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Nyköping Junior High School – 
a path to cultural diversity in the school and in the community
Nyköping is a municipality and coastal town located about 100 km. west of Stockholm, Sweden, with a population of about 51 000 inhabitants. During 2010, the municipality’s education office conducted an analysis of the situation regarding the local junior high schools, based on the perception  that the quality of the schools was insufficient. The junior high schools were geographically dispersed in four school districts, each with a junior high school that met the educational needs of the pupils who grew up in the areas where the schools were located. The analysis was broad and deep  in its scope. The intention was to clarify how it came about that municipality, despite being in a good position to offer its citizens an educational system of good quality and high educational results, ended up among the 30 lowest placed municipalities in Sweden, in national studies of junior high schools. The analysis showed, among other things:
• The results, that is the degree of the pupils’ goal achievement was low in relation to the conditions and resources that the municipality had made available for the running of the junior high schools.
• There was a very clear segregation in the municipality, which became apparent when looking at the school situation. One example was a school where nearly 80% of pupils had parents born abroad, compared to another school where the corresponding figure was 2%. This school, with a catchment area of ​​the of the outskirts of the town and its surrounding countryside, however, had students with the worst conditions in terms of socio-economic background. In the comparison between schools, there was a school, Borgmästarhagsskolan, which, based on a number of factors had far better conditions than the others. It had high socio-economic values ​​based on the children's background and high homogeneity on the basis of there being a large majority of Swedish-born pupils, which also meant that it had the highest results. However, it was also clear that the results should have been much higher in terms of previously mentioned factors.
• The Swedish school system provides something called the "free school choice" which means that the parents have the right to choose a school for their children and bring their allocated school “allowance” to the school they choose. Borgmästarhagsskolan, which had the most resources of the four schools had developed and ran popular profiles that pupils could choose to specialize in, music and sports, which attracted primarily more “well off” parents and their children. Over time, this affected the previously mentioned segregation. Motivated students with strong support at home often ended up at the school, while other schools were increasingly impoverished of the same group of pupils. In general, we can say that this partly contributed to Borgmästarhagsskolans reputation as a well-functioning, high-status school, while other schools got, to varying degrees opposite reputations.
• As the analysis was being conducted, there were several “free school” organizations/companies that planned to start operations in the municipality. There was therefore a growing threat of further segregation because this type of school organization tends largely to attract “well off” parents who make conscious choices about their children's schooling.
• The municipal school organization showed weak economic performance as a result of a downturn in the number of school age children over a number of years. This led to difficulties in creating suitable teaching positions and educational continuity in a similar manner in all schools. Besides, it there was an increasing number of empty school premises, especially in the schools that pupils did not choose, according to the “free choice model”.  This in turn caused further problems in terms of higher rental costs in relationship to dwindling pupil numbers. Furthermore, the schools were in great need of renovations, which also created major challenges based on the situation described.
Overall, it was concluded that something radical needed to be done to remedy the serious structural problems identified. It was essential that the politicians were on board, in the short and long term to create the stability needed to make the decisions for a successful implementation. What happened then was almost unique and unprecedented within the borders of Sweden. Politicians of all sides chose to endorse a very aggressive strategy of integration, inclusion and equality that the civil servants created and put into place. The initiative consisted of a series of comprehensive efforts that came to redraw the map for how schools can influence the structure of a whole society. It was decided to close the four school districts that were spread out in the municipality and invest in a new, common organization center located in the city center.

 As a starting point the building where the popular Borgmästarhagsskolan existed was kept and a new building was built right next door at a cost of approximately EUR 25 million. The main idea of ​​this decision was that all pupils, regardless of their background, circumstances, gender or address  would go to the same school and be given the same opportunities to succeed. It based its approach on the idea that children who are different learn from each other more than children who are similar. The segregation would be broken and new ways of learning and new ways of interaction between people would be created. Teachers could choose where they would placed in the new organization with the purpose of ​​creating synergies based on teachers' diverse experiences and skills and to widen the organization's knowledge base as a whole. Over time, it also became clear that there would also be a new, externally recruited leadership of the organization.
Until January 2014 construction of the new school building progressed and the four organizations were preparing to become one. A lot of time was spent on barrier breaking development, research-based interventions aimed at creating a breeding ground for a broader understanding and the preparation for the restructuring that was imminent. The teachers worked in both groups and based on school subjects as well as various forms of heterogeneous  groups to create a common, new platform where different cultures would lead to an overall base. One of the problems was that there was no headmaster. According to Swedish law, only headmasters can make decisions concerning the operations and organization of this kind in schools, which meant that many processes stopped or came to an end. The organization that began was then by definition still nonexistent, and did not have a leader either. In addition, the recruitment of a headmaster took a long time and only after New Year 2014, there were new leader in place.
The starting point for legislation regarding schools in Sweden is “one school - one school principal”. The law is very clear on this point. However, the municipality chose to challenge this by having two principals because of the extent the reorganization. In the spring of 2014, about six months before the new organization would launch they worked as project manager as well as headmasters and faced a very extensive period of work with decision-making in all matters that had not yet received a solution. It was the putting into practice all the value-based thoughts that created the basis for the overall direction of the decisions taken. It was only at this stage that the situation became acute and serious in many ways. It was when the new teams of teachers were to be created, when classes were to be created and the organization's work practices and procedures were to be designed. 
Protests by both the teaching staff and the public were at this stage very extensive and largely emotionally induced. Partly because there was a built-up irritation or anger about the late and delayed decisions. Partly because it was the urgency involved meaning that there was no room for extensive dialogues and processes. Furthermore, the communication about what was being done was via the headmasters of four existing schools, all of which had sought the job of headmaster of the new organization without getting it. This made it extremely difficult to keep the flow of information together in an efficient way and there was dissatisfaction was very strongly expressed, especially through local media channels. 
Protest groups were created on Facebook and petitions written, most particularly in regard to the decision to remove the popular profile classes that had been the flagship and the institution of the segregated school organization that had the highest status. The culmination of the protests was the demonstration in the town square and the steps of City Hall which gathered many supporters of the profile classes and where its pupils performed the song "They don't care about us" by Michael Jackson. In the months that followed hundreds of meetings with individuals and different groups were held in order to create confidence in the new organization. Accessibility, clarity and communication were the keywords and the protests slowly began to subside. Eventually the situation evolved  with questions being answered and the perspective changed to that of curiosity and when autumn came the new Nyköping Junior High school, a new school organization in the buildings called Alpha and Omega began, with the largest number of pupils that the municipal schools had had for many years. A negative trend had reversed.

The school now has a headmaster, Henrik Eriksson, in accordance with the law. During the first year that has passed for the new school, I, along with the municipal school administration initiated a clearer framing of what the school is doing and we can point out some key success factors that are important for continued success:
• One of the main starting points for the new school is the creation of classes in grades 7, the first year in junior high school. There was an extensive process supported by the Swedish National School Agency’s analysis tool called SALSA, which makes it possible for school headmasters to study schools' results through a filter that takes into account children's different abilities to learn. We focus on the entire model and creates classes with this model as a starting point. We take into account the students' background on the basis of such socio-economic conditions, gender, educational needs, disabilities and mother tongue as far as possible and create “equal” classes where differences are evened out.
• Another important factor is that we place great importance on creating a organization that is close to the pupils with "schools in the school," where specific teacher teams are responsible for their “own” pupils in a given part of the respective buildings. The teachers teach preferably only those pupils who the team is responsible for and they follow their pupils for all of the three years of junior high school to enable a safe and secure relationship, an in-depth knowledge of the pupil and his/her needs, a dialogue with the parents, as well as continuity in learning.
• A third factor is the focus on results with clear objectives, as well as a systematic approach to monitoring and reviewing. The headmaster shall at any time during the pupil’s time at school find answers about the extent to which any particular pupil is reaching the goals of school. Based on any needs that are identified, we work constantly to find ways that pupils should be able to take the next step in their learning and get the support they need to achieve the educational goals.
Nyköping Junior High school is not completely finished. It is the symbol of a change process that started and has great ambitions which are unlikely to come to an end. We know that we have implemented something that would not be possible, something that required commitment, courage and determination. One thousand three hundred children from all over the world meet us every day and we bridge prejudice and create understanding between children and adults who would never have met. The school environment is quiet, safe and dynamic. We have a situation that is bursting with diversity and exciting exchanges in ways that we have not previously seen or experienced. We of course have lots left to do, an awful lot to learn and areas of development that we have not yet explored. But we never forget the steps that we have taken. The thing that could not be created is now our workplace. It’s called Nyköping Junior High School.
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