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Sedimentation 
and/or re-politicization 
of a highly marketized 
education system
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The Swedish case in 
the rearview mirror



Period Reforms and major changes Govern-
ments

1950s –
60s

strong and detailed  top-down to ensure equality of  education Social dem
1932 – 76
Cons-liberal
1976 – 82
Soc dem
1982 – 1991

1970s –
80s

strong central governance  questioned and weakened

1990s 1990 decentralisation reforms
1992-93: school choice reforms, vouchers and private (”free”) schools
1995 decision: 100% tax funding of free schools, tuition fees prohibited

Cons-liberal
1991 – 94
Soc dem
1994 – 2006

2000s Rapid growth and restructuring of free school sector, large free school
companies, including national and international venture and equity
firms (mid-2000s) enter
Growing between-school differences of education preconditions and 
results
The negative social and economic sides of the private school sector 
become increasingly visible

Cons-liberal
2006 – 2014

Soc dem 
2014 --
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2016: The 290 
Swedish 

municipalities
purchased

educational services 
from private 

providers for appr. 
4000 million Euros: A 
100% increase since

2006

Rapid growth of 
buying from for-
profit companies
(darker colour), 

outcompeting non-
profit actors

Sweden: Public funding to Private education providers 2002-2016



•

•

•

•

•



•

•

•

•



•

•

•

•

•



Profit-making in education – an issue dividing
citizens and elected MPs

Source: Nilsson, 2017



The current situation: 
sedimentation 
and/or signs of 
politicization? 



Swedish HOPES interview data 



”There will be a need to adjust the 
rules of the game”

Need for school choice ’fairness’, 
’fair’ voucher levels and 
municipalicity building permits etc
to be addressed in future reforms –
but notably not challenging the 
system as such

”There will be no turning back”

Private actors are embedded in 
the school system and are
indispensible to help educate
the future generation

”There will be common 
challenges”

Private and public 
irrelevant categories. 
Teacher shortage and 
digitalisation as common 
challenges

”There will be continued
private actor consolidation”

Large actors with ’financial
muscles’ etc aquiring the 
smaller private actors: 
’Concernification’.

’Narrating the future’ 
Voices from the Swedish 

HOPES interviews

Strong and dominant 
narrative

Across the 
interviews, and 
private actors in 

partciular

Voiced by teacher
unions but also private 

actors and SKR

Articulated by business 
org in particular













Comments and 
reflections



Layers of politicization and sedimentation

Late 1970s --
Politicization

Discourses: school-
choice presupposes 

private actors, business 
as the model for quality, 
efficiency & innovation

Social democracy and 
public schools outdated 

and inefficient

2000s – process of 
sedimentation

New legislation and 
rules, esp. re funding, 
changes material 
preconditions 

Rapid growth and 
restructuring of private 
sector (”the new 
normal”)

2020s: possible re-
politicization

Emerging discourses: ”the 
new old”

Fears that the negative 
sides of school business 
will ruin the system

Beginning mobilization of 
professionals and public


