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Knowledge about how quality in extended education is defined, formulated, and 
communicated regarding quality-related problems in educational practices, and 
school leaders’ roles in these processes is limited. This article presents findings 
from research focusing on educational quality in extended education in Sweden 
(commonly known as School-age educare) is defined by school leaders in one 
Swedish municipality. The data examined written documents associated with 
governance and organizations of School-age educare created by school leaders at 
different levels of one Swedish municipality. The analysis of data was based on the 
concepts of Bernstein’s pedagogical codes (2003), and from Scherp and Scherp's 
School organization model (2007). The results revealed that the educational-
pedagogical code dominated, and the leisure-pedagogical and social-pedagogical 
codes only appeared sporadically in the analyzed documents. A new ‘educational-
economic’ pedagogical code emerged during analysis. It included formulations 
indicating that quality can be  addressed by economic actions. The analyzed 
documents revealed power structures between different levels of school leaders, 
and also a lack of shared understanding and definition of quality in extended 
education. School leaders should discuss, and agree on, what quality in extended 
education includes and not only rely on quantitative and measurable aspects of 
this educational practice.
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1 Introduction

Quality in education is a ‘hot’, multi-faceted contemporary issue in many ways. A critical 
element of problematization is that the notion of high educational quality is often defined, 
measured, and quantitatively compared through assessments of individual pupils’ knowledge 
(Biesta, 2009), rather than contributions to the common good in society (UNESCO, 2021). 
This issue is particularly problematic if quality criteria that are applied to schools are also 
applied in extended educational practices such as School-age educare, which are traditionally 
mandated to provide care and social inclusion, as far as possible, in addition to education 
(Andersson, 2020). Extended education in Sweden is called School-age educare (SAEC) and 
is hereafter referred to that name and abbreviation. SAEC is supposed to provide 
complementary care before and after the school day, including meaningful care, play and 
restorative activities in a socially inclusive setting, in addition to formal classroom teaching 
(Klerfelt et al., 2020; Klerfelt and Ljusberg, 2018). Understanding the quality has been limited. 
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A Swedish study has shown that SAEC centers have often acted more 
as extended forms of compulsory schools, with associated focus 
largely on individual educational attainment, rather than the 
traditional complementary activities (Memišević, 2024). Thus, 
important elements of educare in Swedish SAEC seem to have been 
lost, or at least substantially diminished. Local school leaders play 
prominent roles not only in the formation and maintenance of 
educational practices, but also the communication and application of 
pedagogical ideas and values of their staff, pupils, and caretakers 
(Swedish National Agency for Education, 2023b). This article presents 
a study of how educational quality in SAEC from one Swedish 
municipality as defined by school leaders from various levels of the 
school organization originating in official documents. The aim is to 
contribute knowledge of how quality in SAEC is defined, formulated, 
and communicated regarding quality-related problems in Swedish 
SAEC practices, and school leaders’ roles in these processes. The study 
was guided by the following research questions:

 • How is quality in SAEC defined and formulated by school leaders 
in municipal documents?

 • What pedagogical codes are present in the written definitions of 
SAEC quality?

 • What are the implications of school leaders’ definitions of quality 
for SAEC practices?

2 Educational quality in extended 
education

Measurable elements of educational quality include not only 
pupils’ educational performance (nationally assessed) but also practice 
guidelines such as numbers of pupils per class, and areas available for 
indoor and outdoor activities (Swedish School Inspectorate, 2010). 
The latter are intended to ensure that educational conditions are equal 
and fair, or at least meet acceptable minimum standards, but this 
approach to defining the quality concept and associated practices has 
been questioned and problematized by educational philosophers and 
researchers (Biesta, 2009; Dahlberg et al., 2007). Briefly, this is because 
educational quality defined solely in measurable terms is rooted in a 
too narrow view of the purpose of education, which should not offer 
individuals possibilities of meaning-making solely through 
pre-defined educational goals (Biesta, 2014). Critics note the 
complementary importance of social elements that promote the 
development of wellbeing and justice for all (UNESCO, 2021). The 
associated problems may be particularly complex in contexts such as 
preschool (cf. Moss, 2017) and extended education, with broader aims 
than merely teaching and acquiring individual knowledge (such as 
school practice in general). In research focusing on educational 
quality in extended education in German speaking parts of Europe 
emphasis are on what effects extracurricular activities may have on 
academic achievements for pupils (i.e., Schuepbach, 2015). In a meta-
analysis from the United  States the results show an optimistic 
development of intellectual skills as well as social, physical and 
academic performance when attending after-school programs (Durlak 
et  al., 2010). In a research study, the guidelines and children’s 
perspectives of Swedish SAEC centers and German all day schools are 
compared (Fischer et al., 2022). The result of this comparison reveals 
that the educational policy in the two countries is similar regarding 

development of for example, social skills, health, life-long learning, 
and well-being. However, the German quality framework, unlike the 
Swedish curriculum, also emphasize the academic skills (Fischer et al., 
2022). When extended education mainly focuses on academic 
learning there is a risk of “schoolification” (Klerfelt and Stecher, 2018, 
p. 56) of the practice. Research in Swedish extended education has 
shown that educational practices of care are also framed and measured 
in a similar manner to those aiming to increase knowledge, such as in 
school (Memišević, 2024). This framing also has important 
performative implications, as assumed expectations and 
measurements of educational practices guide and affect those 
practices, including the definition and assessment of quality, as well as 
efforts to provide it (Löfdahl and Pérez Prieto, 2009; Löfgren, 2016).

2.1 School leadership and educational 
quality

The term “School leaders” is here used as a general term for all 
types of educational leaders where some have responsibility for whole 
school organizations, and some are principals with responsibility for 
one school unit. Especially principals play prominent roles in the 
formation and maintenance of educational practices, and both the 
communication and application of pedagogical ideas and values by 
their staff, pupils, and caretakers. Besides this, research point to that 
school leaders of today also are obliged to handle economic issues, in 
which it is argued that entrepreneurial leadership can be beneficial in 
this matter (Brauckmann-Sajkiewicz and Pashiardis, 2022). In the 
same vein, Hallinger (2003) finds that principals’ leadership can 
be seen a process of development that is affected by the local school 
context for example financial resources, and the structure of the 
organization. In addition to providing opportunities to govern and 
develop extended education, school leaders must also maintain 
continuous dialog and collaboration with the staff, i.e., shared 
leadership (Kielblock, 2025) about the daily work and how to develop 
extended education practices. A further task for school leaders in 
Sweden is to organize SAEC in a manner that favors cooperation 
between SAEC staff, preschool classes and the schools. This also 
provides important overviews of the pupils’ development, learning 
and education. Principals must also consider pupils’ ages, staff 
competence, design of premises and the outdoor environment, and 
adapt the staff density and both sizes and composition of groups to 
enable delivery of the SAEC mission (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2023a). The Swedish National Agency for Education’s latest 
assessment of the state of the education system (2023a), highlights 
challenges faced in SAEC. This regards quality related to its mission, 
including impacts of a shortage of trained teachers and low teacher-
to-pupil ratios, and deterioration of conditions in SAEC in favor of 
schools in terms of resources and the utilization of premises. It also 
notes a shift in responsibility for SAEC operations from the governing 
body to the principal, who in turn delegates responsibility to teachers 
and other staff. A consequence of this is a gap between the overall 
responsibility for the SAEC conditions in terms of premises and 
resources and teachers’ responsibility for teaching. Inadequate 
conditions inevitably impair SAEC quality and their ability to fulfill 
their mission (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2023a). The 
Swedish Schools Inspectorate’s review of SAEC quality (2018) also 
reveals that principals are not sufficiently striving to clearly steer, set 
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goals, and follow up on teaching in SAEC. The review also shows that 
the teaching in SAEC tends to be marginalized in schools’ systematic 
quality work. Accordingly, a recent assessment by the Swedish 
National Agency for Education (2023a) recognizes needs to increase 
the quality of teaching in SAEC and its inclusion in the schools’ 
systematic quality work.

2.2 The context of Swedish school-age 
educare, SAEC

SAEC has been included in the national educational organization 
since the mid-1990s, and it has had its own part in the national 
curriculum for compulsory school since 2016 (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2016). SAEC is offered to all Swedish children 
between 6 and 12 years old. It is not compulsory, but about 57 percent 
of the cohort (about 500,000) are currently enrolled (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2024). SAEC has two main purposes: to 
provide care and meaningful activities before and after compulsory 
school days, and to offer teaching and learning in line with the 
curricular aims (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2022). 
Recent increases in societal divisions have also raised the importance 
of this educational practice for mitigating social exclusion and 
inequalities. However, despite the urgently required and emphasized 
societal function, several reports have found that the quality of SAEC 
practices is frequently low (Swedish School Inspectorate, 2010, 2018; 
Swedish National Agency for Education, 2023a). Noted quality 
shortcomings in these reports include deficiencies in offering 
stimulating and meaningful leisure as well as good care. SAEC 
facilities may be regarded as lacking quality if they do not provide 
satisfactory conditions, and/or set goals or definitions of quality and 
anticipated results. Moreover, reports have consistently found 
increases in numbers of pupils, leading to increasingly large pupil 
groups and reductions in staff density. Further noted obstacles to good 
quality SAEC include deficiencies in premises’ design and school 
leaders’ developmental competence. According to the Swedish School 
Inspectorate (2010), leaders in more than half of the reviewed schools 
need more knowledge of the SAEC mission to enhance development 
of the practice. Similarly, the Swedish National Agency for Education’s 
latest assessment of the Swedish school system (2023a) found that 
school leaders of several reviewed SAEC providers put little effort into 
setting goals, and both managing and following-up results. It 
highlights that the teaching in SAEC has low prioritization in the 
schools’ systematic quality work. The finding that SAEC practices lack 
the quality needed to provide good care and meaningful activities for 
children and youths, in accordance with the stated mission, is clearly 
problematic. Moreover, this is exacerbated by lack of clarity regarding 
the definition of quality in informal settings, who should define, why 
it requires definition, and how current educational discourses on 
quality affect educational practices like SAEC.

2.3 Research perspectives on quality in 
Swedish SAEC

The inclusion of SAEC in the Swedish national curriculum (see part 
four) introduced in 2016, contributed to an increase in its legitimacy. 
However, the chances for staff to realize the curriculum in SAEC 

practice are strongly influenced by frame factors, such as organizational 
elements, the time allocated for shared planning, access to dedicated 
premises, and involvement of staff with a university degree in education 
(Norqvist, 2022). For example, some SAEC staff have reported that the 
curricular text contributed to discussion about quality in terms of the 
content and pedagogical approach of the practice (Norqvist, 2022), but 
the mentioned frame factors inevitably affect the social relations and 
opportunities that can be provided in everyday practice within SAEC 
(Lager, 2020). Quality audits have focused on opportunities in SAEC to 
promote pupils’ learning and development, in accordance with key 
elements as described in part four of the curriculum. According to 
Andersson (2020), this is a manifestation of an educational discourse on 
quality in SAEC that raises questions about whether teachers involved 
in SAEC should assess children individually, in stark contrast to 
previous group- or setting-based quality assessments (Andersson, 2010, 
2013). It has also been found that tensions arise when more structured 
and individualized approaches to quality are introduced into traditional 
SAEC (Lager et al., 2015). Variations in, and effects of, settings and the 
times of activities add further complexities (Lager, 2015). Lager (2015) 
also found that although compulsory schools’ quality work may provide 
a template for the conduct of quality work in SAEC, the social 
pedagogical discourse of SAEC was still prominent. Further, the staff 
engaged in SAEC may adapt their work to an implemented template for 
systematic quality work, which can lead to complications when a quality 
system is introduced into practice grounded in a social pedagogical 
tradition (Andersson, 2013, 2020; Lager, 2015). Two contrasting ways 
of handling such changes have been identified. Some SAEC providers 
seem to have carried on as before, at least temporarily, despite the 
introduction of new curricular demands (Boström and Berg, 2018), 
while others seem to have abandoned the traditional features of SAEC 
in favor of more school-like practices (Memišević, 2024). Moreover, 
researchers have noted a shift in the prevailing discourse, from warnings 
about changes in the mission and conditions of SEAC (particularly 
threats to the social, restorative and recreational functions) toward 
fulfillment of the schools’ curricular goals (Memišević, 2024). This has 
been reportedly accompanied by clashes between the traditional group-
orientation in SAEC and school discourse (e.g., Andersson, 2013, 2020; 
Lager, 2015; Memišević, 2024). A Swedish practice-based study has also 
found that quality in SAEC is connected to several knowledge interests, 
and introduced the concepts technical, practical and liberating quality 
(Kane, 2023). Technical quality refers to doing the ‘right thing’ in 
relation to the curricular assignment and difficulties linked to 
voluntariness and individual assessment of pupils’ goal fulfillment since 
it presupposes control of participation and assessment. Practical quality 
includes collegial sense-making in attempts to transform curricular text 
into everyday practice in SAEC. Liberating quality is largely about 
collegial reflections focused on problematizing norms and limitations 
with the aim to improve activities for both pupils and staff. It involves 
planning and designing practice with responsiveness and curiosity in 
line with the interests, needs and experiences of the children, as 
expressed by the children themselves (Kane, 2023).

2.4 Principals’ responsibility for quality in 
Swedish SAEC

Quality in SAEC is a complex concept (see Andersson, 2013; 
Lager, 2015), which is rarely applied in a manner that is fully 
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congruent with a practice rooted in social pedagogical traditions. 
Principals are the instructional leaders in SAEC facilities, and 
responsible for the educational quality within them. General advice of 
the Swedish National Agency for Education (2023b) highlights the 
importance of the principal’s knowledge of the SAEC assignment. The 
principal can also provide support and guidance for development of 
the practice through follow-up and evaluation of the goals linked to 
its purpose (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2023b). 
However, studies indicate that principals often lead SAECs with a 
more distanced leadership rather than as educational leaders (Glaés-
Coutts, 2021), which may be related to what was mentioned earlier 
about many leaders needing more knowledge about the SAEC’s 
mission (Swedish School Inspectorate, 2010). This limits the 
development of educational quality in SAECs as they only relate 
quality to the educational level of the staff rather than the development 
of practice, and there is a need to apply structural quality criteria to 
the pedagogical work in SAECs (Andersson, 2020). This makes it 
complex as SAEC practice mainly involves learning in informal 
situations that are intended to promote social inclusion and wellbeing, 
which are difficult to document, monitor and evaluate (Andersson, 
2013). There is a need to examine this issue with more empirical 
research. In summary, the issue of educational quality in extended 
education in general, and in SAEC in particular, is highly complex and 
difficult to interpret, as quality in SAEC is multifaceted and influenced 
by diverse factors, encompassing (for example) the suitability of 
premises, teachers’ training, and available time for planning (e.g., 
Lager, 2020; Norqvist, 2022). Moreover, schools’ measurement of 
quality and the applied definition of quality inevitably influence SAEC 
norms and practices (e.g., Andersson, 2013, 2020; Lager, 2015). 
National and international education trends toward more formal and 
measurable definitions of quality rooted in a knowledge-oriented 
paradigm pose threats to socially oriented SAEC (e.g., Biesta, 2014; 
Lager, 2015; Löfdahl and Pérez Prieto, 2009; Löfgren, 2016). Aspects 
of quality within extended education seems thus to be an area open 
for varied definitions and implementations, why a study like this could 
contribute with more knowledge on school leaders’ perspectives on 
the issue.

3 Theoretical perspectives

Theoretically, this study is based on two theoretical positions—
Bernstein (2000, 2003) theory of pedagogical code as adapted by 
Norqvist (2022) and a model of school improvement by Scherp and 
Scherp (2007). The classification, framing and pedagogical code 
concepts and associated theory of Bernstein (2000, 2003) was used to 
facilitate analysis of the principles and norms that inform the 
organization, content, communication, and relations in pedagogic 
practice (Bernstein, 2000). This theory is valuable for illuminating 
power relations and control mechanisms between various ‘categories’, 
for example, relations or boundaries between categories such as 
agencies, agents, discourses, and practices (Bernstein, 2000). 
Classification refers to the strength of separation between curricular 
categories, content, or subject matter. Framing refers to the control 
that teachers and students have over the selection, organization, 
pacing and timing of knowledge transmission. Pedagogic code refers 
to the way that knowledge is classified and framed (Bernstein, 2000, 
2003). In the present study, pedagogical codes identified by Norqvist 

(2022), i.e., educational-pedagogical code, social-pedagogical code, 
and leisure-pedagogical code, will be utilized in the analysis (see also 
section 4.2). The organizational theories of schools, particularly the 
model of school improvement presented by Scherp and Scherp (2007) 
has four inter-related dimensions that influence the success or failure 
of developmental work. The four dimensions are holistic idea, routines 
and structures, professional knowledge creation, and pedagogical 
practice. A holistic idea (that is ideas about the practice and its 
purpose) as a common understanding within a school organization 
has proven to be  the most important factor for successful school 
development (Mogren, 2019). Routines and structures that support 
the common goal is also vital for a successful educational practice, as 
well as the possibilities of teachers’ professional knowledge creation. 
What then turns out as a reality in the pedagogical practice could 
be understood in relation to the other dimensions (Scherp and Scherp, 
2007). This model has proven value for analyzing educational practices 
to identify aspects that are strong and explicitly addressed or weak and 
implicitly rather than explicitly addressed, which hinders 
improvement (Manni and Knekta, 2022; Manni et  al., 2024). 
Combining these two perspectives contributes to understanding our 
case on educational quality in a more comprehensive way including 
norms as well as structures.

4 Methods

This study is based on documentary sources. Three significant 
educational documents from a single municipality in Sweden, were 
analyzed according to methods described by Scott (1990). In 
accordance with the aim of the study, the focus was on parts of these 
documents that provided indications of municipality-level actors’ 
interpretation, definition and communication of quality in SAEC. As 
described in the background section, quality in extended education is 
complex and has not been in focus of many municipalities school 
developmental work in the past. Therefore, documentation of this 
kind is sparsely found, why this study is somewhat unique.

4.1 Data selection and sampling

The documents were sourced through a collaborative partnership 
between the municipality and the researchers’ host university and are 
the only three documents specifically focusing on quality in SAEC in 
this municipality. This opportunity facilitated practically oriented and 
critical examination of SAEC quality. The selected documents (see 
Table 1) were deemed to meet the four criteria (authenticity, credibility, 
representativeness, and meaning) for appropriate sources of data in 
documentary research suggested by Scott (1990, p. 19). Confirming 
the authenticity of many documents, particularly old ones, can 
be difficult or even impossible. However, the documents selected for 
this study were deemed to have high authenticity because they were 
recent, and the researchers had collaborated with the authors of the 
documents. Regarding credibility, “all accounts of social events are of 
course ‘distorted’, as there is always an element of selective accentuation 
in the attempt to describe social reality” (Scott, 1990, p. 22). Credibility 
is a matter of sincerity, that is, the degree that authors of documents 
believed what they recorded. In this research it is considered that all 
the authors to believe what they recorded in each document, so 
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despite their inevitable selectivity the researchers regard them as 
providing highly credible foundations for the analysis of quality in 
SAEC and its definitions. Representativeness refers to the degree that 
the chosen documents represent “the totality of relevant documents” 
(Scott, 1990, p.  24), and thus the possibility of basing valid 
generalizations on them. Other aspects of this criterion are whether 
the documents will survive and be available for future scrutiny. The 
documents used in this study will remain available because they are 
official documents that will be  preserved in municipal archives. 
Assessment of the degree that they represent all relevant documents 
is more difficult. There is a strong possibility that similar types of 
documents are present in archives of other Swedish municipalities, 
based on the researchers’ knowledge of educational structures. There 
are no claims of that the findings of this study are generalizable; 
however, these forms of document are potentially found in other 
municipalities. The researchers regard them as trustworthy indications 
of views meaning refers to the legibility, clarity and ease of interpreting 
documents. All three documents used are easy to read, written in clear 
and modern language, and easy to understand, at least for anyone such 
as researchers with knowledge of the SAEC context. In summary, all 
the analyzed documents stem from one municipality, concerned 
aspects of quality in its SAEC practice. They were produced by school 
leaders such as head officers and principals with positions at three 
levels in the hierarchical organization of municipal education. One 
document was 20-page mapping of the physical framings of the 
practice to be used by the municipality’s head of education. Another 
document was a self-assessment tool for teachers to evaluate quality-
related aspects of SAEC, produced by two assigned principals. The 
other document was a compilation of quality reports written by 
principals of all schools in the municipality.

4.2 Analytical process

Analysis of the three text documents started with repeated 
readings before an inductive step, in which each text was coded based 
upon its content and wording. After the initial coding procedure, the 
documents were analyzed deductively to identify pedagogical codes 
(Bernstein, 2000, 2003). These included three codes—designated the 
educational-pedagogical, social-pedagogical, and leisure-pedagogical 
codes identified in a previous study on extended education (Norqvist, 
2022). The educational-pedagogical code referred to concepts with a 
stronger classification and stronger framing (for example, teaching or 
focus on the knowledge goals of school). Hence, the educational-
pedagogical code was assigned to text indicating that school-age 
educare is goal-oriented and focused on the pupils’ goal achievement 
in compulsory school. The two other codes, social-pedagogical, and 

leisure-pedagogical code are characterized by a weaker classification 
and weaker framing. The social-pedagogical code represents concepts 
that indicate work with social relations and care in SAEC. The leisure-
pedagogical code regards concepts of the SAEC teaching, which 
involves situation-based and group-oriented play and teaching 
centered on pupils’ needs, interests and experience (Norqvist, 2022). 
The text in each of the three documents was color-coded according to 
these descriptions. Memos were scribbled in the margin when a 
wording expressed something that could not be assigned to one of 
these predefined pedagogic codes.

4.3 Validity and reliability

Following the documentary analysis process described by Scott 
(1990) the researchers aimed to maximize the study’s trustworthiness 
in terms of internal validity (through all authors and municipal 
participants discussing the results) and reliability (by providing 
accurate contextual descriptions and quotations from the documents).

4.4 Ethical considerations

None of the documentary sources are ethically sensitive as they 
are formal educational policy documents produced in a single 
municipality. The school leaders who authored them were participants 
in a co-operative project and were informed about the research study 
and participated voluntarily (Swedish Research Council, 2024). Open 
and respectful occurred in all stages of the research, giving the 
participants opportunities to discuss the findings throughout the 
process and in a final meeting (i.e., Manni and Löfgren, 2022). This 
rigor supported the validity of the findings.

5 Results—definitions and codes 
regarding quality in SAEC in the three 
municipal documents

The results section consecutively provides a contextual description 
of each of the selected documents to establish its authenticity (Scott, 
1990) and increase the qualitative depth, as commonly done in 
document-based case studies (Flyvbjerg, 2011), see 5.1.1, 5.2.1, and 
5.3.1. The definitions of quality and pedagogical codes identified in 
each document are also presented, see 5.1.2, 5.2.2, and 5.3.2. Finally, 
in section 5.4, we present results of a comparative analysis of the 
documents in terms of the similarities and differences in definitions 
and pedagogical codes related to quality, and their relations to school 
leaders at different municipal levels.

5.1 The general mapping of SAEC quality

5.1.1 Contextual description of the document
This document (Municipality, 2021a) partly originated from a 

desire of the municipal board of educational politicians to obtain an 
overview of the uses of economic resources in all the municipality’s 
SAEC centers, and how the practice was organized in relation to the 
national curriculum. The mapping was also partly inspired by signals 

TABLE 1 Selected documentary data.

Type of document Author/type of 
school leader

Pages 
(N)

1. General mapping of SAEC quality Head officer in the municipal 

educational office

20

2. A self-assessment tool for practice Two assigned principals 15

3. Compilation of (38) quality 

reports

Principals 3
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of problems within SAEC identified in previous joint assessments of 
schools and SAEC centers, which raised awareness of needs for 
higher-resolution knowledge of the practices. The author of this 
document was a school leader with in the municipal educational 
office. The author was a Head Officer and one of his tasks was to 
monitor developmental work within all schools, and to implement 
policies expressed by the Lead Officer of Education and the 
Educational Board. The main quality-related content of this document 
concerns economic and formal aspects of quality, as well as deficiencies 
and needs of the municipality’s SAEC centers identified by the 
mapping. The main proposals for enhancing quality include 
establishment of a developmental manager for SAEC centers and 
following up of the distribution of personnel costs between school and 
SAEC. It also proposes three further measures:

 o Development of competence regarding the curricular aim of the 
SAEC among principals and key personnel of all the 
municipality’s SAEC-centers.

 o Creation of guidance for principals regarding group sizes, 
appropriate premises and collaboration to clarify appropriate 
positions, roles and responsibilities in the SAEC centers in 
the future.

 o Development of the skills needed to ensure that the municipality 
has competent staff in the SAEC practice (Municipality, 2021a, 
p. 19–20).

5.1.2 Definitions of quality and pedagogical codes
The general mapping document is permeated by consistently 

strong classification and strong overall framing. This is manifested 
in formulations such as “[the SAEC] is more curriculum-oriented 
and structured than before, as manifested by clearer work with the 
pupils’ goal achievement” (Municipality, 2021a, p. 7). Quality on 
this general municipality level focuses largely on frame factors 
related to formal quality and economic aspects that we interpret as 
elements of a new (educational-economic) type of pedagogical 
code. Examples include changes in the way that SAEC is organized, 
the occupational categories that should be engaged in SAEC, and 
the service and budgetary allocations to support the principals’ 
distribution of personnel and funds. This definition of quality 
could also be understood as what Scherp and Scherp (2007) frame 
as a dimension of routines and structures within the school 
organization. In the general mapping, the SAEC practice is to a 
large extent linked to the compulsory school and the text is 
consistently informed by an educational-pedagogical code which 
emerged by wording such as that the school-age educare practice 
now “is more curriculum oriented and structured than before” 
(Municipality, 2021a, p. 7), and this manifests by “a clearer work 
with the pupils goal achievement in the school-age educare” 
(Municipality, 2021a, p.  7). These expressions assigned to the 
educational-pedagogical code are mixed with short passages 
assigned to the leisure-pedagogical code, stating for example that 
school-age educare practice should “seize the learning 
opportunities” (Municipality, 2021a, p. 7). Occasionally the social- 
pedagogical code emerges in references to relationships that are 
considered key elements of “all teaching and the mission of 
school-age educare, which includes care, learning and 
development” (Municipality, 2021a, p. 11). The document includes 

suggestions for targeted changes focusing on frame factors, such as 
directions for group size, purposive premises, and development of 
relevant competence of principals and key personnel in all the 
municipality’s SAEC centers. It also recommends clarification of 
the optimal positions, roles and responsibilities of staff engaged in 
SAEC and a review of the needs for development of their 
competence in the whole municipality.

5.2 A self-assessment tool for practice

5.2.1 Contextual description of the document
This document (Municipality, 2021b) was commissioned 

following the general mapping of the SAEC centers and its call for 
development of competence about the curricular aim of the SAEC 
for principals and key personnel of all SAEC centers in the 
municipality. The authors were two principals who were assigned 
the task of supporting such competence development. The main 
content of this document is of a practical nature, consisting of 
questions designed to elicit the views of teachers and other staff on 
what, how and why they teach and work as they do in their 
respective SAEC centers. In accordance with the curriculum, it 
focuses particularly on the complementary task of SAEC and thus 
has an educational emphasis. A similar self-assessment tool is used 
in compulsory school; however, the content of this tool is based on 
the SAEC part of the curriculum.

5.2.2 Definition of quality and pedagogical codes
The self-assessment tool is based on formulations in the SAEC 

part of the curriculum. It focuses on teaching in SAEC practice, 
particularly the staff ’s pedagogical approach, both individually and 
within the team of colleagues. This document thus focuses what 
Scherp and Scherp (2007) calls a dimension of professional knowledge 
creation, and the pedagogical practice, while it clearly does not include 
any dimensions of routines or structures. It generally has weak 
classification as it does not set clear boundaries between any 
categories, however the framing is slightly stronger as some of the text 
indicates that pupils can influence the practice to some extent in high 
quality SAEC. The self-assessment tool was developed to facilitate 
analyses of teaching quality in SAEC. Accordingly, large parts of the 
document are characterized by leisure-pedagogical, social-
pedagogical, and educational-pedagogical codes, with emphasis on 
the part of SAEC’s mission to complement compulsory schooling. 
These codes emerged under the headings learning environment, 
adaptation, and structure, since the formulations derive from the 
SAEC part of the curriculum (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2022). Examples of the leisure-pedagogical code include self-
assessment items, such as “in our practice there is room for situation-
driven and experience-based activities” (Municipality, 2021b, p. 7). 
Examples of the social-pedagogical code include formulations that 
chime with the social relations and care elements of SAEC, such as “we 
build relationships with the pupils and make pupils feel part of the 
group community” (Municipality, 2021b, p. 5). The self-assessment 
tool has the same structure as the tool for compulsory schools 
mentioned above. A consequence of this is that some of the self-
assessment items have the character of an educational-pedagogical 
code, e.g., “we have high expectations on all pupils” (Municipality, 
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2021b, p. 5). This formulation is complex as it implies that placing high 
demands on pupils is desirable, but the expectations may 
be unattainable for some pupils.

5.3 The compilation of quality reports

5.3.1 Contextual description of the document
This document (Municipality, 2022) presents a compilation and 

analysis of 38 of the municipality’s 45 quality reports for compulsory 
schools (including SAEC practice). Quality reports are prepared 
annually as part of the focal municipality’s routines. The authors of 
the compilation document were the two principals assigned to work 
with quality development in SAEC. The compilation is based on 
individual principals’ quality reports for their respective schools. 
The main content of this document concerns the schools’ goals for 
the previous year, the current year’s results, identified successes and 
aspects requiring development as well as future goals. Of the 38 
schools that submitted a quality report, only 23 reported specific 
results for the SAEC activities. A pupil questionnaire had provided 
foundations for 22 of the schools’ quality reports of, but only two 
had used the self- assessment tool in parallel with the pupil 
questionnaire. The analysis shows that most of the results reported 
by the municipality’s SAEC centers were based on the goals set by 
the schools and overall goals linked to the curriculum. However, 14 
of the reports address goals specifically linked to SAEC practice, 
eight of these mainly report efforts related to furnishings and 
production of play boxes, and six of the SAEC center’s reportedly 
goals had related to safety and values. Furthermore, five had goals 
related to adaptations in the physical environment intended to 
support groups or individuals.

5.3.2 Definitions of quality and pedagogical 
codes

In the compilation of quality reports there are signs of a weaker 
classification since few of the municipality’s school’s quality reports 
explicitly concern the quality in SAEC, and weak framing since pupils’ 
influence in the practice is highlighted as a sign of success. The 
document strongly focuses on frame factors, such as funding, and the 
content of the SAEC practice, indicating acknowledgement of the 
importance of both formal and informal quality aspects. However, a 
low proportion of the results explicitly concern the practice in 
SAEC. Some formulations highlight a need for consensus between 
different groups of professionals within the organization and the 
importance of both collaboration and a common understanding of the 
SAEC mission. The focus on frame factors is manifested in 
formulations that stress the importance, for example, of “joint time for 
planning the practice for the staff in school-age educare, good 
organizational structures in both organization and practice” 
(Municipality, 2022, p. 1). The leisure-pedagogical code also emerges, 
in formulations such as “Making pupils involved in the practice, and 
pedagogues’ relational competence are also factors for success” 
(Municipality, 2022, p.  1). In addition, the compilation of quality 
reports includes some results of a survey of the views of the 
municipality’s pupils and proposed measures based on their views for 
SAEC staff to adjust the content of the practice and their approach. 
However, the problems highlighted in the pupils’ survey are largely 

related to the frame factors and hence difficult to change through such 
adjustments. Analyzing the definition of quality in this document 
through the school organization lens of Scherp and Scherp (2007), 
we again notice a focus on the dimension of routines and structures, 
but also on the professional knowledge creation in terms of collegial 
dialogs. A few comments reveal a need for a common understanding 
of the SAEC mission, i.e., a holistic idea (Scherp and Scherp, 2007).

5.4 Comparison of the documents and 
their pedagogical codes defining quality in 
SAEC

5.4.1 Initial reflections
Comparison of the three documents and their codes defining 

quality in SAEC led to the following reflections:
First, the three documents from a single municipality present 

different dimensions and definitions of quality in SAEC, which do 
not seem to have been explicitly discussed. Second, quality is 
defined and largely related to economic and frame factors such as 
routines and structures in both the general mapping document and 
compilation of quality reports, but these aspects are not mentioned 
in the self-assessment tool for teachers. Third, there are indications 
in both the general mapping and compilation of quality reports of 
expectations that identified economic and organizational 
shortcomings will be  addressed by changes in practice and 
approaches of the staff within the SAEC centers. Fourth, use of the 
self-assessment tool was not mandatory, and results obtained with 
it were not compiled to provide clearer foundations for the 
pedagogical developmental efforts within the municipality. 
Similarly, the compilation of quality reports shows that some 
schools did not include SAEC in their annual educational 
assessments and quality reports. Finally, the pedagogical codes 
we  identified were not solely leisure-pedagogical and social-
pedagogical. Instead, as further addressed below, both an 
educational-pedagogical code and the new educational- economic 
code influenced the definition of quality in SAEC in the 
focal municipality.

5.4.2 Pedagogical codes and power structures 
between different levels of school leaders

Deeper  analysis of the three documents revealed that the 
educational-pedagogical code dominated, and both the leisure-
pedagogical and social-pedagogical codes only appear sporadically. In 
addition, a new ‘educational-economic’ pedagogical code emerged 
during analysis of the general mapping document, as it includes 
formulations indicating that quality can be addressed by economic 
actions. The analyzed documents, which were created by school 
leaders at different levels of the municipality organization, revealed 
power structures between different levels of school leaders. This is 
normal for hierarchical school organizations, but it can complicate 
collaboration, for example, a Head of education must both respond to 
demands from the educational politicians and help principals to 
develop the quality of SAEC practice in their centers. Dilemmas 
associated with power structures are further illustrated by the self-
assessment tool (developed by two assigned principals) solely focusing 
on the staffs’ pedagogical approaches and neglecting the higher-level 
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frame and economic factors, which also strongly affects the quality in 
SAEC practice.

6 Discussion

This research reveals how quality in SAEC was defined and 
formulated by school leaders from several levels in a Swedish 
municipality, and the pedagogical codes embedded in documents 
concerning quality, and implications of their definitions, assessments 
and recommendations for SAEC practices were exposed. Although, 
by analyzing these national findings with general theories on policy, 
power and school organizations we argue that the results could be of 
common value. An overall reflection is that despite shared ambitions 
to increase the quality in SAEC there are clear variations in the 
assumptions regarding definitions of quality, and clear challenges to 
overcome. Different definitions of quality are embedded in the three 
studied municipal documents. In terms of the school improvement 
model, with the four interrelating dimensions (Scherp and Scherp, 
2007) this clearly indicates a lack of a joint understanding or a shared 
holistic idea of quality in extended educational practices (Mogren, 
2019). In accordance with Manni and Knekta (2022) such ambiguities 
should be explicitly discussed in practice. Also noted was a correlation 
between the authors’ hierarchical positions in the school organization 
and definitions of educational quality, with high positions being linked 
to formal, structural, and economic definitions of quality, and 
closeness to practice linked to more social-pedagogical approaches. In 
terms of the cited school improvement model, two documents focus 
on routines and structures, while the other focuses on pedagogical 
knowledge. This may not be surprising, given the differences in school 
leaders’ responsibilities (Swedish National Agency for Education, 
2023b), however the apparent lack of awareness of the variation 
among the relevant actors involved could clearly hinder efforts to 
improve SAEC quality.

Regarding the results revealing pedagogical codes (Bernstein, 
2000, 2003; Bernstein, 2000), we  think the most interesting is the 
identification of a previously unrecognized code, which we call the 
educational- economic code. This helped the researchers to deepen 
the analysis of principles and norms that inform the municipality 
organization and relations in the pedagogical practice of SAEC When 
this code was identified it illuminated findings with clarity. Together 
with the three codes (educational- pedagogical, leisure-pedagogical, 
and social-pedagogical) identified in a previous study (Norqvist, 2022) 
analysis of aspects of quality work emphasized in textual documents 
and the complexity of quality in SAEC, which has been problematized 
in previous research (e.g., Andersson, 2013, 2020; Lager, 2015) was 
evident. For example, it illuminates more clearly how schools’ 
approaches to quality have often served as templates for practices 
rooted in a social pedagogical tradition such as preschool and SAEC 
(Lager, 2015). A consequence is that informal aspects of quality are 
frequently overshadowed by more formal quality aspects or 
performative aspects that are easier to measure (e.g., Biesta, 2014; 
Löfdahl and Pérez Prieto, 2009; Löfgren, 2016; Moss, 2017). This also 
increases the risk of extended educational practices becoming more 
like those of schools rather than continuing the social and leisure 
pedagogical traditions (Memišević, 2024). The result also raises 
questions about the responsibilities of school leaders, particularly 

principals, in matters of complex and integrated educational practices, 
such as extended education (Glaés-Coutts, 2021). The main problems 
identified regarding good and equal quality were connected to staff 
shortages, large groups of pupils, and adequate classrooms, none of 
which can be addressed without good financial support (Lager, 2020; 
Swedish National Agency for Education, 2023a). Similar results and 
conclusions regarding the financial aspect of educational quality and 
school leadership were also found in previous international research 
(Fischer et  al., 2022; Hallinger, 2003; Kielblock, 2025). The 
identification of an educational-economic code can also be related to 
the fact that current educational leadership are to handle economic 
efficiency alongside pedagogical issues, and some argue that 
entrepreneurial leadership can be  beneficial for developing the 
educational practice (Brauckmann-Sajkiewicz and Pashiardis, 2022). 
We thus argue that interventions by relevant politicians, together with 
school leaders or teachers are needed to solve the economic challenges. 
Furthermore, leaders of specific schools can pay attention to the four 
dimensions of school improvement presented by Scherp and Scherp 
(2007) and strive (for example) to ensure that the whole staff in their 
schools discuss quality and establish shared understandings and 
definitions of quality to maintain a coherent approach. Similarly, 
leaders on higher levels in the school organization should strive to 
develop a shared understanding among the school leaders. This can 
avoid some problems, however good will and pedagogical efforts are 
not sufficient to overcome problems associated with inadequate 
funding or deficiencies in other resources. Results of this study also 
highlight surprisingly weak attention to children’s well-being and care 
in the definitions of good quality in SAEC. We also found a surprising, 
and problematic, apparent optionality in implementation of some of 
the municipality’s structural recommendations for quality control in 
our study, which we  relate to a general and problematic issue of 
extended education practices nation-wide (Biesta, 2009: Moss, 2017).

7 Final conclusions

Through this study, questions are raised about relying on the more 
quantitative and measurable aspects in definitions of quality in 
extended educational practices. Practical and economic aspects, such 
as available facilities and numbers of pupils are clearly essential for 
comparing educational conditions and efforts to ensure equality in 
care-oriented, as well as education-oriented practices. However, it is 
still important to consider qualitative aspects of quality in extended 
education, such as SAEC, since they include educational values, 
teaching approaches, as well as individuals’ experiences and meaning 
making of practice. Since this was a rather small-scale and national 
study, we recommend for further, and international, research that 
involves a collaborative understanding of quality in line with Kane’s 
(2023) concept of liberating quality including collegial reflections. 
Further inclusion of attention to children’s and pupils’ voices, when 
considering quality in extended education, and holistic efforts of 
school leaders (cf. Manni et al., 2024; Scherp and Scherp, 2007) to 
address the full multi-dimensionality of this educational practice 
should be  required. Quality in extended education is a complex 
concept; however, it demands attention to ensure that extended 
education provides children with valuable opportunities that are not 
only based on structural or economical aspects.
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