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This article presents the results and experiences on parents’ perspectives of belonging
in early years education. The study aimed to investigate how the parents assess
the fulfilment of the inclusion goals that apply to the Swedish pre-school activities.
Another aim was to learn about the parents’ perspectives on factors and pedagogical
approaches that promote diversity and belonging. The study involves the answers from
454 parents/guardians of pre-school pupils. When the parents were asked directly if their
children were excluded by others in the group, 14% stated it was true. The present study
tried to find factors and connections to strengthen the pre-school’s inclusive working
methods. One way to have children become more included in the group is to get the
parents more involved and familiar with activities and for the staff to convey the goals
that apply to activities.
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INTRODUCTION

An inclusive and solid pre-school where children with different backgrounds and skills meet our
essential to defend a democratic society. Educating and learning together are fundamental to
living and working together later in life (Karlsudd, 2017). Given values based on social justice and
the equal right to participation, there is a principle that all people, regardless of their condition,
interests, and performance capabilities, can contribute. This means seeing the importance of
the group’s differences and individualizing within the framework of society. Differences become
resources and not problems (Stukat, 1995). It is vital to work inclusively early to feel a sense of
belonging. There are relatively few studies on how children’s belonging in ECE (Early Childhood
Education) is embodied. Despite the growing interest in preventing children’s exclusion and
enhancing their belonging, there is still a need for more profound knowledge about how belonging
is realized (Johansson, 2017).

According to Swedish school law (SFS, 2010:800) and the pre-school curriculum (Skolverket,
2018), activities “must be adapted to all children in the pre-school, regardless of such traits as ethnic
affiliation, religion, or disability” (p. 6). Concepts often associated with adaptation are needed, such
as inclusion. “Included” as a goal stands for all children to be equally involved in the same activity
regardless of differences. Inclusion as a method describes a process in which special efforts are
deemed necessary to accept every individual’s differences (Karlsudd, 2017, 2021).

Another concept besides “included” describing how well a programme embraces all children
is a “sense of belonging.” The meaning of the term “belonging” can be explained by a slight
rephrasing of the definition formed by Emanuelsson (1996, p. 11): “When the absence from a
group or of a group member feels like a minus, as something negative, then a two-way sense of
belonging has developed”. A sense of belonging is essential for children in pre-school. The feeling, in
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essence, must be mutual between a group and an individual,
and a permissive, caring atmosphere is necessary. Cohesion and
safety appear in Eek-Karlsson and Emilson’s (2021) study as a
collectively oriented aspect. A caring and loving approach and
protecting the child’s integrity are perceived more as individual-
oriented. Balancing between the collective and the individually
trained beliefs is a challenge. Differentiating solutions and special
groups frequently appear in compulsory school (Giota and
Emanuelsson, 2011; Karlsudd, 2012), while these have been
unusual in pre-schools. As the pre-school has been more strongly
required to be a learning environment (Palla, 2011), collective
goals have been placed in the background for the sake of
more individualistically tinged arguments and objectives that
accentuate the vulnerability of resource-poor children.

The pre-school staff is expected to regulate the activities to
include all children. They must guide and work toward common
values while at the same time striving for the children to develop
specific skills. The staff ’s task will thus be to homogenize while at
the same time opening for heterogeneity which many researchers
believe has become more difficult in the last decade (Dahlberg
et al., 2014; Lindberg, 2018; Nilfyr, 2018).

The feeling of being included in a positive context, with
stable peer contacts, and having good social relationships are
essential for a well-functioning learning situation (Holfve-Sabel,
2006). Pre-schools should pay attention to all individuals and the
group (Einarsdottir et al., 2015). Experiences of inclusion and
exclusion processes make this task easier (Juutinen and Kess,
2019). Unconsciously and thoughtfully working with inclusion,
parents’ opinions, knowledge, and insights about their children
are a given and essential part of this work. This study is an attempt
to reach parents’ views and experiences.

Role of Parents
A sense of belonging can be seen as every child’s right (Johansson
and Einarsdottir, 2018). If a child repeatedly feels excluded during
their upbringing, it can have long-term negative consequences
(Juutinen, 2018). In times of increased individualization,
migration and globalization, the risk of exclusion seems more
significant than ever (Riddersporre and Persson, 2017; Karlsudd,
2021). Good contact with children’s parents, especially the
parents of children assessed to have special needs, is of great
importance for shaping a sense of belonging in an inclusive
programme. This group of parents sees the pre-school as holistic
and does not separate different quality factors from each other.
Therefore, it can be extra valuable to be sensitive to these
parents (Glenn-Applegate et al., 2011). Communication and
information working well in both directions facilitate inclusion
(Mitchell, 2008). When parents in an atmosphere of respect
become involved in the pre-school’s activities, the opportunities
for an inclusive activity increase (Morrone and Matsuyama,
2020). High quality in pre-school is often linked to high parental
participation (Bulotsky-Shearer et al., 2012). The pre-school’s
opportunity to work for social equality increases as the activity
is inclusive for parents and guardians (Crosnoe et al., 2012;
Abreu-Lima et al., 2013; Pinto et al., 2013). Availability and
inclusion are linked to influence. If the parents’ involvement
increases, it has a leveling effect in that it contributes to children

gaining a sense of belonging (Jensen et al., 2012). Nordic
studies indicate that inclusion and exclusion processes already
occur in pre-school, in the interaction between children and
the interaction between educators and children and between
educators and parents (Bundgaard and Gulløv, 2008; Jensen,
2009). Good contact between the child’s parents and the pre-
school generally contributes positively to a child’s short- and
long-term development (Nielsen and Christoffersen, 2009).
Two things are achieved by listening to parents and seeing
the pre-school’s activities. Firstly, the pre-school activities are
enriched by other voices being heard, and secondly, the parents’
understanding of pre-school can increase their social and cultural
capital (Nielsen and Christoffersen, 2009).

Role of Pre-school Staff
Different challenges related to children’s sense of belonging in
ECE practices are exposed in previous research. One challenge
concerns educators’ conceptual understanding of belonging and
how to convert these views into practice (Tillet and Wong, 2018).
Earlier studies have shown that staff attitude is of great weight for
an inclusive programme (Lindsay, 2007; Elliot, 2008). Boldermo
(2020) calls for educators’ awareness to ensure inclusive practises
for young children. A teacher’s empathetic attitude increases the
children’s capacity to respect and understand other individuals
(Dysthe, 2010; Gerrbo, 2012) and a devoted and cheerful teacher
is more successful. Pre-school staff must discuss and take a
position on which view of the child and knowledge will form
pedagogical strengths (Karlsudd, 2012). The feeling of belonging
in a context is also primary for inclusion to be working
(Persson and Persson, 2012), and therefore, collaboration among
colleagues should be stimulated. Everyone in the work team
possesses the competence, and by reflecting together, different
problems can be seen from different viewpoints. One suggestion
for developing and deepening the discussions is to talk about
a glimpse or moment of a sense of belonging (Emilson and
Eek-Karlsson, 2021). This way, educators understand different
situations and what measures should be taken, contributing to a
more inclusive group of children (Boyle et al., 2011).

The teacher’s education and knowledge are essential for
children’s development and learning (Hattie, 2009; Reite and
Haug, 2019; Karlsudd, 2020). Skills regarding an inclusive
approach come from teacher education, which is unluckily often
insufficient (Vickerman, 2012). Teachers, therefore, demand
more continuing education and support to work inclusively,
which is noted in several studies (Avramidis and Kalyva, 2007;
Sari et al., 2009; De Boer et al., 2011; Vitalaki et al., 2018).
If teacher education provides teachers with the tools and self-
confidence to see opportunities with inclusion, this leads to
positive attitudes regarding inclusion (Feng and Johnson, 2008).
Previous studies have shown that teachers are generally positive
or neutral toward inclusion (Ali et al., 2006; Avramidis and
Kalyva, 2007; Sari et al., 2009). However, some are negative about
working inclusively in their groups and classes (Avramidis and
Kalyva, 2007). Some studies report an apparent reluctance to be
inclusive (Chuckle and Wilson, 2002; Singhania, 2005).

Participation and belonging are essential for self-esteem
and strengthening group belonging (Asp-Onsjö, 2010). The
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fact that pupils are actively involved in planning is also
highlighted in earlier studies (Szönyi, 2005; Brodin and
Lindstrand, 2010). Previous research shows that children are
seldom listened to for their thoughts about learning (Lindroth,
2018). Teachers would go farther in their teaching if pupils
gained more influence and heard their unique experiences
(Feng and Johnson, 2008).

Inclusive Activities
For each child to feel a sense of belonging, each teacher must
adapt tasks and activities to the circumstances of individual
children (Gerrbo, 2012). Juutinen et al. (2018) stress that the
process of belonging deals with tensions between inclusion
and exclusion. It is therefore essential to find each student’s
strengths and appropriate pedagogical methods to promote these.
Children’s self-esteem is strengthened through this approach.
Mutual perceptions and attitudes toward other individuals can
be positively influenced (Linikko, 2009). Educators who are
sensitive to children’s interests can identify exciting areas of
knowledge for all children (Bråten, 2011). It is a qualified
task, of course, for educators to get children to participate
in joint activities, as at the same time, the pupils must
be challenged based on their abilities and needs (Nilholm,
2005). Hindrances to or opportunities for participation can
be created depending on how the physical environment is
designed (Frithiof, 2007). A study of children’s belonging to
peer communities in Norwegian pre-school education shows how
different conditions for belonging are created in different kinds of
societies (Johansson and Rosell, 2021). In a study about Polish
children’s experiences of their migration to Norway, Sadownik
(2018) reported that the children’s cultural capital was devalued
during the migration, and thereby their sense of belonging
was limited since they lacked necessary cultural competences to
participate in peer communities.

PURPOSE

The purpose of the survey was to investigate how the parents
assess the fulfilment of the inclusion goals that apply to the
Swedish pre-school activities. In addition to this, learn about the
parents’ perspectives on factors and pedagogical approaches that
promote diversity and belonging.

Definitions of Key Concepts for the
Study
The definitions formulated for the study were as follows.
“Belonging refers to processes of inclusion and exclusion among
children and educators in their everyday pre-school practice.
Belonging relates to diversity in a broad sense. Participation
can be an expression of belonging, a place, activities, and
procedures. It can vary according to the degree of involvement
experienced by educators and children. The term inclusion refers
to interactions within the pre-school community. Inclusion refers
to forming groups and joint activities within the community at
the interactional level.”

MATERIALS AND METHODS

The study, carried out in the spring of 2019, is based on previous
research on factors and pedagogical approaches that were judged
to promote diversity and a feeling of belonging. As a first step,
literature on parents’ perspectives was studied and referenced.
Figure 1 presents the model that served as a starting point for
question construction and the reporting of results. The questions
addressed to the parents were formed into seven factors with a
relatively high correlation.

Instruments
The survey questions were constructed in 2019 in collaboration
with pre-school re-searchers from Finland, Iceland, Netherlands,
Norway, and Sweden. The questions were based on the
pre-school programmes of the different countries and, after
discussions, were formulated jointly in English. The items were
then translated into the languages of each participating country.

After a pilot study in each country, minor linguistic
adjustments were made to suit the individual national contexts.
The questionnaire was translated into English again (back-
translation). This measure was taken to check that translation
issues were still consistent among the countries.

The survey contained 72 questions. Of these, 46 were multiple-
choice questions, 22 were ranked alternatives, and four were
open-ended. The multiple-choice questions were constructed as
statements where the respondent would disagree or agree. Words
in the multiple-choice questions were in their construction both
positive (Gerrbo, 2012) and negative (Glenn-Applegate et al.,
2011) to enable a check of the study’s reliability.

After the questions were constructed, a factor analysis
revealed seven question areas/factors with relatively high internal
correlations. Factor analysis attempts to bring inter-correlated
variables together under more general, underlying variables.
More specifically, factor analysis aims to reduce the original
space’s dimensionality and provide an interpretation of the new
space, spanned by a reduced number of new dimensions that
are supposed to underlie the old ones. Factor analysis offers the
possibility of gaining a clear view of the data. Cronbach’s alpha
measures internal consistency: how closely related a set of items
are as a group. It is a measure of scale reliability. As the average
inter-item correlation increases, Cronbach’s alpha increases as
well. The general rule of thumb is that a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.70
and above is good. Six factors reached this threshold, while one
aspect was close (Rietveld and Hout, 2005). The factors and their
weights are presented in Table 1.

Context and Participants
The survey was chosen because of the desire to reach different
types of pre-schools in geographically dispersed regions. It
was also crucial that the pre-schools represented other socio-
economic areas. When the survey was designed jointly between
five countries, there was also ambitious to compare these
countries. The results of that comparison will be reported in a
future article. It was considered necessary that the participating
countries report the national situation separately. In Sweden, no
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FIGURE 1 | Survey design, where goal fulfilment is evaluated based on sex significant aspects.

TABLE 1 | The seven question areas/factors represented in the survey.

Scale Questions Cronbach’s Alpha N of Items

1. Information, values, trust and participation 1–7 0.690 7

2. Parents’ sense of belonging and participation in pre-school 8–11 0.704 4

3. Reasons for children to exclude other children 12–17 0.951 6

4. Parents’ concerns and criticisms for inclusion 18–25 0.711 9

5. Resources to meet children with differences 26–29 0.757 4

6. Parent’s opinions on the child’s ability to include and interact 30–35 0.800 6

7. Parents’ assessment of children’s sense of belonging 36–46 0.852 11

similar quantitative study has been conducted, strengthening the
motive for a national report.

The data was carried out using a web survey distributed
via the parents’/guardians’ e-mail addresses. The aim was to
cover an area where pre-schools varied geographically and socio-
demographically. The Swedish data collection was conducted in
two regions with six municipalities participating. The surveys
were distributed among large cities, smaller communities, and
rural areas to guarantee the demographic spread.

After contacting and receiving approval from the education
administrators of the participating municipalities, emails
were sent to the principals who chose to offer their
parents’/guardians’ participation in the investigation. The
principals then forwarded information about the study
and the link to the online survey to the parents’/guardians’
email addresses. In one municipality, the responsible

researcher sent the study information and questionnaires
directly to the parents from e-mail lists received from the
central administration.

The Swedish part of the project had been approved by
the national ethics review authority, with particular attention
to required openness, self-determination for participants,
confidential treatment of the research material and autonomy
regarding the use of the research material (Hermerén, 2011).
Participation in the survey was entirely voluntary, and the
answers were anonymous and untraceable to any municipality
or specific pre-school. The intention was to distribute 3,000
questionnaires for forwarding to parents, but only 2,006
questionnaires reached their recipients, which gives a response
rate of 23%. After 2 weeks, a reminder was sent out to all
prospective participants, and the opportunity to respond
expired after 4 weeks.
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Response Rate
There were 454 respondents (23%). Of those who answered, 71%
were women, 26% were men, and 3% did not state a gender. The
majority (79%) of those who responded were between 31 and
60 years old (Table 2).

Of the respondents, 85% were born in Sweden, and 15% were
born abroad, representing 32 countries. Of those born abroad,
10% stated that they had come to Sweden in the last 5 years.
Of the total born abroad, 15% stated that they used a second
language at home. Of all the respondents, 91% stated that they
had a job, while 7% did not. The parents who worked full-time
made up 76% of the respondents, with 16% working part-time.
The parents’ education responses are shown in the distribution in
Table 3.

A total of 371 of the respondents stated their occupations. Of
these, 47% worked in healthcare and education. The occupations
with the greatest representation in the survey were teachers with
12%, followed by nurses and assistant nurses with 10%. The
respondents’ places of residence are categorized in Table 4.

The respondents were asked to estimate their income in
relation to the average income in Sweden; their answers are
shown in Table 5.

Dropout
It is impossible to present an accurate dropout analysis, as
non-responses to the survey cannot be tracked to individual
municipalities, pre-schools, or parents. An important part of
the dropout is probably the principals have not distributed

TABLE 2 | Respondents’ age.

–30 year 19%

31–40 year 65%

41–60 year 14%

TABLE 3 | Respondents’ education.

Education Frequency

Elementary school, High school 24%

Vocational training, other education 29%

University 42%

TABLE 4 | Respondents’ places of residence.

Place of residence Frequency

City 44%

Suburb 13%

Village, countryside 42%

TABLE 5 | Respondents’ income.

Income Frequency

Lower income 11%

Average income 70%

Higher income 17%

the survey to the parents. Other reasons for the low response
rate are the uncertainty surrounding the new data law (GDPR)
recently introduced in the EU. The scope of the survey and
the formulation and composition of the questions also do
not support a high response rate. There is probably an over-
representation of parents in the dropout group who are neutral,
negative, or uninterested in inclusion issues compared to those
who responded to the survey.

Each questionnaire encloses information about the
respondent’s age, education, gender, employment, income,
country of birth and home language. Therefore, the obtained
responses should be valuable data for discussions about essential
factors in creating and maintaining an inclusive environment
despite the dropout. The results do not report the internal
dropout, as it was shallow; no question had a greater dropout
rate than a dozen individuals.

RESULTS

Factors With Response Rates to
Multiple-Choice Questions
Almost all the parents wanted to be informed if the child was
excluded (99%) or exposed other children (97%) to exclusionary
acts. The parents felt comfortable with the values (85%), opinions
and ideas (84%) that the pre-school conveyed and taught the
children (83%). More than half of the respondents (59%) believed
that other parents had a sense of belonging to the pre-school.
Nearly half (47%) of the respondents felt involved in the decisions
related to the issue of belonging (Table 6).

More than two thirds (85%) of the parents believed that there
was a supportive attitude among the staff at the child’s pre-school.
Clearly, more than half (68%) of the parents believed that the staff
listened to their opinions when it came to issues of inclusion.
Nearly the same number (65%) felt that they belonged to a
community at their child’s pre-school. Regarding participation in
discussions on inclusion issues, almost half of the respondents
(42%) believed that they did not participate (Table 7).

A little more than a tenth of the parents (14%) stated specific
reasons why their children were excluded from the group of
children. Language (4%) and other causes (4%) not listed in the
question shown in the table were the most common (Table 8).

Half (50%) of the parents who responded to the survey
believed that the group of children where their children were
included was too large. One third (34%) of parents did not share
this view. Around a quarter of the parents (27, 25, and 24%) were
worried that their children would not receive the support they
needed. However, many parents had clear confidence in the staff ’s
ability to make their children feel a sense of belonging. More than
half (64 and 70%) said they did not worry about this. Just under
one-fifth (18%) believed that various children created instability
in peer groups. Few parents (16 and 14%) were critical of pre-
school structures, such as buildings, physical environments, and
programs/organizations (Table 9).

Nearly half of the parents (47%) believed that the staff did
not have access to the financial resources required to support an
inclusive approach. This was reflected in the lack of extra staff
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TABLE 6 | Scale 1: Information, values, trust, and participation.

Questions:
Please reflect on the following with respect to
your experiences in your own child’s
pre-school.

Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.Dev

1. I would like to be informed if my child excludes
others on the basis of their diverse abilities or
backgrounds.

0% 1% 99% 3.0 0.18

2. I would like to be informed if my child is excluded
based on his/her diverse abilities or backgrounds.

1% 2% 97% 3.0 0.22

3. The family values and (pre)school values related
to diversity align in my child’s (pre)school.

5% 10% 85% 2.8 0.50

4. I feel confident to contribute my opinions and
ideas to the (pre)school community.

9% 6% 84% 2.7 0.62

5. I agree with the values for diversity which are
taught in my child’s (pre)school.

6% 12% 83% 2.8 0.54

6. My impression is that most parents have a sense
of belonging in my child’s (pre)school.

10% 31% 59% 2.5 0.67

7. I feel included as a parent in decision-making
about goals and practices for inclusion in my child’s
(pre)school.

23% 31% 47% 2.2 0.80

TABLE 7 | Scale 2: Parents’ sense of belonging and participation in pre-school.

Questions:
Please reflect on the following with respect to your
own child’s pre-school.

Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.Dev

8. There is a supportive (constructive) spirit among staff in
my child’s (pre)school.

6% 9% 85% 2.8 0.54

9. The educators in my child’s (pre)school listen to my
opinions about including groups of diverse children.

7% 25% 68% 2.6 0.61

10. As a parent, I feel that I belong to the community of my
child’s (pre)school group.

16% 19% 65% 2.5 0.75

11. I am involved in discussions about approaches for
including all children in my child’s (pre)school.

42% 31% 27% 1.8 0.82

TABLE 8 | Scale 3: Reasons for children to exclude other children.

Questions:
My child is excluded from the peer group by
some children because of:-

Disagree Neutral Agree Not relevant Mean Std.Dev

12. Other. 73% 4% 4% 19% 1.7 1.21

13. His/her language. 80% 4% 4% 12% 1.5 1.02

14. His/her cultural background. 81% 4% 2% 14% 1.5 1.05

15. His/her social status. 83% 2% 2% 13% 1.4 1.02

16. His/her disability. 80% 2% 1% 18% 1.6 1.15

17. His/her religious background. 83% 2% 1% 14% 1.5 1.06

There were 34 who commented on this issue. Examples mentioned were: the child is younger, “small and slow,” plays with “gender-specific” toys, personal characteristics,
late speech, shyness, skin color, difficulty with social codes, “some children are simply mean” and differences in financial status and appearance.

(38%) and, to some extent, the lack of training (22%) and further
training (18%) (Table 10).

When parents assessed their children’s ability to communicate
in an inclusive spirit, two-thirds answered (77%) that they
were competent at this. At the same time, almost half (45%)
were behind the claim that their children can help develop an
environment that includes other children. However, roughly as
many (47%) said that their children were too young to stand
up on their own and other children’s rights to feel a sense of

belonging in pre-school. At the same time, a third of parents
believed that their children were too young (31%) or had difficulty
understanding (30%) how this should be done, and slightly fewer
parents (24%) believed that their children needed support from
educators in this process (Table 11).

A clear majority of parents (90%) trusted the staff to help their
children become part of the community. The same proportion
(90%) stated that their child was always welcomed by a staff
member in the morning. A clear majority of parents (87%) stated
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TABLE 9 | Scale 4: Parents’ concerns and criticisms for inclusion.

Questions:
Please respond to the following with respect to your
experiences.

Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.Dev

18. The group size is too large. 34% 16% 50% 2.2 0.90

19. I worry about how my child is supported to feel a sense
of belonging in his/her (pre)school group.

64% 8% 27% 1.6 0.88

20. I am concerned about the amount of time required to
support diverse children in my child’s (pre)school group.

57% 18% 25% 1.7 0.85

21. I worry about my child being excluded from the peer
group community.

70% 6% 24% 1.5 0.86

22. My child has little influence in peer play. 46% 34% 20% 1.7 0.77

23. I believe groups of diverse children create instability in
peer groups.

68% 14% 18% 1.5 0.78

24. (Pre)school structures (buildings, physical environments,
program/organization) inhibit the opportunities of children to
belong or participate.

66% 18% 16% 1.5 0.76

25. (Pre)school structures (buildings, physical environments,
program/organization) inhibit peer group interactions which
are inclusive.

67% 20% 14% 1.5 0.73

TABLE 10 | Scale 5: Resources to meet children with differences.

Questions:
My impression is that teaching to promote a sense of
belonging can be challenger because of.

Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.Dev

26. The educators do not have access to the necessary
economic resources.

24% 30% 47% 2.2 0.81

27. There is no support staff available to help educators
support groups of diverse children.

28% 33% 38% 2.1 0.81

28. The educators do not have the competencies and
knowledge to support groups of diverse children.

53% 25% 22% 1.7 0.81

29. The educators lack professional development about
supporting groups of diverse children.

39% 43% 18% 1.8 0.73

that their children were included in the pre-school group and
that the staff was sensitive (87%) to what the children had to say.
Roughly the same proportion trusted the staff ’s ability to include
the child and make them safe in the child’s group (85%). Most
parents (84%) believed that their children had many friends at
pre-school and that there was a sense of belonging at pre-school
(72%) (Table 12).

Answers to Ranking Options
When the parents ranked the expectations for the activity, the top
responses were that they wanted the children to be accepted as
they were (Rank 1), that all the children would be included as
part of the peer group (Rank 2) and have a mutual friendship
(Rank 3) with at least one child. That children develop an
understanding of differences by discussing their own and other
children’s feelings were prioritized by parents (Ranks 1 and 2,
respectively). Incorporating many perspectives about diversity
and learning special facts it was also ranked highly by the parents
(Ranks 3 and 4, respectively).

Results From the Open Questions
The answers to the two open questions were mainly short and
precise. A few answers were more detailed, and most of the

respondents were positive regarding inclusion. On the question
“If you could make changes to promote belonging for children in
(pre)school what would it be?” 146 parents responded (32%). In
55 of the responses, more resources were requested. Comments
about having fewer children in the group and more teachers were
common. There were 36 answers that gave concrete proposals
for inclusive measures. In 15 answers, extended staff training
was proposed. It was difficult to find negative statements about
inclusion. The question “What else would you like to tell us about
belonging in your child’s (pre)school?” received 109 answers. In
27 of the answers, the importance of belonging to the group
was emphasized, that all the children needed to feel a sense
of belonging in the group and the right to be themselves. In
25 responses, the importance of the staff ’s competence was
emphasized, and the responsibility for inclusion rested primarily
on the staff ’s commitment and ability. The need for more
resources was reiterated in 28 comments. In other questions, it
was briefly commented that there was nothing to add.

Correlations
To investigate whether there were any connections between
the factors, a correlation analysis was performed. Such an
analysis aims to investigate whether there is a relationship
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TABLE 11 | Scale 6: Parent’s opinions of the child’s ability to include and interact.

Questions:
Please reflect on the following with respect to your
experiences in your own experiences.

Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.Dev

30. My child can communicate in a way which is inclusive
of others.

8% 15% 77% 2.7 0.60

31. My child is too young to be able to stand up for his/her
rights and the rights of others in (pre)school.

38% 14% 47% 2.1 0.92

32. My child is able to participate in the development of
rules for inclusion of groups of diverse children.

26% 28% 45% 2.2 0.82

33. My child is too young to take responsibility for including
other children.

56% 13% 31% 1.8 0.90

34. My child cannot understand the perspectives of
children with different abilities and backgrounds.

53% 17% 30% 1.8 0.88

35. My child is unable to create his/her own peer group
communities without educator support.

62% 14% 24% 1.6 0.84

TABLE 12 | Scale 7 goal fulfilment.

Questions:
Please reflect on the following with respect to your
experiences in your own experiences.

Disagree Neutral Agree Mean Std.Dev

36. I trust the educators to help my child to be part of the
(pre)school community.

6% 4% 90% 2.8 0.52

37. When my child arrives in the morning, there is always an
educator to welcome him/her.

6% 4% 90% 2.8 0.50

38. My child is included in the (pre)school community. 6% 7% 87% 2.8 0.52

39. My child is listened to by educators. 5% 7% 87% 2.8 0.51

40. I trust the educators to be concerned for my child to
influence the (pre)school community.

8% 7% 85% 2.8 0.57

41. My child feels confident to contribute to the peer group
community.

6% 9% 85% 2.8 0.54

42. My child has many friends in (pre)school. 8% 8% 84% 2.8 0.59

43. My child is listened to by peers. 6% 19% 75% 2.7 0.58

44. There is a spirit of togetherness in my child’s
(pre)school.

7% 21% 72% 2.6 0.60

45. When my child arrives in the morning, there is always a
peer to welcome him/her.

18% 14% 68% 2.5 0.78

46. My child usually plays with the same peers in the
(pre)school.

14% 23% 62% 2.5 0.73

Parents’ assessment of children’s sense of belonging.

between two variables where the direction and strength of
the relationship varies between the values −1 and + 1. The
Pearson correlation coefficient is the most widely used measure.
It calculates the strength of the linear relationship between two
normally distributed variables. Values such as 0.21–0.4 can be
considered as a weak relationship and values between 0.41 and 0.6
as a medium strength relationship (Borg and Westerlund, 2020).

There were several positive relationships between the factors,
with all correlations significant at the 0.05 level marked by
“∗∗” (Table 13).

The first correlation listed is between Factors 1 and 4. When
the parents did not share the values of the pre-school and had
a weak commitment to the activity (Factor 1), the criticism and
concern for an inclusive attitude decreased (Factor 4).

The second correlation reported in the table above is Factor
2 positively correlating with Factor 7. This indicates that

parents who experienced an open atmosphere at pre-school
and when the parents were listened to and could participate
in discussions about inclusion (Factor 2), they experienced a
higher goal fulfilment when it came to their children’s sense of
belonging (Factor 7).

TABLE 13 | Correlations between the factors.

Factor Factor Correlation

1 4 0.435**

2 7 0.599**

2 1 0.622**

2 4 0.377**

7 1 0.553**

**All correlations significant at the 0.05 level.
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The third correlation, in which Factor 2 correlated with
Factor 1, had a slightly stronger connection than the first and
showed that parents who experienced an open atmosphere at
the pre-school and when the parents were listened to and
could participate in discussions about inclusion (factor 2) had
a clear positive connection with the parents sharing values
with the activity and feeling that they could participate in the
activity (Factor 1).

The fourth correlation, which was somewhat weak, was
between Factors 2 and 4. This indicates that if the parents had
a weak sense of belonging to the pre-school (Factor 2), they were
also worried and critical of inclusive activity (Factor 4).

The fifth correlation was between Factors 7 and 1. The
parents who experienced a higher goal fulfilment in terms of
their children’s sense of belonging (Factor 7) also shared values
with the activity and felt that they could participate in the
activity (Factor 1).

Differences Between Background
Conditions
The answers were compared based on the background variables
age, education, gender, employment, housing location, income,
country of birth and home language. Parents who were 36 years
or older felt more belonging in the pre-school than parents in
younger ages (Factor 2). At the same time, they were more
critical of the resource allocation than the younger parents
(Factor 5). The younger parent group indicated to a lesser extent
that their children were excluded (Factor 3) and placed higher
trust in their children’s ability to include and interact (Factor 6)
with other children.

Parents with compulsory school or upper secondary education
assessed pre-school resources more positively than university
graduates (Factor 5). This group also saw fewer motives for
excluding children (Factor 3) from other children. Parents who
worked part-time felt a greater sense of belonging to the pre-
school’s activities than full-time working parents. Parents whose
children were in suburban areas assessed that their children had a
sense of belonging to a greater degree than parents from villages,
rural areas, and cities (Factor 7). The same group of parents
assessed the pre-school’s resources as inferior when compared to
parents from villages, rural areas, and cities (Factor 5), and also
that the children’s ability to act inclusively was higher (Factor 6).
Parents from urban and rural areas were more concerned and had
more criticism toward inclusion (Factor 4) than parents living
in the suburbs. Foreign-born parents assessed that their children
had a sense of belonging to a lesser degree than when non-
foreign-born parents made the same assessment for their children
(Factor 7). Foreign-born parents rated the resource availability
at pre-schools as higher than non-foreign-born parents (Factor
5). Foreign-born parents assessed that their children had a better
ability to act inclusively than children whose parents were not
born abroad (Factor 6). Non-foreign-born parents had more
concerns and criticisms of inclusion (Factor 4) than foreign-born
parents. Foreign-born parents who spoke a language other than
Swedish at home felt less belonging to the pre-school (Factor 2).
The same group assessed that their children felt less belonging

in comparison with foreign-born parents who spoke Swedish at
home (Factor 7). Foreign-born parents who spoke Swedish at
home believed that the resources at pre-school were better than
the group of parents who spoke their home language at home
(Factor 5). Foreign-born parents who spoke Swedish at home
assessed to a greater extent that their children had a better ability
to act inclusively than children whose parents were born abroad
and spoke another language at home (Factor 6). Foreign-born
parents who spoke Swedish at home to a greater extent shared
values with the pre-school’s activities and felt that they could
participate in the activity to a greater extent than foreign-born
parents who spoke another language at home (Factor 1). Foreign-
born parents who spoke another language at home were not as
worried or critical of inclusion as foreign-born parents who spoke
Swedish at home (Factor 4).

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This study wants to contribute to more knowledge about how
belonging is realized in ECE, which Johansson (2017) calls for.
The study shows that the goal fulfilment for an inclusive pre-
school is relatively good. The respondents share the idea of an
inclusive pre-school but are not entirely certain that other parents
have the same attitude. Here, discussions at parent meetings
can make the consensus that prevails visible. The results of the
study show that the parents have confidence in the staff at the
pre-school, and a majority considered that their children felt a
sense of belonging.

Despite this, it is not possible to ignore that parents believed
that their children experienced exclusion. Between six and eight
percent stated this in the questions that measured goal fulfilment.
About the same proportion of parents was neutral in their
answers. If half of these neutral answers can be interpreted as
uncertainty, then about ten percent of the respondents show
concern about whether their children were part of the pre-school
community. When asked directly if other children in the group
excluded their children, 14% stated affirmatively. This can be seen
as an important warning signal to pre-school staff.

Regarding the parents’ perspectives on factors and pedagogical
approaches that promote diversity and belonging language is
the main reason for exclusion, but several other reasons are
mentioned. This means that there is an important reason to
actively work with measures to ensure that all children feel a sense
of belonging in pre-school.

Informing the parents concerned whether their child excludes
another child, or if any child is outside the group, is
essential for parents.

More than half of the parents do not clearly indicate that they
feel involved in the pre-school’s decisions regarding participation
for all children. Here, parental involvement and influx must
increase. One suggestion is that parents participate when the
pre-school carries out their term planning. Most of the parents
in the survey believed that it was important that children are
accepted as they are and that all children are included in the
group. Discussing differences with children based on their own
experiences and thoughts is something that parents prioritize,
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and that can lead to higher goal fulfilment. The parents placed
great trust in group activities but were also concerned that the
children’s individual needs were met. This is something that
agrees well with Eek-Karlsson and Emilson’s (2021) study. Deeper
contact with a friend is highly valued. It can therefore be an idea
to encourage stable individual contacts while being aware that
no one stays out of the peer group. It is a pedagogical challenge
to maintain an activity that can balance these two different
orientations. A model that includes individualization (Karlsudd,
2015) and aims to support this work can be a way to deal with a
challenge that is often described by staff as a dilemma.

Parents mainly have great faith in other children’s abilities to
be role models and in a group upbringing where other children
are important actors. At the same time, the respondents realized
that the staff is of great importance in creating the conditions for
the feeling of belonging (Boyle et al., 2011).

That the size of the group of children, staff density and staff
training are important factors is something that the parents
clearly noticed. This has been emphasized in several research
reports (Avramidis and Kalyva, 2007) and there is every reason
to work for improvements in these respects.

The connection between the children being judged to have a
sense of belonging and the parents being well-informed, involved,
and safe in activities and goals is very clear. Previous studies
have also shown this (Bulotsky-Shearer et al., 2012; Morrone and
Matsuyama, 2020). One way to approach having more children
included in the group is to get the parents more involved and
familiar with activities and for the staff to clearly convey the
goals that apply to the activities. The results clearly show that
the group of parents who met these criteria did not experience
to the same extent that their children were outside the group of
children. Children of parents who were outside the pre-school
community were judged to find it easier to feel exclusion, as
previous research has also shown.

It seemed easier to get into activities if the parent worked part-
time. One explanation for this was certainly that there was more
time, energy, and opportunities to participate in the activity at
different times of the day. There were also differences based on
the ages of the parents. The older parents felt more involved in the
activity than the younger ones. It may therefore be appropriate
to find forms of cooperation that make younger parents feel
more involved, perhaps in a stronger collaboration with slightly
older parents. In this type of collaboration, staff awareness of the
problems is likely to increase (Boldermo, 2020).

Parents from the suburbs rated the achievement of goals
higher than parents living in cities, villages, and rural areas. At
the same time, the suburban parents assessed the pre-school’s
total resources as weaker than the other categories but did not
show the same degree of concern and criticism of inclusion as the
others. This group also placed higher trust in the children’s ability
to interact in an inclusive direction. The reason for this may be
that the suburban environment was more heterogeneous, and
parents, children and staff were used to meeting and dealing with
differences and experiences of inclusion and exclusion processes
which has a greater representation (Tillet and Wong, 2018;
Juutinen and Kess, 2019). It is likely that suburban pre-schools

can impart a lot of knowledge and experience on how to increase
the understanding of diversity.

Foreign-born parents assessed that their children had worse
goal fulfilment in terms of inclusion than children of parents
born in Sweden. The foreign-born parents who spoke a language
other than Swedish at home found it even more difficult to
enter the pre-school culture which is also confirmed in previous
studies (Sadownik, 2018; Johansson and Rosell, 2021). Speaking
a language other than Swedish at home was not the direct cause
of poorer goal fulfilment, but there was probably in this group
an over-representation of new arrivals who had not had time
to adapt to the new situation. To make this group feel involved
and comfortable with the pre-school’s goals and culture, new and
creative ways must be found (Nielsen and Christoffersen, 2009).
The key to greater participation for this group is to improve
their Swedish language skills. Perhaps more adapted parenting
activities within the framework of pre-school work can make a
difference. Hopefully, the results of this study can provide some
guidance in this direction.

Method Criticism
This study’s response rate was relatively low, which probably
has many causes. The ambition to answer as many questions
as possible made the survey comprehensive. Even though
most questions were multiple-choice (94%), many respondents
felt it was too time-consuming. Another problem was that
formulations and concepts well-known in the academic world
could be perceived by pre-school parents as strange and difficult
to interpret. This applies especially to parents who have recently
come to Sweden. ”RTM is a ubiquitous phenomenon in repeated
data and should always be considered as a possible cause
of an observed change. Its effect can be alleviated through
better study design and use of suitable statistical methods”
Barnett et al. (2015, p. 1). In this study design, no space was
given to control the RTM effect. Therefore, it is essential to
be aware of the problem and interpret and treat the mean
values judiciously.

Forthcoming Study
The present study has generated interesting findings and
valuable methodological experience, crucial in further research.
Therefore, to move forward in a more development-oriented
study where the value-based discussions reach all parents is
a logical continuation. The next step is to try methods in
projects that include children, staff, and parents, where all
actors have been judged to be necessary for goal fulfilment.
New surveys based on qualitative interviews can provide
knowledge to safeguard, develop, and strengthen methods for
increased participation.
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