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Chapter 10

Bigger or Better? Research-Based 
Reflections on the Cultural Deconstruction 
of Rural Schools in Norway: 
Metaperspectives

Rune Kvalsund

Patterns of the demographic balance between rural and urban life in Norway have 

changed fundamentally during the last hundred years. In 1900, 80% of residents 

lived in a rural setting and 20% in an urban one; in 2015, this proportion was 

reversed. This pattern of settlement indicates an uneven balance of political power 

between the country’s center (the capital and its region) and its periphery; School 

history in Norway is therefore largely the history of rural primary schools in sparsely 

populated areas. Local communities and schools are social units and institutions for 

developing, delivering, implementing, and maintaining services within the welfare 

state and can be seen both as instruments for the benefit of the nation-state and 

simultaneously as a broadly contributing recruitment arena for meaningful 

community life at the municipal and county level. Closer analysis of the Norwegian 

situation, however, reveals a hegemonic relationship and conflicting conceptions of 

this relationship, with long historical roots representing a tension between “ordinary 

people” and the “power elite” (cf., Karlsen, 1991, 1993; Rokkan, 1987; Slagstad, 

1998; Telhaug & Mediås, 2003) that have left the “ordinary people” at a disadvantage, 

particularly in rural parts of the country. Thus, Norway has a historically grounded 

rural-urban division. Small places and communities seems to be excluded from the 

hegemonic concept of space.

It is therefore necessary to sketch some contextual main lines in legitimizing the 

discussion of research themes (and indirectly the design and theory). The heading 

of the present paper—“Bigger or Better?”—implies questions on school quality, 

and quality for whom? Important conceptual dimensions that would clarify these 

qualities cross each other in this field of research: rural-urban, local-global, place- 

space, security and grounding-freedom. Researchers often formulate these 

dimensions normatively—what rural places and schools ought to be—towards the 

right rather than the left point of the dimensions. At the same time, they indicate the 
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cultural deconstruction of rural schools. However, rural variation is too broad for 

this normative way of thinking to be constructive. Researchers must treat these 

concepts and dimensions of research analytically and empirically, inviting 

comparisons by specifying the concrete contexts of how they are applied when 

judging the quality, conditions, and processes of living in a rural setting and learning 

in rural schools.

 On Research Themes

To judge the relevance of research themes, it is necessary to sketch and discuss what 

might be indicators of the deconstruction of rural schools and the development of 

the rural-urban transition or transformation such as rurality and scale; changing 

patterns of migration; remoteness and isolation; cultural deconstruction of places 

and communities; norms of quality and deficiency; closing rural schools; periods 

and patterns of decision making; production models of schooling; international 

educational governance.

 Scale and Localization: A Reduction of Educational Space 

and Cultural Deconstruction of Rural Schools?

School size and localization are important for people living in a rural area. Rurality 

is strongly associated with a small scale. Such a scale—an historically important 

characteristic of everyday life in Norway—is clearly weakened by the ongoing 

processes of centralization. Rurality in Norway includes smaller communities, 

villages, and sparsely populated areas along the entire Norwegian coast, the islands, 

the Western fjords, and valleys, as well as the valleys of the eastern parts of the 

country and the mountain communities. This is contrary to the misleading 

proposition that in Norway a key locus of peripherality is spatialized as the “north” 

(cf., Corbett, 2015, p. 10).

Rurality is also associated with remoteness and isolation—as seen from the cen-

ter. Remoteness, however, is bidirectional. Rural places have the potential to be 

more integrated into challenging nature; cities would be more integrated into mobile 

and socially crowded culture, living more on the run. Rural living is a choice of 

social grounding in a place, becoming place-competent, as a primary quality of 

rural life compared with urban freedom to move from place to place within the 

urban and global space. Adding to this, one can observe a change in the concepts of 

house and home. Homes and houses are usually understood as places to live, 

something material and cultural that one grows into—something that is 

contextualized by close nature, culture, and observable production even for children 
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growing up. Houses are part of a cultural life, world, and history (Bryson, 2012). 

What about small rural schools?

A new economic concept seems to be gaining hegemonic momentum: Houses 

are primarily conceived as a good or bad investment, meaning that the value of 

homes and houses is detached from their location and its physical and cultural 

grounding, rendering them more abstract by being defined by their potential 

economic value in a market. The focus on school costs indicates a similar thinking 

about rural schools: They are not primarily cultural and educational institutions, 

ensuring identity building, qualifications and recruitment to the region and local 

community, they are rather items of expenditure in a budget. Paradoxically, small 

rural schools are being closed during a historical period in which Norway is one of 

the richest countries of the world (Solstad, 2009). The closure of rural schools did 

not happen when the country was poor. In this process of dissociating people and 

persons from communities and places, homes are reduced to potential objects for 

sale, objects associated with an abstract economic freedom—an investment—that 

can be exchanged by migration for other “freedoms” elsewhere, most often in the 

cities. Everyday sociocultural thinking about homes and places is becoming 

economically directed. Childhood, children’s bedroom talk, family traditions, and 

associations connected with one’s own identity seem to be disappearing in the sales 

process, changing to something that the person can choose themselves after 

calculating their individual and personal benefit. The concepts of local rural place 

and community are sought reduced to urban and global space. Rural schools and 

their local communities are being culturally deconstructed and devalued as well.

Places and communities also have concrete contextual grounding and borders 

related to nature, culture, production, and history, and as communities they have 

inscribed different relations of discipline and power, with profound consequences 

for social learning (Foucault, 1984a). Their patterns of discipline and power would 

characterize their schools and other local arenas as well, and must be described, 

analyzed, and compared in each case for villages and sparsely populated rural areas, 

while respecting the variation of rural settings as arenas of learning. Present 

reformers of the Norwegian school system seem to be ignoring this aspect. The 

school owner, it seems, will no longer pay for small rural schools as institutions for 

building local and regional identity. Small rural schools can be sold to private 

interests.

This is an aspect of what Giddens (1991) more generally and theoretically refers 

to as disembedding or deconstructing social life in the late modern society. A 

paradox might be that rural people who learned to leave (cf., Corbett, 2007) and 

now have an urban freedom to move between places might experience the stronger 

need to belong to a place—perhaps a romantic dream of the place where they grew 

up to relieve their present estrangement? In a national study, Sørli, Aure, and Langset 

(2012, pp. 17–23) analyzed the motives of returning migrants in rural regions of 

Norway and found that work, residence, place qualities, identity, and family were 

central factors. Small-scale fishery and farming is protected by legislation. Fishing 

resources belong to the Norwegian people and cannot be sold to private interests, 
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even by the government. Only those who take part as fishers can own fishing boats. 

The sale of farms is restricted by the Allodial Rights Act.1

This reflects a kind of local life-world defense of rural resources that became 

grounded in national legislation after pressure from defenders of tradition. Because 

of the scattered nature of Norwegian settlements, children traditionally have a right 

to education in their neighborhood environment. During the first 120  years of 

Norwegian school history, (1740–1860) the school came to the pupils. Teachers 

travelled to children’s homes. During the next 100 years, schools were built and 

democratically located as permanent schools with as equal distances from homes as 

possible for the pupils living in the different parts of a municipality. Neighboring 

environments or local communities are not defined in objective terms of time and 

distance. However, sparsely populated areas (SPA) are defined as local communities 

in which less than 30% of the population live in places/villages with more than 200 

inhabitants. (In 2000, 142 municipalities of 435 in total were SPA municipalities). 

In the years after 1960, the hegemonic belief that large schools have better 

educational qualities produced a wave of centralization across the country. More 

than 2000 schools were closed and challenged the tradition of schools in the local 

environment of the pupils. Research did not support this belief of “bigger is better.” 

The education act of 1969 consequently recommended small lower secondary 

schools and that each municipality have the right to decide its own school structure, 

while the nation state paid for the main costs, teacher wages.

The national curriculum plan included many locally decided qualities underscor-

ing the importance of grounding school content in the local environment: the school 

supporting the family as an institution of primary education and upbringing, teach-

ing themes/subjects reflecting pupil experience of a local nature, production, and 

culture; home-place knowledge; outdoor pursuit center; the procedures for school-

parent cooperation. These educational qualities are founded on the ‘‘Norwegian 

Education Acts’’ and detailed in the “National curriculum plan” from 1987 (pp. 21, 

24) and from 1997 (p. 44) emphasizing the community active school, for instance, 

not only preparing teaching connections to local nature, culture, and production, but 

also for the school to contribute to solving challenges of the local community, 

whether urban or rural. The new income system for the municipalities—the block-

grant system—introduced in 1986 challenged the place- conscious content pattern 

and reinforced the standardization of schooling by teaching and learning abstract 

school subjects and starting a new wave of centralization that is still ongoing. The 

closure of small rural schools therefore represents a contradictory practice and is 

changing what rural schools were meant to be.

1 An allodial right to a property is an old Norwegian legal tradition. Unlike other countries’ inheri-
tance rights, the Norwegian allodial right is a right to reclaim, not to inherit. Only properties with 
at least 25,000 m2 of cultivated land or at least 500,000 m2 of productive forest can be allodial 
properties. The first person to own the property for 20 years establishes allodial rights for him-/
herself and his/her descendants. Although others can buy an allodial property, those with allodial 
rights have 6 months after the owner’s registration to reclaim the property. Every owner of culti-
vated land and some areas of pasture must farm the land. The general rule is that the owner must 
reside on the property.
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 Learning by Imparting and Acquisition or Learning 

by Participation?

The contours of two competing perspectives of schooling are becoming visible—

learning by participation and learning by imparting and acquisition. The perspec-

tive of participation is associated with the community-active school, a sustainable, 

place-based, and place-conscious education most frequently found in rural 

communities: It says that place matters—not least in educational processes (cf., 

Berg-Olsen, 2008; Corbett, 2013, 2015; Edvardsen, 1981, 1983, 2004; Gruenewald 

& Smith, 2008; Karlberg-Granlund, 2009; Kvalsund, 1994; Kvalsund & Hargreaves, 

2009, 2014; Rogoff, 2003; Rogoff, Paradise, Arauz, Correa-Chávez, & Angelillo, 

2003; Schafft & Jackson, 2010; Sigsworth & Solstad, 2005; Solstad, 1978, 1994, 

2009; Solstad & Andræ Thelin, 2006; Solstad, Leka, & Sigsworth, 2012).

In contrast, traditional desk and classroom teaching imparting second-hand 

knowledge in selected abstract school subjects is more characteristic of urban 

schools. The later primary school reforms represent a considerable pressure for 

changing rural schools in line with the imparting and acquisition perspective (Berg- 

Olsen, 2008). This represents a dissociation of school from local nature, culture, and 

production and the community-active school. A second main intention of the 

primary school reform of 20062 was to place the acquisition of school-subject 

knowledge at the forefront of teaching and learning, focusing on formally tested 

results and consequently on the measurement of pupil achievement in fairly abstract 

school subjects rather than on education for the broader moral values formulated in 

the general section of the national curriculum plan.3 This seems to be an additional 

indicator of rural schools changing in the direction of what one might describe as 

“placeless service consumption.” By its abstract quality school content is supposed 

to qualify rural youth as work force in a global, competitive economy.

 Quality Norms of Small Rural Schools

A related theme exemplifying normativity has been the increasing hegemonic per-

spective of rural schools as deficient schools—deficient versions of larger urban 

schools in formal as well as in informal learning. Seen from this perspective, small 

rural schools are something to leave behind. The counter-perspective is that keeping 

rural schools and the long-lasting alteration of their content to better fit urban values 

in classroom teaching and learning, represents a direct challenge to the role schools 

are meant to play in  local place-based identity building and local community 

survival. However, if these arguments of deficiency are valid, only cities are 

acceptable locations for schools. The hegemonic concept of normality in this sense 

2 The reforms is called Kunnskapsløftet (The knowledge lift).
3 See https://www.udir.no/laring-og-trivsel/lareplanverket/generell-del-av-lareplanen/
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has for years been—and still seems to be—urban, most often large and single- 

graded. This concept of the deviance or deconstruction of rural schools can be 

observed again and again in many individual cases of the closure of small rural 

schools, which were based solely on economic arguments referred to in economic 

reports from consulting firms rather than research. The reports do not even consider 

qualities and values small rural schools gain through being educationally place- 

based and place-conscious. Examples also exist of educational researchers advising 

the closure of rural schools without grounding their recommendation in relevant 

research (Kvalsund, 2014, 2017; Nordal, 2014; Solstad, 2009, pp. 188–206).

 The School Conceived as a Knowledge Enterprise 

for Production

A concept of schools as knowledge-industrial production units (school as a knowl-

edge enterprise) prevails and is the core presumptions in several analysis reports 

requested by the governmental Office of Municipalities and Regions and 

Modernization. Researchers of the Norwegian University of Science and 

Technology’s (NTNU), Department of Economics have analyzed the efficiency 

potential of lower secondary schools by calculating the relationship between pupil 

grades in the abstract school subjects Norwegian, English, and Mathematics after 

10th grade (dependent variable) and resources spent in the form of the number of 

teacher-labor years and teaching hours, controlled for parental social background. 

Municipal revenues, the fragmentation of political parties, and the proportion of 

socialists in the municipality council are additional independent variables and are 

said to have negative effects, increasing resource use and lowering performance. 

The conclusion, however, is that large savings can be achieved without reduced 

learning outcomes (grades) by continuing the process of closing small rural schools 

(Borge & Naper, 2005). A similar analysis is completed for 2010–2012 and the 

primary school sector has an efficiency potential of 24% (Borge, Nyhus, & Pettersen, 

2014).

Another report—“Achievement Differences Between Schools and Municipalities: 

An Analysis of Standardized National Tests 2008”—was published in 2010 (SØF- 

rapport nr. 01/10) with regression analysis of test scores in abstract school subjects 

as the dependent variable. Independent variables were aspects of the pupils’ social 

background (parents’ education, occupation, and income), school characteristics 

(category of school, number of pupils in school and classes, gender distribution in 

the grades, teacher gender and education) and aspects of school localization (county, 

municipality size, municipal revenue). Theoretically, 100% of the variance and 

relative explanatory power of each factor could be explained—if all relevant factors 

were included in the model and could be measured precisely. However, the report’s 

authors state that the study lacks information on pupil intelligence and quality of 

teaching, behavior, and interaction between the pupils—which are probably among 
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the more important factors in understanding and explaining differences in pupil 

subject learning and achievement. This lack of data turns interpretation of 

relationships between dependent and independent variables into a challenging and 

difficult process. The researchers report that 10–20% of the variation in test scores 

is explained by the variables in the model of the regression analysis, meaning that 

the major part remains unexplained. The statistical significance for many variable 

relationships reveals only very small effects, ones that are occasionally unreasonable 

and even in conflict. However, with many variables and a high number of participating 

units (e.g., a complete age cohort of pupils), relationships that are substantially 

without importance and interest would be presented as statistically significant and 

thereby imbued with a false educational importance. This low-quality SØF-report 

includes many results of this kind. Despite the restricted value of this research, the 

leader of the national Directorate of Education reported the results to deputy majors 

and members of the municipal councils at national meetings for small rural 

municipalities. The false and misleading message is that a small rural school is a 

risk factor in pupils’ subject knowledge learning and thereby indirectly a risk factor 

for their future development. After the introduction of the block-grant system in 

1986, local decision makers (and even a minister of the government) have therefore 

received and present seemingly research-based empirical evidence for closing small 

rural schools, evidence that a closer look reveals to be invalid (Solstad & Kvalsund, 

2010). The empirical “evidence” was presented by what Solstad (2016, p.  30) 

describes as false prophets.

This oversimplified and misleading conception of schools and education at the 

elementary level, based on the logics of material production, stems from economic 

rather than educational research institutions. Studies like these lie behind the silent 

centralization in process. It is thought provoking that test results in abstract school 

subjects are accepted as the main indicator of educational quality, although children 

in many cases spend 11–12 h per week being bussed at only 6 years of age. That 

closing of small rural schools reduces children’s spare time activities, conditions of 

physical exercises, and well-being (Solstad & Solstad, 2015)—that the rural 

community loses the local school as a cultural institution and intergenerational 

meeting place (Melheim, 2011)—that important local work places are centralized 

as well and the fact that young families will hardly settle down in places without 

schools—none of this is part of the regression equations and models of the referenced 

studies and production models above. Neither do the reports refer to peer-reviewed 

research whose authors analyze the potential qualities of small rural schools, such 

as social and educational interaction across age and gender, natural learning of 

responsibility, extended contact with adults in the local community, use of social 

context and nature in teaching and learning, as well as closer and more integrated 

contact with parents and caretakers—these qualities are among the more 

 well- documented ones published in three PhD theses (Berg-Olsen, 2008; Johansen, 

2009; Kvalsund, 1994). Changing the concept of schooling to better fit the logic of 

material production rather than cultural communicative interaction is part of the 

process of deconstructing the concept of rural schools.
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 Educational Governance and Achievement Testing

The present and reinforced centralization of schools is part of a larger picture asso-

ciated with result-oriented economic production models of education and an emerg-

ing global educational governance observed internationally. Meyer and Benavot 

critically discuss the OECD PISA system in their book “PISA, Power and Policy: 

The Emergence of Global Educational Governance” (2013). The logic of PISA and 

of a global testing culture (Smith, 2017) is obvious. Norway can serve as an exam-

ple. Without discussion of the founding historical, cultural, and ideological pre-

sumptions on which the Norwegian educational system and the national curriculum 

plan is built, PISA testing and teaching in selected theoretical school subjects now 

have priority in curriculum planning and daily practice in rural schools, communi-

ties, and municipalities. Teaching is practiced as if these measures were covering 

the content of the national and local curriculum plans—a quality they do not have. 

Within this reductionist educational regime, place-based content of rural schooling 

and teachers as knowledgeable agents are challenged by standardized teaching pro-

grams that are commercially developed and based on Randomized Trial Control 

(RTC) logic. Teachers are treated as a potential educational problem (Smith, 2016), 

because how the teacher in fact acts in the classrooms cannot be known or con-

trolled under these programs (Kvalsund, 2017). An important aspect of governance 

and governmentality is making the professionals and ordinary people accept the 

logic by unnoticeable persuasion rather than arguments and conviction—indirectly 

deconstructing the meaning and qualities of rural schooling and invading local dem-

ocratic processes.

Biased globalized and abstract school subject knowledge and curriculum content 

contribute substantially to the weakening of place-grounded thinking on identity 

and in many cases seem to be a push factor for out-migration from rural local 

communities and regions. The transition of rural youth to the urban areas of the 

country has been going on for years—in too many cases socially draining the local 

community by exporting the best and brightest recruits to urban areas and cities. To 

use Corbett’s (2007) term on this process of qualification, these young people are in 

school learning to leave the rural. This is also the direction of migration and 

settlement.

 The Block-Grant System: A Mechanism for Change of Rural 

Schooling

The pattern of school localization and the procedures for making decisions on 

school localization have changed dramatically. Until 1986, a municipality could not 

decide to close a school or change the school’s structure unless the people of the 

catchment area and the county director of education had been heard. Each 

municipality was granted earmarked money from the Ministry of Education if the 
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county director approved the local school structure. Municipalities could not save 

money for other service sectors by closing small rural schools.

1986 can be identified as a historical turning point for schools, a change from an 

expansive phase in developing the school system of the welfare state to a contractive 

phase: This was the year policymakers decided on a block-grant system for 

transferring money from the national to the local/municipal level. The block-grant 

system challenged the tradition of having a relatively decentralized school system 

across the country, which had been based on the educational qualities associated 

with place-based schooling and the connection between children’s life experiences 

from the local community and school learning (Solstad, 2009, pp. 31–33). These 

values were even embedded in the national curriculum plan of 2006 (LK06), in the 

period in which policymakers had decided on a new direction: focusing on selected 

school subjects and achievement testing.

However, policymakers precalculated the grant for each municipality’s schools 

by applying the Agder model (Hannevig  Friestad, 1990; Hannevig  Friestad & 

Johnsen, 1992) identifying theoretical school districts for standard schools. The 

block-grant system is the mechanism that makes room for strategic calculation in the 

field of schooling. Analyzing the census districts in the municipalities and counties, 

policymakers set the precalculated size of a school at 450 pupils (a school size that 

in Norway is to be found only in urban schools) and a minimum bus travelling time 

of half an hour, meaning that municipalities with a decentralized school structure 

were exposed to a heavy centralizing pressure. This was followed by a descaling of 

school-competent persons in the municipal school administration, not least the chief 

municipal education officer. The Agder model formed the conceptual core of a com-

puter program used at the ministry level for precalculating theoretical cost-effective 

school structures in Norwegian municipalities. Within this technical and seemingly 

neutral perspective, schools and communities are considered and transformed into 

“industrial-like production units” (Hannevig Friestad & Johnsen, 1992).4 Hanushek 

(1981, 1989) tells us that increasing teacher density has no educational effect. Based 

on these studies Norwegian policymakers claim that amalgamation and centraliza-

tion have no negative educational consequences. Maintaining the small schools 

would mean “throwing money at schools,” according to Hanushek (1981).

These narrow and limiting models of schooling focusing on test results in abstract 

school subjects as the only outcome and quality indicator may be judged consistent 

with New Public Management (NPM) concepts of individual freedom of choice, 

transforming the role of teachers to that of public service providers responsible for 

fostering their “customers” (pupils’) individual careers as general service consumers. 

In this perspective, schools are conceived as production units and are expected to be 

effective independent of place. However, the realities of mountains, fjords, and 

valleys in rural Norway in most cases limit the available alternatives. Freedom to 

choose, therefore, is transformed into something very different from voluntary 

4 Bonesrønning and Rattsø (1992), for example, applied the school effectiveness model to upper 
secondary schools. Bonesrønning and Vaag Iversen (2010) analyzed differences in 2008 test results 
of national standardised tests as measures of effectiveness.
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consumption: People must choose—to stay or leave. This is the true situation, 

although the authors of the Norwegian Education Act and the National Curriculum 

Plan insist that children in Norway have a right to go to schools in the near and local 

environment, independent of parental social background and where they live in the 

country. Closing small schools threatens important political aims about the whole 

country as a living landscape with local resources that should be only sustainably 

exploited. This was announced in St. Meld.5 21 (2005–2006), “Heart for the Whole 

Country.” Once again, what was said and written was one thing—what is done 

seems to be something else.

However, the block-grant system established a new decision pattern—central-
ized decentralization as a first step. The central government in this way exports 

difficult and conflicting decisions about closing small rural schools and changing 

the local school structure to the municipal council (a kind of enforced governance 

by reduced funding of the block grant for the schools in the theoretical school struc-

ture, aimed at forcing local stakeholders to accept the changed economic possibili-

ties as inevitable). Further centralization takes place at the municipal level—in other 

words, decentralized centralization, meaning closing and relocating schools from 

the sparsely populated places, most often to the municipal center, enhancing local 

conflicts, and weakening the local community as a collective social unit (Kvalsund, 

2009). The block-grant system has made possible the cultural deconstruction of the 

educational idea of small rural schools and communities and made local actors to 

accept it as inevitable point of the agenda—an example of the concept of 

governmentality as introduced by Foucault (1991).

 Migration and Changes in Child Settlement

An additional indicator of the process of the cultural deconstruction of rural schools 

and communities can be found in the new patterns of out-migration. In Norway, the 

long-lasting change from rural to urban living continues: Since 1995, the country’s 

six largest cities have expanded and increased their population by 32%, compared 

with only 8% for the rest of the country. Centralization and urbanization seem to 

form a highway of change—but a highway that is leading in the wrong direction, 

judged against national goals of settlement in all parts of the country. Explanations 

of the Norwegian patterns of centralization and out-migration have changed over 

time: From unsubstantiated fear of irreversible depopulation of rural and sparsely 

populated areas in the years before 1980, the understanding has changed to the more 

nuanced concept of thinning out communities, describing effects of long-lasting 

population decline on social cooperation and services offered to the community 

members (Aasbrenn, 1989; Sørli, 2016)—schools included. Since 1990, a main 

challenge has been the increasingly selective out-migration to the cities by girls, 

who are not returning to their native rural communities to bear their children or raise 

5 St. Meld. means a report to the Storting (the Norwegian national assembly).

R. Kvalsund



189

their own families, as they used to do. This change is characterized as the increasing 

centralization of child settlement (Sørli, 2016), which researchers have explained 

with a normative urban trend implying better material living conditions and 

noneconomic factors related to culture, consumption, and quality of life in urban 

areas—in other words, preferences that might change in the short-run if living costs 

were to undergo a sudden and marked increase (Wessel & Barstad, 2016). The 

resultant decline in the number of children forces rural municipalities to consider 

closing small rural schools. However, the later tendency in Norway is that larger 

schools are being closed as well.

Judging factors in the present situation, this wave of centralization in Norway is 

clearly normative and ideological—as demonstrated by the fact that reorganizing 

schools into larger units lacks solid grounding in research-based knowledge and is 

happening not only with small rural schools: The Norwegian government has 

recently initiated a parallel situation in the service fields of the welfare state, such as 

policing, health services and hospitals, courts, municipalities and counties (as well 

as in the primary production of small-scale fishery and farming). These fields all 

seem to be in a process of structural and cultural change towards the creation of 

larger units and concomitant impoverishing of rural institutions and communities, 

threatening their significance as sources of cultural identity. Smaller units are forced 

into larger ones framed with different and crossing borders in each field. Bigger is 

better.

This cloud of reforms makes the present situation very unclear and chances for 

democratic involvement extremely difficult for ordinary people as well as for 

researchers, including in reforms of school localization. Reforms are supposed to be 

innovations representing qualities of something new. However, qualities are difficult 

to measure because they are grounded in the unique. Therefore, real innovations can 

be measured only later. And later, after becoming measurable, the new is no longer 

an innovation. Looked at from a distance, considering the many indicators of a 

reinforced process of cultural de- and reconstruction of what rural schools are 

supposed to be, researchers studying rural schools as single and multiple cases, 

should focus on individual and collective experiences over time as seen from below 

and within a life-world perspective.

 A Picture of the Present Research on Rural Schools and Their 

Communities: Themes and Research Questions

A central question is what research themes were preferred during the transition 

from the expansive to the contractive phase of the Norwegian welfare state. An 

overview is given in Table 10.1. During the entire period after World War II, the 

Norwegian school system has been characterized by centralization through specific 

education acts and national curriculum plans, although with an opening for the 

development of local curriculum content and local regional decisions on school 
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Table 10.1 Research on rural schools in Norway, 1960–2016: Some historical main lines

Source: Design by author
aSPA means Sparsely Populated Areas, in other words, communities in which less than 30% of the 
population live in places/villages having more than 200 inhabitants
bSt.Meld. means report to the Storting (the Norwegian national assembly)
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structure made at a municipal level. Kvalsund (2004b, 2009) and Kvalsund and 

Lauglo (1994) observe that prior to the mid-1970s, research on schools and their 

local community was separated into two branches: On the one hand, sociological 

and other social scientist researchers were outward oriented and excluded themselves 

from what was going on in schools and classrooms; instead, they focused on 

communities and society ignoring socialization, teaching, and learning. On the 

other hand, educational researchers were mainly inward oriented and locked 

themselves up in classrooms, with a narrow didactic perspective on educational 

research. This division seems to have lasted for several years.

However, the later part of the expansive phase of the welfare state up to the 1990s 

features a period of research clearly tuned to decentralization in research and 

development work, with researchers studying the context of schooling as well as 

internal school aspects. This is the situation before the turning point of centralized 

decentralization and the block-grant model of school cost in the municipalities. 

Local democracy, devolution of power, developing the cultural identity of pupils, 

schools, and communities, as well as place-conscious schooling are signal concepts 

of the time. Smaller research projects dominated. Examples of variables studied are 

school size and the degree of centralization related to pupil well-being, ability to 

attract qualified staff, discipline during classes, and social contact between pupils. 

Researchers were motivated by the desire to discover the factors that made for a 

better, higher quality school. Case studies of schools and communities involved in 

ongoing school centralization processes are part of the research picture—

comparative research on schools with state-mandated and local school content 

analyzing pupil learning as well as recruitment and maintenance of the local 

community. Researchers analyzed local curriculum projects reflecting season 

variations, for example in local small-scale fisheries, as well as projects reflecting 

new ways of organizing schools and kindergartens into local cultural centers for 

intergenerational interaction and learning for children.

A subcategory of this research is formed by studies of social history exploring 

the schooling and consequences of rather brutal and disqualifying Norwegianization 

attempts to weaponize schooling to destroy the language, culture, and childhood of 

national minorities such as Sami, Coast Sami, and Romany people. Local democracy, 

devolution of power, and developing the cultural identity of pupils played no role 

here (Brandal, Døving, & Plesner, 2017; Kvalsund, 2009, pp. 5–7).

The next step and effect is that of decentralized centralization, meaning that local 

politicians distribute lack of money between small rural communities at the local 

municipality level—a consequence of which is the closure of small rural schools 

(Kvalsund, 2009)—a process that has accelerated for many years: Since 1986, 1391 

small schools have been closed without any discussion by the Storting and the 

Government (Ertesvåg & Hegvik, 2017). This is about half of the number of primary 

schools still in existence. Solstad and Solstad (2015) have also documented that the 

number of primary schools in the 140 most sparsely populated municipalities in 

Norway have fallen from 500 in 1990 to just 300 today.

For years, researchers have wondered what knowledge grounded in relevant 

research explains why small rural school should be closed in conflict with children’s 
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legal right to acquire an education at schools located in their local environment. Is 

this a result of research-based knowledge about the low quality of learning in small 

rural schools? What consequences do local communities experience when their 

voice is not heard by the central government and politicians at the national level in 

a question as central as whether their children have a school to attend in their local 

community, as expressed in the Norwegian Education Act? Research on what 

happens with the small rural schools and their communities has been funded to a 

very little extent. My best option is therefore to present three research projects that 

have been funded since 1989 to research localization and learning qualities in rural 

schools.

In 1980, during the transition period to the contractive period starting in the late 

1980s, a national research project—“School Localization: Economic, Sociological 

and Educational Aspects”—started at Volda University College, financed by the 

Associations of Norwegian Municipalities and the Norwegian Research Council 

(NRC). The research project was not associated with any specific central reform and 

was funded by the open NRC Program for Educational Research. It was an open 

research study on the educational, sociological and economic aspects of comparing 

formal and informal educational processes in smaller and larger rural school—

school localization. Its researchers asked whether place matters. Working with 

complementary theory, they made a comparative analysis of multiple cases of 

smaller and bigger rural schools and their communities. They discovered that vacant 

capacity rather than need for investment in new buildings, transportation costs, and 

smallness, per se, explained cases of small rural schools’ high costs. The study 

included analysis of school closure and both immediate and long term out-migration. 

The researchers analyzed teacher settlement by studying a combination of human 

resources and resources of place. Other themes of comparative research were formal 

and informal parental contact and cooperation with the school; the informal social 

learning and social networks of the pupil in the three learning arenas lessons, 

recesses, and spare time; and transitions between the primary and lower secondary 

level (Kvalsund, 2000, 2004a, 2004b; Kvalsund, Løvik, & Myklebust, 1992; 

Myklebust, Kvalsund, Løvik, & Hagen, 1992). The research results are clearly in 

favor of small rural schools and communities (Kvalsund, 2009, pp. 8–9)—yet had 

no impact at the national level. The closure of small rural schools continued and 

later accelerated considerably. The main reason seems to be the new block grant 

system of financing schools at the municipal level, just as prior local warnings had 

predicted (Solstad, 2009, pp. 31–35).

The goals of a second research project referred to in Table 10.1, “Schooling and 

Growing Up in Sparsely Populated Districts,” by Professor Karl Jan Solstad (2009), 

were funded by the NRC.  This research project was independent of regulations 

from a national reform and analyzed schooling close to where children live as a 

democratic welfare good in 142 municipalities with sparsely populated districts and 

data on 527 schools. How has decentralization affected school equitability in the 

process of decentralized centralization? How can schools located 30 km away serve 

as a resource for the local community? How is social learning affected when the 

school and its teachers are using place-based learning resources located very 
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remotely? What are characteristics of threatened and closed schools? Who are the 

stakeholders behind the process and what characterizes local resistance and 

mobilization?

Solstad (2009) compared small schools and kindergartens as learning arenas as 

well as the development of social competence and peer socialization in sparsely 

populated districts with small schools. The study’s variables were the context of 

childhood, the type of settlement, the industrial and production base, the school 

location and school transport, the level of teacher qualification, stability and turn 

over, teaching resources, and local content, availability, and systematics. This 

national study includes 142 municipalities with 433 of 527 (82%) schools 

responding. The average number of people in the municipalities is 2750. One 

research study of this project is a PhD thesis titled “Care or Strategy? Rationality 

and Dilemmas in Multi-Graded schools,” by Anita Berg-Olsen (2008). Central 

research questions of this doctoral thesis are “What characterizes variations in 

education and learning activities in multi-graded schools? What are the concepts of 

teaching and learning behind educational measures and action in multi-graded 

schools? What learning contexts are developed by the way educational practice is 

understood and realized in multigraded schools?” (Berg-Olsen, 2008, p. 19) The 

project’s research results, coming 10  years after the school localization project, 

support the study of aspects of school localization—in favor of the small rural 

schools. The project’s details are documented in Solstad (2009).

This comparative educational research has been peer-reviewed and published 

nationally as well internationally in well-respected research journals. If one searches 

online for the researchers of these two projects, a pattern emerges: The central 

government does not refer to the research,6 but a huge number of references are 

made by parents and local politicians mobilizing resistance and counter-forces 

against the closure of rural schools. One can even find related local comments to a 

governmental hearing on school legislation. It is therefore evident that the 

 research- based knowledge from the two projects fulfills a democratic function in 

giving voice to life-world actors and interests in the regions and local communities.

Actors at the governmental level have turned down researchers’ applications for 

funding this project as a monitoring, longitudinal data-base for what is happening to 

schools in the sparsely populated areas of Norway. The process of closing small and 

larger rural schools continues. Research on important dimensions—such as long- 

term consequences for children, parents, and the local community—is neglected. 

Focusing on the selected three projects therefore gives one a fairly comprehensive 

picture of research on rural schools over the last 30  years. The NRC-project 

researchers studying schools under the 2006 knowledge reform had data on small as 

well as larger schools, urban as well as rural. However, no research project produced 

a comparative analysis of small and large rural schools (Kvalsund, 2009).

6 Melheim (2015) points to the fact that without understandable reasons the research project 
“Learning Regions” does not refer to research (not even a doctoral thesis) published either by the 
“School Localization” project at Volda University College nor the research project “Schooling and 
Growing Up in Sparsely Populated Districts,” at Nesna University College and Norland Research.
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However, actors at the central level granted a research project funding in accor-

dance with the logic of “Reform 2007: ‘The Knowledge Lift,’” with its main focus 

on school subject learning and achievement testing: The research was titled “Sogn 

og Fjordane county (SF)—A paradox?” and was related to the question of why rural 

SF has since 2006 been receiving the best results on national tests in reading, math-

ematics, and Norwegian language, at same level as schools in the capital city of 

Oslo. Researchers compare achievement results on standardized tests in selected 

abstract school subjects at schools in SF with the test results of schools in three low-

performing counties with similar population structures and socioeconomic prereq-

uisites, such as parental education, occupational background, and employment. The 

research project “Learning Regions” is funded by the NRC Program for Research 

and Innovation in the Education Sector, FINNUT and was directed by Professor 

Göran Söderlund, Sogndal University College. The research study was organized in 

12 research groups. Each group has reported their results in the book “School 

Quality is Created Locally” (Langfeldt, 2015). The researchers’ method is to treat 

the county as a general independent variable and results on the subject achievement 

tests as a dependent variable. The 12 different research groups then specify the gen-

eral independent variable in several factors as potential explanatory factors of dif-

ferences in achievement tests (presented on the home pages of NRC, my translation): 

(1) The regional historical tradition of school support; (2) Historical teacher author-

ity; (3) A cultural two-language advantage (Bokmål related to Danish and Ny-norsk 

based on Norwegian dialects by Ivar Aasen); (4) Practicing management by objec-

tives at the municipal level; (5) School as an agent of change—parent roles; (6) A 

learning educational system at the regional level; (7) The external culture of school, 

social integration, or conflict at the local community level; (8) Teacher competence 

level; (9) Self-efficacy beliefs and gender; (10) Teacher-pupil communication pat-

tern; (11) Educational thinking, practice, and management; and (12) The impor-

tance of the learning environment. Of these 12 factors, two (3, 10) contribute to the 

correlation between the characteristics of schools and community in SF as a county 

and its students’ high scores on achievement tests; two factors (9, 12) make partial 

and therefore minor contributions to the correlation.

The researchers of this project did not undertake a comparative analysis of poten-

tial effects of differences in characteristics of smaller and larger rural schools, such 

as school size, even if the data material would have invited such an analysis. 

Experienced teachers and researchers in SF heavily criticized this deficit (Fagerheim, 

2015), a criticism answered by the research project by Söderlund, Vangsnes, and 

Tønnesen (2015) and discussed by Melheim (2015). Söderlund et al. (2015) state 

that researchers are uninterested in small schools as an explanation of good results 

on achievement tests because they comprise only a minor part (2.8%) of the pupils 

in SF county: To explain that small rural schools have the best results on achievement 

tests because they are small would be to generalize from subjective experiences. 

Rather, they contend, it is an effect of “the tyranny of small numbers,” meaning that 

a small number of very high or very low scores might change the average score 

significantly. The authors refer to the Wainer and Zwerling (2006) article “Evidence 

that Smaller Schools Do Not Improve Student Achievement,” whose authors found 
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no correlation between small size and strong test results. However, Melheim (2015) 

points out that the Learning Region project has a misleading definition of small 

schools, because only schools with less than 30 pupils are categorized as small, 

although the Norwegian criterion is 90 pupils. It is also documented that Wainer and 

Zwerling used schools with 360 pupils as examples of what is meant by an American 

small school, making their arguments irrelevant for the Norwegian context. The 

teachers’ and researchers’ criticism that a comparative study of school size is still 

missing therefore prevails.

The most obvious characteristic of the research situation is that the massive clo-

sure of small rural schools is still ongoing—without updated research-based knowl-

edge about consequences of school size at any level. The consequences for the local 

communities are described as county politics, not as educational and social science 

research with local educational relevance. The presented picture of research on rural 

schools indicates that researchers can only obtain funding by focusing their research 

on explaining characteristics of achievement results in selected school subjects. In 

this way, a lack of research contributes to the deconstruction of the concept of rural 

schools and communities.

Two social scientists have suggested concepts that can be used to give an over-

view—Habermas (1983, 1985, 1989) and Foucault (1984a, 1984b, 1991). Habermas 

suggests two concepts: the system and the life world perspectives.7 The system per-

spective invites us to analyze the practice of the central government, the state 

bureaucracy, and the capitalist economic interests, to understand the school as a 

production and knowledge enterprise for qualifying young people as the nation’s 

work force in the international competitive economy.

The system perspective is external to the local community, its actors directing it 

top-down with an interest in implementing what is decided at the central level as 

reform measures. In many cases, this top-down implementation produces resistance 

and conflict (Solstad, 2009).8 The funding of research on knowledge learning in 

abstract, decontextualized, or placeless globalized school subjects, monitored and 

controlled by systematic achievement testing, demonstrates that the system 

perspective frames the practice of Norwegian research and school development 

described in this article.

So far, indicators illustrate how rural schools and communities are in a process 

of being culturally deconstructed, showing that the system world perspective is 

7 Habermas’s concepts are system and life world in English translation. The concept of the life 
world points to the experienced actor meaning of every-day life. However, the system of arrange-
ments has interacting agents as well—a system world. In the paragraphs to follow, I will therefore 
use system and system world as synonymous expressions.
8 The author of the present article and a critical friend of the research project has suggested the 
establishment of a national database monitoring the development in schools and communities of 
sparsely populated areas in Norway. This could be done by continuing the data collection of the 
research project “Schooling and Growing Up in Sparsely Populated Districts” at intervals of 
3–5  years as a cooperative project between Volda University College and Nesna University 
College. Possibilities for funding the operation, maintenance, and further development of the data-
base were also explored at the governmental level without producing any conclusive results.
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hegemonic, as demonstrated by the series of school reforms from the 1990s up to 

2007. Researchers have paid little attention to the interests of actors in the local life 

world. Foucault (1991) has introduced the corresponding concept of governmentality, 

referring to the way in which the state exercises control over the bodies of the 

population (here the local school actors), trying to persuade them, rather than 

convincing them by argument to accept the control system by which they also 

indirectly learn to govern themselves and their fellow countrymen—for example 

through school management (not leadership), accountability, and achievement 

testing, or the closure of small rural schools. The process of centralized 

decentralization—grounded in block-grant funding of schools at the community 

level as described earlier in this text—is an example of governmentality: learnt 

control of themselves by accepting to close “deficit” small rural schools in reference 

solely to economic reasons, as a normal and accepted political procedure. The 

narrow block grant or money decides.

Moreover, the best and brightest pupils are not only learning to leave the local 

community for urban arenas of life course adaptations, but also to accept this as the 

normal path. This contributes to the development of thinning out communities 

within the meaning framework of Norway’s large and silent school reform—the 

closure small rural schools without the issue appearing on either a local, regional or 

a national research agenda. The community consequences of closing rural schools 

are neglected both at the formulation and realization level, as seen from the system 

perspective.

In Fig. 10.1, the second Habermas concept, the life world, is complementary to 

the system world concept and is directed from the bottom up. The system’s 

stakeholders are the more powerful agents and will in most cases invade the life 

world. The school as an institution of learning by participation in local and regional 

nature, culture, and production is challenged, as is residents’ ability to live 

meaningful local rural lives with an intrinsic value. The legitimation of learning in 

school is also to ensure recruitment to the local community by practicing place- 

based and place-conscious education. Parents and teachers in rural schools and 

communities are faced with the challenge of communicating the qualities of rural 

schooling as equitable. The quality of schooling seen from the local perspective is 

clearly not given priority as a dependent variable in research projects such as the 

“Learning regions” project. County effects on rather narrow achievement test results 

in abstract school subjects seems to be something that cannot be appreciated highly 

enough by central government and the leaders of suggesting research projects in 

NRC.

To settle conflicts on the differences of meaning between system and life world 

perspectives, Habermas has utilized a universalistic theory of discourse to develop 

the democratic procedure of negotiating consensus, applying his discourse ethics 

based on what he describes as “the better argument at the formulation level,” 

referring to the political intentions of the reforms. This is the first position of the 

second dimension of Fig. 10.1, the formulation level, in which educational policy, 

reforms, research and their value base are described, legitimized and decided. At the 

other end of this dimension lie concrete operationalization and attempts at realization 
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at the local level seen from system perspective. It might also refer to a competing or 

conflicting conception of schooling established as a pattern of learning by local 

teachers, parents, and pupils.

However, a profound problem has emerged in this analysis of the Norwegian 

practice of closing small rural schools: What can be done when the better argument 

is based on values pointing in opposite directions and that are not accepted at the 

local level? Foucault points to the phenomenon of governmentality and the real 
every-day situations where actual power relations are situated in concrete contexts: 

Communication presumes power. Conflicts can be resolved only by pursuing 

practical wisdom, common sense to the best of one’s judgement in these concrete 

situations. Foucault considers handling concrete resistance, conflict, and struggle 

(compared with the Habermas’s discourse-ethical negotiation of consensus) the 

better way of establishing freedom and democratic decisions. This is relevant for an 

increasingly marginalized rural population resisting the situation of the cultural 

deconstruction of rural communities and schools.

Researching school learning from a local life-world perspective focusing on 

identity development and comparing categories of local communities would be an 

important counter-position for research on rural schools. Some relevant subthemes 

of research would be studying teacher professionalism from within schools—a 

teacher life world perspective—compared with the externally directed teacher 

professionalism associated with the dominating national reforms. Multi-grade 

teaching compared with the socially restricted learning of single-grade teaching 

could be studied as a preventative measure against the “peer-society” and ageism 

(Hagestad & Uhlenberg, 2005), pointing to the risk that the profound age segregation 
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Fig. 10.1 Researching small rural schools in Norway: A meaning-table of research themes. 
Source: Designed by author
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of schooling of today disqualifies pupils from communicating with older and 

younger cohorts in the future.

Judging the Norwegian research situation against this background (cf., Fig. 10.1), 

the need arises for a research process grounded in a rural life-world perspective as 

seen from below, starting with a power analysis of school political documents at the 

national level, identifying potentially conflicting points with the local and regional 

interests (e.g., Engebretsen & Heggen, 2012). The main theme of research should 

be the cultural deconstruction of rural communities and schools.

 On Research Design and Methods

A research design has several main functions. The first is to describe the packages 

of research activities that comprise the research study within an overall strategy that 

includes describing details about the methods of data collection and data analysis. 

The second is to justify the choice of research strategy grounded in the project’s 

purpose, research theme, and research questions. The analysis of the research 

situation on rural schools and communities above is an example of such a 

justification. A third function is to explain the logical sequence of the phases of the 

research process and how it is connected to the philosophical presumptions of the 

research study, which I earlier referred to as theory of science and reflections about 

the actor-structure balance. The theory of science is based on presumptions, urging 

the researcher to remember that we cannot know for sure, keeping the researcher 

doubt about scientific knowledge alive.

Research design has several aspects: (1) use of theory; (2) time frame, whether 

the study is cross-sectional or longitudinal, and the time perspective prospective or 

retrospective; (3) case- /variable-number relationship—an intensive or in-depth 

study (small case number/high variable-number) or extensive or broad study (small 

variable number/large case number); (4) a controlled (experimental; comparative 

studies) or natural (case studies, historical studies) research context; (5) quantitative 

(numbers) or qualitative (words and images) data. Another important aspect is the 

single, idiosyncratic, worthwhile-in-itself case on the one side and the many, 

general, and instrumental cases on the other. This difference is what Stake (2005) 

meant when in his analysis of case studies he described some as intrinsic others as 

instrumental, extracting knowledge from the cases to compare, understand and 

explain a common aspect. Again, the three research projects will illustrate choices 

about design aspects of Norwegian research on small rural schools.

Under pressure at the national level to evaluate formal learning in central school 

subjects, the researchers of the School Localization project decided to examine the 

informal learning processes to complement the knowledge field on learning in 

multi-graded schools.9 The idea was that informal learning processes might be even 

9 The leader of the project at the central level came to Volda and very much wanted us to develop 
knowledge tests and compare test results for pupils at smaller and larger rural schools. The project 
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more important than the formal learning processes, either by compensating for or 

reinforcing what happened in periods of formal learning at school. As this implied 

researching children’s play and cultural activities, it called for a design that could 

ensure room for new voices—not least the voices of children. Tiller (1989) discussed 

the meaning of the concept of children and pointed to a bias in child research. The 

tendency in Norwegian social science research on children’s life situation up to the 

late 1980s had been give voice to adults, those working with children, rather than 

children themselves and what they had to say about being children, for example in 

schools. The children’s voices are central in trying to analyze the rural school 

situation by tracing meaning patterns from below and from a life world perspective.

The educational aspect of the research project meant that we had to chart the pat-

tern of social relations between pupils and know about their relational pattern in 

three different arenas—school classes, the recesses between classes, and the spare- 

time arena after the end of the school day. This gave us an overview of the whole 

day. Researchers have shown that a child will be able to give reliable and valid 

answers to questions about who they usually worked and played with. Asking about 

specific points of time has not proven to be a reliable method (Kvalsund, 1994). We 

also needed a reliable picture of the inner structure of relationships among children, 

reflecting such processes as exclusion, inclusion, and isolation related to the age and 

gender of the pupils. We also needed to know the cultural meaning of these structural 

patterns to understand the informal learning of the children’s life world. The idea 

was that informal learning processes might be even more important than the formal 

learning processes, either by compensating for or reinforcing what happened in 

periods of formal learning at school.

The project members chose to collect complete network data from all children 

except the 6-year-olds and then to conduct intensive research interviews of the 

historians among the pupils, the sixth graders who knew the traditions and changes 

over time. In this way, we could base our analysis on quantitative as well as 

qualitative data, including data from field observations. The details of the analysis 

included reconstructing categories and developing typologies to catch the qualities 

of inner life and informal learning.

Combining the two dimensions, points in space (one versus several) with points 

in time (one versus several), we create a meaning table or a typology (Fig. 10.2) 

with several fields of design and methods. Doing a comparative analysis, the School 

Localization project studied informal learning in multiple cases of schools and local 

communities (Design Category II: multiple cases, variations, cross-sectional, 

extensive, synchronous; quantitative survey and qualitative interviews).

members insisted on conducting a research review of formal knowledge learning and preferred to 
put research efforts into studying informal learning based on a broader aim of moral education. A 
couple of years later, when Kvalsund (1994a) defended his PhD on informal learning, the same 
leader thanked us for not having listened to him, because we had come up with new knowledge on 
multi-graded teaching and learning through comparative research.
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We selected four municipalities in four different counties: the fjord municipality, 

the valley municipality, and the northern and western coastal municipalities to avoid 

the effects of local educational fashion trends. Economic reasons were decisive—

these four municipalities also contained the whole range of different school sizes 

and community locations. We also wanted to compare the relational patterns before 

and after the transition to lower secondary school. The School Localization project’s 

design for researching informal learning was a longitudinal multiple case study of 

19 schools, [six single-graded and 13 multi-graded schools (11 bipartite, two 

tripartite)] although the time of transitions to lower secondary school was only 

1–2 years later.

We chose our case studies out of an interest in understanding schools and local 

communities as comprehensive social units and contexts for informal learning. 
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Fig. 10.2 Dimensions of design and methods. Adapted from Kvalsund and Hargreaves, 2009, 
International Review of Educational Research, 48(2), p. 145. Adapted with permission)
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Single case studies concentrating on rich descriptions of distinctive qualities of 

single cases—what Stake (2005) characterizes as intrinsic case studies, worthwhile 

in themselves—would not be sufficient. Our interest in comparing smaller and 

larger schools led us to finally research several points in space, with a multiple or 

instrumental case study meaning that we would also be focusing on some selected 

qualities, here informal learning.

We chose to study embedded cases in each school, in groups of interacting pupils 

in lessons, recesses, and spare time. We identified a total of 1321 groups in single- 

graded schools, distributed across the three arenas as follows: 487, 311 and 523. In 

multi-grade schools, the corresponding number of groups were 459  in total, 

distributed across lessons, (87), recesses (221), and spare time (151). We identified 

these groups with network data in the program UCINET and manually categorized 

them according to a typology divided up by age and gender (integrated groups: both 

genders, several age levels; segregated groups: one age level, one gender; age- 
segregated, gender-integrated groups; and gender-segregated, age-integrated 
groups). We used this typology to describe a profile of social learning for each arena 

complemented by interview data from 120 interviews with 5th and 6th graders and 

80 interviews with the same persons 1 year later.

Our interest lay in trying to explain and understand similarities and differences in 

informal learning pointed to a specific logic on which the design was based. We fol-

lowed a replication logic for multiple case studies suggested by Yin (2009): We 

made series of replications, here of social integration/segregation in multi-graded 

and single-graded schools, then compared the identified patterns of social interaction 

among pupils in the three arenas (classes, recesses, and spare time) in one multi- 

graded school with the patterns of social interaction we obtained by analyzing data 

for the next school of the same category. This is an attempt at refuting the results 

from the first school following the research logic of Popper (1989). Finding the same 

results in the second school is considered a literal replication that strengthens the 

results. From the replications in 11 bipartite and two tripartite multi-grade schools, 

we established two patterns as nonrefuted. For reasons of comparison, we completed 

a series of literal replications for the six single-graded schools identifying the same 

relational main pattern. Comparing the multi-grade and the single-grade results 

reveals a common difference that can be explained by formulating reasons expressed 

as an explanatory theory with described conditions of validity (balance of mecha-

nisms of similarity and mechanisms of difference). This is what Yin (2009) describes 

as theoretical replications. Based on the research logic of the multiple case study, we 

generalize to the empirically generated balance theory of mechanisms of similarity 

and mechanisms of difference, not to a sample of schools and accordingly refer to 

replication logic and not sampling logic. In principle, this resembles the way we 

think in doing experiments, though under more naturalistic conditions.

We also did replications 1–1.5 years later to study the longitudinal pattern reflect-

ing the transitions from primary to lower secondary school. Transitions are impor-

tant to study from a life-course perspective (George, 1993; Giele & Elder, 1998) 

because they reveal new expectations and anticipations of what will happen as to 
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social integration or segregation. We based our follow-up research in other munici-

palities 5 years later, on this design and found no refutations of the same patterns, 

strengthening the validity of the results even further. Further details of typologies, 

analysis, and results can be found in Kvalsund (2017).

For our second research project, “School in Sparsely Populated Districts,” we also 

chose case-study research as our design perspective to study social learning and is 

because of data collection from many cases at only one point in time to be in Design 

Category II. In one of the intensive studies, two schools located on two islands and 

one school located on the main land in a forest region. This design is closer to intrin-

sic case studies and thick descriptions reflecting the fact that cultural meaning of 

teaching and learning is situated. This is the point of departure when meaning is 

abstracted or condensed from the data material and in this way throws light on the 

qualities of multi-grade teaching and informal learning (Berg-Olsen, 2008). Johansen 

(2009, pp. 85–107) selected 44 pupils of both genders from seven small remote rural 

schools (less than 60 pupils), teachers working with these pupils and parents. This is 

an instrumental case study associated partly with the logic of replication in selecting 

informants and analyzing social learning and competence development.

As a backdrop for these intensive research studies, an extensive survey of the 

schools and the sparsely populated communities was undertaken. A picture is devel-

oped of the relationship between equitable schools and centralization by analyzing 

changes in historical and expected school structure in the next 5 years as an expres-

sion of the risk of insecurity and school closure. Researchers have also analyzed the 

relationship between conditions of learning and teaching (economy, low number of 

pupils, educational quality of teaching) when schools are threatened by closure and 

local resistance is active (Solstad, 2009, pp. 72–170). This combination of survey 

and case studies is a meaningful and responsive design giving a relevant situational 

backdrop for intensive research on social learning and multi-grade teaching.

The design of the “Learning Regions” project is very complicated, as it involves 

the researchers of 12 different and separate projects trying to establish a correlation 

between the single separate county characteristic factor (independent variable) and 

high scores on national achievement tests (the dependent variable). This is why I 

restrict the present design evaluation to this overall presentation of the study rather 

than analyzing the design of each separate research project of the bundle. Presenting 

these factors as simultaneously operating explanatory variables or factors, as a 

design for a kind of multivariate analysis, is rather misleading. Judging some of the 

listed factors, content overlap is a problem. For other factors of the collection, the 

correlation might be spurious. Differences in research methods as well as lack of 

knowledge about what factor operated first mean that there is no analysis and control 

of causal direction and the relative and controlled explanatory power of the factors, 

as would be provided with a logistic regression analysis of longitudinal data. The 

context of independent variables is the county and the research projects are organized 

as a collection of separate projects.

The conclusion so far is that over the last 10 years, a period with accelerated 

closures of small rural schools, no research project can be identified working with 

research designs for analyzing local people’s life-world experiences with changing 
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rural schools as seen from below. The system perspective with central formulation 

and local implementation of reforms is hegemonic. The dominating design is cross- 

sectional. The implication is that the cultural deconstruction of rural schools and 

communities continues.

 On Theory and Concepts

In this part of the chapter, I will clarify what is meant by theory and then describe 

main points of the theories chosen by the leaders of the three research projects 

referred to in Table 10.1. Theory is about how we can understand, interpret, and 

explain research results and answer the question of why. Social and educational 

science speak of “regular patterns” representing typical or expected “ways of 

action” over time within a broad specter of individual variation. Theory is more 

closely related to how and which persons act rather than to what statically is. The 

purpose of social science research and educational research is to uncover the 

meaning underlying various patterns of action. Therefore, theory can be thought of 

as “the glasses” or a tool by which researchers analyze the actual research field 

when they interpret and explain research data. Theory explains the relationship 

between two or more variables (phenomena, concepts, characteristics of humans).

From this point of departure, some logical consequences can be drawn as to what 

theory means: Theory referring to knowledge about the relationship between vari-

ables implies an explanatory structure of the knowledge. Theory understood as “look-

ing glasses” or categories of understanding and explanation is a reminder that the use 

of theory bears the potential for subjective bias, because in most cases it is easier to 

collect confirming rather than refuting data. In the relationship between the social 

world and how it is understood, theory or concepts consequently do no more than 

chart aspects of the empirical world. Propositions about the empirical world are not 

identical with the world. Theory is not pictures of the world. This is the epistemologi-

cal aspect of theory. Theories as a conjecture about relationships between variables 

also implies that theory is composed of selected concepts judged as most relevant for 

the understanding of some social phenomenon. The implication is that theory is 

abstracted knowledge (i.e., the map-terrain aspect of theory, mirroring the fact that no 

one can benefit from or use a map with the scale 1:1). A consequence of the abstract 

quality of theory is that it must be testable against reality and therefore is continu-

ously open for refutation and revision—an abstraction with empirical grounding.

However, many empirical studies are only weakly related to theory and give an 

atheoretical impression with a main emphasis on comments to for example 

frequency tables and they might hardly be considered as research. The authors of 

other studies refer to specific perspectives of theory to expose concepts without 

applying them in analysis. Another category of research studies presuppose that 

categories, concepts, and theory should be developed from below, being grounded 

in the life-world of the informants and therefore sensitive in interpreting and under-

standing the data collected (Charmaz, 2011; Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Theory devel-
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oped in this way is often complemented by externally formulated theory enabling 

the researcher to interpret his or her data in ways the natives10 have not thought of 

in the first place. Theory can also be used to guide the study in an explanatory way 

as in multiple case studies (Yin, 2009).

Aakvaag (2008) presents a categorization of modern sociological theory. Theory 

can be categorized by level of abstraction: concepts with empirical grounding as a 

base, then explanatory theory of the middle range, offering explanations restricted 

by specific conditions to be judged as valid. An example is a theory which includes 

the temporal perspective and treats lives as units of analysis. Giele and Elder (1998) 

and Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe (2004) speak of “life-course theoretical concepts” 

and principles such as time and place, social relations, and linked lives, timing and 

transitions adding up to life course trajectories grounded in prospective rather than 

retrospective data.

The next level is general sociological theory, or what is described as diagnosis of 
contemporary society, presented for example by Giddens (1984, 1991), Beck 

(2000), Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (2002), and Bauman (1997, 1998, 2001). 

Bauman presents a profound critique of postmodern strategic benefit calculating 

individualization—“What is in it for me?”—as a core characteristic of postmodern 

society. Madsen (2014) has formulated a similar critique, identifying a diagnosis of 

contemporary society—the therapeutic turn—leading to an individualizing 

reductionist understanding of society with psychological grounding. Proponents of 

these general theoretical models attempt to mediate an overall understanding of 

society—with good intentions but weak empirical grounding.

Theory at the most abstract level is metatheory or the theory of science (ontology, 

epistemology and methodology) and important in all research, reminding us about 

what we do not know, the assumptions of social science, and keeping important 

doubt alive. The external world exists and ontological questions are relevant. 

However, reality has no voice or language of its own. Empirical social science 

therefore must accept the blurred division between the world out there (social 

ontology), how we can have knowledge about it (theory of knowledge), and the 

strategy of research methods and the underlying philosophical assumptions 

(methodology). In a specific research study, the founding assumptions are implicitly 

or explicitly part of a theoretical framework. This wider concept of theory refers to 

an integrated cluster of concepts, a conceptual frame of reference closer to a “world 

view” directing our attention to more general underlying assumptions—in other 

words, general theory including theory of science.11 The underlying presumptions 

would underpin the perspective that is adopted on the research topic, the questions 

asked, shape the nature of the investigation, its methods and what would count as 

10 The concept of native is from anthropological science pointing to the researchers’ risk of “going 
native” rather than balancing the emic position (internal and native) and the etic position (external) 
when researching life-world phenomena.
11 Layder (1993) and Sayer (2010) discuss different categorizations of theory in social science. 
Danermark, Ekström, Jakobsen, and Karlsson (2002, pp. 115−149) discuss different types of the-
ory in presenting critical realism as an epistemological position.
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worthwhile data and point to the limits of what conclusions that can be drawn 

(Denscombe, 2010).

The researchers of the “School Localization” project at Volda University College 

adopted a pragmatic view on the theory of science, combining different theories and 

methods mirroring the phenomena under study to fuse a realist with a reconstructivist 

perspective into what is now presented as a theory of critical realism, as presented 

by researchers such Bhaskar and Danermark (2006). I will here use it as a tool to 

judge the consequences of ontological presumptions in the theory of science. The 

social world is very complex and must be understood as equivocal with probable 

rather than solid and secure research-based knowledge. Critical realism represents a 

nonreductionist schema of understanding social behavior and practice, a system that 

refers essentiality to several different levels of reality (Bhaskar & Danermark, 2006, 

p. 280). This is what Bhaskar (1975) describes as the real layer of reality—the deep 

dimension of reality where we find the generative mechanisms extending beyond 

the directly observable in producing observable events. Social reality exists 

independently of any individual’s knowledge of it. However, reality is not always 

observable: Proponents of critical realism have a wider and deeper view of reality, 

meaning that conductors of social scientific research utilize relationship analysis to 

point out the difference between what we experience (the empirical layer), what 

happens without our being able to observe it, such as routinized social interaction 

and events (actual layer), and the underlying mechanisms that produce the events 

(real layer). In the perspective of positivism, these three layers are collapsed into a 

single, empirical layer—in other words, a very restricted concept of reality: The 

reality is out there, objective facts about a knowable world, organized in a multitude 

of scientific disciplines; the researcher finds them and formulates relevant concepts, 

the relationships between central variables, mechanisms and counter-mechanisms.

The layered reality makes scientific practitioners within critical realism presup-

pose that there is a reality independent of our concepts and theories of it, outside our 

mind. Therefore, the external reality and its causal mechanisms are not always 

accessible to immediate observation, in other words, reality is not necessarily trans-

parent. The mechanisms can be experienced indirectly through their causing 

events—being “the something else behind” what happens in the world. With critical 

realists viewing reality as independent from the human mind, researchers cannot 

avoid producing interpretations—concepts and theory—of reality, interpretations 

which by necessity are fallible and provisional. It is this interpretative dimension of 

our theories, explanations, and related critiques that Bhaskar (1998) and Danermark 

et al. (2002, pp. 22–24) refer to as the transitive or changing dimension of social 

science knowledge. The role of theory is therefore deeply embedded in the 

understanding of social reality. Research methods—quantitative as well as 

qualitative—are “theory laden” and would hardly be considered as neutral tools. 

Theory and methods are closely connected.

The intransitive dimension of social science knowledge, concepts, and theory 

refers to those causal mechanisms by which social science seeks to discover and 

which exist in themselves regardless of our concepts constructed in language. 
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However, compared with the objects of natural science, which are socially defined 

but naturally produced (and therefore exist intransitively independently of our lan-

guage and concepts), the objects of social science are both socially defined and 

socially produced (cf., double hermeneutics, the social reality that both actors and 

researchers conceptually interpret). Yet the objects of social science remain real and 

continue to intransitively exist relationally, structurally, and materially related as 

generative, enabling, or counter-active, constraining mechanisms behind the events. 

They are operating independently of intentional actors here and now. The distinction 

between the transitive and intransitive realms of reality clarifies the mistake of con-

structivism and hermeneutics: Reality is equated with its interpretation, primarily 

expressed as texts. What we can know about reality (language) is interchanged with 

the way reality exists (being) (Bhaskar, 1975).

Critical realism has room for both actors (transitive practices) and structures 

(intransitive generative and counter-mechanisms behind events). Combining actor 

and structure as pairs of “causal” and “effectual” concepts make up a typology 

‘Causal’ concepts

Effectual

concepts

Structure

Actor

Structure

Actor

I.

Psychological and social

psychological theory. Theory of self-

identity (Mead, 1998). Social self-

conception (Harter) (Kvalsund, 1995)

IIa.

Theory on how action and

interaction develops structures.

Theory of the middle range.

Specific explanatory theory.

Structuration theory (Giddens,

1984). Life course theory (Giele &

Elder, 1998). Theory of frame

conditions (Dahlöf, 1971)

IIb.

Theory on the structuring of actions.

Theory of the middle range. Specific

explanatory theory. Structuration theory

(Giddens, 1984). Life course theory (Giele &

Elder, 1998). Network Theory (Wellman &

Berkowitz, 1991, Scoti , 2017). Theory of

frame conditions (Dahlöf, 1971).

Sense-making systems (Weick, 1994)

III.

Macro-level theory.

System theory. Theory of demography and

migration (Sørlie, 2016).

Socio-ecological theory

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Theory of social

justice, equality and equity (Coleman, 1968;

Hernes, 1974; Lidensjø & Lundgren,

2000). Theory of governance (Meyer &

Benavot, 2013). Theory of

community (Cohen, 1992). Theory of place

(Massey, 1991, 1994, 2005)

Fig. 10.3 Typology of “causal” (The quotation marks indicate that strict causal relations hardly 
exist in social science and differ from causations in natural science) and effectual concepts. 
Examples from three research projects doing comparative analysis of counties or small rural 
schools. Adapted from Kvalsund and Hargreaves, 2009, International Review of Educational 
Research, 48(2), p. 143. Adapted with permission
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(Fig.  10.3)12 that can be used to analyze and compare the theoretical profile of 

research projects. Causal means both explanation and understanding.13 I will here 

compare central concepts and theories from three Norwegian research projects into 

small rural schools during a period of nearly 30 years. The actor-structure duality 

invites judgement of the constructivist-realist balance of theory combinations in 

these projects. The typology also invites one to discuss the concept of being place- 

conscious, by comparing being based in the local community and being place-based 

by referring to Massey, who Hubbard, Kitchin, Bartley, and Fuller (2002) have 

called attention to because of her new thinking on the concept of place.14 To close 

the discussion of applying theory in research on small rural schools, I will compare 

three central research projects during the last 30 years, described earlier in this text: 

All three projects are grounded in some level of space. Their researchers analyze 

social units at different levels, as expressed in their project titles—“The School 

Localization” project (school in local community), “School in Sparsely Populated 

Districts” (school in municipalities), and “Learning Regions” (processes in selected 

counties with educational relevance).” I will focus on the concepts and theories of 

the School Localization project alongside selected comparisons with the two others 

research projects.

In Category III of the typology, structures at the macro level cause other struc-

tures to develop at other levels. The implicit Fig. 10.3 overall theory of the Learning 

Regions project is a theory of governance within a system world perspective in 

searching for factors that can explain why counties like SF have the highest 

achievement results on national standardized knowledge tests. The theoretical 

perspective lies at the macro level and is both global and structural: In his book “The 

Global Testing Culture, shaping education policy, perceptions and practice” (2016, 

pp. 7–23), Smith describes the system of achievement testing and refers to world 
culture theory, focusing not on the power of the actors but on the governmentality 

power of the culture itself; similar structures and policies develop in educational 

systems across the globe. According to Smith (2016, pp. 12–13), global cultural 

theorists formulate core assumptions about values and individual behavior: These 

assumptions are instrumental positivism and individualism. Instrumental positivism 

means developing hypotheses that can be empirically evaluated through quantitative 

statistical techniques to form law-like statements. Individualism is understood as 

the belief that when individuals are given freedom to choose, they will act in their 

own self-interest. Global cultural theorists highly value the academic subjects of 

mathematics and science, and view standardized testing measures as educational 

12 The typology was developed in a special issue of International Review of Educational Research 
2009 with Kvalsund and Hargreaves as guest editors and authors.
13 A basic difference between Giddens’s theory of structuration and critical realism is that Giddens 
does not accept intransitive causal mechanisms—structures—as existing out there. Structures exist 
only when the actors have them in mind (cf., Giddens, 1984).
14 I do not intend to provide a more comprehensive discussion of relevant theories of place here. It 
is sufficient to refer to the book “Spatial Theories of Education: Policy and Geography Matters,” 
edited by Gulson and Symes (2007) to understand this.
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qualities equivalent across heterogeneous communities. They do not question 

instrumental positivism and individualism as epistemological positions and values. 

Very complex questions at the structural level are given very simple answers at an 

individual level. This seems to fit into the research logic and theory of the Learning 

Regions projects.

Researchers also apply a theory of structures when they analyze the conse-

quences of deconstructing rural schools and communities, such as the demographic 

structures produced by selective out-migration of rural girls to urban centers that 

over time result in “thinning out communities.” This gradually alters the age struc-

ture of pupils in school, the grade structure, and the school structure of the munici-

pality (Sørli, 2016). Another example is the reference to two theoretical concepts, 

decentralization and equity.

Decentralization is a structural or rather basic cultural idea to ensure wider rep-

resentation of legitimate local democratic interests in the field of schooling. Local 

curriculum and season adapted methods of teaching and learning, for example fol-

lowing the rhythm of the coastal fisheries, would reflect the principle of decentral-

ization of power. Decentralization might also be a measure when a government 

office experience falling legitimacy as with the phenomenon centralized 

decentralization.

Decentralization has consequences for how people think about school and edu-

cation, not least the principle of educational equality. Researchers of empirical 

studies have documented that school reproduces social inequalities, and they have 

introduced and discussed the concept of equal opportunities of schooling (Coleman, 

1968; Hernes, 1974; Lidensjø & Lundgren, 2000; Solstad, 2009).

However, the equality concept made urban school a model for rural schools 

(Solstad, 1978). A possible alternative is the concept of equity or the equitable 

school, meaning a school that is equally worthwhile for all. Equity has the 

consequence that school must meet pupils, parents, and communities differently 

and give space for learning content grounded in the local community. This is theory 

of cultural meaning of schooling for actors inside the local communities, but also a 

structural theory about the school pattern seen from the outside; these were founding 

concepts and ideas of the research project “School in Sparsely Populated Districts” 

as well as the “School Localization” project more than 15 years earlier. Kvalsund 

(1991) and Kvalsund and Lauglo (1994) discusses the concept of local community 

and concludes with an empirical, analytical rather than a normative concept judging 

local communities as separate cases.

Massey (1995, p. 61) describes her concept of place as “the locus of intersecting 

social relations or activity spaces,” She seems to understand places as points in a 

structural network. Places are not static, they have process qualities and no dividing 

boundaries to frame a simple enclosure from the outside world. According to 

Massey, places are open and have relations to the outside world. They are filled with 

internal conflicts and have no single identity. The specificity of places is formed by 

social interaction and constantly reproduced at all geographical levels. Places form 
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a network of power in which all individuals and groups are positioned in the network 

according to their power. Place is more like geometrical points or faceless spaces in 

a power-structured network map. Massey’s picture of place is observed from the 

outside rather than participated from within, giving a representation of the world 

that differs from living in the world. What questions can be formulated and what 

perspective can used is restricted. Massey’s structural concept of place seems to 

impart no understanding of places as a context for human and cultural interaction, 

learning, and identity. The actor’s life is missing from this model (Massey, 1991, 

1994, 1995, 2005). The inner life of local places seems to be wiped out. This concept 

of place is clearly relational and structural, with place conceived of as simultaneously 

local and global. Massey’s concept of place has the characteristics of a faceless 

global space. The human cultural dimension is lacking. However, globalization is 

impossible without concrete activities in  local communities with a potential of 

being transformed when local and external impulses meet. An important question is 

what values form the basis for the actual changes. The problem is the presumption 

that all persons in the community must act as consumers, an expectation grounded 

in the growing commodification, disembedding, and out-lifting of local culture and 

knowledge and the practice of production (cf., Giddens, 1984, 1991).

As I have elaborated, Habermas complements the concept of system world with 

the life world of everyday life in a community. Places can be seen from within even 

if they maybe invaded by the system. The typology in Fig.  10.3 has three other 

fields. Field I, refers to specific theory and concepts about human self-identity and 

how they are developed. Mead’s (1998) theory of reading the other’s intentions or 

“role-taking” develops the “looking-glass” self and is combined with Susan Harter’s 

(1985) measurement instruments of the pupil’s social self-conception in the school 

localization project (cf., Kvalsund, 1994). The analysis of play as informal social 

learning during the school day based on children’s voices is also analyzed from this 

theoretical perspective of symbolic interaction (Kvalsund, 1994; Manis & Meltzer 

1972). This theoretical discussion and clarification of how to understand the chil-

dren—the primary actors of the community when it comes to school and educa-

tion—is presented by specific culture psychological concepts in the research project 

“School in Sparsely Populated Districts” as well (Berg-Olsen, 2008, pp. 263–283; 

Johansen, 2009, pp. 31–85). Qualitative research interviews with parents and teach-

ers documents that communities and their schools as places include human actors 

within culturally structured social units.

Fields IIa and IIb reflect theories of the middle range relevant for the duality of 

actors and structures (Giddens, 1984), actors developing structures giving 

possibilities of action and at the same time restricting what persons can do in school 

and the local community. The school localization project is based on Dahllöf’s 

(1971) frame-factor theory pointing to the fact that social science is historical in 

principle, that what researchers study has already happened, and that frame condition 

never influence results directly, but always through processes. Researchers must 

therefore reconstruct what has happened in their quest to understand by starting 

with some result or outcome, then asking what frame-conditions have worked 
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through what interaction processes to produce such results. This implies detailed or 

thick descriptions and complementary interpretations by means of theoretical con-

cepts such as those suggested by Dahllöf (1971) and Giddens’ concepts of rules of 
structuration (norms and frames of interpretation) and resources of structuration 

(allocative/physical and authoritative).15 In the “School localization” project, 

researchers apply concepts by analyzing informal learning through play and condi-

tions of informal interaction in classrooms as well as play in the school yard and 

activities during spare time after school. Researchers captured the structural pattern 

of actions and activities by applying social network analysis (Scott, 2017; Wellman 

& Berkowitz, 1988) of who usually cooperated during lessons, played in recesses at 

school and during spare time, resulting in a typology of social segregation, integra-

tion and in the identification of the balance between two mechanisms—the mecha-
nism of similarities and the mechanism of differences—producing events. In small 

systems, actors interacted despite of differences in individual characteristics, inter-

ests and frame conditions. In the larger system, actors interacted because of simi-

larities. This is illustrated by the differences in how teams and groups were selected 

and composed and how rules were practiced in ball games such as soccer during 

recesses. These mechanisms continuously produce events and explain important 

aspects of the inside, the culture, of schools and communities as to informal and 

social learning, and help researchers to compare and understand everyday life in 

smaller (multi-graded) and larger (single-graded) rural schools (Kvalsund, 2017). 

They illustrate the concept of generative mechanism in critical realism as well.

I analyzed social self-conception by using a typology combining the educational 

regime (a classroom oriented, individualizing approach compared with a community- 

oriented, relational one) and larger single-grade versus small multi-grade schools, 

referring to the segregation-integration (age and gender) profile for each single 

school (lessons, recesses, and spare time) in the four categories of the typology. In 

small rural schools with a community-focused, relational orientation, pupils 

developed a positive social self-conception. The differences were significant and 

not the result of chance.

I also studied the pupil’s life course transitions from primary to lower secondary 

school. Applying Massey’s concept of place in these research projects would have 

produced large blind spots in important fields of understanding the cultural and 

human aspects of schooling and community life/life world dimensions. Thus, the 

concept of local community is clearly more valid than the concept of place.

15 Giddens (1984) conceives structure out there as virtual, though real only when activated in the 
actor’s mind, describing the process as structuration that is possible also routinized. This differs 
from the position of critical realism (cf., Danermark et al., 2002), which is based on a concept that 
the world out there is layered with mechanisms and counter-mechanisms at different levels produc-
ing events. Structural forces exist out there independent of the researcher’s mind, concepts, and 
theories. One could think of these forces as parallels to gravitation—a kind of social gravitational 
forces. Meeting this complexity, we can only speak of probable explanation of events developed 
by research.
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However, researchers are faced with the general challenge of applying theory in 

their research projects. Kvalsund and Hargreaves (2014) have shown how a mass- 

society perspective derived from Giddens’ (1984, 1991) contemporary social theory 

(diagnosis of contemporary society) ultimately disembeds or deconstructs rural 

social life and consequently devalues and deconstructs rural life in schools and 

communities and thus places the researcher in opposition to the rural people and 

practices under investigation. How researchers conceptualize and construct rural 

places and schools within these research paradigms can narrow and skew how they 

then understand rural schools and communities. Thereby, the researchers 

unknowingly or unintentionally continue to marginalize and disempower rural 

places, practices, and voices. Critical evaluations, discussions, and reflections on 

the dominant theories and perspectives in the field need to be judged in relation to 

their application to research on rural communities and education. Kvalsund and 

Hargreaves (2014) suggest and discuss the empirically grounded life-course 

theoretical concepts as an alternative social science theory in leaving footprints of 

research.

Combining explanatory theory and concepts about actor-structure relations from 

all four categories of the typology in Fig. 10.3, it becomes clear that the process of 

deconstructing rural schools and communities must change. The theory and concepts 

must capture the cultural meaning of inner life of schools and communities.

 Closing Remarks

During the early expansive phase of the welfare state, the Norwegian novelist Mykle 

described decentralization and rural values as a quiet “osmotic coup”—the nation 

state had made itself porous for decentralization, rural values, and practices. 

However, the relationship between center and periphery has changed direction 

during the many years after the late 1980s. The nation state seems porous in new 

ways—now for urban values and solutions, not least in the field of schooling. 

Silently and imperceptibly, the changes and school closures trickle in to the local 

communities as an osmotic counter-coup behind a shelter of specific national 

reforms. Although researchers have observed both weaker and stronger reactions 

from parents and local stakeholders (Ertesvåg & Hegvik, 2017; Solstad, 2009), in 

many cases these responses soon quiet down and the social osmotic stream of 

closing small rural school continues. I have chosen to describe this stream as “the 

large, quiet, Norwegian school reform.” However, it is not accepted as a reform by 

other actors in the field, nor by most researchers, bureaucrats, politicians, or political 

parties. It can be observed as a long series of single cases, a pattern of silent changes 

outside the political and governmental agenda. This is so even if it is a basic change: 

a cultural deconstruction of rural schools and communities, implemented with 

incomplete research-based knowledge. Governmentality within a system perspec-

tive has left footprints in the field.

10 Bigger or Better? Research-Based Reflections on the Cultural Deconstruction…
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