while also considering policy alternatives
that could foster more meaningful and horizontal
accountability relations between schools, and ways
to embed schools’ autonomous decisions within
solid and stable support structures.

new
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