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The community function of schools in rural areas: normalising 
dominant cultural relations through the curriculum silencing 
local knowledge
Dennis Beacha,b and Elisabet Öhrn b

aFaculty of Librarian, Education and Information Sciences, University of Borås, Borås, Sweden; bDepartment 
of Education and Special Education, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Schools in rural places in European societies generally teach the same 
content and perform as well as other national schools do on national 
tests and international comparison assessments such as PISA. 
However, by doing this they may also marginalise local rural knowl-
edge and expose rural populations to a (for them) culturally insensi-
tive curriculum. Using a meta-ethnographic analysis this article 
identifies how rural educational ethnographic researchers working 
in Sweden have depicted this situation and the social and cultural 
interests in which it operates. It identifies how research articles often 
describe rural schools as fulfiling a local community function, but it 
also questions exactly what kind of function this is and whether we 
can really talk about rural schools operating in local community 
interests generally or even at all. Instead, it is rather more the case 
that schools in rural places contribute to some individual educational 
interests and possibilities along with a general cultural domination 
and marginalisation of rural consciousness and interests.
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Introduction

Sweden is the fifth largest country in Europe by area, but one with a very uneven 
population distribution and, therefore, some potentially quite significant geo-political 
governance challenges relating to schools and other social institutions, not least in rural 
areas (Thellbro 2017). Farmland constitutes 8% of land use and is highly concentrated to 
the southern half of the country. There is 40 000 km2 of rivers and lakes and 69% of the 
land area is forest and woodland, which spreads across four geographic regions: Norrland, 
the Central Swedish Lowlands, the South Swedish Highlands, and the Southern Plains. The 
Central Lowlands and Southern Plains have most of the population and high levels of 
agriculture. Norrland and the South Swedish Highlands are less tightly populated, have 
lower levels of agricultural production, and extensive forests. A rain shadow from the 
Scandinavian Mountains in the north-west blocks cool and wet air in summer and leads to 
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a warmer and dryer summer climate in the north of the country that is more favourable for 
tourism and tourists compared to other countries at similar latitudes.

There are 21 administrative counties across the four regions, each of which subdivides 
into several of all 290 municipalities (in Swedish: Kommuner). The capital, Stockholm, is on 
the eastern coast. It is the largest city with the largest population density and greatest 
concentration of national authorities, international banks, and major global economic 
actors and agencies, followed by Gothenburg on the west coast, and Malmö in the south. 
These are the only cities in Sweden with more than 200 000 inhabitants. A 349-member 
unicameral parliament (in Swedish: Riksdag) situated literally in the middle of Stockholm is 
the centre of national legislation, which tends to encourage an urban and cosmopolitan 
outlook. However, Sweden also has regional and municipal governments to counter this 
tendency, with responsibilities for managing different features of the national political 
economy and administration: including health care (Regional) and education services and 
schools (municipal). Municipal governments elect a Municipal Board (In Swedish: 
Kommunnämnd) to manage and distribute finance to/for institutions in relation to local 
conditions and needs (skr.se/skr/demokratiledningstyrning), and to provide a just and 
equitable access to services of good value to individuals through the various municipal 
service institutions, including schools. Thus, the value of local schools to communities and 
their populations cannot simply be assumed. It requires political action and assessment.

Researchers have written about the great service small rural schools give to their 
community (Hillyard 2020). Yet this is not a feature that exists independently of school 
outcomes, curriculum contents, forms of instruction and instructional effects in relation to 
cultural and economic production and social reproduction, and nor is this feature (of the 
local value that schools can and do create) what determines whether they stay open or 
not (Lanas and Kiilakoski 2013). Local value is not the determining feature. Student 
numbers and economic costs per student are (Autti and Hyry-Beihammer 2014; Beach 
et al. 2018) and a national pupil voucher provided through the state budget to munici-
palities provides the main income source. It renders Swedish schools directly dependent 
on pupil numbers, and in municipalities with low taxes and few pupils (such as those in 
the less densely populated areas), they may often be at risk of closure, regardless of the 
many identified aspects of social life they may serve (Autti and Hyry-Beihammer 2014; 
Bagley and Hillyard 2011).

This problem with respect to different rural areas and in relation to social class and 
other distinctions within them is apparent and acute also in other countries of course 
(Beach and Vigo Arrazola 2020; Corbett 2013). Rural places have different characteristics 
and researchers need to be aware of this, and how their own notions of rurality may 
restrict their research (Corbett and Forsey 2017; Walker-Gibbs, Ludecke, and Kline 2018), 
not the least in relation to assessments of value through education research (Hillyard  
2020; Roberts, Downes, and Reid 2022). Schools in rural places are important time-space 
hubs in social networks and their management and availability will influence local culture 
and everyday life (Bagley and Hillyard 2011; Mayengo, Namusoke, and Dennis 2015; 
Walker-Gibbs, Ludecke, and Kline 2018). Local characteristics are important for how 
schools in rural places can work in ways that can help local populations to resist these 
impositions and a dominant cultural status quo (Beach and Vigo Arrazola 2020). The 
article explores this issue further and attempts to unravel some complex inter-related 
features of rural schooling and community value to avoid simple reproductions of the 
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predominant ideas about rural schools and their value to local communities and their 
populations.

From theory to data

The Birmingham School Circuit of Culture Model (CoC), Massey’s spatial division of labour 
theory (SDL theory), and Bernstein’s theory of the formation and function of dominant 
pedagogical discourses and the school curriculum (Bernstein 1990/2000) have been 
important in shaping this article in terms of identifying rural differences, what to gather 
data about when doing this, and why. The circuit of culture model, pictured below, has 
five interrelated dimensions; representation, identity, production, consumption, and regula-
tion (Figure 1, below). They indicate, from a socio-spatial perspective, that Sweden’s local 
communities; including those in rural areas; will share aspects of a common national 
culture but will also have their own (local) traditions, identity, and way of life. This is 
obvious in one sense. There are commuter towns, active and historical mining and other 
industrial centres, and tourist and recreation areas with attendant service needs that vary 
according to type. There are coastal settlements, areas with scattered populations and, in 
the North, indigenous population settlements. Both between and within these there is 
a complexity of different relationships for the production of rural cultural identity and 
representations of these identities relative to the national and local economy and forms of 
regulation in schools in different rural areas (cf. Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008; Roberts, 
Downes, and Reid 2022). The circuit of culture model is able to deal analytically with these 
variations.

The CoC model makes two things obvious. These are firstly, that a rural area is never 
simply a peripheral space to urban areas with a low population density. They are secondly 
that such representations are insufficient for capturing the social and cultural dynamics, 
variations, and differences of what rural identity means to and for people in rural places 
anyway, or what is important about rural life (Areschoug 2022; Corbett 2013). These 
definitions are not natural phenomena, they are dialectically related socio-material and 
cultural historical outcomes of a shifting interplay of the economic, social, political, and 
cultural forces of geography, power, and governance (Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008; 
Massey 1994/2013). In this article, we explore them in relation to how rural schools 

Figure 1. Circuits of culture model (from du Gay 1997).
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engage teachers, learners and content through their operative curriculum, relating not 
only to how the curriculum was constituted nationally and conceptualised locally, but also 
how it was operational within and between communities and worked there for or against 
community empowerment.

Bernstein’s theory of pedagogical discourse has been important here in relation to 
generating and examining data about the production of meaning and control through 
curriculum engagement in school settings, and how school experiences, outcomes and 
needs, create quantitatively different opportunities for different individuals and groups. 
Iris Young’s materialist model of justice and oppression has aided our analysis of the 
outcomes of education and social justice in relation to these matters (Johansson 2017; 
Rönnlund 2019; Rosvall, Rönnlund, and Johansson 2018). Finally, Massey’s spatial division 
of labour (SDL) theory as described in chapter five of her book with the same name 
(Massey 1995) has been useful to us for relating our analyses to the spatial features of 
production, consumption and identity in the CoC model in relation to curriculum forma-
tion. Massey developed this theory by studying changes in different parts of the UK 
economy in terms of the decline and replacement of some industries in some areas, and 
their growth in others.

From data to analysis

Meta-ethnography was the method chosen in the present investigation to organise data 
and conduct the analysis. It involves an analytic process of selection, detailed reading and 
cross-translational synthesis of a collection of different ethnographic products from 
a body of ethnographic work with an aim to generate new and alternative theories and 
ideas to the aggregate results from the individual studies (Beach 2022). Whether they do 
so or not is also very easy to assess by checking the emerging claims against individual 
studies, which also helps to ensure that the results are never simple reproductions of pre- 
existing ideas (our own or those contained in research writing by others). The research 
products used in the present analysis, which in line with original descriptions of the 
developments and use of the meta-ethnography by Noblit and Hare (1988) derive from 
our own research projects and form the initial data. They stem from one Swedish national 
research project and six rural schools in six different rural areas. The two authors of the 
present article were the PI and deputy-PI on the projects. Table 1 presents an overview of 
the six schools and areas.

Three experienced post-doctoral researchers conducted individual ethnographies at 
two of each of the six schools. To our knowledge, they were the only people to do 

Table 1. The six research schools.
Mountain School in a sparsely populated highland area with predominantly secondary and tertiary sector employment
Inland School in a sparsely populated lowland area with predominantly primary sector employment and service sector
River School in a de-industrialised riverside village with small scale industries and some primary, and tertiary sector 

employment
Coastal School in a de-industrialised/ing coastal area comprising mainly secondary and tertiary (and a little quaternary) 

sector employment. Some commuting staff and pupils.
Forest School in a sparsely populated forest area with mainly primary sector employment and a few service sector 

positions
Sea School in a seaside community with mainly secondary sector employment and some primary and tertiary 

employment

4 D. BEACH AND E. ÖHRN



systematic education research in these schools and their local community in the past 
three decades, which accounts for why there was no other research in our sample 
connected to the schools and why all of the research about them is traceable to the 
same small group of researchers. A book edited by Öhrn and Beach (2019) and research 
articles and book chapters by Beach and Öhrn (2021), Beach, Johansson, Öhrn, Rönnlund 
and Rosvall (2019) provide further information about the six schools and describe differ-
ent features of school cultures and their relationships to the local society. Table 2 provides 
bibliographic details (including year of publication) and further basic key characteristics of 
the studies. Analyses of other research on similar issues by other researchers has formed 
a further basis for assessing the trustworthiness of various claims. References to these 
works appear regularly in the presentation of the results and the discussion of their main 
implications for further research and for policy.

The analysis of the primary data for the meta-ethnography in Table 2 followed the 
seven-phase approach outlined by Noblit and Hare in 1988. These phases are firstly:

(1) Getting started by establishing a research question
(2) Searching for and selecting primary studies relevant to the research question
(3) Reading the studies and
(4) Comparing their key concepts and their uses to determine how the studies relate to 

each other and the research question about how schools and their operative 
curriculum further local knowledge about rural conditions.

Executing these phases involved asking what (kind of) content about what, and whose 
voices are present in the curriculum, when, how, and to what extent, and which scenarios 
are used for communication purposes and who presents them? Then came an attempt at:

(5) Translating the study findings into one another by transferring ideas, concepts from 
one study to the others

(6) Synthesising the concepts and ideas with respect to the total collection of studies
(7) Closing the process by expressing the synthesis in the form of a narrative account 

that responded to and answered the research question and was possible to test 
against the original studies and in other investigations by other researchers

Organising the analysis in this way follows the recommendations of Noblit and Hare 
(1988) and counters the inherent risk in meta-ethnography of the results appearing as 
general disconnected ideas that float freely in relation to the direct evidence in the 
primary and secondary data. It demanded two batches of literature that derived from 
two literature searches. The first, referred to already, meant identifying an initial group of 
studies, which we did based on familiarity with the field gained from our own studies. It 
produced the primary corpus in Table 2, which we used to identify and craft further 
keywords and search-strings to use in Web of Science (WOS), Scopus, JSTOR and the 
Taylor and Francis, Sage and Elsevier journal search engines towards identifying a second 
corpus for reciprocal and refutational comparative analysis. We read and analysed all 
sections of the primary studies several times and in detail, whilst for the other (secondary) 
studies we extracted abstracts, results and conclusions electronically and entered them 
into a computer file for line-by-line comparative coding and the derivation of themes as in 
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Table 2. Bibliographic details of the primary data corpus.
Beach, D. From, T., Johansson, M. and Öhrn, E. 2018. Educational and spatial justice in rural and urban areas in Nordic 

countries: a meta-ethnography, Education. Inquiry 9 (1): 4–21. Edward Soja’s concept of spatial justice shaped the 
analysis, which used thirty-one Nordic ethnographic monographs, book chapters and articles published between 
2000 and 2017 that had explored the effects of education markets and the interests they represent on education 
justice and equity. The results identified rural places as socially geographyically distinct, with concentrated injustices 
and inequalities in particular kinds of places.

Beach, D., Johansson, M., Öhrn, E., Rönnlund, M. and Rosvall, P-Å. 2019. Rurality and education relations: Metro- 
centricity and local values in rural communities and rural schools. European Educational Research Journal 18 (1): 19– 
33. Considered how rural schools relate to the local place. Found an emphasis on nature and its value and a critique 
of middle-class metro-centricity. Nature and local history and culture obtained little visible space and value in the 
curriculum in their own right, on local terms, and beyond the value of economic conversion and accumulation.

Beach, D. and Öhrn, E. 2021. Using rural frameworks and research to develop understandings of educational justice and 
equity across socio-spatial settings. In P. Roberts and M. Fuqua, (Eds): Ruraling Education Research, 77–90. Singapore: 
Springer. Singapore: Springer. Critiques education research and its understandings of marginalisation, poverty, and 
social fragmentation as urban issues and explores how rural education research can add to this knowledge for social 
class distinctions and across socio-spatial settings.

Beach, D. and Öhrn, E. 2022. Arbetsmarknad, utbildningsval och möjligheter på landsbygden. Den lokala kontextens 
relationer till metrocentrisk skolpolitik, Utbildning & Demokrati 30 (3): 57–70. Examines variations in education 
materialisation and experience between places outside cities in relation to spatial features connected to labour 
markets (economic production factors) and population flows (culture and demography) and ecology and geology as 
environmental factors.

Beach, D., and Vigo Arrazola, B. 2020. Community and the education market: A cross-national comparative analysis of 
ethnographies of education inclusion and involvement in rural schools in Spain and Sweden. Journal of Rural Studies 
77 (2): 199–207. Uses research in four research projects and two countries. Showed how different schools in different 
types of rural area emerged with different types of pedagogical and leadership challenges; communitas schools and 
magnet schools; as different ways of responding to market pressures. Both added value for or to rural communities 
but in very different ways. Consoders and analyses how current policy benefits schools with greater access to 
resources, often at the expense of other schools in ways that undermine fundamentally important rural community 
values.

Johansson, M. 2017. Yes, the power is in the town: An ethnographic study of student participation in a rural Swedish 
secondary school. Australian and International Journal of Rural Education 27 (2): 61–77. Identified and analysed 
spatial inequality in the participation of a group of youths living in a sparsely populated rural area of Sweden. 
Signaled a variability in youth participation at different levels and the importance of social class for youth 
participation and their understandings of the aim of participation.

Öhrn, E., and Beach, D. (Eds.) (2019) Young People’s Life and Schooling in Rural Areas. London: Tufnell Press. Identified 
and key themes emerging from fieldwork on rural schooling and youth’s rural lives in their socio-spatial context. The 
main themes concerned social structures and social relations, their implications for social inclusion and how they 
were addressed in school and the curriculum or not, as the case may be.

Rönnlund, M. 2019. I love this place, but I won’t stay. Identification with place and imagined spatial futures amongst 
youth in rural areas in Sweden. Young 28 (2): 123–137. Addresses relationships between space, place and identity, 
and their effects on rural young people’s ‘spatial horizons’ and shows how locality strongly influenced the identity- 
processing of youths and willingness to stay in their place of rural upbringing. Material conditions, social 
relationships and practices, contributed to the youths’ articulated views of their spatial futures.

Rosvall, Per-Åke 2017. Understanding career development amongst immigrant youth in a rural place. Intercultural 
Education 28 (6): 523–542. Explores and analyses career trajectories and occupational aspirations of rural youth with 
migrant backgrounds in one rural town. Highlights gender differences in feelings about how migrant backgrounds 
could shape future career plans and aspirations and stresses the importance of an intercultural understanding when 
counselling youth in rural areas.

Rosvall, P.Å. 2020. Counselling to stay or to leave?: Comparing career counselling of young people in rural and urban 
areas, Compare 50 (7): 1014–1032. How uneven distributions of resources linked to rural/urban divides and other 
factors affect access to higher education and career choices and influence young people’s options in transitions in 
relation to Masseyian concepts of place, and horizons of action. The results confirm the general poverty of access in 
rural areas linked to limitations of locally available educational programmes.

Rosvall, P.Å., Rönnlund, M., and Johansson, M. 2018. Young people’s career choices in Swedish rural contexts: Schools’ 
social codes, migration and resources, Journal of Rural Studies 60 (1): 43–51. Using Massey’s understandings of place 
and power geometry, explores and analyses what successful social and economic integration poses problems for 
rural young people in terms of how codes and resources influence students preparing to leave compulsory 
education. Points up how differences in resources seem even more important to rural young people than their urban 
peers.
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for instance grounded theory methods. We asked conceptual questions of the emerging 
themes at a generic level to move from the concrete details of individual studies to higher 
levels of abstraction and generalisation that brought new empirical challenges to existing 
theory and demanded new critical explanations of schooling practice and outcomes 
related to the research question. Urrieta (2018, 25) has highlighted that the contribution 
of meta-ethnography is to expand the conceptualisations of interpretative research and 
ethnography by developing a comparative rather than an aggregate understanding of 
cross-context interpretations. We were also able to open up possibilities for employing 
immanent criticism to identify contradiction between expressed goals and material out-
comes of rural schooling (Antonio 1981).

Results

We have used two main subheadings to organise the results section. They address two 
main themes of rural land use and a selective curriculum, and key contradictions in 
schools in rural areas and between schooling and education respectively. The first part 
focuses on land use for industrial production, and one on land use for tourism, and how 
they appear in the operative curriculum. The second part on how schools in rural areas 
empower individuals unevenly by schooling them as individuals for labour marginality 
and/or mobility respectively, rather than educating them collectively in the interests of 
local empowerment follows (Beach et al. 2019).

Critical analysis of representations of land-use in the curriculum is a feature of culturally 
sensitive and sustainable pedagogy identified by Zembylas (2017). Moyo and Gonye 
(2015) link it to key sections of the Brundtland Report relating to how human activities 
(including in schools and education) can/should/could play a role in environmental 
change and quality (WECD World Commission on Environment and Development 1987) 
or more fundamentally, sustainability (Cars and West 2015; Moyo and Gonye 2015). 
Cultural and industrial land use today is central to water quality, greenhouse emissions, 
environmental change and ecosystem functioning in the landscapes around us (Thellbro  
2017; WECD World Commission on Environment and Development 1987) and learning 
about these relationships is important for individual empowerment and preparedness for 
positive social action (WECD World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). 
George Renner (1938) had already identified this challenge related to teaching and 
learning about conservation of resources and resource exploitation more than eighty 
years ago. Contrary to discourses of the positive community function of rural schools, our 
results find contradictions and evidence of a highly selective and largely centralist 
national curriculum at work that marginalise local knowledge in these dimensions and 
the voices, interests, and values of local rural populations (Beach and Öhrn 2019).

Eclipsing exploitation in rural land use in relation to industrial production and 
tourism

Geopolitical features of rural land use relate to the ways in which natural resources can 
and have become a telling force in the assembly of people and services in particular 
places (Massey 1994/2013, 1995). They occur largely in connection to business opportu-
nities, such as through industrial production, energy and mineral extraction, agriculture, 
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forestry and fishing as forms of local resource exploitation (Beach and Öhrn 2019, 2021; 
Beach et al. 2019; Renner 1938) including of labour power in strategic national interests 
and for profitability (Thellbro 2017). As educational researchers, we have interests in/with 
the curriculum relations (content selection, forms of communication, involvement, exam-
ination, dominant pedagogical discourse of communication, interpellation effects) con-
nected to these processes and this interest has shaped the analysis and the presentation 
of results.

In the European 27, agriculture and forestry cover about 45% and 36% of the total land 
area on average. In Sweden, forestry is higher, and agriculture much lower and both 
industrial land use and mining are still important, even though recreation and leisure use 
(tourism) is on the increase (Thellbro 2017). As recognised in the Brundtland Report (WECD 
World Commission on Environment and Development 1987) this should appear in the 
curriculum, as land-use requires critical analysis in education settings about balancing the 
needs of the economy with those of ecology as a local question of global importance 
according to Cars and West (2015). What questions and issues arise, and whose voices do 
pupils hear in school, in which interests, to what degree, and in which way in the scenarios 
produced and used for pedagogical communication?

Our answer has so far been that there are variations (Beach and Öhrn 2021; Beach and 
Vigo Arrazola 2020; Beach et al. 2018), but that with the exception of sparsely populated 
areas (where the local contextualisation was more visible), classroom communication 
concentrated on official curriculum prescriptions and standardised content using 
a culturally insensitive approach for imparting official knowledge. Examinations and grad-
ing backed this up as it revolved around testing pupils’ ways of reproducing official 
knowledge to gain qualifications for future jobs, and further studies. Stabilising the content, 
process functions and procedures of performative meritocracy predominated, and in line 
with older research (Renner 1938) schooling adopted an at best apathetic position in 
relation to patterns of local resource exploitation, environmental conservation and social 
sustainability (Renner 1938; Solano Lara, Fernández Crispín, and López Téllez 2018).

Presentations of the local context were rather rare, as was using local community 
members as a resource regarding content selections and their communication in school 
(Beach et al. 2019). Evidence of efforts to empower pupils as a future local citizenry 
through a culturally sensitive curriculum and pedagogy that strove to deepen knowledge 
about the immediate biophysical and social environments and their associated problems 
to raise awareness of how to work towards sustainable just solutions was also lacking. This 
is a common international not only national phenomenon according to Cars and West 
(2015), Lanas and Kiilakoski (2013), Resnick and Wolff (2005) and Solano Lara, Fernández 
Crispín and López Téllez (2018), with a long history (Renner 1938). A selective operational 
curriculum squeezed out and denied space to local epistemologies with debilitating 
ramifications for what teachers and pupils in the rural schools could consider as important 
cultural knowledge.

Rural value and labour power typically appeared in the curriculum as simple 
commodities and critique and any dehumanising effects of this remained outside 
the active curriculum (Beach and Öhrn 2019; Beach et al. 2018; Renner 1938) as did 
content and deliberations over commodification may have played in relation to 
human socio-cultural privilege, dis-empowerment, and bio-environmental (ecosys-
tem) functioning. Curriculum content and its examination worked as a fulcrum for 
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levering out locally informed and potentially useful environmental knowledge (Cars 
and West 2015; Lanas and Kiilakoski 2013; Resnick and Wolff 2005). Rights to exploit 
natural recourses remained unquestioned and became ‘normalised’ as the curriculum 
failed to open-up the actions of capital and the state and their exploitation of rural 
spaces and their people to critical scrutiny (Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008; Renner  
1938; Resnick and Wolff 2005; Zembylas 2017). What we saw was a mainly locally 
culturally insensitive pedagogy and a socially biased operative curriculum.

Education and schooling, though often conflated, represent very different processes in 
these respects. Education is the development of consciousness. Schooling is the inculca-
tion of habits and others’ beliefs and values as ideology (Zembylas 2018) and schools in 
rural places seem to offer schooling for labour and mobility through vertical access to 
educational possibilities and qualifications, rather than education for the empowerment 
of the local community (Beach and Öhrn 2021; Cars and West 2015; Walker-Gibbs, 
Ludecke, and Kline 2018; WECD World Commission on Environment and Development  
1987). In other words, they provide a stabilising force in relation to the national political 
economy in the interests of capitalism and the dominant economic class (Keddie, Mills, 
and Mills 2008; Thibaut and Carvalho 2022).

This finding need not (and perhaps should not) be seen as a surprising result emerging 
only from our own ideas about our own research. As pointed out above, Renner (1938) 
described the problem over eighty years ago by describing how, as Zembylas, 2017) also 
points out, pedagogy and the official curriculum will usually tend to operate within the 
historical horizon of modern culture in ways that normalise the social enclosure and 
dispossession of lands and peoples respectively (Beach and Öhrn 2021; Lanas and 
Kiilakoski 2013). This works strongly against an education for the promotion of sustainable 
development as identified in the Bruntland report (WECD World Commission on 
Environment and Development 1987). As Solano Lara et al (2018) point out, education 
for sustainability needs to be a cultural process that provides alternative visions of the 
world that promote a critical and respectful dialogue through which social actors can 
empower themselves in the face of the socio-environmental crises (Renner 1938) and 
propose specifically local courses of action in their own collective interests.

Land use for tourism and its inclusion/absence from the operative curriculum in the six 
schools in the original research corpus shows the same kind of pattern as for industrial 
land use: exclusion of content and absence of local voices. The concept of and content 
about tourism was not completely absent. Tourism has been an important source of 
economic growth and lifeline in rural communities in Sweden for more than a century and 
has taken on an increasing importance in recent decades (Thellbro 2017), so there were 
references to it. Providing jobs and income, supporting businesses, and protecting natural 
and cultural heritage are common supporting arguments for tourism expansion 
(Andersson, Carlsen, and Getz 2002) and the curriculum in use in the six schools provided 
some examples of how the curriculum can reproduce and represent these ideas (Beach 
et al. 2019). There had been significant changes in land ownership and use in recent 
decades; particularly relating to tourism and recreation related (hospitality) activities in at 
least two of them, with consequences for social relations but these issues remained 
outside the operative curriculum.

Landownership had created and contributed to a wealth of economic and other 
opportunities for some, but it had also brought greater hardship for others (Thellbro  
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2017). This was known and talked about locally, but had not become part of any identified 
pedagogical discourse in the schools. There have been significant private investments in 
the creation of second home and short-term holiday lets in mountainous areas conducive 
to recreational tourism, and along multiple stretches of attractive, recreationally and 
pastorally accessible shoreline. They have involved both the production of new purpose 
built tourist accommodation and property developers buying up land and homes to 
refurbish for part-time seasonal accommodation, with knock on effects on prices and 
the local cost of living. Shoreline sheds in some attractive and accessible coastal sites from 
Ulvön in the North East to Smögen in the South West that once stored equipment for 
small-scale occupational fishing, now sell at the same square metre price as appartments 
in the most fashionable city districts. Property that local workers previously rented are 
now be unaffordable for them.

The curriculum in use did not contradict that there had been an explosion of commer-
cial added value on the local property market according to the ethnographies, but neither 
did it develop and communicate any detailed content of the nature of, causes of, and 
motivations for, these developments. Most content described instead an additional value 
for all, from a ‘life-enriching’ tourist industry, whilst content that challenged such repre-
sentations by identifying, calling out and challenging exploitation was absent. Curriculum 
content followed instead what the Brundtland Commission (WECD World Commission on 
Environment and Development 1987) identified as a conformist strand of contemporary 
optimism that lacked critical input. In large part, there was only low-paid temporary 
employment available in the new tourism economy for local workers with a short formal 
education, and on terms over which they have little control in a fiscal climate of local 
economic inflation, but this local knowledge did not obtain a place in school content.

Liston (1984) attempted to explain the relationship between capitalism and the 
curriculum in western political economies forty years ago. He wrote that, constrained by 
the performance requirements of the curriculum in the service of capitalist society, 
schools evidenced a tradition of communicating a very select body of information and 
skills to sustain the capitalist economy and normalise capitalist production relations 
(Bernstein 1990/2000), which is roughly what we are suggesting may be happening. 
Rather than being a pivot on which to name, discuss and examine opposing ideas and 
interests, schooling through the official curriculum carries biased representations that 
favour and reflect favourably on dominating interests, culture and social relations (Anyon  
1979, 1981). There is thus a distinction between the intentions expressed in education 
policy for a culturally sensitive critically enlightening and empowering education for all, 
and the conventional schooling obtained in rural areas.

What the rural schools in the research were providing was anything but a culturally 
sensitive education related to the broader cultural ramifications of local conditions. Yet 
there was still a further contradiction to explore. Teacher informants in the ethnogra-
phies typically defined their work and pedagogy as culturally sensitive and responsive, 
whilst actually operating within the profile of an officially scripted content that was 
anything but (Beach et al. 2019). Education was about individual empowerment 
teachers said (Beach et al. 2019) and involved the development of knowledge and 
insight concerning principles for guiding a future society, but this was not visible in 
relation to their work in context. Instead, teachers asked pupils do the same work in 
a similar way in different places and contexts, which they had to do in order to meet 
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the demands of a mechanical system of comparison and to establish and sustain the 
concept of a performative meritocracy of schooling. Rather than uncovering, discuss-
ing, illuminating and challenging processes of production, reproduction, and identity 
in circuits of culture, society, and education in the interests of local pupils and the 
community schools were very conservative places (Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008; Lanas 
and Kiilakoski 2013; Moyo and Gonye 2015; Thibaut and Carvalho 2022; Zembylas  
2017, 2018). Performative meritocracy had squeezed out the power of initiative in 
ways that helped reproduce, normalise, and stabilise social inequalities and cultural 
injustice.

Peter Elbow (1973) commented on something similar from investigations he carried 
out decades ago relating to principles of culturally sensitive pedagogy linked to the 
critical pedagogy of philosophers such as Freire (1970). He wrote that researchers and 
philosophers had provided teachers and institutions with principles for empowerment, 
which teachers implied that they followed whilst not doing so in practice. Instead, they 
and their schools used a standard selective curriculum that functioned largely in line with 
(national and global) capitalist interests. This points to some central contradictions in the 
operative curriculum.

Contradictions in rural area schools and the gap between schooling and education

There is, according to the article so far, a multitude of contradictions in the researched 
schools. Often discussed in terms of the concept of hidden curriculum, they comprise 
significant differences in the expressed aims and practices of education in rural schools 
and the material practices, content, and outcomes of rural schooling. For philosophers 
such as Mill and Kant, education involved what Horace Mann later described as a form of 
cultivation of the intellect by struggling to understand and discriminate between the 
forces of nature and things that are merely cultural standpoints. Becoming educated 
involved striving to attain a capacity to know when and how to justly modify and change 
social relations in broader (not only private and selfish) interests (Macintyre 1994). Such 
a capacity is found in the works pedagogy, culture and society by Addams and Dewey 
(Seigfried 1999) and in statements about ideals of their pedagogical practices made by 
teachers in the six schools in the ethnographies included in the present analysis (Beach 
et al. 2019) but compliance to the demands of performative meritocracy opposed the 
ideas in practice (Azaola 2012; Kline 2000; Thibaut and Carvalho 2022). Jean Jacques 
Rousseau identified something similar, auto-ethnographically, already in 1754, in ‘Creed 
of a Savoyard Priest’ (Rousseau 1911, Everyman Edition) relating to ideals and aims that 
appeal to us, but are contradicted through the selection of examination content (Keddie, 
Mills, and Mills 2008; Lanas and Kiilakoski 2013; Walker-Gibbs, Ludecke, and Kline 2018). 
Here are a few of the more common examples of this contradiction or paradox of 
schooling.

● The official and practiced curriculum had ignored how industrial production had 
exploited local geo-capital and labour to created private profit and generate conflict, 
despite books being written and films having been made about it in some cases

● Also ignored was the issue of the privatisation of land and how industry left the area 
leaving high levels of unemployment to follow in places where opportunities of 
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further production had been undermined in what were by now ecologically, materi-
ally, and symbolically ravaged places

● Housing was difficult to sell without making a loss, many adults were trapped by 
debt, substance abuse in the areas had escalated, the curriculum was silent on this 
matter, yet pupils believed that industry and schools had served their area well.

Industrial exploitation had generated decay and produced physically and socially scarred 
landscapes with few stable jobs. Yet generally the young people in these areas did not 
criticise industry for this, and nor did they or the curriculum discuss the exploitation or 
resources for private gain by industrialists historically as locally contextually sensitive 
matters (Beach et al. 2019). The passing of laws of private ownership are a landmark in 
labour history and claims that workers and citizens are able to make on national resources 
and productivity. These laws undergird the creation of labour dependency on capital 
across Europe and nationally in Sweden for the working class that have forced workers to 
generate wealth for companies and enhance company reputations on international stock 
markets. They continue to operate today in the so-called global era of neoliberal capital-
ism. They also allow owners, executives and boards of directors to control and legally 
move production from one place to another to more effectively exploit labour power in 
other places. It is decisions such as these that, had left low-income families stuck in 
environmentally scarred rural environments with mortgages to pay and few opportunities 
to access permanent economically sustaining work to support these payments. This was 
local knowledge but it did not find a place in the local school curriculum anywhere in the 
sample, ever.

● The ‘promise’ of economically sustaining work had pulled people to rural areas
● Threats of its removal kept them in line and productive
● Neither curriculum content nor the young people in the research questioned 

whether the present economic and political order was necessary for culture and 
society

● They took this positive dialectical relationship instead as simple fact

These are examples of how the industry used labour to process resources and then fled. 
Steady jobs and the promises of sustained post-secondary academic study opportunities 
for young people had gone, and curriculum interchanges hid or disguised these dynamics 
(Rönnlund 2019; Rosvall, Rönnlund, and Johansson 2018). However, even worse than this, 
recent political reforms have contrived to exploit these conditions whilst pretending to 
correct them (Harvey 1990).

We are referring here to the political turn to market governance in education policy in 
the 1990s (Beach and Öhrn 2019, 2021; Beach et al. 2018), in which conditions of injustice, 
marginalisation and inequality worsened, as access to social capital and networks not only 
continued to perpetuate inequality across all forms of education (Beach 2022), they also 
produced an increased (not reduced) reliance on social capital and networks for educa-
tional access in rural areas compared to in other areas that the curriculum also remains 
silent about (Beach 2022; Fjellman 2019). Contradictions loomed large once more in the 
data. Reforms had expressed an intention to enhance justice and efficiency by creating 
parental choice and introducing competition, decentralisation, and market governance 
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into the education system, yet they led to reduced access to schools in rural areas and few 
if any opportunities for parental choice (Lundahl 2017). The number of state schools in 
rural areas fell, and there were no new private schools outside rural town-centres or away 
from major transport hubs and main roadways. This meant that exercising school choice 
required access to social and/or economic capital and demanded mobility even more 
than before the reforms.

The importance of access to economic capital as a feature of education inclusion had in 
other words increased not decreased (Öhrn and Beach 2019). Choices had become more 
restricted and economy had become even more powerful as an indicator for predicting 
the exclusion of higher education choices in rural areas (Rönnlund 2019). Bridging 
opportunity gaps and brokering access across structural holes within institutional safety 
networks had become more (not less) dependent on individual social capital, and it was 
mainly children of the owning-class and in-migrating professionals who could identify, 
access and use vertical forms of network capital for crossing their educational opportunity 
gaps. Yet these points did not find a space in the operative curriculum. The notion of free 
choice and parental empowerment were bandwagon concepts of privatisation reforms in 
Sweden, but they did not exist in most types of rural community (Fjellman 2019); the 
reforms worked very badly there.

Discussion

As Hillyard (2020) and also Eppley (2009) have written, rural schools exist in profoundly 
dissimilar settings with dissimilar populations, ranging from exclusive ski hamlets and 
their residents in Colorado, to rural parishes in Louisiana and remote Yup’ik villages in 
Alaska. They comprise and/or contain both challenged and ‘left behind’ communities 
faced by depopulation, austerity, service restructuring, and production downscaling, 
‘boomtown’ communities with rapid infusions of wealth, and remote regions (Thibaut 
and Carvalho 2022). Instruction, interaction, and discourse in schools, can take signifi-
cantly different perspectives and roles in relation to these local conditions (Beach and 
Vigo Arrazola 2020; Beach et al. 2019; Bernstein 1990/2000; Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008). 
However, what is very clear is that differences in the active curriculum across different 
schools in different places are small and largely locally culturally insensitive. A dominant 
‘one-size fits all’ curriculum lacked local cultural sensitivity, despite this being an official 
goal. What was present instead was the social normalisation, cultural materialisation and 
ideological protection of injustice and inequality.

Three things have emerged as relatively consistent in relation to this first key finding. 
The first was that, regardless of which school in the corpus or the type of region it 
belonged to, schools failed to provide empowerment in terms of either a more just and 
equal distribution of educational capital, or the communication of content to scaffold the 
creation of critical awareness and drive social change. The second was that the inequities 
of rural education markets and the politics of marketisation were never an item on the 
curriculum in any of the six schools during their investigation. The third is that this is not 
a unique finding, confined only to the schools in our ethnographic project. On the 
contrary, and across areas, educational research demonstrates that the absence of critical 
contemplation of local power-relations through curriculum representations and 
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classroom reflection is typical (Beach et al. 2019; Eppley 2009; Hillyard 2020; Öhrn, 
Lundahl, and Beach 2011).

There are few examples of content and teaching that challenge and give different 
voice to the local rural conditions to contribute to alternative ideas (Azaola 2012; Beach 
and Vigo Arrazola 2020; Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008; Lanas and Kiilakoski 2013). A fourth 
emerging result is that, wherever they come from and whatever their social class back-
ground, pupils in rural schools generally tend to talk positively about school, and there is 
a sense of them feeling satisfied with school, even when there is little that conveys any 
form of material advantage. This leads ultimatly to an contradiction. Schooling has clearly 
helped to support, stabilise, and normalise the material and economic exploitation of 
rural populations, and has obfuscated forms of cultural domination in the six areas, yet the 
people there supported and valued their schools.

The question of how to conceptualise peoples’ expression of the value of schools as either 
democratic or repressive recurs through this finding. For although local populations may 
describe their schools as contributing to the community and to the well-being of the people 
that have and continue to attend them, there are seriously challenging questions to answer 
about whose interests rural schools really serve, and by which means and to what ends 
(Azaola 2012; Keddie, Mills, and Mills 2008). The selective curriculum had obviously hailed its 
subjects positively. Their comments in interviews reflected this, as did their documented 
compliant behaviour in the ethnographies (Beach and Öhrn 2019, 2021). There is clearly 
a sense of ‘joy’ and satisfaction in going to school for many pupils (Areschoug 2022). Pupils in 
rural schools usually appreciate their school and enjoy going there.

This expression of joy and pleasure derived from going to school was obvious in the 
ethnographies and other national and international accounts of subjective experiences and 
values related to schools in rural areas (Bagley and Hillyard 2011; Hillyard 2020; Mayengo, 
Namusoke, and Dennis 2015). However, equally obvious to us is that this positive sense of 
personal value did not connect to the presence of a culturally sensitive rural curriculum and 
what Walker-Gibbs et al. 2018) call a ‘Pedagogy of the Rural’. Instead, joyful experiences of 
value related to and represented a sense of social belonging rather than learner satisfaction 
about making a shift to an empowered position through learning something important 
(Lanas and Kiilakoski 2013; Thibaut and Carvalho 2022), and perhaps also relief that their 
local school has not (yet) closed. Schools could and in some cases did hamper some pupils’ 
future livelihood opportunities, but the people that went to them generally expressed 
pleasure and satisfaction nevertheless (Beach and Öhrn 2019).

There are local rural community values that can be easily identified when teachers, 
parents, pupils, and other community members commit to working together with high 
levels of social solidarity and a sense of community empowerment. This generally 
emerges when teachers support community members by prioritising reflection over 
critical intellectual content (Beach and Vigo Arrazola 2020; Lanas and Kiilakoski 2013). 
There is no legal reason why teachers cannot do this. A critically empowering culturally 
relevant pedagogy would do this (Elbow 1973; Zembylas 2017). Ladson‐Billings (1995) 
describes it as good teaching but the rural schools in the present investigation displayed 
few instances of this kind of teaching.

In rural areas such teaching and learning would involve addressing the ravaging of 
natural resources and the exploitation of rural labour and other forms and sources of 
value in the interests of private capital, economic growth, and the expansion of profit 
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margins and this does not happen often, if at all according to the data for the present 
study. This does not mean that schools cannot succeed in rural areas. They can. However, 
schooling for a performative meritocracy rather than empowerment through education 
have weighed against this, and privatisation, school choice and market competition have 
added weight to structural inequalities (Beach 2022). The imposition, memorisation and 
examination of official knowledge prevailed above learning about the social and material 
realities of rural life.

Conclusions

Using a meta-ethnographic analysis, this article has highlighted how the schooling of rural 
populations through a normative curriculum reflects and supports the interests of the 
dominant class hegemony, which according to Liston (1984) is a cultural and historical 
problem relating to the material history of social accumulation and domination by the 
capitalist class (Althusser 1970; Apple 1982). Schools in rural places exist and function 
primarily in hegemonic, metro-centric, and largely urban capitalist interests in this 
respect. They prepare the rural middle-class for cosmopolitan mobility whilst training 
the rural working class towards cultural passivity and social compliance, which will come 
as no surprise to critical theorists. Families with children will always face extra challenges 
in their everyday lives through the loss of a local school (Hillyard 2020). Losing schools 
produces a loss of life flexibility (Autti and Hyry-Beihammer 2014) and the appreciation 
and fight for it is quite understandable. Yet this does not mean that the presence of 
a school will automatically lead to positive community relations and services for everyone, 
or equal and fair access to rewarding experiences and outcomes in all areas for all social 
groups and categories.
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