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ABSTRACT
This paper reports on the findings from a multi-site case study
conducted in Australia, Finland and Jamaica which explored the
conditions that enabled and constrained the autonomy of school
principals. Systematic data collection was carried out in the form
of interviews of school principals and the data was analysed
using a qualitative approach. The analysis indicates that: (1)
school principals’ practices are prefigured by the peculiarities of
historical trajectories and ideological traditions enmeshed in
schooling sites; (2) these prefiguring arrangements in turn
influence varying realisations of autonomous decision making
practices across national sites; and (3) even in the expression of
high/low levels of autonomy, there are contradictory and
contested practices. Through the analysis, three different
orientations to autonomy were found: a neoliberal market
orientation, a professional practice orientation and an educational
praxis orientation.
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1. Introduction

Autonomy of teachers and schools has been conceptualised in various ways, from mul-
tiple perspectives and for different purposes. Firstly, the concept of autonomy is familiar
in discussions about teacher professionalism (e.g. McPeck and Sanders 1974; Darling-
Hammond 1990; Whitty 2000). In the early phases of the teaching profession, autonomy
was viewed as the element that distinguished professional from proletarian work (Har-
greaves 2000, 152). In this sense, autonomous professionalism in teaching was character-
ised by rational thinking, emotional commitment and autonomous ethical
considerations. Teacher autonomy has also been interpreted in specific ways by
teacher trade unions in terms of the promotion of the collective interests of teachers.
From this perspective, teachers form a collective group for lobbying and bargaining
for better salaries and working conditions (e.g. Konings 2006; Stevenson 2003). In
recent decades, the concept of autonomy has been employed in a new and quite
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different way which foregrounds the unfettered competition of autonomous actors in a
free market. From this point of view, schools are supposed to act like private enterprises,
forming self-regulatory entities that operate and compete with each other with the goals
of achieving better quality and cost efficiency of educational practices through market
mechanisms (Hangartner and Svaton 2013). This application of New Public Manage-
ment (NPM) is also manifested through the concept of School Based Management
(SBM) (De Grauwe 2005). From this neoliberal perspective, autonomy is often described
in terms of resource allocation. Indicators of school autonomy may include the recruit-
ment and dismissal of teachers, increases to teachers’ salaries, and deciding on
budget allocations within schools (Ikeda 2011, 3).

The preceding sketch suggests that the concept of autonomy arises in different politi-
cal, geographical and social settings and is rooted in different cultural and historical tra-
ditions. Its differing origins and varied manifestations reveal that the underlying
justification of and for autonomy in education remains deeply contested. The purpose
of this article then is to highlight these differing traditions through a comparative case
study of the site-based conditions that enabled and constrained autonomous decision-
making practices in schools in Finland, Australia and Jamaica. Each of these nations
has distinct histories and varying understandings of school autonomy.

Typically, comparison starts with a recognition of what is common and the ways in
which a consideration of the common gives rise to the particular. In this instance, the
researchers started with a shared interest in the conditions which enabled and con-
strained practices of autonomy in schools across their nations. The sites of practices
which define the cases are fundamentally different in terms of economic status, historical
conditions, ethnic composition and geographic location. This illustrates a practice of
autonomy as emerging from contrapuntal conditions. The significance of this is not a
determination of a value judgement on constructions of autonomy, but to illustrate
the site-based conditions that prefigure particular practices of autonomy.

Drawing on interviews with principals in each country, we explore their interpret-
ations and understandings of autonomy, and the site-based conditions which they per-
ceived had enabled and/or constrained their autonomous decision-making practices.
The focus of our empirical study is on principals because school leaders play a key
role in interpreting and determining the autonomy of schools within local, regional
and national decision-making and political will-formation. We conclude the article
with a discussion of the theoretical and practical implications of our inquiry, particularly
in terms of reclaiming understandings of autonomy in education beyond current hege-
monic discourses of the market.

2. Philosophical and theoretical analysis: autonomy as praxis

The key concept introduced in this article is a praxis orientation to autonomy which is
juxtaposed with market and professional orientations to autonomy. In order to under-
stand the concept of a praxis orientation to autonomy, we need to familiarise ourselves
with the etymological backgrounds of the words autonomy and praxis, as well as some
discussions in western philosophy that we consider to be crucial in terms of our study.
The most important landmarks for us are Aristotle in the Ancient Greece, the Enlight-
enment philosophy of Immanuel Kant, and the Marxian critical theory of the early 1900s.
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The concept of autonomy originates from the ancient Greek words auto (self) and nomos
(laws or rules). Thus, autonomy originally meant operating according to laws that one has
made for oneself. This expression was used for a town-state (polis) that instituted its own
laws. In an autonomous polis, the laws were discussed and established by the citizens of
that particular polis. The concept of autonomy has been further applied and developed in
Western intellectual traditions. For our purposes, it is pivotal to note how the concept of
autonomy became one of the central concepts of Enlightenment philosophy. The concept
was particularly significant for Immanuel Kant, who urged human beings ‘to use one’s
own understanding without the guidance of another’ (Kant 2013, 1). From this perspective,
autonomywas the ability to liveone’s life according to reasons andmotives that are one’s own,
rather than the product of irrational or manipulative external forces (Christman 2018, 1).

The second element of praxis orientation to autonomy is the concept of praxis. In
order to better understand the concept of praxis, we must first briefly review the three
main dispositions to knowledge in Aristotle’s philosophy. Epistemē is the disposition
which aims at achieving pure knowledge. The knowing subject has no other aims or
aspirations than solely knowing how things are (Aristotle 2011, 1139a27–8). The form
of human action informed by epistemē is theoria. In other words, theoria is what
people do when they attain universal knowledge about the nature of things in the
world, seeking truth by processing information that they access through their senses.

According to Aristotle (2011, 1139a27–8), in addition to the disposition to theoretical
knowledge about the world around us, there are two practical dispositions to knowledge
which he calls technē and phronēsis. To put it very briefly, technē is the practical disposi-
tion to knowledge related to the material and physical world, whereas phronēsis is the
practical disposition oriented to the social world. Technē is needed to produce material
goods, to cultivate land, to construct houses, canals or ships, etc. (Aristotle 2011, 1094a5–
10). The term manifests itself in the modern concepts of technical knowledge and tech-
nology. Technical information is instrumental in that its aims are external to knowledge
for its own sake (Mahon, Heikkinen, and Huttunen 2018).

Practical knowledge is needed not only in material work but also in social life. This kind
of practical knowledge is called phronēsis. It is reasoning about what is wise, right and
proper to do in terms of living a ‘good life’ (Aristotle 2011, 1140b1–6). Phronēsis is often
translated as practical wisdom. Phronēsis is based on the disposition to seek to know how
to live a meaningful, happy and worthy life with other humans. This flourishing and worth-
while life is called eudaimonia in Ancient Greece philosophy. When people act and live
according to phronēsis, are informed and motivated by it, and aspire for a ‘good life’ in
this broader sense of the phrase (eudaimonia), they are carrying out praxis. In other
words, praxis is human actions and activities informed by phronēsis. This kind of human
action is about how human beings can live a virtuous way of life amidst the everyday
choices and dilemmas that we invariably face (Mahon, Heikkinen, and Huttunen 2018).

However, not all human actions and activities in the social world can be regarded as
praxis. According to the above definition, praxis is particular kinds of human action,
informed by all that humans know and based on their rational thinking. Praxis is the
kind of action humans are engaged in when they think about, in the broadest sense,
what consequences their actions might have in both the social and material world. In
other words, ‘Praxis is what people do when they take into account all the circumstances
and exigencies that confront them at a particular moment and then, taking the broadest
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view they can of what it is best to do, they act’ (Kemmis and Smith 2008, 4). The goals of
action and tools to achieve praxis cannot be separated: praxis is therefore of value in itself.
We may say that praxis is the underlying aim of all education, and all other forms of
reason are subordinate to praxis. From this perspective, the ultimate aim of education
is actually nothing less than praxis; it is to provide people with an understanding
about how to live a good life with one another, outlining their place in the universe
and the cosmos (Kemmis and Smith 2008; Mahon, Heikkinen, and Huttunen 2018).

In our view, the fundamental meaning of the concept of autonomy is based on the
kind of disposition we call praxis orientation, i.e. autonomous action in education invol-
ving deliberative action oriented to a notion of the ‘good’ of the person who is educated,
and the ‘good’ or the society. A praxis orientation promotes generalised interests in
society, ideally within and for the whole of humankind and for life on this planet.
However, the concept of autonomy is frequently employed in education in a way that
suggests a narrower interpretation. For instance, the purpose of education has been
redefined in ways that suggest its purpose is to produce, on the one hand, productive citi-
zens and, on the other, active consumers, so that the economy can flourish and grow. In
this interpretation, autonomy in education is about promoting the functioning of the free
market; so that people, businesses and other actors learn to act autonomously to compete
in the market. This narrowed conception of education is manifested in a notion of the
good for the enterprising individual or school and the promotion of individual and col-
lective interests of a limited group (e.g. an enterprise or a specific school) within the
demands of the free market. This has narrowed the concept of autonomy to what we
call a market orientation. This orientation to autonomy arises from the embrace of neo-
liberalism by western democracies and in particular, Anglophone nations. It is part of a
‘global policy convergence in schooling’ (Lingard 2010, 136) that has led to the ‘econo-
misation of schooling policy’, a narrowed conception of the purposes of education ‘as the
production of a certain quantity and quality of human capital’, and ‘new accountability
relations based on performance data… between departments of education and schools’
(Lingard, Thompson, and Sellar 2016, 2). The professional orientation, which is still
manifest in some education systems despite the colonisation of the market orientation,
promotes the good for the professional community (e.g. principals’ or teachers’ associ-
ations/unions). In this case, the concept of autonomy is used only to promote the collec-
tive interests of a limited professional community, and this view is typically represented
by teachers’ unions.

To sum up, a praxis orientation to autonomy refers to a disposition to social action
which prioritises the common good for all members of society, and thus differs from
both a professional orientation and a market orientation, both of which advocate the
exclusive benefits of limited groups. This also means that autonomy in the praxis
sense is not individualism or selfishness, but quite the opposite; it aims at generalisable
human interests. The three orientations are defined and summarised in Table 1 below.

We have chosen to present the emerging traditions and discourses of autonomy
evident in the sites before we define the conditions in the sites. This provides the
reader with organisational clarity, but we note that theorisation emerged from the ‘mes-
siness’ of the analysis phase conducted by the three authors. Thus, in the preceding table,
we characterise three main orientations to autonomy in education we see arising through
our interrogation of the three sites.1 These orientations draw on theories of discourse
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ethics and communicative action (Habermas 1984a, 1984b) to frame the questions in the
left column of the table. The first three questions:Whose good is foregrounded? What kind
of will-formation is emphasised? Whose interests are privileged? illustrate a continuum
ranging from individual will formation and interests to collective will formation in com-
munities of different sizes and generalisable interests. The fourth question, Whose inter-
ests are marginalised? makes it possible to perceive the categories through a contra-
factual method by asking which groups are excluded from individual or collective will
formations. Question Five in the above table, Which traditions and discourses are rep-
resented? gestures more broadly to some of the intellectual traditions beyond these
differing interpretations of autonomy.

We conclude the first section with the contention that the concept of autonomy as
praxis and the resultant concept of a praxis orientation may provide important theoreti-
cal and practical alternative resources to market and professional orientations in contem-
porary times. We contend that this definition of praxis orientation offers aspirational and
conceptual tools to empirically analyse principals’ views on school leadership and auton-
omy in relation to educational authorities, parents and teachers. A praxis orientation

Table 1. Traditions and discourses of autonomy.
Autonomy

Market orientation Professional orientation Praxis orientation

1. Whose good is
foregrounded?

– the good for the enterprising
individual or school

– the good for the
professional
community (e.g.
principals’ or
teachers’
associations)

– the good for society and
humankind

2. What kind of will-
formation is
emphasised?

– personal, individual will-
formation or social will
formation within a school
in the free market

– social will-formation
within a limited
professional
community

– collective will-formation, ideally
within and for humankind

3. Whose interests
are privileged?

– promotion of individual
interests and collective
interests of a limited
group (e.g. a specific
school) within the
demands of the free
market

– promotion of collective
interests of a
limited professional
community

– promotion of generalised
interests

4. Whose interests
are marginalised?

– students and families from a
range of equity
background (refugees,
low economic status,
Indigenous)

– parents, families,
communities

– potentially some
individual teachers
and schools within
the professional
body

– ideally: no one
– practically speaking: requires a

critical disposition that
interrogates questions of
who is the general ‘all’ that
this praxis orientation
claims to represent

5. Which traditions
and discourses are
represented?

Liberalism, neoliberalism, new
public management

Corporatism/
corporativism in terms
of social democracy

Critical theories, folk
enlightenment
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towards education opens up a very different orientation from the two other kinds of
interpretations of autonomy noted above that frequently manifest in contemporary edu-
cation systems, i.e. professional and market orientations.

3. Empirical analysis: contested notions of autonomy

In order to make adequate sense of the phenomenon of autonomy in education we drew
on various forms of evidence from the practice field. Hence, our methodological design
combined aspects of literature review and theoretical–conceptual analysis with a com-
parative case study approach. Various forms of evidence drawn from the practice field
included interviews with case study participants (see details below) and an analysis of
articles (N=86) in the Journal of Educational Policy which canvassed autonomy. Given
word limitations, in this article we draw on data from the case studies.

In terms of the comparative case studies, systematic data collection was carried out in
the form of interviews of school principals in Finland, Australia and Jamaica. These inter-
views were unstructured and focused broadly on the sets of conditions that prefigured
and influenced principals’ experiences and practices of autonomy as school leaders
and thus the experience of their schools as autonomous institutions. The three authors
have a history of collaborating on cross-national empirical projects and as such, the
three countries were selected both because of ease of access based on the current
working locations of the researchers and in particular, because the study offered a
unique opportunity to bring together the experiences of school principals from three dis-
tinctively different historical, ethnic and economically different contexts. As such, the
study had the potential to highlight very different sets of prefiguring conditions
shaping understandings and realisations of autonomy and autonomous decision-
making practices in our respective nations.

The case studies addressed the following research questions:

(1) How is autonomy understood/interpreted by principals in Australia, Finland and
Jamaica?

(2) What are the site based conditions which enable and/or constrain principals’ auton-
omous decision making practices in Australia, Finland and Jamaica?

In Finland, two interviews of approximately one hour each were conducted with prin-
cipal Urho,2 the principal of a middle-sized suburban school in a city of 1,40,000 inhabi-
tants. In Victoria, Australia, three interviews of approximately one hour each were
conducted with principal Lauren, the principal of a small, outer metropolitan, ethnically
diverse primary school. In Jamaica, four ‘critical conversations’ of approximately 45 min
each were conducted with principal Jacqueline, the principal of denominational, co-edu-
cational high school in rural Jamaica. These interviews were called critical conversations
as they tended to focus on Jacqueline’s reflections on critical incidents at her school given
that she was a newly appointed principal. The interview approaches used in each case
were distinct given that in each case they were part of other empirical projects in our
respective nations. At different moments in presenting the case the voices of the partici-
pants are deliberately limited to maintain the focus on issues related to autonomy and
reduce the appearance of interesting but less directly pertinent data.
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The data was analysed using Nicolini’s (2012) technique of zooming in and zooming
out. We recognise autonomous decision making as a social practice conducted in the
nexus of interactions among people, in contexts with histories. Further, we recognise
that while sites contain within them pre-existing linguistic, material and social arrange-
ments, people bring new practices to sites through their connectivity to other sites. Thus,
the global and the local are always existing in intersubjectivity. Zooming in and zooming
out provided us with the ability to maintain the intersubjective relationship between the
global and the local, even while we located our subjectivities as researchers in an analytic
moment that focussed on the particular and rationalised our individual and collective
interpretation of the data.

In the zooming in phase the three researchers, met over a period of three weeks in
Finland to discuss the data and gain an in-depth level of understanding for each
context. We interrogated micro episodes in an attempt to apprehend what was happening
in each context. At this stage we identified critical episodes in the data. In particular, we
focussed on the particularities of each site, examining the internal historical antecedents
of autonomy and the ways in which autonomy is interpreted in context by the individual
principal. In the zooming out phase we re-examined the data. Firstly, we discussed the sets
of national imperatives (economic and globalisd forces) that were impacting upon the form
and nature of education and schooling within the sites and the ways in which these policies
were prefiguring practices, experiences and understandings of autonomy. Secondly, we
interrogated our own experiences as teachers, educators, researchers and administrators
within our particular national contexts and compared our experiences and critical
moments to those being experienced by the studies’ participants. These reflections juxta-
posed against the empirical data served to influence our arrival at the three orientations
of autonomy. In the next section, we contextualise each case and illustrate how autonomy
was understood and enacted across the individual sites. We employ the questions on the
left-hand side of Table 1 as thematic signposts for our findings.

3.1. Principals’ autonomous decision-making practices: Victoria, Australia

As a settler nation with strong ties to Britain and the USA, Australia has had a history of
policy-borrowing from Anglo-American nations. As a federated nation, state govern-
ments in Australia are responsible for the funding and administration of government
school systems within their jurisdiction. Before federation, Australia consisted of a
number of different British colonies which came together as one nation at the beginning
of the twentieth century. Thus, each state has a differing set of histories and traditions in
regard to education systems and this is reflected in the differential ways in which moves
towards autonomy have been adopted and inflected within their public education
systems. This is not to dismiss the importance of the federal government and their
increasing influence in education through the introduction of a national curriculum,
national literacy and numeracy testing and partial funding for non-government
schools. Rather, we are foregrounding the necessity of examining a specific state edu-
cation system as a case study, given the very different historical traditions and contexts
which shape government education provision in the Australian context. Hence this case
study focuses on autonomous decision-making practices of principals in Victoria,
Australia.
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Historically, Victoria is an important case study, for in the late 1980s it was the first
public education system in Australia which adopted what was then a radical self-mana-
ging system of school governance. This was as a result of the election of a conservative
state government who emulated neoliberal policies borrowed from Maggie Thatcher’s
England. In particular, the government introduced principles of competition and
business management in the government system; embarked on a series of school closures
under the guise of ‘efficiencies’; shut teacher unions out of any negotiations; and directly
negotiated with school principals to increase their power.

As a result of this early adoption, and in contrast to all other Australian state education
systems which adopted varying policies of school autonomy much later than Victoria,
education policies in the state of Victoria over the past three decades have been power-
fully influenced by discourses and traditions of neoliberalism, such as the creation of a
quasi-market in compulsory education and a policy of parental choice of schools. In
turn, such initiatives have led to an increasingly stratified school system. The costs of
this stratification are borne not only by the most vulnerable students, whose parents
and communities lack power, influence and resources in the education marketplace,
but also ‘in terms of stagnating achievement levels, widening resource inequities and
inflated costs’ (Connors and McMorrow 2015, 53). Hence, the autonomous decision-
making practices of ‘Lauren’,3 the school principal, were prefigured by state and
federal government policies, funding arrangements and historical circumstances peculiar
to the Victorian education system which shaped the principal’s habitus in ways that
suggested a strong market orientation, underpinned by an instrumentalist, means-end
rationality. Nonetheless, there were also glimpses of a praxis orientation.

‘Leafy Hill Primary School’ is located in the capital city of Victoria, Melbourne, in an
outer suburb with high socio-economic disadvantage. Although previously a highly
Anglo monocultural population with a history of economic precarity, recently the area
has been home to a number of refugee families attracted to its cheaper housing. Hence
the school has a mix of Anglo Australian families, some with a history of generational
unemployment, combined with a refugee community which has a proud oral and reli-
gious tradition, but low rates of literacy and formal education. Lauren was a highly
experienced educator from an Anglo Australian, working-class background, who had
taught in similar schools for over 20 years and had been a principal at Leafy Hills
Primary School for a considerable period of time.

Themain focus of Lauren’s autonomous decision-making practices was how tomake her
small government school viable in a highly competitive education market in which public
and private schools competed fiercely for enrolments. Until recently, the student numbers
at Leafy Hill Primary School had plummeted to a point that threatened school closure.
However, in the past several years, the numbers had slowly increased to a point where
the school was considered viable. The survival of the school was due to key changes to
teaching, learning and professional learning practices which catered more responsively to
an ethnically diverse student demographic suffering from high levels of poverty, homeless-
ness and family violence. It is in this sense that Lauren’s orientation towards autonomy as
praxis, mixed with a clear market orientation, was most clearly revealed.

In the extract below, Lauren discusses her clear telos or aim in regard to growing
school numbers, through an emphasis on the positives that being a small school entailed
for students and families. She noted that
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We have a lot of schools in our area and so… there has to be some points of difference…
And so we had to look at what the size could allow us to do, that the other schools could not
do. And part of that was to recognise firstly the people that chose to come here, and what
education they were getting and what relationships their parents and families were getting
by being at the school and choosing.

The reiteration of phrases such as ‘points of difference… people that chose to come
here… choosing’ suggests the neoliberal market orientation towards autonomy which
prefigures and shapes the entrepreneurial habitus (language, activities and modes of
relating to agents within and without the schooling field) of public school principals
in Victoria. Principals are located as business-oriented entrepreneurs, competing in
an environment oriented to the success of the enterprising individual leader and
school. Surviving and thriving is the primary telos of individual principals and
schools. In choosing Leafy Hills (rather than another school in the district), Lauren’s
language foregrounds an intersubjective space in which students, parents and educators
encounter one another as part of a market-oriented contract between a consumer (the
family and potential students) and the producer of the product (the small, community
and family-friendly school).

In regard to enhancements to teaching and learning practices, Lauren had undertaken
a number of initiatives including: the appointment of an English as an Additional
Language (EAL) coach to work with teachers to enhance their knowledge and strategies;
forming strong school partnerships with key organisations outside the public education
system such as the local council and a charity which worked specifically with refugee
families; and employing teaching staff attuned to the school’s demographic. Lauren
had astutely used the school budget to maintain small class sizes, the latter of which
were a key part of the school’s market-oriented ‘point of difference’. This was a highly
risky strategy that pitted her judgement against the school’s Departmental Regional
Liaison Officer. As Lauren explained:

I knew that I needed small numbers in the school for the cohort of kids that I had… So there
was an awful lot of grappling as to… and I guess it comes down a little bit to your own self-
efficacy, and whether you believe that you’ve thought through the decision clearly.

In response to the question, what kind of will formation is emphasised? highly individua-
lising language such as ‘your own self-efficacy, and whether you believe… ’ suggests
Lauren’s habitus has been strongly shaped by an orientation towards personal, individual
will formation within the quasi education market of Victoria. However, the language
Lauren employed also suggests that principals’ practices of autonomy cannot be
reduced to autonomy within the ideal type of market formation, i.e. as a set of business
transactions between consumer/client/provider which the discourse of school leader as
entrepreneur prefigures. Rather, in terms of the question, whose interests are privileged?
Lauren’s response suggests a mixture of both the market and praxis orientation. For
instance, she grapples between her commitment to an ethic of care for students (‘I
knew that I needed small numbers in the school for the cohort of kids that I had’); her
ethical beliefs about education for this cohort of children; and the demands of the edu-
cational system (‘But the Department representative was very much, really strongly said
five… (classes)…was the number that we should have’). Crucially, however, her leader-
ship practices foregrounded the interests of the low SES and refugees students in her
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school, in contrast to principals’ actions in some other schools in which these cohorts of
students’ interests are marginalised (Keddie 2016).

In regard to whose good is foregrounded? Lauren’s responses drew attention to how her
leadership practices were shaped by the specificity of this particular school site (its
location as a small school nestled amongst competing larger schools); this particular
school community (high levels of entrenched poverty and intergenerational unemploy-
ment, a high refugee population); and these particular students (as opposed to other
school sites, communities and students). The ethic of care she demonstrates towards
the students, teachers and the school community in standing up to the Departmental
representative’s ‘really strong… ’ advice hint at the broader educative function of auton-
omy. It suggests a praxis orientation in which principals may operate not only as enter-
prising individuals maximising their own good but also as ‘moral and professional agents
with the collective moral and professional agency, autonomy and responsibility to prac-
tise their profession… ’ (Kemmis et al. 2014, 8). However, whether they can do so in
ways that move beyond a market orientation to autonomy, is debatable.

3.2. Principals’ autonomous decision-making practices: Finland

The Australian educational practices and policies noted above have been influenced by
their political and cultural heritage from Anglo-American nations, especially Britain.
In contrast, the Finnish culture of education can be understood within an historical con-
tinuum dating back to European traditions of Enlightenment and social and political
developments in Scandinavia. In the Nordic countries, the European tradition of
‘Bildung’ strongly influences educational practices, coupled with traditions of the Scan-
dinavian welfare state, which are based on the values of democracy, equity and solidarity
(Ax and Ponte 2008; Rönnerman, Furu, and Salo 2008).

In Finnish society, the professional autonomy of teachers is highly recognised and
respected. Entrance into teacher education is extremely competitive and highly
sought-after. A master’s degree has been a requirement in primary and secondary
school teacher education since 1979. The Education Trade Union (OAJ) in Finland
has been a strong advocate for the high professional autonomy of teachers. The organ-
isation includes practically all Finnish educators, ranging from early childhood to univer-
sity and polytechnics. School principals are also members OAJ is a substantial
stakeholder in education and has a strong influence in maintaining a priority on the pro-
fessional autonomy and voice of teachers in terms of curriculum, pedagogy and policy-
making.

Another important and distinctive feature in Finland which Jamaica shares and which
stands in contrast to Australia is that education is overwhelmingly concentrated in the
public sector. Since the 1960s, the national strategy has been to invest in general basic
education in order to ensure equity of educational opportunities for all regardless of geo-
graphical location or economic resources. In essence, children start school in their
nearest government school and there is no competition for student enrolments. In
response to the question Which traditions and discourses are privileged? we would note
that discourses around folk enlightenment and Nordic welfare state traditions are privi-
leged. Hence, a market orientation towards autonomy in Finnish education is not a
driving force. Rather than being concerned about their competitiveness in a quasi-
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market, schools are allocated direct funding by the municipalities. As the principal Urho
notes, ‘Our municipality grants us a certain amount and we have to keep the school
running with it’.

However, there are some mechanisms that indicate ideas from New Public Manage-
ment may be being adopted in Finnish educational administration, albeit at a low
level. In discussing the cleaning of schools, Urho makes a direct comparison to the
United Kingdom:

So we pay rent to the property managers and they in turn put out competitive bids for the
rights to do maintenance, cleaning and the like at our school. […] For a comparison, I’ve
heard that in Great Britain, principals can have more of a say in these technical matters,
like who does the cleaning at a school and how often is the school cleaned.

In Finland, as a manifestation of the high professional autonomy of teachers there is no
inspection system, public accountability mechanisms or any other kinds of hierarchical
control. Teachers and principals carry out their work relatively unimpeded. Urho regards
this as one of the key aspects of teachers’ work. He observes:

The teachers do have the pedagogical freedom to do their job their way as long as they fulfil
the general requirements of the administration and the national core curriculum.

Teacher autonomy provides an important background for the Finnish case. Whereas the
Australian Principal Lauren was concerned about student enrolment, Urho’s main
concern was the implementation of a new national curriculum in his school. The national
core curriculum in Finland provides the basis for local curricula in the municipalities and
schools. The education providers, i.e. the municipality authorities draw up their own cur-
ricula within the framework of the core curriculum and implement it. The last step of the
implementation process is at the school level and the person who is responsible for
implementation is the school principal.

The new national core curriculum was a clear shift from subject-based, or discipline-
based pedagogy to a holistic phenomenon-based or problem-based learning. The change
towards a more holistic approach was seen by the principal as an attractive opportunity
for developing educational practices. He reflected:

Now the new national curriculum will again challenge every teacher to think about their
profession in new ways. […] this upcoming new version, it challenges teachers to study
phenomena together with their students. The curriculum doesn’t necessarily outline exact
must-be-taught details for certain school subjects anymore. It gives teachers more
freedom to make their own pedagogical choices.

In relation to the question What kind of will-formation is emphasised? Urho’s response
suggests an emphasis on the educational professionals who will be free to ‘make their
own pedagogical choices’. This implies a strong professional orientation towards auton-
omy. However, in the latter phases of implementation, the principal notes that others are
also involved:

The national core curriculum clearly states that both students and parents should be encour-
aged to take part in keeping a school running. They should have a say in both the planning
and implementation of school business. For example, our school has had a parents’ council
for many years now. It holds regular meetings that always have a representative of the school
staff present.
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In response to the questions, Whose good is foregrounded? and Whose interests are privi-
leged? we see in the above quotation, an orientation to generalisable interests; that is, the
good for the students is foregrounded, but also parents’ voices are taken into account.
Importantly, however, the good for teachers in terms of maintaining their professional
and pedagogical freedom has been regarded as an important value in Finland, in contrast
to Australia. Therefore, in summary, it can be said that in Finland we may distinguish fea-
tures typical of both the professional and praxis orientation. The emphasis onmarket orien-
tation remains low, with the New Public Management doctrine applied to school property
management and technical maintenance rather than educational practice.

3.3. Principals’ autonomous decision-making practices: Jamaica

Like Australia, Jamaica is a member of the Commonwealth; but unlike Finland, and Aus-
tralia, autonomous decision making is not a strong discursive feature of Jamaica’s edu-
cational landscape. This silence can be attributed to its experience as a former British
colony with a traumatic history of enslavement. This experience of colonialism has sig-
nificantly prefigured the nature, form, and purpose of education in Jamaica, where the
expansion of public education was seen as fitting the citizen for society. In terms of
organisation and management, though appearing to be decentralised, educational organ-
isation is ‘hierarchical, highly centralised and bureaucratic’ (Davis 2004, 72). This is the
essence of its postcolonial reality and is contextualised by: (1) a strong overseer tradition,
including master-slave narratives which position teachers and school leaders in positions
of dependency and inferiority in relation to officials from the Ministry of Education
(Bristol 2012); and (2) strong traditions of policy borrowing, staged competitive examin-
ations and recognised practices of educational stratification and streaming. As such, edu-
cation reform is often a struggle between adherence to authority and aspirations for
autonomous decision making in education as a part of the post-colonial agenda.

Concerned with student performance and the need for increased levels of educational
accountability and collaboration (including the introduction of School Boards at every
level of the education system) the government of Jamaica has made significant invest-
ments in leadership development. Building upon the recommendations of the National
Task Force on Educational Reform in Jamaica, the government instituted the National
College for Educational Leadership (NCEL) which was tasked with the ‘responsibility
to develop excellent leadership in the island’s public schools and supporting institutions’
(Smith 2015, 6).

At Country View High School, the principal, Jacqueline, a first appointment principal,
pursued an agenda of fostering dispositions of autonomy in the teaching practices of
staff. As such, with regard to the question: Whose good is foregrounded? it was Jacque-
line’s view that, ‘school is about teaching and learning… It is always about what is
best for the children’. Thus, the beneficiaries of all educational decisions were firmly
located in the needs of the learners themselves. This emphasised the need for a kind of
will-formation where teachers and learners collectively and continuously sought to
take personal ownership for making the best decisions in the interest of the individual
and community need.

In her responses sJacqueline tended to be very concerned with notions of personal
ownership, continually repeating that this was ‘my responsibility.’ She used similar
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language when referencing individual teachers whom she constructed as deficient when it
came to fulfilling ‘their responsibilities.’ In relation toWhose interests are privileged? Jac-
queline drew strongly on market discourses in terms of requirements around school
quality and school choice. However, her notion of responsibility was also tempered by
a professional orientation towards autonomy, for example, when she described her impa-
tience with teachers who failed to live up to their ‘professional responsibility to [their]
students’.

On the question ofWhose interests are marginalised? Jacqueline’s responses suggested
a praxis orientation, for example, she discussed the importance of championing social
justice issues, including seeking to ensure that poorer students gained access to meals
and regular transportation to school. The question of whose interests are marginalised
has a reciprocal relationship with what kind of rationality was emphasised. Jacqueline’s
remarks highlight frequent tensions between market and more praxis-oriented forms of
autonomy. She commented:

The Ministry of Education has specific requirements for [the] submission of reports and
sometimes you think like they are…more focused on just checking boxes and making
sure that we have all these reports but not necessarily focussing on how these reports
impacts on the quality of teaching and learning. (Jacqueline)

Here we see conflict between the authoritative positioning of the Ministry of Education
and the need forfreedom and responsibility (trust) to engage in autonomous decision
making at the level of the site to ensure that actions are prudent and relevant to the
needs of community.

For Jacqueline, the question of What is the nature of communication? contained an
inherent contradiction. On the one hand her conversation demonstrated a clear aspira-
tion towards communicative action through, for example, her attempts to involve tea-
chers in decision making via shared leadership practices. On the other hand, her
actions suggested a more strategic form of communication. We see these contradictions
playing out in an episode where Jacqueline attempted to encourage the development of a
critical learning community amongst the teachers. by strongly encouraging each teacher
to take a turn at leading or facilitating the weekly professional development session.
trongly encouraging each teacher to take a turn at leading or facilitating the weekly pro-
fessional development session. Her intentions towards communicative action are clear.
However, the language of regulation and the perception of an absence of trust are also
very strong in her description and may serve to undermine her aspirations for a more
praxis orientation towards teachers’ autonomy.

I felt that I needed to give her… [the teacher]… the opportunity to share, so that other
persons would see somebody else taking that role, rather than just myself… I was
curious to see what she was going to share,… I wanted to know whether…what she was
going to share, was… in keeping with what we expected, so I filtered but I still allowed
her to do the presentation… I would feel the need at least still to see, until I got to the
point where I was confident that what they wanted to do would take us in the direction
in which we wanted to go, as a school.

Jacqueline’s need to foster the autonomous practices of her teachers arises out of a deep-
rooted concern for the welfare and development of the teachers. However, given an
unconscious rehearsal of surveillance, which echo the master-slave narratives of
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Jamaica’s colonial history noted in the opening of this section, combined with a lack of
experience as a new principal, her actions actually set in motion relationships with tea-
chers where she is constructed as authoritarian, ‘distant and unapproachable’ (Jacque-
line’s self-reflection). These surveillance practices work to return her actions towards a
more market orientation of autonomy.

4. Discussion and conclusion

The cases highlighted in this study are distinctive in terms of the historical and geo-
political arrangements within each country. They reveal differing intentions for edu-
cation in each site in terms of their varied histories and current manifestations. In
Finland, education is rooted in nineteenth century notions of folk enlightenment
and a profound democratising impulse; in Jamaica the expansion of public education
originated in the need to ‘fit’ the individuals society, while in Victoria, Australia we
see public education being shaped by notions of education as a business imperative.
These differing histories prefigure the orientations of autonomous decision making
by principals in the sites. Against the backdrop of a shrinking global world; the dis-
tinctive nature of the sites provides for a rich and unique comparative lens, in the face
of assumptions that principals’ practices of autonomous decision making can be uni-
versally understood.

Different cultural and historical traditions, as well as current trends in educational
administration are reflected in the principals’ varied understandings of autonomy. In
Finland, the concept of autonomy is often understood in terms of the professionalism
of teachers, both through a corporative orientation such as that advocated by the national
trade union of teachers, and at more general level as a prerequisite of teacher profession-
alism. These understandings of autonomy emerge in the interview with Urho. In the Vic-
torian, Australia site, the concept of principal autonomy is strongly influenced by
neoliberal discourses of the market, albeit clearly tempered by a praxis orientation in
terms of care for the students. In Lauren’s discourse, the concepts of school or teacher
autonomy refer to players within a quasi-market. In Jamaica, a market orientation
towards autonomy operates as the framing for educational organisation; but we see
movements towards a professional and praxis orientation through Jacqueline’s engage-
ments with her staff and students and through her recognition of quality education as
an imperative in advancing social justice goals.

Significantly, the outcome of our investigation suggests that interpretations of
autonomy in education are prefigured by the peculiarities of the historical trajectories
and ideological traditions enmeshed in diverse sites. These prefiguring arrangements
in turn influence varying understandings and realisations of autonomous decision-
making practices across local and national sites. Furthermore, when it comes to prin-
cipals’ decision-making, even in the expression of high/low levels of autonomy, there
are contradictory and contested practices. Crucially, our argument, as exemplified by
the cases is that the better teachers themselves understand and agree about the basic
aims or values of education, the more enabling their educational practices will be. If a
culture of teacher autonomy is not encouraged principals will have to inspect, control
and survey practitioners in order to preserve aspirations of educational quality. On
the other hand, if teachers are nurtured as autonomous agents the principal’s role
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will evolve into one of nurturing, facilitating and enabling equality educational out-
comes, promoting an agenda of quality and inclusive education for all.

Autonomous decision-making of principals has been lauded as important to
improving school outcomes and enhancing opportunities to experience education
as a measure of social equity. Our comparative study, rooted in a holistic and abduc-
tive philosophical-empirical approach highlights the need for a re-consideration of
the question of autonomy; that is, autonomy in whose interests? For what end?
For what purpose? These questions have significant implications for how education
is manifested at the local, national and international level; as notions of autonomy
(and its team-mates, accountability and authority) are imported and exported
across contexts with varying impacts on educational outcomes in sites with disparate
historical traditions. Moreover, autonomy as a characteristic of educational quality is
seen to operate differently in varied educational contexts; evident in different ways
along the continuum between market, professional and praxis-oriented forms of
autonomy.

Our key point is that current taken-for-granted understandings of educational
autonomy mask wider and deeper interpretations of the concept that either disguises
or makes autonomy recognisable. Therefore in this paper; first through our concep-
tualisation of different manifestations of autonomy and second, through the illus-
tration of three different practices/sense making of autonomy; we have attempted
to provide a set of alternative thinking tools that expand notions and understandings
of autonomy in education beyond current hegemonic discourses of the market. In so
doing, we aim to: reclaim autonomy in education in neoliberal times employing
alternative perspectives that draw on the philosophical and etymological origins of
the word; and promote a concept of autonomy that acknowledges the notion of edu-
cational praxis. In so doing, our hope is to reconnect educators’ practices of auton-
omy with ‘individual and collective praxis as a way of expressing the double purpose
of education: to help people live well in a world worth living in’ (Kemmis et al.
2014, 25).

Notes

1. It is important to note that each of these orientations are ideal types.
2. All names of principals, schools and any other potentially identifying details have been

changed.
3. Pseudonyms are employed for all schools and principals.
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