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Abstract
Increased attention has been paid to school superintendents and their role in school 
reforms. Still, there are few studies on dialogue meetings between actors at different lev-
els in the school hierarchy. The current paper investigates how a superintendent balances 
between trust and control while supporting school development through dialogue meetings. 
Drawing on interviews, reflection notes, and longitudinal observational data from dialogue 
meetings, comprising a superintendent, subordinated school leaders, and team leaders, 
this action research study provides insight into requirements for productive dialogue meet-
ings. We argue that superintendent leadership through regular dialogue meetings can foster 
trust-building, empowerment, and professional commitment.

Keywords  Superintendent leadership · School reform · Trust versus control · Professional 
commitment · Dialogue meeting

1  Introduction

There is increased attention in the research literature on school superintendents and their 
role as intermediate system leaders related to school reform initiatives, both internationally 
(Cox and McLeod 2014) and in the Nordic countries (Moos et al. 2016a). In the latter con-
text, a school superintendent is defined by three characteristics: First, he or she is responsi-
ble for primary education within the entire municipality and thus the unity of command of 
the school leaders in hierarchical terms. Second, the superintendent is also subordinated to 
a political board. Finally, at least in the Norwegian context, the superintendent is directly 
coupled to the top of the municipality hierarchy through permanent membership in the 
municipal director’s senior leadership team (Paulsen et al. 2014). The superintendent is a 
key agent in the current study due to the unique position in the school governing hierarchy, 
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where the superintendent potentially can foster professional development and professional 
commitment through deliberate dialogue actions, learning-oriented venues, and support.

One avenue of influence is the regular dialogue meeting, a meeting between different 
levels in an organisation, which intends to soften the management of lower levels through 
cooperation instead of orders and direct instructions. In this case, it constitutes a meeting 
comprising a superintendent, subordinated school leaders, and team leaders. In this study, 
we will empirically explore theses dialogue meetings.

The mixed-role position of the school superintendent constitutes several sources of 
influence by mediating policy and change initiatives towards school leaders and teachers. 
Superintendents are mediators who try to create an appropriate match between policy goals 
and municipality demands, on the one hand, and professional performance in schools, on 
the other. Especially, mastering the delicate balance between controlling schools simulta-
neously with building trust in professional forums is essential in contemporary superinten-
dent leadership. This balancing act reflects a real-life tension of leadership, as any form of 
organising must deal with a paradoxical tension between power and trust (Sørhaug 1996, 
p. 21), forming an enduring dilemma for school leaders at all levels. Leaders’ capacity to 
exercise leadership is contingent on the trust of the people in the schools; at the same time, 
leaders are expected by the same people to use power in certain situations. This dilemma 
is echoed in two contrasting school models, external control versus professional commit-
ment, as discussed in scholarly literature for a long time (see Rowan 1990). In line with 
the professional commitment model, we have found that dialogue forums between school 
leaders and their superintendent, to whom they are subordinated, build trust, and stimulate 
reflection on productive school development. Still, little attention has been paid to the con-
tent and form of dialogue meetings between actors at different levels in the school hierar-
chy and performing their work in dispersed locations. Notably, there are few longitudinal 
studies based on observational data aiming to unpack content and processes in dialogue 
meetings.

The current study follows this line of reasoning through an action research project with 
interviews, reflection notes, and longitudinal observational data from dialogue meetings, 
comprising a superintendent, subordinated school leaders, and team leaders. Within a 
theoretical framework based on trust and control, we have posted the following research 
question: How does a superintendent balance between trust and control in dealing with 
school development through dialogue meetings with school leaders? By addressing this, 
we can increase our insight into requirements for productive dialogue meetings and thus 
into school reform on a system level. If we can better understand the superintendent’s role, 
we can take new steps towards improving school districts. We argue that superintendent 
leadership through regular dialogue meetings can foster trust-building, empowerment, and 
professional commitment.

2 � The political context of dialogue meetings

It has been argued that mistrust-oriented forms of cooperation between the central admin-
istration and school leaders have evolved in some municipalities in Norway (Helgøy 
et al. 2007). The current modes of cooperation are oriented towards control, standardisa-
tion, results, and accountability. Findings from 1997 to 2007 indicate that school leaders 
increasingly perceived that evaluation results were more used for municipal hierarchical 
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control than for initiating school development (Engeland and Langfeldt 2009, p. 10). Moos 
et al. (2016b) claim they.

see contemporary trends in public and educational governance in the Nordic coun-
tries that are moving towards less trust and more control in the relations between the 
political top-officers in the concern and the more administrative servants in the enter-
prise and the workplace. (p. 194)

Still, according to Berg (2015), there is a more trust-based culture at the local level than at 
the national level. For example, there is a high level of mutual trust between superinten-
dents and school leaders (Paulsen and Høyer 2016). The use of dialogue meetings, a more 
trust-based form of cooperation, has also increased (Berg 2015, p. 345).

Dialogue meetings have roots in the concept of management dialogue—a popular gov-
erning tool within public administration in Norway—which is a dialogue meant to go 
from the top to the bottom of the organisation (Bukve 2009). A report based on a research 
and development project about how to succeed as a local education authority recom-
mends municipalities to get more involved in school development through management 
dialogues about curriculum, results, and methods (Jøsendal and Langfjæran 2009). It sug-
gests management dialogues between local politicians and the municipality’s top manager, 
then between the top manager and leaders in the municipality’s administration, and fur-
ther down to school leaders, team leaders, teachers, students, and parents. The municipality 
in this study started with local dialogue meetings after participating in a national project 
focusing on dialogue.

3 � Theoretical framework

To understand the positional conundrum of superintendents, we guide our analysis with the 
contrasting notions of external control and professional commitment. These overarching 
concepts form the backdrop of the analysis situating the superintendent towards control or 
trust. The essential underpinnings of trust are furthermore delved into as they help to reveal 
empirical aspects of trust. Lastly, we touch upon learning climate in groups since the group 
dynamics in dialogue meetings have a profound effect on the participants.

3.1 � External control versus professional commitment

In an extensive policy review from 1990, new-institutional theorist Brian Rowan noted that 
a model he labelled an external control strategy—initiated to raise the level of educational 
outcomes—had gained hegemony in the USA and later evolved towards a global model 
after the millennium shift (Sahlberg 2011). Through bureaucratic control over curriculum 
and teaching (as a response to low achievements in schools), the purpose is to “produce 
faithful implementation of a program’s preferred teaching regime, through tight restrictions 
on teacher autonomy and a corresponding focus on a narrow band of teaching practices” 
(Rowan and Miller 2007, p. 254). External control means that authorities outside schools 
check whether procedures are followed correctly to ensure that the mandatory agent does 
not suffer. State bodies, regional governors, municipal school administration, and local 
politicians operate within the Norwegian national quality assurance system towards school 
leaders within a given municipality. Specifically, external control also involves supervisory 



	 Ø. H. Henriksen, J. M. Paulsen 

1 3

activities that are continuously undertaken to follow up possible mismatches in goal 
achievements.

A contrasting model labelled a professional commitment strategy emphasises a collabo-
rative trust culture with teacher empowerment and professional collaboration employed at 
both the school level and the district level (Rosenholtz 1987; Rowan 1990). Organisational 
commitment among teachers has long been recognised as a critical predictor for teachers’ 
quality of work by demonstrating that they have high status and are willing to contribute 
beyond what is expected of them (Bogler and Somech 2004). On the contrary, the conse-
quences of low organisational commitment are often that “teachers converse more about 
poor working conditions than about teaching problems and their solutions” (Rosenholtz 
1987, p. 542).

More recent works empirically investigate the symbiotic relationship in school strat-
egy between school district administration and local schools. Xia et al. (2020) found that 
dimensions of professional commitment strategy appeared in areas of professional develop-
ment of teachers, self-evaluation of teacher practices, and discipline policies. On the other 
hand, external control appeared in the areas of defining performance standards, establish-
ing local curriculum, and defining standards for professional development. Grinshtain and 
Gibton (2018) found a similar co-existence of control and commitment in the context of 
site-based-management schools, where principals utilised their autonomy to fill the gap 
between these strategies. Weiner and Woulfin (2017) analysed control and commitment 
in the context of how a group of novice principals deployed principles labelled as “con-
trolled autonomy”—a condition in which school leaders are expected to both make site-
based decisions and be accountable to district oversight—to increase performance. Finally, 
Datnow et  al. (2017) bring this issue into the context of data-use, where data strategies 
embrace both an external control and accountability element as well as professional sense-
making at the “street-level” of the school.

3.2 � Trust

Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2000) defined interpersonal trust as “one party’s willing-
ness to be vulnerable to another party based on the confidence that the latter party is (a) 
benevolent, (b) reliable, (c) competent, (d) honest, and (e) open” (p. 556). Bryk and Sch-
neider (2003) conceive trust as comprising respect (civility in behaviour), regard for the 
other’s well-being, competence, and personal integrity. Louis and Murphy (2017) found 
an interrelation between cognitive trust—in capacities and professionalism, for example, 
assumptions of a competent and reliable leader—and affective trust—liking and personal 
affinity, for example, people are more likely to trust somebody when they feel cared for. 
Mayer et al. (1995) concluded that when people perceived their leaders as benevolent, act-
ing with integrity and following their articulated intentions, the propensity of employees 
to engage in vulnerable and risky situations, as sharing sensitive information with their 
superior increased. However, subordinates look for benevolence, honesty, and openness in 
their leaders, and leaders look for reliability, competence, and honesty in their subordinates 
(Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000, p. 573). A benevolent superintendent wants to do good 
to the school leaders, which gives an air of loyalty and a sense that they are in it together. 
A superintendent that engages in open reflections with school leaders makes the school 
leaders open up as well. Meyer et al. (2017) suggest that “those in power can relieve the 
tensions created by differential power relationships through specific behavioural practices 
that signal their trust-building motives” (p. 223). In contrast, when distrust emerge “the 
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goal of communication often becomes the protection of one’s interest and the reduction of 
one’s anxiety rather than the accurate transmission of ideas” (Tschannen-Moran 2014, pp. 
87–88). Thus, distrust produces biased and dishonest communication, whereas trust ena-
bles openness and honesty essential for productive communication.

3.3 � Learning climate in groups

The notion of a supportive learning climate has frequently been conceptualised as a group’s 
psychological safety, meaning a “shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk 
taking” (Edmondson 1999, p. 354). As such, psychological safety builds on interpersonal 
trust but also goes beyond this. As a group-level construct, it is characterised by a shared 
belief among the members that the team is a safe zone for speaking up, identifying errors, 
mistakes, and bringing in new perspectives. Groups where members are not penalised for 
making a mistake but rather are encouraged to ask for help tend to utilise the team’s knowl-
edge reservoir to improve work processes and find strategies for improvements. In Nor-
wegian school leadership teams, at school level and district level, psychological safety in 
the groups has emerged as a strong predictor of professional learning (Hjertø and Paulsen 
2017; Paulsen and Hjertø 2019).

4 � Methods

A small-medium municipality in Norway, consisting of about ten primary and lower sec-
ondary schools, was chosen as a case since it was in the process of implementing dialogue 
meetings in the education sector. Additionally, the first author had in-depth knowledge of 
this process (being a former employee in the municipality), and the superintendent had 
signalled research interest. To better understand the purpose of dialogue meetings, and 
how they affected the participants’ cooperation, unstructured qualitative observations of 
dialogue meetings, each lasting about two hours, were conducted for 18  months. With 
dialogue meetings each half-year, data from three dialogue meetings at each school were 
collected. The first author observed without participating, audio-recorded, and wrote field 
notes mostly concerning the themes of the dialogues and standpoints of the participants. 
By concentrating on a single case, we believe we have gained the depth necessary to 
fathom how the superintendent balances between trust and control while supporting school 
development through dialogue meetings.

We have taken our intervention in people’s lives seriously. The superintendent expressed 
research interest, and he participated in developing the initial research idea. The first author 
presented this idea to the school leaders, and three of them volunteered to participate and 
wrote their consents. We have respected the privacy and anonymity of the participants 
(Creswell and Creswell 2018, p. 95) by not naming the municipality, by giving fictive 
names to schools and participants, and by changing gender on some of the participants. 
With asymmetrical power relations in play, we had to be especially aware of ethical power 
issues (Herr and Anderson 2005, p. 36), making sure we did not side with the already 
powerful superintendent. We were also keenly aware of the powers of a researcher, not tak-
ing an expert role, but rather being a friendly co-participant, they could trust. As the first 
author already knew several of the participants, open and trustful relationships established 
naturally.
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Since we wanted to capture the participants’ intentions and understandings, the five 
key participants—the superintendent, his advisor, and three school leaders—reflected 
upon their experiences through semi-structured face-to-face interviews, including criti-
cal questioning, and reflection notes (see Appendix A for details of the data collec-
tion). The reflections were done at three junctures, constituting three cycles within a 
spiral of action research, with planning, acting, observing, and reflecting (Carr and 
Kemmis 1986). Action informed our understanding, and our understanding assisted 
our action. See Henriksen and Aas (2020) for more about the action research part of 
this study.

The five key participants gave 16 interviews, each up to one hour, and they wrote 
20 reflection notes—on the content of the dialogue meetings, on the process, and on 
how to improve. After each half-year with dialogue meetings, they wrote a reflection 
note, gave an interview, and then wrote another reflection note, each about a page in 
length (see Appendix B for details of interviews and reflection). The interviews and 
the reflection notes were the primary interventions, in addition to discussing and plan-
ning dialogue meetings with the superintendent and his advisor. The goal was to grasp 
what was going on, but also to promote reflective practitioners, mirroring the double 
role of action research of doing both research and action.

In the data analysis (using NVivo), inductive and descriptive coding (Miles et  al. 
2014), were initially used as interesting information emerged from the data. Participa-
tion, trust, aims, openness, control, and preparation were among the first codes. Based 
on relevant literature, these codes were expected (Creswell and Creswell 2018, p. 195). 
With much data on trust and control, we pursued these two themes in more detail using 
deductive coding, also with the predetermined codes, benevolence, integrity, and com-
petence. Meaningful data were identified, compared, grouped, and regrouped, and a 
research log with the first author’s reflections served as a basis for analysis.

To secure validity, we have exposed several parts of the study (Eikeland 2006, p. 
231) by bringing it into dialogues at seminars, courses, and conferences, letting col-
leagues critically assess its parts. We have used member checking (Creswell and 
Creswell 2018, p. 200), asking the participants to read and comment on an earlier 
draft, to check the accuracy of the descriptions and the participants’ quotes and the 
coherence of the analysis. Triangulation (Creswell and Creswell 2018, p. 200) was 
used to validate the data by checking data from different individuals, and by using 
various methods of data collection (observations, interviews, and written notes). The 
challenge of being both a researcher and a practitioner in action research (Herr and 
Anderson 2005, p. 5), was handled by separating the two in time. The bulk of the 
analysis was conducted after the practitioner part ended in 2015, providing sufficient 
analytical distance.

5 � Findings

The findings are presented under four headings; first, we found a mixed message of 
intentional control, as the superintendent intended an open dialogue, but in practice, 
the meetings were led and controlled by the superintendent. Second, the participants 
praised the meetings as venues comprising honesty and trust. Third, broad participa-
tion gave voice and empowerment to several participants by bringing more perspectives 
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into the dialogue meetings. Fourth, trust and group climate are bolstered when the par-
ticipants reflect on school issues with competence, openness, and benevolence.

5.1 � Mixed message of intentional control

Two months before the dialogue meetings started, superintendent Stig sent an informa-
tion letter to the schools with the following message:

We currently have considerable information on the results of diagnostic tests, 
national tests, exams, surveys, and so on, at the school level. […] All this is 
essential management information, which should form the basis for each school’s 
focus and prioritisation in the coming year. A dialogue meeting will be held at 
the school, where these results will be discussed. […] The meeting aims to have a 
professional dialogue between the school and the municipality, as part of the sys-
tem work the municipality is required to have.

Some weeks later, the purpose of the dialogue meetings was stated in another letter sent to 
the schools:

To get to know the school’s strengths and challenges so that (1) the school can 
identify areas for improvement and make development targets; (2) the municipal-
ity can prioritise and provide local support; and (3) the municipality can direct the 
system with local attention.

This purpose was also written on the agenda sent to the schools before the first two sets of 
dialogue meetings.

At each school in the first set of the dialogue meetings, the superintendent followed 
up the above-mentioned letters and explicitly stated that the intention was not to control 
the schools, but rather to find out what was going on inside the schools and to sup-
port and back up their efforts. Stig reiterated this in the interviews: “My intention was 
not that the dialogue meeting should take the form of external supervision; rather, I 
intended a creative approach and not least to gain a richer understanding of the situation 
of each of the schools” (int 1). His advisor had a similar view: “We were very clear that 
these meetings should not serve control purposes nor supervision, but dialogue. […] 
Municipalities have a responsibility to provide adequate support to each school and, 
therefore, must know the schools’ strengths and weaknesses” (int 1). These intentions 
reflect the duty of municipalities, in the Norwegian governance system, to gather rich 
knowledge of the units under supervision to help, guide, and support the schools.

Still, the image emerging from the data is a superintendent in charge of the meetings. 
He set the agenda together with his advisor, led the meetings, and summed them all up, 
while the advisor wrote the minutes. Stig encouraged the school leaders to take charge, 
and a few did at the beginning, but, eventually, he ended up leading each meeting. The 
schools were encouraged to put issues on the agenda, and the agenda was so flexible that 
spontaneous discussions could arise. The participants were free to raise any topic they 
wanted in the meetings. School leader Aud supported this by suggesting that the par-
ticipants in the meetings were on an equal footing, “It’s important that we’re all on the 
same level from a power perspective, a democratic perspective” (int 3). However, Stig 
also talked much and told the participants what he deemed good practice: “It disproves 
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that students’ backgrounds decide where they should be; it proves that your efforts as 
a teacher works” (dm 3 Aspen). He also told them what he deemed bad practice: “We 
cannot live with something that does not work” (dm 3 Aspen).

The message is mixed. This is no surprise since, according to Rowan (1990, p. 381), 
few schools are implementing any of the two abstract models consistently. As school 
leader Clara said, “It’s a little like a dialogue between employer and employee, even 
though it’s on a slightly higher level. After all, we do give a report” (int 3). The school 
leaders and the teachers gave accounts of their work situation to the superintendent, 
who checked whether plans were followed and results were achieved. Stig then tried to 
influence the schools through support and guidance. Looking back, Stig admitted that 
it would have been better with less control from his side: “I believe we should have 
given the schools the responsibility for the dialogue meetings from the beginning’ (int 
4).

5.2 � Authentic leadership: honesty and given trust

Although the superintendent led the meetings, he did not pretend to have all the 
answers, and he wanted to hear the participants’ experiences, views on practice, and 
suggestions for school development. There seemed to be psychological safety where 
spontaneous discussions emerged, as the participants openly expressed their opinions. 
The three school leaders confirmed this positive impression of the dialogues; for exam-
ple, Clara said, “I felt we had a good dialogue all the way and that we asked to speak. 
Stig almost acted as a moderator” (int 3). The positive attitude also bears resonance 
among the other participants, exemplified by three team leaders: “I think it was very 
good … it’s important that someone comes and listen, so that is good” (dm 1 Aspen); 
“I find it very interesting, and the dialogue is good” (dm 3 Birch); “I find it great, that 
you come around and that we have a conversation” (dm 1 Chestnut). Lastly, a teacher 
who was openly critical towards Stig said, “Regarding our leadership, they think that 
things are said clearly, and we do not think it’s said clearly; so then, this type of meet-
ing is the answer, I think: sit together and talk” (dm 1 Aspen). Here we find open-
ness and honesty, which imply a trusting atmosphere where the participants are con-
cerned with having a productive dialogue without being afraid of sanctions. Thus, the 
dialogue seemed to be, as Eikeland (2006, p. 227) recommends, open, critical, and 
constructive.

The superintendent and his advisor expressed similar views, both in interviews 
and in dialogue meetings. Stig said, “I believe that the impression is that it’s been 
a risk-free forum to take up any issue, and also a forum where all participants have 
the genuine feeling to be seen by the superior” (int 4). Moreover, participants dared 
to talk about negative aspects of their schools. A team leader said they had students 
that were so afraid that “if that were my child, I would never in the world accept it” 
(dm 1 Chestnut) and another team leader criticised the school’s lack of internal “dia-
logues” between the teachers (dm 1 Birch). A teacher (mentioned in the previous para-
graph) who found dialogue useful launched open criticism of the municipality and the 
superintendent:

For me, I perceive it emotionally very provocative, not to receive orders from cen-
tral authorities, but it’s what we do—we receive orders but never any praise. The 
things we believe we’re doing well are never seen, the things that we really man-
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age to do […] and this is partly a response to what our school leader says, that 
there are many negative attitudes towards the municipal management, or towards 
you who are managing us. (dm 1 Aspen)

5.3 � Empowerment by participation

The superintendent did not put any constraints on who participated from the schools, 
and said,

In the management dialogue, we have invited, or at least thought, that the schools 
should decide who should participate. And we can see they have done it differ-
ently, so we have played the ball to them; the schools should have a say. (int 1)

The schools were sovereign to define participation, and they solved this differently, so the 
people Stig met during the meetings changed (from two to seven), not always to Stig’s 
satisfaction. There were, however, clear expectations that the school leader met since the 
meeting was otherwise postponed. In addition to the school leader, team leaders, others in 
the leadership group, and others with central roles attended the meetings (see Appendix C 
for details on participation).

The superintendent mentioned two arguments for including several school represent-
atives. First, to get a better view of what happened in the school, “we have gained more 
info than what just the school leader could have conveyed” (int 1). Broad representation 
and participation in dialogue meetings provide a better picture of the schools; more than 
a single school leader could have given. Second, to make it easier for the school leader-
ship to take the dialogue further into the school, “the process goes smoother” (int 1). 
The participating school leaders also acknowledged this point. Still, some of the other 
schools included only two or three participants. When school leader Balder—who had 
many participants—heard this, he questioned why it was so: “When Stig perceives so 
much variation in the participation, I find it strange that he does not change the rules 
towards a standardised design. He could, for example, decide to meet all the team lead-
ers or the team coordinators” (int 3).

The superintendent and the advisor agreed that broad participation alone did not 
yield a productive meeting since they deemed some meetings with few representatives 
valuable, and some meetings with many representatives rather inadequate. Thus, they 
were both unsure about the importance of the numbers of school representatives. Nev-
ertheless, they thought it was vital that the schools could choose for themselves. Stig 
concluded that they should give the school leaders “a responsibility to achieve ideal 
participation” (int 3). Then, the dialogical intentions could be better achieved by giv-
ing more responsibility to the schools and thereby equalising the power balance. On the 
other hand, this could provide more power to the school leaders, whereas mandatory 
broad participation could provide more power to other school participants.

The superintendent commended the schools that were prepared and claimed it led to 
better meetings: “It seems like good preparations give an extra good momentum in the 
meetings” (note 2). Simultaneously, it empowers the schools in directing the meetings 
towards issues they would like to put on the agenda, and it can give voice to teachers 
that are not a part of the dialogue meetings. The school leaders said they wanted to 
be well prepared, but they readily admitted that their preparations varied. Stig noticed 
this variation and argued that some schools were not prepared at all, whereas “in other 
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places, it’s been so coordinated that the school leaders have almost submitted the min-
utes to the dialogue meeting in advance” (int 4). The advisor pinpointed the same a bit 
earlier: “It’s very good that the school leadership team have collaborated, but it impedes 
the discussion when the school leader reads from a ready-made script, and when the 
team leaders only join in on the first vote” (note 3). According to these statements, prep-
aration can restrict the autonomy of the participants, making them less free to talk and 
thereby giving a narrower image of the school.

On the other hand, many school leaders aim at building coherent leadership teams, and 
from a control model, it is natural to highlight team unity. Still, Clara endorsed openness: 
“What I like with the dialogue meetings is that there are more than me who can describe 
what we do and what the challenge is. I find it very good” (int 4). Openness and inclusion 
of different voices are more in line with a commitment model, empowering teachers. Sev-
eral participants voiced their opinions. A team leader underlined that this was her meaning: 
“I think it’s important to keep these—this is not discussed, this is my opinion—and con-
tinue to have the same areas for improvement” (dm 3 Birch). In another dialogue meeting, 
several participants explicitly stated that they allowed for disagreement, as a team leader 
said, “We certainly do not agree internally” (dm 3 Chestnut). Thus, dialogue meetings can 
be an arena for bringing internal differences out in the open, giving voice and empower-
ment to several participants.

5.4 � Trust and group climate in dialogue meetings

As noted, there is, in general, a high level of mutual trust between superintendents and 
school leaders in Norway. Our findings support this view. The school leaders seem to have 
a close connection with their superintendent, as Clara stated, “We have much contact in 
leadership meetings, and the road is open between us” (int 3). In general, the group climate 
in the dialogue meetings was relaxed and cheerful, illustrated by jokes and laughter from 
the participants on several occasions. The participants said what they meant, discussing 
challenges with their different views, and allowing for disagreements. They talked openly 
about negative aspects in their schools, and many of the participants had their say. Addi-
tionally, the school leaders were satisfied with the dialogue meetings and thought they had 
a positive impact on their schools.

What might be considered of prominence in the dialogue meetings was the inclusion of 
the whole school leadership team, many of whom seldom had the chance to speak to Stig, 
let alone ask questions. The advisor said, “It seems that those who do not meet the munici-
pal level so often—team leaders—think it’s very good to participate in these discussions, 
and, with few exceptions, everyone has been very active” (note 2). The level of trust seems 
to increase when a group of people have an open dialogue. Reflecting on school issues with 
competence is essential for building trust towards each other and the system. School leader 
Balder also argued for broad participation by pointing towards openness and benevolence: 
“I wanted to bring along many, so in a way, as many as possible could get insight, and it 
was important for me to be transparent and they could feel that everything was for their 
good” (int 4).

Dialogue meetings seem to counter the low-trust-oriented form of cooperation 
between the municipal administration and school leaders. Even if issues concerning 
standardisation, results, and accountability appear in the meetings, they are not raised 
as a matter for inspection with possible sanctions but rather taken up for discussion 
and reflection about potential areas of improvement. When the participants discuss 
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low scores on students’ test results, the focus is on how to move forward, pedagog-
ically. As noted by Stig: “It’s a paradigm shift in pedagogical thinking that we can 
think about how to move forward. It’s exciting” (dm 3 Chestnut). Low scores are not 
used as an impetus to implement a control regime, in which the school is to blame and 
must improve to avoid stricter controls and possible sanctions. Instead, low scores are 
a stimulus to take on a challenge and discuss how to move forward in collaboration 
with the superintendent. When quantitative measures are balanced with qualitative, in 
a surrounding of mutuality, responsibility and trust, an intelligent form of accountabil-
ity can emerge.

6 � Discussion

6.1 � Balancing trust and control

Agenda setting is a significant part of exerting influence in the school governance 
chain. The superintendent is uniquely positioned, due to expertise, hierarchical posi-
tion, and informational advantages, to influence agenda setting. A study of municipal 
school boards in the Nordic countries in 2011 revealed that superintendents were key 
agents in creating the agenda for school board meetings, and the Norwegian school 
board members perceived the superintendent and the administration to have a major 
influence on the school board’s decisions (Moos and Paulsen 2014). This underscores 
the asymmetric relationships between the superintendent and other school actors. Gen-
erally, in asymmetric power relations, it is paramount that the strongest one—in this 
case, the superintendent—embodies trust-building motives by being open, supportive, 
and granting professional discretion to the subordinates (Tschannen-Moran 2014, p. 
41).

The dialogue meetings, as framed in our study, show that the superintendent, despite 
control over the agenda, manages to create and maintain a trust-based climate during 
shifting participation in line with the commitment model. Trust is essential for con-
structive dialogue meetings: “Trust is necessary for effective cooperation and commu-
nication, the foundations for cohesive and productive relationships in organizations” 
(Tschannen-Moran and Hoy 2000, p. 549). When several of the key players participate 
in an open dialogue and build networks, psychological safety seems to be established. 
Moreover, as the participants talk together, reflect on school issues with competence, 
and form close relationships, it is likely that trust towards the system increase.

When the dialogue meetings are used to follow up and support schools in their 
endeavours to improve, like the findings in this study verifies, it is a trust-based form 
of meeting in line with the commitment model. The superintendent explicitly stated 
and showed that the intention was to support and follow up school development. He 
also wanted to give the schools control over the agenda. However, a certain degree 
of control is always present in dialogue meetings since the superintendent’s job is to 
manage the schools. When school leaders report to the superintendent, the latter will 
document, evaluate, and follow up the results of the schools, following national pol-
icy documents. The dialogue meetings were not used for searching for irregularities 
and mistakes, a typical control activity (Paulsen and Høyer 2016). Elements of control 
appear, specifically related to the agenda of the dialogue meetings, but less so towards 
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the schools, such as standardisation of teaching methods and results. Hence, it is fair 
to say that the dialogue meetings comprise no culture of control in where the bureau-
cratic nature of organisations takes over for professionalism (Tschannen-Moran 2014, 
p. 110).

6.2 � The crux of heterogeneous meetings

The findings indicate that involving several people—at different levels of the hierar-
chy—in the dialogue meetings are of great value. We can say that the group of people 
from the municipality and the school forms something like a team, centred at each 
school. With psychological safety within these teams, the participants dare to speak 
their minds, revealing unsatisfactory practices, and reflecting over alternative perspec-
tives. This enhances the learning climate in these teams. Moreover, with several partic-
ipants, several people share experiences and evolve a shared understanding, and thus it 
is easier for school leaders to implement changes in their school. This finds support in 
empirical research, as “team-based dialogue meetings give a broader basis for shared 
understanding” (Roald 2010, p. 275). The superintendent acquires access to a broader 
view of what happens in the school and thereby has a chance to adapt strategies to 
the local setting, as insisted by Datnow (2002, p. 233). Team leaders and teachers are 
regarded as partners and resources to build upon when changing schools.

For people working in dispersed locations, heterogeneous meetings have proven 
effective to make sense of management dialogues (Henriksen 2018), and our find-
ings presented above infer that trust enables empowerment and commitment in such a 
group setting. An open dialogue on issues that matter for the participants gives them a 
sense of value and belief that this is important. When the superintendent deals with the 
participants as professionals, takes their concerns seriously and reflects with them on 
the way forward, the participants are engaged and feel they have a say. Consequently, 
group participation is promoted to use the meetings as a venue for fostering empower-
ment and commitment.

6.3 � Implications for superintendent leadership

We argue that superintendent leadership through regular dialogue meetings can fos-
ter trust-building, empowerment, and professional commitment. Participants from 
the schools find dialogues valuable when school issues and change are on the agenda. 
When several participants reflect together intending to develop schools, educational 
change is more easily achieved. Broad and heterogeneous participation empowers the 
participants. When the participants are honest, open, and not afraid of sanctions, they 
speak about weaknesses in their school. Thus, we argue that the dialogue meetings 
build trust within the system and are a means of achieving positive changes for schools.

The asymmetric power relations might make the participants from the schools 
afraid of criticising their superior, in fear of repercussions. The power is in the hands 
of the superintendent, who, in principle, can instruct the school leaders. In this setting, 
it emerges as paramount that the superintendent can establish psychological safety and 
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build a trusting relationship with the core participants of the dialogues. It is a unique 
setting in which the superintendent can interact with the subordinates and thereby fos-
ter trust. Tschannen-Moran (2014) uses the concepts of cultivating trust and a culture 
of trust and underscores that the person in the superior position must embody trust-
building motives in practice, by showing a sense of care, being open and flexible, and 
taking the subordinates’ expectations seriously.

7 � Conclusion

In her seminal work on local school reform strategy, Rosenholtz (1987) wrote:

Max Weber once posed a critical dilemma when he asked how one controls organiza-
tional participants to maximize effectiveness and efficiency and minimize the unhap-
piness this very need to control produces. This same dilemma exists today not only 
in large organizations but in schools as well. It serves as a meaningful backdrop for 
thinking about the potential conflicts that confront the current movement: those of 
standardization and autonomy, management by hierarchical control or facilitation of 
professionalism, mandatory versus voluntary change, and so forth. (p. 535)

Three decades later, we see the same dilemmas and conflicts in local school governance. 
The current study recommends implicitly directing more attention to a professional com-
mitment model. Dialogue meetings between different levels within the municipality could 
help in this endeavour, and be the missing link in the governance chain, replacing a tradi-
tion in which only the school leader met with the municipal level.

Appendix A

See Table 1.
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Appendix B

See Table 2.

Appendix C

See Table 3.

Table 2   Numbers of interviews 
and reflection notes from key 
participants

Participant Reflection notes 
before interview

Interviews Reflection 
notes after 
interview

Superintendent Stig 1 2 2
Advisor 2 2 0
Superintendent and 

advisor together
– 3 –

School leader Aud 3 3 2
School leader Balder 3 3 2
School leader Clara 3 3 2
Total 12 16 8

Table 3   Participation in the dialogue meetings

 PPT Educational and psychological counselling service, CYU​ Child and Youth Unit, SFO Day care facili-
ties for schoolchildren, AE Adapted education

Autumn 2013 Spring 2014 Autumn 2014

Aspen School Superintendent Superintendent Superintendent
Advisor Advisor Advisor
PPT leader CYU leader CYU leader
PPT advisor PPT advisor School leader Aud
School leader Aud School leader Aud Team leader
2 team leaders 2 team leaders Reading coach
Counsellor Counsellor Teacher
Reading coach Safety representative
Employee representative Employee representative

Birch School Superintendent Superintendent
Advisor Advisor Advisor
Action leader CYU leader CYU leader
PPT advisor PPT advisor School leader
School leader School nurse Balder
Balder School leader 3 team leaders
Assistant leader Balder Counsellor
3 team leaders Counsellor 3 team leaders SFO leader
AE coordinator AE coordinator AE coordinator

Chestnut School Superintendent Superintendent Superintendent
Advisor Advisor Advisor
PPT leader CYU leader School leader Clara
Action leader School leader Clara 3 team leaders
School leader Clara Assistant leader SFO leader
3 team leaders 3 team leaders AE coordinator
SFO leader AE coordinator
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