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Abstract: Th is study aims to analyse, within the context of paradox theory, the tensions 
and opportunities introduced by the meetings of microcentres, as spaces for teacher professional 
development within an educational reform. After a qualitative study, it was concluded that four 
types of paradox are present: organisation, learning, belonging, and performance. Additionally, 
the microcentres are sites of negotiation between local autonomy and state control.
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INTRODUCTION

Plenty of literature has document-
ed the hardships of implementing ed-
ucational reforms, which are already 
complex by defi nition, and, like every 
change, give birth to paradoxes (Berti 
& Simpson, 2021). Law 21.040 orders 
the progressive creation of 70 Local 
Public Education Services (the Spanish 
acronym is SLEP), in charge of leading 
the continuous improvement of edu-
cational establishments and the learn-
ing of students in a  specifi c territory. 
To date, 15 SLEPs have been installed 
across Chile, a process that comes with 
the transfer of schools, teachers, school 

authorities, and administrative staff , as 
well as the integration of practices for 
continuous improvement and profes-
sional development that stemmed from 
previous administrations.

Th is study centres around rural ed-
ucation; more specifi cally, it is focused 
on microcentre meetings. In this sense, 
the aim of the study is to analyse, in the 
context of paradox theory, the tensions 
and opportunities of the meetings of 
microcentres as a space for teacher pro-
fessional development within the imple-
mentation of a  large-scale educational 
reform (Rivas & Sánchez, 2020). Al-
though paradox theory has been more 
prominently used in the business fi eld, 

1 Th is research was fi nanced by the Chilean Government via Fondecyt, project 11220021.
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it lends itself to analysing this reform, 
insofar as it gives birth to a new insti-
tution. Th is study aims to fi ll a void re-
garding research on the eff ects reforms 
have on rural education. To achieve this 
purpose, the study employs paradox 
theory (Schaap & Vanlommel, 2024), 
a  theoretical framework which allows 
the recognition and classifi cation of 
tensions, the analysis of the response 
of each part involved, and problemati-
sation based on their discourse. Taking 
this into consideration, the present doc-
ument is divided into fi ve sections: the 
fi rst tackles the frame of reference, the 
second describes the methodology em-
ployed, the third goes over the results, 
the fourth covers the discussion, and, 
fi nally, the fi fth section presents the 
conclusions of the study.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Th is section has two purposes; the 
fi rst is to present a general overview of 
the ongoing reform, characterising ru-
ral education in the process, and the 
second is to present a framework for the 
analysis of paradoxes.

Educational Reform 
and Rural Education

In the year 2017, a bill was approved 
to create the National Public Education 
System (Law 21.040), which establish-
es the progressive creation of 70 Local 
Public Education Services (the Spanish 
acronym is SLEP). Th eir main purpose 

is to support and give technical-peda-
gogical accompaniment to education-
al establishments in order to improve 
their management processes and the 
learning of students. In the same vein, 
the formation of a  SLEP entails the 
gathering of schools, teachers, author-
ities, and staff  under a  single admin-
istration, one that used to depend on 
multiple municipalities. In this sense, 
the reform means a  great change, an 
extremely challenging one (Concha & 
García-Huidobro, 2020), a change that 
goes against the grain of international 
tendencies, strengthening public insti-
tutionality instead of reinforcing the 
participation of the private educational 
sector and reducing the public system 
(Donoso-Díaz, 2021).

Employing Viñaó’s concept (2006), 
this reform has a  political-administra-
tive nature; it changes the ways the ed-
ucation system is governed, organised, 
and managed. Naturally, this also im-
plies that it is a complex reform, which 
in turn would explain the diversity of 
the studies conducted regarding its im-
plementation, for instance, from the 
perspective of the centralisation of ed-
ucation (Donoso-Díaz, 2021), fi nance 
(Donoso-Díaz, Araya, & Rojas, 2021), 
the training needs of middle manage-
ment (Uribe, Galdames, & Obregón, 
2022), the selection process for direc-
tors of SLEPs (Viancos-González et al., 
2023), and sense-making around the 
reform (Muñoz-Stuardo, 2021), among 
others. However, there are no studies 
focused on the eff ects on rural schools 
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and the meetings of microcentres as 
instances of professional development; 
this is the aim of the present study in 
order to gain an understanding of the 
tensions and paradoxes found in them. 
In this sense, analogous problems, par-
adoxes, and tensions could be identifi ed 
in other national contexts, to the degree 
that some recurring traits in rural edu-
cation are common on the international 
stage.

Teacher Professional 
Development

Th e relation between teacher profes-
sional development and improvements 
in learning is widely accepted by the 
scientifi c community (Kennedy, 2016). 
Likewise, it is acknowledged that teach-
ers in rural schools face particular chal-
lenges in order to access professional 
development, such as geographical iso-
lation, a lack of resources, and a lack of 
available personnel to support their ef-
forts (Glover et al., 2016; Sahin, Soylu, 
& Jafari, 2024).

Th e meta-analysis conducted by 
Darling-Hammond, Hyler, and Gard-
ner (2017) identifi es seven essential ele-
ments for eff ective professional develop-
ment for teachers: A) Focus on content: 
centred around up-to-date disciplinary 
knowledge; B) Active learning: con-
sisting of using authentic didactic re-
sources, interactive activities, and other 
strategies to ensure an environment of 
professional learning in a  real context; 
C) Collaboration: promoting the condi-

tions for teachers to share ideas and col-
laborate within the work environment; 
D) Design of active practices: the use 
of lesson planning models, curriculum 
units, student work, peer review, and 
teaching case studies; E) Accompani-
ment of instructors and experts: encom-
passing the exchange of knowledge of 
evidence-based content and practices; 
F) Encourage refl ection: facilitate feed-
back between peers and refl ection; G) 
Continuity and consistency: learning 
opportunities for teachers, ideally, have 
to be continuous and persistent over 
time.

Th e importance of teacher profes-
sional development for rural teachers 
has been discussed from various per-
spectives and models. For example, the 
studies of King and Yin (2022) and Lay 
et al. (2020) showed how online pro-
fessional learning communities reduce 
the feeling of isolation for rural teach-
ers. In the same vein, Herrington et al. 
(2006) conclude that teacher profes-
sional development improves the learn-
ing and performance of students, which 
is consistent with the results obtained 
by McConnell et al. (2013). One form 
of teacher professional development is 
peer support, and the studies conducted 
by Ackerman, Whitney, and Samudre 
(2022) and Golden et al. (2021) suggest 
feedback between peers after a  lesson 
as a  way to contribute to teacher pro-
fessional development. Furthermore, 
a study focused on the relation between 
rural teachers and low-performing stu-
dents conducted by Liu, Li, and Chen 
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(2024) recommends giving rural teach-
ers systematic and appropriate opportu-
nities or spaces for collaborative refl ec-
tion, in this way preventing isolation 
and feelings of professional solitude. 
However, this can be hindered by the 
time needed for teachers to observe and 
discuss their remarks (Torelli et al., 
2024), especially in small schools which 
have few teaching professionals.

Given the above considerations, 
teacher professional development plays 
a pivotal role in the rural context. Con-
tinuous education and collaborative 
work are essential elements for learning 
in the context of teachers working in 
rural schools, a place where education-
al needs can diff er from those in urban 
areas (Perdomo-Díaz, Rojas, & Felmer, 
2018). In this regard, it is important 
that teacher professional development 
in rural contexts focuses on the essen-
tial tasks of teaching and learning, con-
sidering the cultural and social diversity 
of students (Trillo et al., 2017).

Rural Schools 
and Microcentres

Rural schools tend to share cer-
tain traits, such as being located in 
remote areas far from urban areas or 
having limited access and connectiv-
ity. Likewise, they usually have a  less 
developed structure and a shortage of 
specialised teachers, as well as having 
more low-income students and, in Lat-
in American countries, more students 
from ethnic minorities. In general, the 

number of students is low, and class-
rooms are shared by students of dif-
ferent educational levels. Th e smallest 
schools have only one classroom where 
students of diff erent ages and levels are 
grouped.

As already pointed out, the profes-
sional development of rural teachers fac-
es several challenges. However, one way 
to support them is through networks 
of education professionals. Th e study 
of Washington and O’Connor (2020) 
compares networks of professionals 
formed in Ontario and Colombia, both 
based on peer collaboration. In the case 
of Colombia, microcentres are analysed 
from the perspective of networks of pro-
fessionals, defi ned by Brown (2023) as 
groups of teachers who participate in 
instances of peer learning with people 
outside their usual educational com-
munity with the goal of improving the 
academic performance of their stu-
dents. Consistently with this defi nition, 
microcentre meetings in Chilean rural 
schools were created to: A) collaborate 
on educational design; B) share expe-
riences and generate discussions that 
allow refl ection; C) learn about teach-
ing methods and approaches; D) test 
diff erent work strategies with the group 
of teachers; E) overcome the isolation 
characteristic of the teaching rural con-
text, together with the strengthening of 
self-confi dence and the development of 
awareness of their capabilities as pro-
fessionals (Ávalos, 2003). Considering 
this, the Chilean microcentres can be 
considered a  strategy for professional 
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development based on collaboration 
and the sharing of experiences, situated 
in a  specifi c place, that contributes to 
the improvement of teaching practices. 
Furthermore, microcentres are a  pro-
fessional development initiative spread 
across numerous Latin American coun-
tries such as Chile, Colombia, Peru, and 
Mexico, among others.

Paradox Th eory: Tensions 
between Local Autonomy 
and State Control

Large-scale educational reforms 
generate concern among the actors in-
volved in the school system, consider-
ing the changes made. Consequently, 
paradoxes are born, meaning “a linger-
ing concern between interdependent 
elements” (Schad et al., 2016, p.  10). 
Paradoxes are “contradictory yet relat-
ed elements that exist simultaneously 
and persist over time” (Smith & Lewis, 
2011, p.  386). Th e persistency aspect 
alludes to the quality of spreading over 
time and the contradictory aspect is 
not easily reconciled, despite the mu-
tual dependency between elements. As 
observed by Lewis and Smith (2014), 
tensions, similarly to paradoxes, are in-
herent to organisations and are born as 
a  response to discrepancies sparked by 
change.

Th e creation of SLEPs generates 
tensions which, according to paradox 
theory, could be expressed in four ways: 
(I) Belonging or identity paradox: gen-
erally produced at the meso level and 

the individual actors who experience 
tensions in their values and beliefs; (II) 
Learning paradox: the contradiction 
between building knowledge based on 
the past and, at the same time, destroy-
ing it to progress and adapt to what is 
new; (III) Organisation paradox: or-
ganisations are made up of multiple 
subsystems that act independently and 
interdependently, with constant tension 
between the parts and the organisation 
as a  whole; (IV) Performance para-
dox: opposing demands are expressed 
by diff erent segments of the organisa-
tion (Jarzabkowski, Lê, & Van de Ven, 
2013). In contexts of change, these 
paradoxes can manifest themselves all 
together; they can even manifest them-
selves in an overlapping manner and in 
diff erent levels: individuals, authorities 
and organisational.

According to Donoso-Díaz et al. 
(2022), the current reform is central-
ising in nature, so it is crucial to ana-
lyse the tensions between local auton-
omy and state control, in other words, 
between the autonomy rural teachers 
should have to organise and celebrate 
the microcentre meetings and the con-
trol exerted by the SLEP over the plan-
ifi cation and execution of these meet-
ings in order to ensure professional 
development and oversee the fulfi lment 
of public policy. Th is constitutes one of 
the paradoxes discussed in the study.

Now we will explore this paradox 
theoretically, analysing three dimen-
sions of autonomy and control. Th e 
fi rst is associated with the place and 
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the mode in which autonomy is exer-
cised: this can be done by individuals 
(teachers, parents, students), collectives 
(teachers’ groups, microcentres), and 
state institutions (SLEPs). In every case 
it is important to discern the impact 
that each agent has. Th e second dimen-
sion is associated with “autonomy/con-
trol over what?” Usually, the aspect of 
autonomy under study in educational 
contexts refers to the teacher’s autono-
my in the classroom. However, in this 
study, the aspects to be analysed are 
microcentres and their autonomy to 
choose the themes of their meetings 
to promote teacher professional devel-
opment. Th e third dimension is associ-
ated with places and modes of control, 
in relation to the infl uence mechanisms 
over an individual, collective, or organ-
isation. Diff erent control styles can be 
discerned, from slightly persuasive to 
those that are coercive in nature. Simi-
larly, one must take into consideration 
that the relation between autonomy 
and control is recreated constantly in 
the everyday interactions of the actors 
involved.

On the one hand, the collective au-
tonomy of teachers contributes to job 
satisfaction, creativity, and experimen-
tation, as well as productivity. On the 
other hand, state control helps secure 
widespread access to education, create 
safe spaces for student development, 
and suppress the risks posed by teach-
er autonomy by providing regulatory 
frameworks. Th erefore, autonomy is 
not inherently positive, and nor is con-

trol innately negative. As paradox the-
ory points out, ways to circumvent the 
tensions need to be found, with no ex-
clusion of the seemingly opposing ele-
ments (Lewis & Smith, 2014), and with 
the right combination between autono-
my and control for the precise balance 
for the context being defi ned.

Th e responses to paradoxes can 
be either defensive or active in nature 
(Lewis, 2000). Defensive responses of-
fer short-term ease, they allow actors 
to overcome tensions temporarily, and 
they do not provide a new work meth-
od or allow the understanding of the 
tension. Active responses take a  long-
term approach and are recognised as 
part of organisational life. Available 
research has identifi ed diff erent types 
of response in each category. For de-
fensive responses, these are excision, 
regression, suppression, projection, 
and ambivalence. Each of these defen-
sive responses is, to a  greater or lesser 
extent, a form of polarisation to one of 
the components of the paradox, which 
can lead to a spiral of confl icts and the 
creation of vicious cycles. In contrast, 
active responses include acceptance, 
confrontation, and transcendence. 
Every single one of them entails an 
adjustment of the parts of the para-
dox (Lindblom, 1965). Acceptance is 
the will to fi nd a way of balancing the 
elements in tension (Sundaramurthy 
& Lewis, 2003), confrontation entails 
tackling and working around the ten-
sions, and transcendence searches for 
a  deep understanding of the elements 
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of the paradox. It is important to take 
into consideration the fact that these 
responses to paradoxes are not neces-
sarily stable or infallible, but rather 
that one can observe responses that 
vary in context and time (Jarzabkowski 
et al., 2013).

METHODOLOGY

Th is study aims to analyse, in the 
context of paradox theory, the ten-
sions and opportunities present in the 
meetings of rural schools’ microcentres 
as spaces in which to promote teacher 
professional development within an ed-
ucational reform. A  qualitative study 
was conducted on the basis of the meth-
odology employed by Schaap and Van-
lommel (2024), which comprises three 

stages: A) enumerate the tensions expe-
rienced by individuals, teams, authori-
ties, and other agents involved; B) map 
the tensions and their interrelations 
(paradox cases at the organisational lev-
el); C) identify the responses to these 
paradoxes, diff erentiating the defensive 
from the active ones.

31 interviews with rural school 
teachers and seven interviews with 
Pedagogical Technical Advisors were 
conducted; the participants belonged 
to three diff erent SLEPs. Both groups 
are represented in Tables 1 and 2. Th e 
interviews were conducted in their 
respective workplaces for the Peda-
gogical Technical Advisors and in the 
schools for the teachers. All the inter-
viewees and authorities from the SLEP 
signed an informed consent, which has 

Table 1 Characterisation of teachers interviewed according to the number of teachers in their 
respective schools and average experience in rural teaching

SLEP One-teacher Two-teachers Th ree-teachers Average experience 
as rural teacher

A 1 0 5 15 years
B 11 0 4 21 years
C 0 0 10 17 years

Source: developed by author

Table 2 Characterisation of Pedagogical Technical Advisors

SLEP Average experience in the position N° of interviewees
A 2 years 3
B 2 years 3
C 1 year 1

Source: developed by author

Educational Reform in Chile: Local Autonomy versus State Control, Tensions in the Rural Context



346

 

a  bioethical certifi cation issued by the 
university that hosts this study. Th e in-
terviews lasted from 30 up to 75 min-
utes. Th ey were transcribed and then 
analysed in three steps: fi rst, an analy-
sis to identify tensions was performed; 
second, these tensions were sorted and 
mapped to identify the categories and 
to establish relations between tensions; 
third, the diff erent responses to the par-
adoxes were identifi ed. 

In order to carry out the analysis, it 
was necessary to identify the categories 
in which tensions at the organisational 
level were observed, related to the meet-
ings of microcentres and professional 
development. In Table 3 the Book of 
Codes is shown, where the number of 
occurrences together with the associat-
ed codes and subcodes can be seen.

RESULTS

Th e data that was analysed revealed 
three paradoxes relevant to this study, 
that is, the tensions that were present in 
the microcentres and stemmed from the 
transfer of rural schools to the SLEP. 
A  name was conceived to express the 
extremes in tension for each paradox, 
and a brief contextualisation is given for 
each one, as well as interviewee testimo-
nies where they present themselves and 
the type of responses implemented.

First Paradox. Implementation 
of public policy against 
community of practice

Microcentre meetings originated 
in the year 1995 as part of a  rural ed-

Table 3 Book of Codes

Category Code N° of occurrences Subcode N° of occurrences

Microcentres

Bureaucratic 
paradox 112

Autonomy of 
microcentres 49

Bureaucratic 
Control 63

Microcentres’ 
agenda 96

Self-defi ned by 
teachers 29

Defi ned by Peda-
gogical Technical 

Advisors
55

Type of commu-
nication 41

Complexity of 
change

63 Endogenous 
factor 20

Exogenous factor 33
Source: developed by author

Quiroga Lobos, M.
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ucational reform. Th ey are monthly 
meetings where teachers from a  par-
ticular territory gather and, over time, 
these meetings led to the development 
of work practices and shared meaning 
related to the microcentres that are spe-
cifi c to each of them.

In this sense, a tension between the 
role and the purpose of the meetings of 
the microcentres is born. On one side, 
teachers describe it as a  chance to “…
share successful pedagogical experiences. 
To refl ect and plan activities together”. 
And on the other side, Pedagogical 
Technical Advisors describe it as an 
opportunity to “…share information 
about the requirements of public policy”. 
Th is means that these meetings are an 
instance of professional development 
for teachers, while for the Pedagogical 
Technical Advisors it is one focused on 
communicating public policy and ac-
countability. Th is tension is organisa-
tional in nature, and it is expressed in 
the microcentre as confl icts over the us-
age of time, the contents, and the han-
dling of the meeting.

Additionally, microcentres are ex-
tremely strongly infl uenced by the ge-
ographical and cultural traits of the 
territory in which they are located. For 
example: “…we used to organise cele-
brations with the community… the An-
dean New Year”. Each microcentre has 
a  local identity of its own: “…when we 
celebrate our microcentre meetings at the 
school, the parents and community show 
their support and work so everything goes 
well”. Th is leads to microcentre meet-

ings acquiring a unique identity which 
involves the community. In contrast, 
the transfer of schools to a  SLEP car-
ries a new meaning for the space, as one 
whose purpose is to receive information 
about public policies and align their 
activities with the strategic plan of the 
SLEP, with little involvement of local 
communities.

Considering that microcentres are 
a  type of pedagogical organisation of 
rural schools, the transfer of these to 
a SLEP does not only mean a new em-
ployer for the teachers, but also the 
transfer of long-standing individual and 
collective practices. Th is entails a struc-
tural-organisational tension, generated 
by the confl ict of various parts of the 
organisation (Lewis, 2000). In turn, 
the Pedagogical Technical Advisors 
face performance paradoxes (Lüscher 
& Lewis, 2008), since they must try to 
perform their role (present public pol-
icies) within a  context of tension with 
the practices and expectations of the 
teachers. In some cases, this demands 
the execution of contradictory activities 
within one meeting and the negotiation 
with the microcentre manager for the 
use of time: “…Here we discuss the meet-
ing agenda with the microcentre manager 
and negotiate for time”. Th is paradox is 
also usually present at the micro level; 
Pedagogical Technical Advisors as well 
as teachers strive to answer contradicto-
ry demands born from their constantly 
redefi ned roles, in a search for balance.

Th ere have been various responses to 
this paradox at the organisational level. 

Educational Reform in Chile: Local Autonomy versus State Control, Tensions in the Rural Context
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Some SLEPs have developed confron-
tational active responses. After ana-
lysing the tensions, they have drawn 
conclusions such as: “…out of the ten 
microcentres celebrated this year, six 
were reserved by teachers for their own 
topics and four for the local service”. By 
contrast, others have more defensive re-
sponses with traits related to excision: 
“…every meeting we assigned two hours 
for them to talk about their topics and 
the rest of the meeting is for us. Obvious-
ly, we always accompany them”. In the 
latter type of response, the polarity is 
not analysed and, although confronta-
tion is avoided, it cannot be considered 
a  long-term solution that helps rebal-
ance the paradox.

Second Paradox. Microcenter 
Coordinator versus Pedago-
gical Technical Advisors of 
SLEPs

In order to understand this paradox, 
a brief explanation about the role of a mi-
crocentre coordinator and the Pedagogi-
cal Technical Advisors is necessary.

Since its creation, every microcentre 
has elected a coordinator from amongst 
the teachers. Th e coordinator’s respon-
sibilities include preparing the annual 
work plan and submitting it to the au-
thorities for approval: “…at that time we 
had little trouble with the municipality; 
our coordinator had a  good relationship 
with the mayor”. 

Pedagogical Technical Advisors are 
SLEP workers, and their role is to sup-

port the school leadership teams, imple-
menting the improvement plan called 
the “Capacity Development Plan”. Th e 
seven Pedagogical Technical Advisors 
who were interviewed are professionals 
in social sciences and have experience 
in urban education. None knew or had 
worked in rural contexts before, so this 
counselling process has been a novelty 
for them: “…visiting rural schools has 
been a valuable learning experience”.

Regarding the microcentre meet-
ings, the coordinators and advisors 
understand their role and purpose in 
diff erent ways. Th e former promote the 
exchange of pedagogical experiences, 
while the latter consider the meeting 
a place to discuss and work on the stra-
tegic guidelines of the SLEP and inform 
about policy. 

Th e tensions that comprise the par-
adox can and will be analysed in two 
dimensions. Th e fi rst is related to con-
tinuous improvement and the second 
related to tensions between the micro-
centre’s annual plan and the accompa-
niment plan of the Pedagogical Techni-
cal Advisors.

Continuous Improvement: 
Concepts in Tension

On one side, rural teachers have 
established operational practices and 
concepts regarding how to promote 
the educational improvement in their 
establishments, based on curricular 
autonomy, local customs, linking the 
classroom with the territory, and col-

Quiroga Lobos, M.



349

laborative work among peers: “…the 
schools of the microcenter organise activi-
ties together. We help each other, because 
we are small”. In contrast, SLEPs pro-
mote improvement based on eight at-
tributes: I) the establishment of teacher 
development mechanisms; II) the de-
velopment of professional leadership; 
III) the promotion of cross-school col-
laboration; IV) the use of evidence and 
data; V) the establishment of a vision, 
mission, and goals; VI) the design of 
teaching plans consistent with the data; 
VII) curricular coherence; VIII) con-
tinuous development. Th ese attributes 
are worked on every month alongside 
each team of authorities; although this 
is not without its diffi  culties, as a Peda-
gogical Technical Advisor explains: “…
it’s hard to implement the guidelines in 
the schools; teachers are used to being au-
tonomous”. 

Th e tensions present there are re-
lated to belonging and identity. Rural 
teachers and Pedagogical Technical Ad-
visors are entities that interact and clash 
to reconcile diverse values and beliefs on 
a common space for action, the micro-
centre, and the role it plays in educa-
tional improvement.

Microcentre’s Annual Plan 
versus Accompaniment Plan

On one side, the microcentre’s an-
nual plan is developed by teachers and 
supervised by the coordinator, with its 
content being defi ned on the basis of 
the educational projects and improve-

ment plans of the schools. Th is allows 
synergy between the resources and ca-
pabilities of each school. On the other 
side, the counselling plan implemented 
by the Pedagogical Technical Advisors 
is related to the eight attributes previ-
ously mentioned and the goals estab-
lished in the strategic plan of the SLEP, 
which are based on its assessment of 
each school.

Th e contrast between the creation 
of the microcentre’s annual plan and 
the counselling plan can be seen as 
a  tension that constitutes a  learning 
paradox. Th is entails a  contradiction 
between the need to build on the ba-
sis of the past and, at the same time, 
erase it or leave it behind in order to 
push forward (Lewis, 2000; Smith & 
Lewis, 2011). Teachers are faced with 
the need for new knowledge and adap-
tation to new processes and frameworks 
(Beech et al., 2004; Clegg, da Cunha, 
& e Cunha, 2002). In itself, this is 
common to almost every process of 
change. However, what is unique about 
this paradox is that the tension itself 
gets created between the diff erent ways 
of acquiring knowledge, so it can be 
diffi  cult to observe directly and tends 
to be expressed in other paradoxes or 
confl icts. Th e response to this tension is 
usually defensive of the excision varia-
tion, that is, by increasing the polarisa-
tion around the two strategies for con-
tinuous improvement. Th is is refl ected 
in constant negotiations for time and 
on the meaning of the topics at hand 
during microcentre meetings.  

Educational Reform in Chile: Local Autonomy versus State Control, Tensions in the Rural Context
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Th ird Paradox. Local versus 
National

Rural schools usually have low en-
rolment rates and are located in com-
munities with small populations, where 
the neighbours know each other. Th is 
plays a pivotal role for the teachers who 
were interviewed and it is expressed in 
curricular adaptations. Such adapta-
tions tend to: include biophysical ele-
ments (Ardoin, 2006; Ardoin, Schuh, 
& Gould, 2012); show a  signifi cant 
attachment to the location, refl ected 
in the appreciation of the local culture; 
and support measures to improve the 
community. In some cases, teachers also 
fulfi l other civil society roles such as be-
ing the president of the neighbourhood 
association or, for instance: “…I have 
been in this school and town many years. 
Everybody knows me; I am also the presi-
dent of the dance group for the celebration 
of the Virgin.”

Th ese schools are usually mul-
ti-grade: the students share a classroom 
and lessons with classmates of diff erent 
ages and levels of education. Th is push-
es teachers to make curricular adjust-
ments to fi t the diff erent levels of edu-
cation present in the classroom, taking 
into consideration the subjects and the 
rural context of their students. Rural 
teachers are forced to interpret the na-
tional curriculum and adapt it to their 
specifi c context.

Another trait of rural schools can be 
observed at the pedagogical leadership 
level. In contrast with urban establish-

ments, the leadership of rural schools 
resides in the fi gure of the Rural School 
Manager, who performs both teaching 
and school management tasks. Th is du-
plication of roles tends to be demanding 
on the teachers who take this role.

After the transfer to the SLEP, all of 
the above culminates in the creation of 
a  tension, which materialises in a  per-
formance paradox. In other words, the 
tasks and duties of those teachers have 
been tensioned and, in some cases, 
blurred by an educational improvement 
model more suitable for urban schools, 
establishments with classrooms attend-
ed by students of the same level of ed-
ucation and local communities that 
are less culturally involved with their 
schools. Th e responses to this paradox 
tend to be defensive: on the one hand, 
rural teachers reinforce the peculiari-
ties of their leadership, “...here we don’t 
have teams, we must do everything on our 
own”. On the other hand, the Pedagog-
ical Technical Advisors emphasise the 
dimensions of the capacity development 
plan: “...although the school is of the sin-
gle-teacher kind, it is crucial for them to 
know the capacity development plan and 
work in accordance with it”. However, 
this polarisation is mitigated by the 
Pedagogical Technical Advisors’ on-site 
visits, which tend to mitigate the isola-
tion and loneliness of rural teaching.

DISCUSSION

Th e implementation of educational 
reforms is a complex task. In this study 
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four types of paradox were identifi ed, 
manifesting themselves in microcen-
tre meetings in relation to the reform: 
learning, organisational, belonging, 
and performance. One of the reasons 
for these paradoxes is the systemic na-
ture of the reform, in the sense that it 
aff ects all organisational levels. Th ese 
paradoxes also tend to be interconnect-
ed. For instance, the learning paradox 
is related to the other three because of 
learning being necessary in response 
to organisational tensions generated by 
systemic changes, as well as individual 
tensions caused by changing roles, ob-
jectives, and values (Jarzabkowski et al., 
2013). Likewise, “the adaptive nature of 
systems spurs temporal tensions associ-
ated with paradoxes of learning and or-
ganizing as the demands of today diff er 
from the needs for tomorrow” (Smith & 
Lewis; 2011, p. 389).

At the same time, a  diverse cast of 
frequent responses was identifi ed. Th e 
responses range from those of a defen-
sive nature, through excision, in which 
polarisation deepens, to active respons-
es, such as confrontation, in which the 
tension is analysed and intermediate 
agreements are sought. Th e variety of 
responses proves that the SLEPs, as new 
organisations, are also going through 
a learning process and developing prac-
tices that allow the improvement of 
schools, in alignment with state guide-
lines.

In the context of microcentres, learn-
ing paradoxes are important in them-
selves because they generate tension in 

the way teachers understand their own 
professional development, the impor-
tance of collaboration, and the role of 
local identity in curricular decisions. In 
turn, this makes it possible to link the 
learning paradox with those of perfor-
mance and organisation. One way of 
approaching these paradoxes is through 
the understanding that the current re-
form involves the centralisation of ed-
ucation in the state through the SLEPs. 
At the microcentre level, this manifests 
itself as a dispute between local autono-
my and state control.

Undoubtedly, the former depend-
ence of rural schools on local munici-
palities had its problems, such as politi-
cal interventionism. But it also allowed 
for the development of negotiating skills 
in authorities’ teams and the autonomy 
necessary to develop and implement 
their own curricular projects. Th is in-
dividual and collective learning allowed 
rural teachers to generate collaborative 
partnerships with local communities, 
something which has become strained 
after the introduction of the SLEPs.

Considering the problematic na-
ture of the paradoxes studied here and 
their manifestation in tensions between 
local autonomy and state control, it is 
crucial to deepen our understanding of 
how such paradoxes relate to each other. 
Likewise, it is necessary to understand 
how the SLEPs can provide guidance 
and contextualise the public policy in 
order to foster organisational learning 
and continuous improvement. Th is, 
among other things, involves guiding 
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the SLEPs in the implementation of 
persuasive control measures, in order 
to facilitate the resolution of these and 
other paradoxes caused by the reform.

CONCLUSIONS

Moving from a  highly decentral-
ised system with 356 supporting mu-
nicipalities to a  centralised one com-
posed of only 70 SLEPs is, without 
any doubt, a large-scale reform. Given 
the geographical conditions of rural 
schools, they represent a long tradition 
of self-sufficiency, facing challenges 
through their relationships with near-
by schools, support from local commu-
nities, and microcentre meetings. The 
transfer of rural schools to the SLEPs 
creates tension within said autonomy, 
since it greatly increases the state con-
trol to which they are subjected.

Coherently with the provided con-
text, microcentres have historically 
consolidated themselves as practical 
communities, in which teachers or-
ganise on their own with their peers 
to develop curricular projects. Th is 
autonomy is deeply rooted in the 
schools and local communities. Be-
cause of this, the control exercised 
by the SLEPs contradicts the collec-
tively developed values and beliefs of 
these rural teachers. Subsequently, 
decision makers need to take into ac-
count certain considerations before 
implementing new SLEPs. Changes 
create tensions within both schools 
and microcentres, with Pedagogical 

Technical Advisors being the closest 
agents. With that in mind, it would be 
benefi cial to provide training to Ped-
agogical Technical Advisors in ped-
agogical leadership, as this could aid 
in the comprehension of changes and 
their eff ects at the organisational level 
(Pan, 2021), as well as in the devel-
opment of organisational responses to 
paradoxes (Knight & Paroutis, 2017). 
Th is would allow them to soothe the 
tensions between seemingly opposite 
ends, excluding neither of them (Lewis
& Smith, 2014), and defi ning a  bal-
ance between autonomy and control 
that would fi t the context.

Additionally, it is key to fi nd a bal-
ance for the role of microcentre meet-
ings, as several studies point out the 
importance of collaboration between 
teachers and the existence of system-
atic spaces, appropriate for signifi cant 
refl ection, originating from their own 
educational context. Th is is especially 
important to the implementation of 
the reform, since rural schools are an 
essential component in the social fab-
ric of their communities.

Although the results of the present 
study contribute to the understanding 
of the eff ects of the reform on the con-
text of rural teachers and their pro-
fessional development, it is necessary 
to carry out more studies that explore 
these issues and allow us to advance in 
a detailed understanding of them and 
the development of proposals, in order 
to properly grasp the tensions between 
local autonomy and state control.
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QUIROGA LOBOS, M. Reforma vzdělávání v Chile a napětí ve venkovském 
prostředí: místní autonomie versus státní kontrola

Cílem této studie je v kontextu teorie paradoxu analyzovat napětí a příležitosti, které přináší 
působení mikrocenter jako prostor pro profesní rozvoj učitelů v rámci reformy vzdělávání. Pro-
střednictvím kvalitativní studie bylo zjištěno, že jsou přítomny čtyři typy paradoxů: organizace, 
učení, sounáležitost a  výkon a  že mikrocentra jsou místem negociace mezi místní autonomií 
a státní kontrolou.

Klíčová slova: vzdělávací reforma, profesní rozvoj, mikrocentra, rurální vzdělávání, para-
doxy
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