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Abstract
In many countries, education systems are moving towards a combination of 
increased school autonomy and intensified accountability. In the wake of that shift, 
decision-making at the school level has become paramount, and the role of the 
school leader has gained in importance. Despite these trends, surprisingly little is 
known about how schools and school leaders use school autonomy in practice. To 
study the use of school autonomy in practice internationally, and, subsequently, its 
impact on outcomes, a classification is needed to capture the full range of school 
interventions. An extensive literature review revealed that existing classifications are 
inadequate for these purposes. This article presents the mixed-methods construc-
tion and validation of an empirically based classification of school interventions that 
allows for the identification, analysis, and comparison of the actual use of school 
autonomy. To capture the range of school autonomy in practice, a school interven-
tion was broadly defined as a planned action intended to cause change in the school. 
That definition was not confined to innovative interventions and did not rule out any 
school decision-making areas. An open-response questionnaire was employed for 
the same purpose. Because of the high level of school autonomy in the Dutch educa-
tion system, the study was carried out among secondary-education school leaders 
in the Netherlands. School leaders with the ultimate process responsibility for their 
school were regarded as decision-making executives at the school level. To ensure 
the face and content validation of the classification, school-level decision-making 
representatives were actively involved at all stages of the process.
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Introduction

During the last decades, countries all over the world have geared their education 
systems along the path of increasing school autonomy alongside more rigorous 
accountability (Cheng et  al. 2016; OECD 2012). While debates on educational 
governance push ideas on autonomy and accountability forward (Theisens et al. 
2017), large-scale international comparative studies are used as support (OECD 
2011). Mainly based on OECD PISA-data, researchers conclude that educa-
tion systems perform better if schools can decide which textbooks they want to 
use, which teachers they want to hire, and how they spend their budgets. School 
autonomy only leads to better performance, however, in systems with rigorous 
accountability (Fuchs and Woessmann 2007).

The concept of school autonomy requires specification, as differences between 
countries are substantial (OECD 2011, 2012). While Shanghai-China combines 
high levels of school autonomy in the area of resource allocation with low levels 
of autonomy in the area of curricula and assessment, the exact opposite is the 
case in Korea and New Zealand. In the Netherlands, schools have high levels of 
autonomy when it comes to hiring and firing of teachers while schools in Greece 
and Italy have no such authority. Such specification is all the more important as 
school autonomy plays out differently for developing and developed countries 
(Hanushek et  al. 2013) and particular combinations of autonomy and account-
ability may either exacerbate or diminish equity in education (Werfhorst and Mijs 
2010). Testifying to this much debated issue, is the fact that policies are vastly 
different. While schools in Poland have seen their levels of autonomy in resource 
allocation decrease quite dramatically between 2000 and 2009, schools in Italy 
were granted much more autonomy during those years (Hanushek et al. 2013).

The concept of school autonomy also requires qualification. Research makes 
very clear that policies to enhance school autonomy do not necessarily lead to 
autonomy in practice. The key question is whether and how autonomy opportuni-
ties are enacted in schools, particularly by school principals (Agasisti et al. 2013; 
Ball et  al. 2012; Shirley 2016). As yet, surprisingly little is known about how 
schools in different countries actually use their decision-making authority.

In this highly contentious field, there is a pressing need to advance our knowl-
edge about the pros and cons of school autonomy and which specific forms of 
school autonomy result in better outcomes for students. A real hindrance herein 
is the lack of an adequate and widely used set of definitions. Current indicators 
to capture school autonomy are insufficient and give rise to flawed conclusions 
(You and Morris 2016). Despite an extensive review of the literature, no exist-
ing classification was found to be adequate for capturing the actual use of school 
autonomy. An internationally growing knowledge base requires a classification 
scheme to distinguish the relevant areas of school autonomy in sufficient detail, 
that can be used by researchers in a wide range of contexts. This article presents 
the empirical construction of such a classification.

Key questions underlying the classification are: What school interventions 
do schools consider and start in a context of increasing school autonomy and 
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intensified accountability? Which areas of school autonomy do schools exercise 
in practice? To answer these questions a study was carried out in the Dutch edu-
cation system. Together with a few other systems, schools in the Netherlands 
“enjoy the greatest autonomy” (OECD 2016b). There is no national curriculum, 
and schools are largely free to choose what to teach and how to teach it. Dutch 
schools have extensive freedom on matters regarding the organization of instruc-
tion, personnel management, and resource management (OECD 2012). This high 
level of school autonomy makes the Dutch education system an exemplary setting 
to study the potential range of school interventions.

In a deliberate attempt to grasp the full potential range of actual school inter-
ventions, a digital questionnaire with open-ended questions was composed. For the 
same reason, a school intervention was broadly defined as a planned action that is 
intended to cause change in the school. The questionnaire was distributed among 
school leaders, as the school leader is the person with the ultimate process respon-
sibility for school operations (Pont et al. 2008) and, as such, the executive or final 
arbiter of decision-making at the school level (Spillane and Lee 2014, p. 435). 
Almost 200 school leaders replied to the questionnaire, providing information on 
more than 700 school interventions.

The classification presented in this study enables the identification, analysis, and 
comparison of school autonomy enacted in schools. It can be used on the local, 
national, or international level by policy-makers, training institutes, and researchers 
alike in their joint quest for “continuous improvement in the quality of education” 
(UNESCO Education Sector 2016). Accumulating knowledge regarding the actual 
use of school autonomy will further understandings of the potential levers of school 
improvement, school effectiveness, and educational change internationally.

The following sections provide a detailed description of the development and val-
idation of the classification. To ensure an unambiguous interpretation of the study’s 
approach and findings, in the first two sections, the key concepts are defined, and 
the relevant contextual elements described. Then, the theoretical background is pre-
sented, followed by an elaboration of the methodology. The actual classification is 
subsequently presented, including definitions and examples. In the concluding sec-
tion, the strengths and weaknesses of the classification are discussed, and illustra-
tions given as to its use.

Concepts

School interventions

In this study, a school intervention is broadly defined as a planned action intended 
to cause change in the school. This change can be both an adjustment to current 
school practices and the start of something new. In an attempt to grasp the poten-
tial range of actual school interventions, this paper deliberately employs an expan-
sive definition of the term. First, this broad definition includes all possible school 
decision-making areas. It is not limited to specific school decision-making domains, 
such as educational interventions or resource allocation. Second, the definition is 
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not confined to innovations. Even though the (perceived) difference between the 
two notions might seem minor, the term innovation connotes something new (Hell-
ström 2004; Verschuren 2013) or “significantly improved” (Lubienski 2009, p. 19), 
rather than an adaptation of something already existing. An innovation can, be car-
ried out by means of one or more interventions, whereas an intervention is not nec-
essarily executed via one or more innovations. Decision-making responsibilities at 
the school level obviously entail more than simply innovation. This paper rests on 
the assumption that limiting the definition to innovations would have undervalued, 
or even ignored, large parts of actual decision-making at the school level. Third, 
this paper studies school interventions in their initiation phase. This stage is also 
known as the mobilization or adoption phase. It consists of one or more elements 
that precede and include a decision on whether to adopt or proceed with an interven-
tion (Fullan 2001). Studying school interventions in the initiation phase means that 
interventions are relevant from the moment they are first considered, regardless of 
the outcome of that deliberation phase. Thus, this study included interventions that 
school leaders had considered—or were considering—but had deliberately not (yet) 
introduced. Limiting the focus on interventions that made it to the implementation 
phase might have systematically biased the view of the range of school autonomy.

School autonomy

The dictionary defines autonomy as “self-governing,” which in turn means “func-
tioning without the control of others” (Levacic 2002, p. 187). Whereas some studies 
have interpreted autonomy in a twofold manner as both the freedom and capacity to 
act (e.g. Gawlik 2008; Helgøy et al. 2007; Lidström 1991) or have focused on capac-
ity (e.g. Agasisti et al. 2013), most analyses have used a definition deriving from the 
freedom to act. Anderson (2005, p. 73), for example, found “an autonomous organi-
sation […] responsible for making decisions about a pre-determined set of issues 
relating to its governance and mode of operation.” According to Hooge (1995, p. 
1), “the autonomy of a school refers to its degree of self-government in relation to 
the degree of state intervention.” Similar interpretations of school autonomy were 
applied by Whitty (1997, p. 3), who defined school autonomy as “moves to devolve 
various aspects of decision making […] to individual public schools.” Honig and 
Rainey (2012, p. 467) described it as “increased discretion over particular deci-
sions.” Woessmann et al. (2009) emphasized the delegation of a task to a school by 
an agency with authority over that institution. In line with this paper’s aim, school 
autonomy is defined as a school’s right of self-government—encompassing the free-
dom to make independent decisions—on the responsibilities that have been decen-
tralized to schools.

School leaders

School leaders play a central role in initiating changes in schools (Fullan 2001; Pont 
et  al. 2008). Together, increasing school autonomy and intensified accountability 
standards have led to an increase in school leader decision-making responsibility in 
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the last few decades (Glatter 2002; OECD 2016b). Despite current interest in dis-
tributed leadership (Bush and Glover 2014), each school is ultimately headed by a 
single individual who bears the ultimate process responsibility and who is account-
able for the institution’s operation (Earley and Bubb 2013; Spillane and Lee 2014; 
Wildy et al. 2004). In this study, this single individual is referred to as the school 
leader.1 Given that figure’s position as the decision-making executive at the school 
level, this study was carried out among, and with, school leaders with the ultimate 
process responsibility for their school location(s).

Context

School autonomy in the Dutch education system

Compared to education systems in other member countries of the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), schools in the Netherlands oper-
ate in a highly autonomous policy context (OECD 2012).2 Within a framework of 
learning objectives, standardized examinations, and block grants set by the national 
government, the administration of Dutch schools is highly decentralized. In lower 
secondary schools, 86% of “key decisions” on matters regarding the organization 
of instruction, personnel management and resource management are made at the 
school level, as compared to the OECD average of 41% (OECD 2012). Since there is 
no national curriculum, schools are largely free to decide what to teach and how to 
teach it, as long as they meet established quality standards and learning objectives. 
School autonomy is balanced by a set of standards, attainment targets, and a national 
examination system developed by the government (OECD 2016a). The Inspectorate 
of Education, under the responsibility of the Minister of Education, monitors both 
the quality of education and compliance with statutory and financial rules and regu-
lations (Nusche et al. 2014). The Dutch Constitution guarantees school autonomy in 
accordance with the principle of ‘freedom of education’. Since 1917, schools have 
been free to choose and follow their own pedagogical visions (Waslander 2010, p. 
401). Due to the high level of school autonomy regarding a broad range of decision-
making areas, the Dutch education system was considered an exemplary setting to 
study the potential spectrum of school interventions.

1 Whenever the term school leader is used in this article, it covers equivalent terms such as principal, 
head teacher, director, rector, or location/sector/departmental/general manager.
2 According to the OECD definition, the school level refers to “the individual school level only and 
includes school administrators and teachers or a school board or committee established exclusively 
for that individual school. The decision-making body—or bodies—for this school may be: an external 
school board, which includes residents of the larger community; an internal school board, which could 
include headmasters, teachers, other school staff, parents, and students; and both an external and an inter-
nal school board” (OECD 2012, p. 509).
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Secondary education in the Netherlands

With seven possible tracks, Dutch secondary education has the most differentiated 
systemic structure of all OECD countries (OECD 2015). Bounded by the primary 
school’s advice, parents and students are free to choose a suitable school for second-
ary education. Most secondary schools offer more than one track and pupils can—to 
a certain extent—transfer between these tracks and between schools. Consequently, 
school choice provokes competition among individual schools (Gaskell 2002; Hirsch 
1995; Woessmann et  al. 2009). That competition, in turn, induces “incentives for 
institutions to organise programmes and teaching in ways that better meet diverse 
student requirements and interests” (OECD 2013, p. 133). Although this study 
could have been performed in any sector of the Dutch education system, second-
ary education was selected for its organizational complexity. Being the transitional 
link between primary and tertiary education, secondary education is characterized 
by ever-present multiple interests, concerns, and stakeholders. The sum of school 
choice, a highly tracked structure, and organizational complexity was expected to 
produce a diverse assemblage of school interventions.

School leaders in Dutch secondary education

In the Netherlands, secondary education school leaders are appointed by, and 
accountable to, school boards (OECD 2014a). School boards oversee the imple-
mentation of legislation and regulations in the school, and they employ teach-
ers and other staff (Nusche et al. 2014). When a school board consists of only one 
school, the board and the school are part of the same legal entity, and a single person 
performs the functions of chair of the executive board and school leader (OECD 
2016a). Despite school boards being formally responsible and accountable for the 
corporate and educational quality of the school (OECD 2016a), in practice, a vast 
share of decision-making power is delegated to the school management. Although 
the role and responsibilities of Dutch school leaders have not been formalized, “eve-
rybody looks to the school leader to guide decision-making in the school” (OECD 
2016a, p. 143). Most school leaders “are responsible for financial matters and for 
ensuring that teaching and learning comply with the school’s educational goals and 
standards” (OECD 2014a, p. 10). Decision-making powers for most matters related 
to human resources are delegated to school leaders as well (Eurydice 2007).

Dutch legislation contains no regulations about school leaders, “neither about 
duties, functions or authority nor about the qualifications or quality and compe-
tences” (Bal and De Jong 2007, p. 7). Consequently, no official distinction is made 
among the different hierarchical levels of school leaders. This means that the group 
of 3227 people holding a “school management” position in 2013 (Stamos 2015) 
included middle leaders: school leaders without the ultimate process responsibility 
for the school location(s). To estimate the number of school leaders falling within 
the school leader definition used in this study, a database from the Dutch execu-
tive organization responsible for the financing of educational institutions was used. 
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This database contained all secondary school locations (both main locations and 
branch locations), counting 1414 such sites as of July 1, 2015 (DUO 2015). Fol-
lowing the definition that school leaders are those functionaries with the ultimate 
process responsibility for their school location(s), that number is likely to approxi-
mate the number of school leaders as defined in this study. Some school leaders 
are responsible for more than one school location, with no separate school leader at 
each of those sites. Other school leaders are responsible for more than one school 
location featuring a separate school leader. Both organizational models are likely 
roughly equal in number. Private schools were not included in the file. Since private 
schools essentially offer the same types of education as publicly funded schools and 
also have to fulfil equal accountability demands, the 29 private secondary-school 
locations as listed on a website for private education (Private Education in the Neth-
erlands 2015) were included in the study. Together, this resulted in 1443 secondary-
school locations.3 This number approximates the number of school leaders with the 
ultimate process responsibility in Dutch secondary education.

Theoretical background

To define the key concepts underlying this study, an extensive literature review was 
conducted on the topics of school autonomy, school interventions, and school lead-
ership. The definitions that derived from that search, presented above, were used in 
the questionnaire and to demarcate the response group. Subsequently, these concepts 
were studied in the context of Dutch secondary-education school leaders.

To explore the existence of classifications in various educational research tra-
ditions and their applicability for categorizing the school interventions from the 
questionnaire, an additional search in the Education Resources Information Center 
(ERIC) collection was carried out using the following combinations of key words: 
“school and autonomy,” “principal and autonomy,” “head and teacher and auton-
omy,” “school and leader and practice,” “principal and practice,” “principal and pol-
icy and practice,” “school and leader and policy and practice,” “school and policy 
and intervention,” “school and leader and intervention,” and “decision and mak-
ing and school and leader.” This search yielded 579 unique documents. All studies 
with abstracts referring to school autonomy, school policy practices, school (leader) 
decision-making, school functions, leadership practices, leadership time use, school 
improvement, interventions, or innovations (excluding single improvements, inter-
ventions, or innovations) were taken as a starting point to further explore suit-
able classifications. The studies that provided such classifications are presented in 
Table 1, which organizes them by research discipline in alphabetical order.

To display the data (see “Methodology” section), the classifications from 
the studies presented in Table 1 were used for a first, rough categorization of the 
data. However, the classifications were, for various reasons, found insufficient to 

3 Secondary special education was not included in this research project, as that type of education falls 
under different legislation and accountability criteria.
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distinguish the school interventions conveyed by the school leader respondents. The 
classifications’ generic features and limitations in the context of this study are pre-
sented in Table 2, which again organizes them according to research discipline.

Table 1  Studies with potentially suitable classifications for the categorization of the school intervention 
dataset, organized by research discipline in alphabetical order

Educational (school) change Earley, 2013; Frederiks & De Bie, 2004; Fullan, 
1998, 2001; Hargreaves & Goodson, 2006; Kärk-
käinen, 2012; Lagerweij & Lagerweij-Voogt, 2004; 
Leune, 2001; Regtering & Van den Broek, 2011; 
Slavin, 2005; Vieluf et al., 2012; Vodegel et al., 
2015; Wonderen, 2004; Wrigley, 2011

(Educational) innovations Blank et al., 2009; Busman et al., 2006, 2007; 
Emmelot et al., 2008; Frederiks & De Bie, 2004; 
Hofman et al., 2007; House, 1974; Kärkkäinen, 
2012; Klein et al., 2008; Lagerweij, 1987; Lubien-
ski, 2009; OECD, 2014b; OECD/Eurostat, 2005; 
Regtering & Van den Broek, 2011; Scheerens, 
2010; Verbiest, 2011; Vodegel et al., 2015; Was-
lander, 2007; Wonderen, 2004

Leadership practices: roles and behaviors Adamowski et al., 2007; Andersen & Krüger, 2013; 
Barnett, 2000; Bird et al., 2013; Cheng, 2002; 
Day et al., 2016; Dempster, 2009; Earley, 2013; 
Hallinger, 2003; Hendriks & Scheerens, 2013; Hen-
driks & Steen, 2012; Krüger & Scheerens, 2012; 
Leithwood, 2005; Leithwood et al., 2004, 2006; 
Leithwood & Jantzi, 1999; Marzano et al., 2005; 
May et al., 2012; OECD, 2014c; Pont et al., 2008; 
Robinson et al., 2008, 2009; Scheerens & Steen, 
2012; Schmidt, 2009; Townsend & MacBeath, 
2011

Leadership practices: time use Bristow et al., 2007; Earley, 2012; Earley & Bubb, 
2013; Grissom et al., 2015; Lee & Hallinger, 2012; 
OECD, 2014c

Organization development in schools French & Bell, 1999; Fullan et al., 1980; Schmuck & 
Miles, 1971; Schmuck & Runkel, 1985

School autonomy and decision-making discretion Anderson, 2005; Bolam, 1993; Galway & Sheppard, 
2015; Glatter, 2002; Hanushek et al., 2013; Leune, 
2001; Levacic, 2002; Maslowski et al., 2007; 
OECD, 2011, 2012, undated; Paletta, 2014; Smith, 
2011; Steinberg, 2012; Triant, 2001; Wildy et al., 
2004; Wohlstetter et al., 1995

School effectiveness Creemers & Kyriakides, 2010; Creemers & Reezigt, 
1997; Hattie, 2009; Hendriks & Scheerens, 2013; 
Kyriakides et al., 2010, 2015; Kyriakides & Tsan-
garidou, 2008; Marzano, 2003; Reynolds, 2000; 
Reynolds et al., 2014; Scheerens, 2016

School improvement Barth, 1990; Creemers & Reezigt, 1997; Hopkins, 
2001; Hopkins et al., 2014; Hopkins & Levin, 
2000; Hopkins & Reynolds, 2001; Mourshed et al., 
2010; Reynolds et al., 2000; Seashore Louis, 2005; 
Seashore Louis et al., 1999; Wrigley, 2008
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Table 2  Generic features and limitations of the classifications from the studies presented in Table  1, 
organized by research discipline in alphabetical order

Educational (school) change The classifications in these studies focused on 
change in the educational domain (i.e., change 
related to educational processes). In this study, 
school intervention practice also included school 
change related to organization and staff domains. 
The scope of these classifications hence proved 
too narrow for categorizing the complete school 
intervention dataset

(Educational) innovations The classifications in these studies focused on school 
interventions aimed at innovation. As defined in 
this paper, school interventions do not necessar-
ily or solely aim at innovation. The scope of these 
classifications therefore proved too narrow for 
categorizing the full school intervention dataset

Leadership practices: roles and behaviors School leaders’ roles and behaviors have certain 
commonalities with school interventions executed 
by school leaders. However, roles and behaviors 
are different ordering categories than interven-
tions. Consequently, various classifications in this 
field contained categories that were not recognized 
in the school intervention dataset. Examples of 
such categories are role modelling, flexibility, and 
beliefs. Additionally, other classifications in this 
field covered most or all of the school interventions 
but used few categories—with very broad defini-
tions—and hence lacked sufficient depth and detail 
to allow for meaningful distinctions

Leadership practices: time use Leadership practices with regard to time use have 
commonalities with school interventions, as both 
center around actions or activities. Leadership 
time-use practices, however, tend to focus on those 
activities performed by school leaders themselves. 
The school interventions that are gathered from the 
school leader survey in this study may be intended 
for, or performed by, others in the school. For this 
reason, leadership time-use classifications proved 
too narrow in scope for categorizing the complete 
school intervention dataset

Organization development in schools The classifications in these studies primarily empha-
sized organization development implementation 
designs and processes in schools, rather than the 
specific content of actual improvement efforts. For 
this reason, they were too generic for categorizing 
the school interventions from the dataset

School autonomy and decision-making discretion The classifications in these studies were either too 
confined in scope (e.g. reflecting the narrower 
range of school autonomy in a particular education 
system) or displayed few categories—with very 
broad definitions—resulting in a lack of the depth 
and detail needed for meaningful distinctions
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As Table 2 testifies, current classifications stem from multiple research traditions, 
each emphasizing a particular area of responsibility. Each scheme serves its primary 
purpose within its own field of study. Shifting the perspective to a broad defini-
tion of school interventions and to school leaders, who bear the responsibility for a 
wide range of interventions, existing classifications fell short. They were either too 
detailed in one area or too broad in another. In other cases, schemes excluded whole 
areas of responsibilities altogether. Combining existing classifications proved highly 
challenging, because each tended to follow its own structure, abstraction level, and 
logic. Therefore, a completely new empirically based classification was constructed. 
One that provided sufficient breath to capture the whole range of school interven-
tions, along with enough depth and detail to allow for meaningful distinctions. That 
scheme also featured a clear logic and structure to enhance usability. The classifica-
tion was constructed from the school interventions captured during the field-work 
phase of this study and in continuous dialogue with school leaders. It thus coincided 
with decision-making responsibilities at the school level as perceived by Dutch sec-
ondary-education school leaders. The following section elaborates on the approach 
used to construct and validate the classification.

Methodology

First, the general principles underlying this study’s mixed-methods approach are 
clarified. Subsequently, the various elements of that approach—drafting the ques-
tionnaire; collecting the data; reducing and displaying that data; drawing and verify-
ing conclusions—are described in more detail.

Mixed‑methods approach

This study relied on a mixed-methods approach. Johnson et al. (2007, p. 123) have 
defined mixed-methods research as a type of research in which “elements of qualita-
tive and quantitative research approaches [are combined] for the broad purposes of 
breadth and depth of understanding and corroboration.” The combination of quali-
tative and quantitative methods is regarded as one form of triangulation, namely, 

Table 2  (continued)

School effectiveness Since school interventions include a wider range of 
activities than those that have (thus far) been sub-
ject to (meta) effectiveness research, the categoriza-
tions in these studies proved too limited in scope 
for this specific dataset

School improvement The classifications in these studies were either too 
confined in scope (e.g. reflecting the narrower 
range of school autonomy in a particular education 
system) or displayed few categories—with very 
broad definitions—resulting in a lack of the depth 
and detail needed for meaningful distinctions
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methodological triangulation (Tashakkori and Teddlie 1998). Following Flick’s 
(2009, p. 444) interpretation, this study pursued methodological triangulation as a 
strategy for “further enriching and completing knowledge and towards transgressing 
the (always limited) epistemological potentials of the individual method.”

This study’s mixed-methods approach followed the three “concurrent flows of 
activity” of analysis—data reduction, data display, and drawing and verification of 
conclusions—as discerned by Miles and Huberman (1994, pp. 10–11). This proce-
dure was adopted due to the iterative character of the combined activities. In this 
sequence, which started with exploratory field-work in search of “conceptualiza-
tion and shared meaning” (Babbie 2004, p. 146), a quantitative instrument (i.e., a 
questionnaire) with a qualitative design (i.e., open-response questions) was used to 
gather data on the unit of analysis: school interventions. As the goal was to consider 
the full potential scope of school interventions, it was deemed essential to avoid pre-
defining or limiting the input beforehand, as the spectrum of such interventions was 
expected to be diverse, and perhaps even unexpected. For this reason, the question-
naire was based on open-response questions.

Following Miles and Huberman’s (1994, p. 6) interpretation of Verstehen, this 
paper rests on the assumption that a classification used to identify and analyze 
the actual use of school autonomy should ideally be based on ongoing consulta-
tions with school leaders—as the interpreters of school autonomy—throughout the 
entire construction phase. Hence, in a deliberate attempt to increase the study’s face 
and content validity (Babbie 2004; Bartlett and Burton 2012), school leaders were 
actively involved in all stages of the study (i.e., not only in elaborating the study’s 
aim, context, and key concepts, but also in drafting the questionnaire, testing the 
instrument, interpreting the outcomes, and constructing and refining the classifica-
tion). By means of this continuous dialogue, school leaders’ practical experiences 
served both as the start and finish of the construction process. The various ele-
ments of the mixed-methods approach are explained in more detail in the following 
sections.

Drafting the questionnaire

A digital questionnaire was used for the large-scale collection of data on school inter-
ventions among school leaders. Unlike qualitative research instruments, such as inter-
views and observations, a questionnaire can potentially gather input from a relatively 
large number, variety, and random assortment of respondents in a comparatively short 
time span (Bartlett and Burton 2012). The first draft of the questionnaire was tested 
by means of semi-structured interviews with two chairpersons of executive boards 
and one middle manager from secondary education, as well as with one chairperson 
of an executive board and three school leaders from primary education. To prevent 
any biases, which could have limited the pool of potential secondary-education school 
leader respondents, a deliberate choice was made to test and discuss various question-
naire drafts with both other individuals in secondary-education managerial positions 
and primary-education school leaders. Since this study could have been carried out in 
primary education with equal effectiveness, testing and discussing draft questionnaires 
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with primary-education school leaders appeared to be a sound way to avoid excluding 
likely respondents.

The main aim of this series of interviews was to test the comprehensibility of the 
questionnaire’s design and contents by means of member checks (Bartlett and Burton 
2012; Flick 2009). During these interviews, the researcher orally posed the draft ques-
tions, and the participants verbally responded. All interviews provided ample time for 
the interviewees to make additional remarks and for the researcher to ask follow-up 
questions. Based on the interviewees’ answers, remarks, and questions, the researcher 
shortened the questionnaire, rephrased various questions and definitions, and added 
an introductory text explaining the survey’s aims and key concepts. For illustra-
tion, one rephrasing that resulted from these interviews concerned the definition of a 
school intervention. In the first draft of the questionnaire, an intervention was defined 
as a planned action intended to induce an improvement in a school. However, one of 
the chairpersons noted that the term improvement might cause “allergic reactions” 
among certain school leaders due to the connotation of accountability for educational 
outcomes. The interviewee expected that this association would hinder construc-
tive responses to the questions and suggested the use of a more neutral term, such as 
change. Moreover, that participant pointed out that change is a more comprehensive 
term than improvement. In this respect, Cuban (1988, p. 341) mentioned that “change 
is not necessarily improvement.” Apart from a more neutral connotation, this broader 
definition of the unit of analysis was closely aligned with the study’s aim of capturing 
the range of actual school interventions. The altered definition was thereafter tested in 
the other interviews. The observation was confirmed, and in consequence, the altera-
tion was definitively applied.

An adjusted version of the questionnaire was tested in a series of four individual, 
semi-structured interviews with primary-education school leaders. Each interview 
started with the interviewee completing the questionnaire in writing—without any 
oral explanations from the researcher. Subsequently, the researcher and the interviewee 
engaged in an exchange about the overall intelligibility of the questionnaire, its indi-
vidual questions, the explanation of key concepts, and the introductory text. Each of the 
interviews was furthermore used to measure completion times and to test suggestions 
made by previous interviewees. Written and verbal input from the respondents again 
led to reconsiderations and subsequent adaptations regarding the phrasing of the ques-
tions, the key concepts, the introductory text, and the scope of the survey as a whole. 
An example of an adaptation was the restoration of several questions that had previ-
ously been deleted to keep the questionnaire manageable for the respondents in terms 
of the completion time. Various questions were restored when the first two interviewees 
both completed the questionnaire within 5 min. All suggested adaptations were tested 
in the successive interviews. The questionnaire thus evolved via an intense dialogue 
with, and the involvement of, school-level decision-makers.

Questionnaire distribution and response

In total, 543 school leaders received a direct email invitation from the researcher 
to fill out the digital questionnaire. The names and email addresses were partly 
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gathered from the network of the researcher and partly from a random internet 
search. In addition to being requested to complete the questionnaire, the school 
leaders were kindly asked to forward the invitation to other school leaders in their 
networks. The invitation clearly stated what type of school leader—those with 
the ultimate process responsibility for their school location(s)—was invited to 
participate in the questionnaire. Names and email addresses of executive board 
members and other functionaries (middle leaders and staff officials) were also 
collected—again, both from within the researcher’s network and from a random 
internet search—and those individuals were asked to forward the invitation to 
school leaders in their organizations and networks. The distribution of invitations 
sent by the researcher is presented in Table 3.

After a round of reminder emails, 196 school leaders completed the question-
naire. Based on the previously mentioned figure of 1443 secondary school lead-
ers, approximately 14% of all Dutch secondary school leaders with ultimate pro-
cess responsibility finished the questionnaire. Since each person that received an 
invitation was asked to forward the invitation to other school leaders in his or her 
network, determining the response rate was not possible.

Even though the population that received an email invitation was, by design, 
not completely random, the distribution of various Dutch secondary school char-
acteristics across both the response group and the total number of school loca-
tions (DUO 2015) did not demonstrate any substantial anomalies. With regard to 
the distribution of respondents over the 12 Dutch provinces, all territories were 
reasonably represented. The relatively high percentage of Limburg-based schools 
is attributable to the fact that the researcher’s affiliation is situated in that region, 
resulting in a larger network in that specific province. All education types (e.g. 
public, private, religious) were represented among the respondents’ schools, and 
the corresponding distribution did not exhibit any pronounced anomalies. The 
distribution of schools across Dutch educational tracks (e.g. vocational, general, 
combined) indicated a slightly larger divergence between the sample and the all-
schools database than for the two previously mentioned school characteristics. 

Table 3  Distribution of the questionnaire invitations directly sent by the researcher

a The 24 invitations that were not delivered due to an incorrect email address are not included in this table

Invitations sent to Number Total

School leaders from network 57
School leaders from random internet search 486
School leaders total 543
Executive board members from network 20
Executive board members from random internet search 43
Executive board members total 64
Other functionaries from network 37
Other functionaries total 37
Total invitations  senta 644
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Again, however, all the different tracks and combinations of tracks possible 
within the Dutch education system were present among the respondents.

Data reduction, data display, and the drawing and verification of conclusions

The questionnaire asked the school leaders to list up to three school interventions 
that had been introduced in the past school year (2013–2014) or that were intended 
to start in the current school year (2014–2015). The respondents were also asked to 
list up to three school interventions that had been considered in the past or current 
school year but were deliberately not introduced. This latter question was included 
to maximize the scope of potential school interventions and minimize any system-
atic bias concerning the use of school autonomy. The questionnaire collected a max-
imum of three interventions per question to ensure that it would be manageable for, 
and inviting to, the respondents. These two open-response questions collected 595 
(to be) introduced interventions and 140 interventions that had been considered but 
not introduced. Data reduction (Miles and Huberman 1994) commenced for these 
735 items.

After extensive literature review and subsequent exploration of suitable existing 
classifications from the studies listed in Tables 1 and 2, the next step was to display 
the data on the actual school interventions captured from the questionnaire. Each 
intervention was grouped with thematically comparable interventions to form sub-
domains of school interventions. Each of these subdomains was given a working 
title and a working definition based on the characteristics of the assembled interven-
tions. For the classification’s structural logic, three overlying domains were added.

The verification (Miles and Huberman 1994) of various draft classifications was 
pursued via a series of semi-structured interviews with four secondary-education 
school leaders at different stages of the drafting process. The open-response design 
of the questionnaire had led to a rich but complex dataset. In an attempt to solicit 
diverse reflections on the drafts that originated from that dataset, school leaders 
representing diverse school and school-leader characteristics were invited. Three of 
the four school leaders had participated in the questionnaire. These interviews were 
used, first, to verify the interpretation of the freely formulated school interventions 
to enhance the classification’s face validity. Second, the interviews served to test 
the content validity of the classification—regarding the (sub)domains, definitions, 
and distribution of the school interventions—in the eyes of those exercising school 
autonomy.

Each interview started with a brief outline of the study’s aim, followed by a 
presentation of the latest draft of the classification. Subsequently, the researcher 
provided an overview of the different domains and subdomains, the accompany-
ing definitions, and the distribution of the school interventions per subdomain. 
In each interview, the school leaders were asked whether the distinctions among 
the various domains, subdomains, and definitions made sense from the perspec-
tive of their own school practice. The interviewees were also asked whether and 
how the classification could be further improved. Any suggestion made by an 
individual school leader regarding the classification’s (sub)domains, definitions, 
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or grouping of interventions was discussed with the school leaders in subsequent 
interviews. As such, none of the adaptations was based on singular insights or 
views. In the interviews, special attention was given to those (sub)domains, def-
initions, and intervention groupings that were questionable in the eyes of the 
researcher.

These interviews with the school leaders led, as expected, to adjustments to 
various aspects of the classification. For example, at the start of the drafting 
process, four main school intervention domains were distinguished: the current 
domain of “education” was split into “educational concepts” and “educational 
programs.” However, the interviewed school leaders unanimously expressed 
a strong preference for differentiating among three main school intervention 
domains, namely, “education” “organization” and “staff” (see Table 4). All other 
decision-making areas, in their opinion, stem from one of those three fields. 
Interestingly, these three domains coincide with the three areas of school auton-
omy that the OECD (undated) defined in its Improving School Leadership pro-
ject. A second example of a practical adjustment concerned the “organization” 
domain. This domain was initially called “operational management.” Multiple 
school leaders, however, indicated that this latter term evokes (highly) negative 
connotations among many educational practitioners for its perceived relation 
to business settings. For this reason, the school leaders strongly recommended 
using the term “organization” instead. A third example concerned one school 
leader’s suggestion to replace the term “staff” in the corresponding domain with 
the—in his opinion—more appropriate term “employees.” This suggestion was 
refuted by all of the other school leaders and the term “staff” was maintained. 
Other adjustments stemming from the interviews concerned the extension or dis-
entanglement of subdomains and the regrouping of school interventions.

The classification

Thus, starting from a set of definitions derived from a thorough literature review, 
rich data gathered from a considerable number of diverse school leaders by 
means of open questions, an extensive exploration of the applicability of exist-
ing classifications, and an ongoing dialogue with school-level decision-makers, 
an empirically based classification of school interventions was constructed. The 
school leaders’ suggestions and the adaptations made throughout the verifica-
tion process resulted in a classification of school interventions that adequately 
reflected the range and content of the decision-making responsibilities and 
autonomy perceived by Dutch secondary school leaders in their daily practice. 
This classification, which is presented in Table 4, is organized via the three main 
domains of “education,” “organization,” and “staff.” Each of these domains con-
sists of various subdomains, with the entire framework composed of 16 such 
subdomains. Each subdomain is accompanied by a definition and a cross-section 
of corresponding school interventions from the dataset.
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Table 4  Classification scheme of school interventions

Subdomain Definition

Education
 Pedagogical approaches Interventions concerning the design or elaboration of 

(effective) teaching, learning, or educational processes in 
the direct interaction between teacher(s) and student(s). 
Interventions concerning what is often labelled as “class-
room management” are included in this domain

Examplesa: interdisciplinary teaching; project-based edu-
cation; demand-driven education; homework-free school; 
area-based learning; new didactic approaches; activat-
ing pedagogy; custom-made pedagogical approaches; 
personalized learning; dealing with differences; teaching 
children at their own level

 Educational programs Interventions concerning lessons, subjects, courses, or 
programs offered in a  schoolb (track) and formalized 
within the curriculum of a school (track). Interventions 
concerning formalized extracurricular activities are 
included in this domain

Examples: bilingual education; additional subjects; 
culture profile school; technical profile school; personal 
development program; new literacy and numeracy 
program; anti-bullying program; more sports; talent 
program; extra attention to skills in the curriculum

 Systemic pathways Interventions concerning the systemic pathways through 
the education system that transcend the boundaries of 
regular school tracks and moments of assessment or 
examination

Examples: accelerated pathways to a diploma; possibility 
to obtain a secondary vocational education diploma at 
a pre-vocational secondary education school; start of 
a mixed pre-vocational secondary education program; 
craftsmanship route; technology route; availability of 
secondary vocational education at own school by own 
teachers

 Learning environments and methods for 
teaching, learning, and assessment

Interventions concerning the learning environment and 
the methods and tools used for teaching, learning, and 
assessment, including digitalization

Examples: new approach to assessment; new teaching 
method; evaluation of the assessment program; adapted 
learning environment; iPad class; bring your own device 
(BYOD); classroom laptops; laptop/tablet-oriented 
education; electronic learning environment; information 
technology applications

Organization
 School culture Interventions concerning the school’s mission, vision, 

identity, culture, or image (positioning), including strate-
gic policy-making

Examples: recalibrating the school plan, mission, or 
vision; change in school culture; policy development; 
positive behavior support (PBS); The Peaceful School 
(a school identity program); re-profiling; non-smoking 
school
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Table 4  (continued)

Subdomain Definition

 Organizational structures Interventions concerning the school’s organizational 
structure(s)

Examples: changing the team or management structure; 
improving the functioning of the teams; clustering/merg-
ing of locations; changing the organizational model; 
reallocating staff across teams; more autonomy on the 
team level

 Organization of education Interventions concerning the set of rules, procedures, or 
regulations related to the organizational design of educa-
tion

Examples: adapting procedures with regard to the repeti-
tion of classes, exam resits, student determination, or 
absence; change in class hours; class groupings

 Quality assurance Interventions concerning all standardized activities to meet 
quality requirements and goals for services, activities, 
and products. This domain includes the use of research 
as an evaluation method, as well as outcome- or result-
based working approaches

Examples: introducing an outcome-based or result-based 
working approach; improvement programs for bet-
ter educational outcomes; standardized assessments; 
improvement plans by teams; research on the educational 
pathways of migrant girls; school evaluation; monitoring 
social-emotional development; introduction of a data 
team

 Student care and support Interventions concerning student-oriented care, guidance, 
or support

Examples: developing additional care and support for 
pupils with special needs; introducing student coaching; 
more elements of the support structure in classrooms

 Stakeholder relationships Interventions concerning the relationships with, or involve-
ment of, the school’s stakeholders, such as parents, 
primary and tertiary education, other secondary schools, 
the (local) community, or (local) industry

Examples: increased cooperation with primary or tertiary 
education, parents, industry, community, or secondary 
schools (outside own educational institution); sharing 
science lab with primary education; participating in a 
network; staying in contact with community or society

 Financial resources Interventions concerning the school’s financial resources
Examples: aiming for ‘healthy’ finances; drafting of a new 

financial framework; improving financial situation
 Facilities and accommodation Interventions concerning the school’s facilities or 

accommodation(s)
Examples: improvement to the building; school stewards; 

Wi-Fi throughout the entire building; providing laptops 
to all teachers
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Conclusion

In many countries, education systems are moving towards increased school auton-
omy and intensified accountability (Cheng et al. 2016; Helgøy et al. 2007). Conse-
quently, decision-making at the school level has become paramount (Imants et  al. 
2016), and the role of the school leader has grown in importance (OECD 2016a). 
Surprisingly little is known about how schools and school leaders actually use 
school autonomy. To advance our knowledge in this field, an adequate classification 
is needed to capture the full range of school interventions in practice. An extensive 
review of the literature from various educational research disciplines revealed that 
none of the existing taxonomies met the requirements.

This article presented the construction and validation of an empirically based 
classification of school interventions that allows for the identification, analysis, and 

Table 4  (continued)

Subdomain Definition

Staff
 Professional autonomy and culture Interventions concerning the staff’s professional autonomy 

or professional culture (behavior). This domain includes 
training and development activities and peer col-
laboration to increase the level of staff professionalism 
(capacity-building)

Examples: staff development project; training program 
with regard to new media; more professional autonomy 
for teachers; working towards a learning organiza-
tion; stimulate an inquisitive mentality among teachers; 
strengthening school leadership; mutual teacher feed-
back; classroom visits by team leaders; peer reflection; 
cooperation within professional learning communities; 
on-the-job learning from peers; video interaction pro-
grams; peer intervision

 Teaching- and school- related assignments Interventions concerning the distribution of teaching and 
other school-related duties and assignments

Examples: recalibrating policies with regard to the distri-
bution of teaching and other school-related duties and 
assignments; job-matching

 Staffing policy: assessment and payment Interventions concerning staffing policy, assessment, or 
payment

Examples: recalibrating staffing policies; (re)introducing 
the (performance management) review cycle; renewal of 
reward (payment) policies; introducing assessments

 Recruitment and employment Interventions concerning recruitment or employment
Examples: employing new staff members; recruiting staff 

with a university background; dismissing low-performing 
staff members

a All examples presented in Table 4 are derived from the questionnaire responses (translated from Dutch 
into English)
b In all definitions, the term school also covers a group of schools or institution



49

1 3

Journal of Educational Change (2019) 20:31–55 

comparison of the actual use of school autonomy. The classification is based on 
responses of almost 200 secondary-education school leaders who conveyed a total 
of over 700 interventions. The study was set in the Netherlands which is known for 
its high level of school autonomy (OECD 2014a). To achieve practical (i.e., face and 
content) validation of the classification, school-level decision-makers were actively 
involved in all stages of the project. The classification has sufficient breath to cap-
ture the whole range of school interventions, enough depth and detail to allow for 
meaningful distinctions, and a clear logic and structure to enhance wide usability.

Despite deliberate efforts to construct a comprehensive classification suitable 
for international use, there are certain limitations. First, the classification was con-
structed in one particular setting. Although Dutch schools enjoy a very high level of 
school autonomy and have done so for a long time, that does not necessarily imply 
comprehensiveness. Schools in other education systems—even in those with a lower 
level of autonomy—may have decision-making authority in areas that have not come 
to light in the Dutch context. Second, even though professionals from primary edu-
cation were involved in the study’s design and refinement of the questionnaire, the 
dataset only included interventions in secondary schools. Small adaptations may be 
required for adequate use in primary education. Third, the classification is based on 
contemporary school interventions. For future use, the scope of the current domains 
or subdomains may need adjustments.

Discussion

Despite its limitations, the classification enables important steps forwards to advance 
our knowledge on school autonomy. A few examples can illustrate its potential use. 
The (sub)categories can be a starting point for first cycle coding of interviews with 
school leaders (Miles and Huberman 1994). It may, for example, further our under-
standing of how novice and experienced school leaders enact their decision-making 
authority in diverse international jurisdictions (Spillane and Lee 2014). The classi-
fication can also be used for in-depth comparisons between schools operating under 
different autonomy regimes, such as public and charter schools in the USA (Gawlik 
2008). For large-scale data-collection, the construction of questionnaires and indica-
tors can be based on this classification. It will make sense to school leaders, capture 
sufficient detail while at the same time allowing for aggregation and comparisons 
within and across countries. This will result in a more sophisticated description of 
school autonomy in different jurisdictions, which is needed to deepen our under-
standing about which particular combinations of high and low levels of school 
autonomy are likely to improve educational outcomes (Woessmann et  al. 2009) 
while diminishing inequity (Werfhorst and Mijs 2010).

In all, this comprehensive classification may act as a stepping stone to make real 
progress in the much-debated field of school autonomy.
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