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General Contribution

Digital Learning Activities at School-age Educare when Policy Reforms Calls for 
Educational Change

Linnéa Stenliden, Helene Elvstrand, Lina Lago

Abstract: This study examines teachers’ accounts of what is happening in practices of the 
School-age Educare centre (SAEC) when faced with pressure from policy reforms to adopt 
digital technology and promote digital competence as both a  requirement  and a right for all 
children. The aim is to explain anticipated tensions that may produce the (im)possible digital 
practices of SAECs. The study is conducted with teachers from three SAECs in Sweden. 
Reflection  conversations and interviews were used to produce data that was analysed using a 
constructivist grounded theory approach. The study contributes to understandings of teachers’ 
main concerns when SAECs are requested to adopt  technology  and align with reforms. It 
explains how tensions emerge, impact SAEC teachers’ actions towards revised curricula and 
affect the  distribution of digital learning activities. Attention is asked to ensure that the rights 
of also young pupils are upheld in the  digital world of today and tomorrow.

Keywords: School-age Educare, policy reform, digital competence, digital learning activities, 
main concerns, educational change

Introduction

As we enter the second decade of the  21st century, our society is increasingly becoming a 
digital culture. Today,  children are active users of digital tools from an early age. The internet 
and digital worlds are central parts of their everyday lives. In other words, digital  technology 
has become a significant feature of modern childhood (De Felice, 2017). At the same time, 
children have become objects of a multitude of monitoring devices  including mobile media, 
wearable devices and social media platforms that generate detailed data about them (Lupton & 
Williamson, 2017). Accordingly, recent policy reforms highlight that those children are en-
titled to profit from these environments but also  to understand  their privacy rights online, to 
freedom of expression as well as be protected from sexual and aggressive threats variously 
mediated and amplified by the internet (e. g. Livingstone, 2016; UN, 2018; UN, 2021). Hence, 
digital competence has been underlined in educational policy both as a requirement and a right 
for these children (Ferrari, 2013; Long & Margerko, 2020), since both national and global 
authorities  consider policy implementation appropriate means of control, govern, and change 
of standard in education (Ball, et, al., 2012; Braun, et, al., 2010; Viennet, &  Pont, 2017). This 
paper reflects on the pressure for educational practices to align with the policy reforms that 
concern digital competence (European Commission,  2018; Ministry of Education and Re-
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search, 2017; UNESCO, 2019; UNICEF, 2020) using Sweden’s School-age Educare centres
(SAEC) as an example. The attention is directed to SAEC as it is an important emissary arena
for developing children’s digital skills, at the same time the Swedish policy documents both
leave much space for interpretation and little guidance for the SAEC teachers in this regard
(Martinez, 2019). Understanding SAEC teachers’ practices and factors that contribute to
various approaches to digital media is essential, because disregard may effectively hinder
children from their entitled rights to develop digital competence.

Many countries in Europe and Asia, as well as the US, are currently developing various
extended activities like afterschool care or all-day school (see e.g., Durlak, Mahoney, Boh-
nert, & Parente, 2010; Huang, La Torre & Leon, 2014). Some afterschool programs are
affiliated with national organizations, while others are sponsored by public institutions or
agencies or operate as subunits within private organizations. The Swedish SAEC can also be
described as an afterschool programme. However, compared with many other countries,
Sweden has a long history of distributing afterschool care, dated back to the 19th century.
Gradually, the afterschool care has become incorporated to the national educational system
during the 20th century. The Swedish SAEC has been regulated by the domestic curriculum
since 1998 (Rohlin, 2012).

Afterschool programmes in general, have often been described as intermediary spaces,
which highlights the tensions around the social purposes in connection with children’s
wellbeing and the role of afterschool programmes emphasizing improved educational ach-
ievement (Noam, Biancarosa & Dechausay, 2003). Adding to the complexity around the
social versus academic purposes of afterschool programmes, there are competing discourses
about what children and young people need from digital media and how to serve those needs
(Ammari, et al., 2015; Livingstone, 2016). This situation might be emphasized in Swedish
SAECs because the institution, as mentioned, is being coordinated by the government policies
for the educational institutions. This could make some of the highlighted issues more visible
in the Swedish SAECs.

The regulations stipulate that Swedish SAECs are places where self-directed and group-
based learning should be designed around each pupil’s interests, adapted to children’s culture
and formal learning goals. In 2016, the national curriculum for SAECs was first revised to
strengthen the learning goals in general, and then also the importance of developing digital
competence among children was highlighted (Ministry of Education and Research, 2017;
Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011, rev. 2018 and 2019; Swedish Municipalities
and Regions, 2019). So, teachers working at SAECs in Sweden, who undergo three-year
teacher education at the university level, are increasingly expected to be adept at a variety of
technology-based approaches for content delivery, goal-oriented learner support, and as-
sessment. At the same time, they are also supposed, as mentioned, to organize learning
activities that are characterized by informal learning situations where children’s perspectives
are considered important (Lager, 2020).

Hence, in this study it is of particular interest, to examine teachers’ accounts of what is
happening in SAECs practices when faced with pressure from policy reforms to adopt digital
technology and make SAECs an institution where digital competence is promoted as both a
requirement and a right for all children (UN, 2021). The aim is to explain anticipated tensions
that may produce the (im)possible digital practices of SAECs by scrutinizing the following
research questions:
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1. What main concerns do SAEC teachers have in relation to digital activities at SAECs?
2. What consequences might emerging tensions have on the digital practices at SAECs?

The study is conducted in two medium-sized cities in Sweden using reflection conversations
and interviews with teachers from three schools, who all work at their SAECs with the
younger children (age 6–8).

School-age Educare: Digital Activities and Traditions

The Swedish Schools Inspectorate (2018) highlights that the practices at Swedish SAECs are
not yet sufficiently supported by digital tools. They found in their review, that few SAECs
used digital tools in the learning activities. At the SAECs, it was primarily the older pupils
(aged 9 to 12 years) who were given opportunities to work with digital tools and play digital
games. For the younger pupils (aged 6 to 8 years), the teachers decided which games were
suitable or unsuitable for them to play. Interestingly, in a recent study, Lago & Elvstrand
(2021) have found that pupil’s themselves emphasize the importance of having access to
digital tools in the SAEC.

A possible explanation for the lack of access and digital activities could be a central
mindset among many teachers at Swedish SAECs today. An important value in the history of
the institution is that children’s development and learning are related to their practical “do-
ings” ( Jansson, 2018). There is, for example, a long tradition of praising “the handicrafts of
the hand” and discountenancing technology as affording the extension of thought. Handicraft
activities are valued and presented as “good” choices for children (Halldén, 2009). Studies
indicate a more ambivalent attitude towards digital activities (Lago & Elvstrand, 2021;
Martinez, 2019). Another related mindset is that children’s senses and curiosity should be
stimulated in “the wild” (Sandberg & Vourinen, 2006). Children’s health, motor skills and
environmental thinking are linked to fresh air and time spent outdoors (Mårtensson & Jansson,
2014). Thereby, at least in the Nordic countries, nature and outdoor activities signify a proper
environment for children and are symbols of a “good” childhood (Halldén, 2009). Klerfelt
(2007) explains how this kind of thinking creates a distance to children and their involvement
with digital media.

At the same time, the integration of digital media into children’s everyday lives and their
interest in its adaption ( Johnson, et, al., 2014), leads to the argument that SAEC activities
should provide ways for young pupils to continue to choose and engage in digital activities
according to their interests and required learning goals (Harvard, 2015; Martinez, 2019; 2021;
Lago & Elvstrand, 2021). The making of the educational practice thus becomes a complex
process when teachers’ norms about childhood, their ideas about their assignment, their
traditional habits within the institution and new digital demands from policy and curriculum
incentives all come together (cf. Hallett & Meanwell, 2016). For example, Haglund & Pe-
terson (2018) have through a web survey, in a Facebook group around SAEC, studied the use
of board games and digital games. Board games are seen as contributing to the core work of
SAECs which is looked upon as supporting social structure. Digital games are not, as they are
viewed as enacted in isolation and therefore do not enhance children’s social competence.
Furthermore, Martinez has with help of interviews studied how teachers in SAEC work to
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promote responsible online communication (2021) and critical digital literacy (2019) and
showed how various frictions evolved among the teachers concerning their teaching assign-
ment.

Through this review of afterschool programmes and Swedish SAEC about digital media
and digital activities, it is evident that the ‘digital’ spheres present challenges for the after-
school institution. As the Swedish Media Council (2017) highlights, it is of uttermost im-
portance to develop digital competence among children, as digital tools play a central role for
them. The Council argues that to understand the digital worlds, children cannot be left alone in
their interactions with digital media. Policy both expect education initiative and continued
systematic digital transformation work (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2011;
Ministry of Education and Research, 2017; Swedish Parliament, 2020) and claim the rights of
children (UN, 2018: UN, 2021). Hence, more empirical studies are needed to better under-
stand digital practices within SAECs.

Symbolic Interactionism and Inhabited Institutions

In this study, a constructivist grounded theory approach is used to understand how teachers
create meaning about their pedagogical practice, how they might change or preserve ac-
cording to altered policies (cf. Charmaz, 2014). Many terms are trying to define this process,
bringing together altered policies with the process of change or reform as “enactment” (Bell &
Stevenson, 2015), “realisation” (Donaldson, 2015) or “educational change” (Fullan, 2015).
The process can also be expounded by the theoretical frameworks of symbolic interactionism
(SI) (Blumer, 1969). SI describe the process to create meaning as emerging through human
interaction. As humans are social and reflective actors, they interpret these actions and dif-
ferent situations are thereby defined (Blumer, 1969). As highlighted by Everitt (2012) the
interpretation of situations is an ongoing and constantly changing process. In this case the
teachers’ interpretation of a situation includes expectations from new policy related to digital
competence that in one way or another influence them and their actions. Consequently, in this
study SI provides tools to understand how situations are defined and tensions might emerge
for SAEC teachers as they confront new policies for practice at SAECs.

Furthermore, the history and norms of the institution also become important prerequisites
for teachers’ possibilities to act within the institution while maintaining, shaping and changing
what is possible within the institution through their actions. According to Hallett and Ven-
tresca (2006), this is illustrated by the concept inhabited institution. On the one hand, in-
stitutions provide material conditions and guidelines for social interaction, and on the other
hand, the meanings of these institutions are constructed by the actors through their social
interaction. Hence, this concept can further help us understand the processes of how teachers
interpret and enact new policy expectations.

As Everitt (2012, p. 205) points out, “people interpret and change in their institutional
environment based on how they define their prior experience within that environment” (cf.
also Weick, 1976). What people see as important in the environment is determined by in-
stitutional rules, (here for example the SAEC organization’s policies), and how these rules are
enacted. This is explained by Charmaz (2014) as people’s main concerns. Main concerns are
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often unstated in conversations; they involve interpretations of what becomes important when
participants reflect on a subject (Charmaz, 2014).

In the study, symbolic interactionism, inhabited institutions and the concept of main
concern are used as analytical tools that help to clarify teachers’ accounts of digital activities
in the practices of SAECs. They are used to analyse how emotions or traditions may produce
options for the actions, come into conflict and/or create tensions for specific individuals and
the institution. This study will thereby contribute to understandings how SAECs as educa-
tional institutions meet new policies promoting digital competence and children’s rights. That
is, how teachers understand the “changed” expectations on their assignment in terms of how
they receive, interpret, and translate the policy into their pedagogical practice.

Method

The study is a part of a larger action research project where different aspects concerning
SAECs were studied, and the use and perceptions of digital tools were one aspect.

This study builds on reflection conversations with a group of seven SAEC teachers
involved and individual interviews with two SAEC teachers. The teachers who participated in
the reflection conversations worked at the same school while the interviews were conducted
with teachers from two other schools. Altogether, the sampling consists of teachers from three
different schools. All the participants were asked to participate in the study. The SAEC
teachers who participated in the reflection conversations had registered their interest in par-
ticipating in the action research project and the SAEC teachers who took part in the individual
interviews were asked by the researchers if they wanted to participate in the study.

Reflection Conversations

Reflection conversations were used to allow the participating teachers to share views, un-
derstandings, and feelings in a dialectical process as such discussions may cover various
subjects and can include a variety of voices (Feldman, 1999). Participants in such con-
versations can come close to one another, “to what they know, desire, imagine and believe in”
(Buchmann, 1983, p. 21). This was one way to grasp emerging concerns among the teachers
which often are implicitly expressed in conversations – an approach to understanding what
becomes important when participants reflect on a subject.

The reflection conversations were conducted in the form of a series of meetings that ran
for a period of one year and consisted of six meetings. Each individual meeting was about
ninety minutes long and the same group of SAEC teachers participated in the entire series.
During the reflection conversations the participants had the agenda to raise questions which
was of importance for them. The discussions therefore dwelt on many different issues but
contained several examples of how the SAEC teachers talked about and related to digital tools
and their use at SAECs in different ways. In the conversations, the teacher’s different ideas
could collide and mingle with other ideas. The discussions had an allowing character which
means it was enough that the teachers entered the conversation and liberated their opinions,
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they did not have to insist that their colleagues followed and agreed on what was deliberated
(Feldman, 1999).

Semi-structured Interviews

To gain an even deeper understanding of the use of digital tools at SAECs semi-structured
interviews were also conducted with two SAEC teachers to follow up the data in the reflection
conversations. This kind of interview is a flexible and powerful way to capture voices and the
ways people make meaning of their experiences (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008). The interviews
were carried out using snowball sampling as we were looking for people who had experiences
of digital activities at SAECs (Bryman, 2014). The two interviewees were initiated and
therefore provided rich material. The disadvantage of this is that we have probably obtained a
selection of SAEC teachers who might be explicitly positive about using digital tools. In these
interviews, the use of digital tools at SAECs was the explicated topic. This distinguishes the
interviews from the reflection conversations, and they provide more focused data. Each
interview was approximately 1 hour.

Analysis

Both the reflection meetings and the interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. As
previously mentioned, the data were analysed using a constructivist grounded theory approach
(Charmaz, 2014). The data were coded and categorized according to the ideas of theoretical
sampling (Ibid.), meaning that the work involved in gathering and analysing the data was an
ongoing process where initial findings led us further in the data sampling process. Thornberg
(2016, p. 357) describes this as a process where “data and theories are not simply discovered
but constructed by the researcher and participants”. In the analyses of the teachers’ discussions
and statements, the focus was on the participants’main concerns in relation to their work with
digital activities in SAEC (Charmaz, 2014). Main concerns can be understood as something
that is negotiated between the actors in SAEC (teachers and pupils), policy demands and
values.

The codes were categorized identifying five different actions described by the teachers to
relate to digital activities in SAEC:

• Avoid
• Protect
• Support
• Integrate
• Adding value

Building on the codes and categorizations two main concerns emerge among the SAEC
teachers regarding digital activities in SAEC, these can be described in terms of a tension
between to keep away versus embrace digital activities.
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Ethical Considerations

Throughout the whole research process, we have taken into consideration the ethical guide-
lines of social science research formulated by the Swedish Research Council (2017). Spe-
cifically, this means that we have informed all the participants about the overall aim of the
research and asked for their consent and all participating teachers and schools are anonymized.
In relation to the reflection conversations that were part of the larger action research project,
continual ethical reflection has been of particular importance. As action research goes on for a
long time, the consent to participate needs to be confirmed.

Results

The results are presented based on the identified “actions”, avoid, protect, support, integrate,
adding value and concluded by highlighting the tension between the participants’ main
concerns, to keep away versus embrace digital activities. The main concerns and related
actions are presented separately from each other, but this is an analytical simplification to
reach visibility and enable a discussion of the teachers’ different approaches. The categories
are more or less entangled in the teachers’ reasoning and even if an individual teacher to a
great extent describes one action, he or she can also describe other and conflicting actions.

To Keep Away from Digital Activities

The participants’ main concern related to keep away from digital activities include the as-
sociated actions; avoid and protect. Consistently, the analyses considering the tension re-
garding this main concern will be presented in the following corresponding two subsections.

Avoid

One important aspect related to digital activities in SAEC that emerged was the teachers’
preconceptions of the role digital tools play in society and within children’s lives.

Some of the teachers talked about how the SAEC should be a sort of “sanctuary” where
pupils are offered an expanded repertoire of activities and where digital activities should be
avoided. The underlying idea is that children already encounter digital activities to a large
extent and that SAEC should avoid further contributing to one-sided activities for pupils.
Anna explains how her colleagues argue about giving pupils alternative activities:

Many teachers think children should do pottery rather than playing computer games. That is a fact. But I think…when
in world history have parents not had a hard time accepting their children’s culture?
(Interview)

Anna, critically, describes a notion where teachers are concerned about what kinds of ac-
tivities children are supposed to engage in, what is “good” for them and what signifies proper
activities for children. In this case, Annas colleagues promote learning activities related to
practical references such as handicrafts and digital activities that are avoided by some
teachers. It is also clear that it is difficult for teachers to agree on how to adapt to children’s
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culture or if digital technology is appropriate for SAEC activities. We can see similar arguing
in other teachers talk about their thinking.

Digital tools are also described in terms of risk – digital activities are interpreted as not
being very good for pupils. Instead of offering opportunities for digital activities, with the risk
that pupils becoming sedentary, teachers argue that SAECs should become a place for
movement and outdoor activities. Kim advocates this:

I think the children of today spend too much time using computers. A whole net is open and there is no filter at all,
everything is only one push of a button away. I think we at the SAEC have a mission, to show them other things. Like
being outdoors, learning about nature and so on. Therefore, we do not use computers in our daily activities.
(Reflection conversation)

Nature and outdoor activities thereby seem to be viewed as central for children, signifying a
more “proper” environment for pupils, and as such become a symbol of a “good” childhood
(cf. Halldén, 2009). The teachers also see themselves as having a mission to give children
opportunities to do other things than using digital tools.

Protect

The avoidance of digital activities is also related to protection. Teachers argue that digital
activities like surfing the net or engaging in social media are unsuitable activities for children.
Their view is that there are various risks associated with for example using the internet, like
online bullying or coming across paedophiles. Hence, to “keep away” digital technologies as
computers from SAEC seems to be one approach. Nor is the use of mobile phones an option
for this group of teachers. Kim goes on to describe the opinions among her colleagues when it
comes to mobile phones:

… a sensitivity barometer among my colleagues would suggest a complete ban. We have chosen not to allow mobile
phones at the SAEC for various reasons: jealousy, equality for all and our decision that we are going to work with the
technology we have…
(Reflection conversation)

It seems like this teacher, tries to establish the opinion that most of the teachers understand
digital technology as something which risks having several negative consequences for chil-
dren in SAEC. To protect children from these negative consequences, digital activities and
technologies are banned. Instead, they emphasize other values and activities in SAEC.

To Embrace Digital Activities

The participants’ main concern to embrace digital activities include the identified actions;
support, integrate and add value. Correspondingly, the analyses regarding this concern will be
presented in three subsequent sections.

Support

Some of the teachers, pay attention to their supportive role and describe digital tools as
characterizing our modern world, emphasizing the importance of giving children competence
and knowledge to handle digital tools and ethical questions about the use of digital tools. Just
as the teachers that describe an avoiding strategy and highlight that SAEC should provide
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opportunities to other activities to complement the digital activities in children’s lives,
teachers who advocate a supportive strategy rather talk about how guidance is needed since
digital activities already are happening in children’s lives. Elsa expresses it as follows:

As a teacher you must know what the kids are doing on the web, you must follow them and give alternatives.
(Reflection conversation)

This quotation can be interpreted as it being important for teachers to relate SAEC activities to
digital media and to take into consideration the children’s interests and their digitalized
culture. At the same time, it is of importance to be active and show them alternatives during
their activities online. SAEC should, hence, both utilize and support children’s digital use.

Giving support is also related to possible risks and the teachers talk about how children
must be given support to manage risk. In this, the teachers also struggle with their competence
and uncertainty about whether they always have enough skills to support children’s digital
use. Karen explains:

I think the children are much more knowledgeable than we adults are because they have tried to push the buttons of a
computer. And so I hope we are there and can help them if needed.
(Reflection conversation)

At the same time as children are viewed as competent digital users, this becomes a teaching
problem since teachers might not always be able to support them properly. In Karen’s
statement, digital competence becomes both a strength to build on and an issue to be handled.

So, even when teachers seem positive towards using digital tools at SAECs, they also
describe them as potentially problematic. Having digital skills as a teacher is largely about
managing the dilemmas that can arise when using technology. The role of the teacher is to
guide the pupils. Being able to do this, based on the interests of the pupils, probably requires
teachers who are interested and present in the pupils’ digital activities. As an example, the
teachers at one SAEC described the characters in one of the computer games that the children
played frequently as being very gender-stereotyped. To address this issue, the teachers created
an avatar of their own and played the game with the children. The teachers’ inside knowledge,
in this case, created a good opportunity to discuss the activities within the games and gender
issues.

Integrate

Some teachers emphasize that digital media brings value for pupils attending SAECs. These
teachers see digital devices as tools for learning that offer enhanced options as communication
tools, as searching tools, for Edu-gaming or collaborative learning. It is also highlighted, how
the digital tools/activities are something that pupils need to gain knowledge about, now and
for the future. The teachers emphasize that they have an important role to play in guiding and
helping pupils in the digital world. They underline the importance of SAECs as a learning
institution that should prepare pupils for the forthcoming need to use digital tools. It is also
stressed that SAECs are an institution that might become especially qualified for this as-
signment, in this way, the digital activities are integrated into a SAEC approach. The teacher
Martin says:

I think digital tools at the SAEC offer enormous opportunities to access things that few other institutions do. I’m
thinking first and foremost about the socio-digital…
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… and the possibility to teach children and pupils how to deal with the digital from a social perspective, and I almost
think that we have exclusive rights, or the SAEC has such a unique opportunity to do it.
(Interview)

Here, the SAEC core assignment is underlined along with the opportunity to train pupils how
to act and behave with social media and social digital networks. Martin has discovered that it
might be possible to harness the social dynamics for learning agendas that are often keyed to
adult social worlds and how the SAEC might have an exclusive opportunity for successful
intervention in these socio-digital spaces that other institutions do not have.

Adding Value

There are also several other aspects highlighted by the teachers where they believe that digital
tools add value for the pupils at the SAEC. They argue, for example, that digital media might
offer time for relaxation and recovery for the pupils. One teacher, John, says:

I usually take an example of a pupil to explain how time with digital tools offers a space to relax. He comes around 7
am and has been at school the whole day. He has time for SAEC in the afternoon and a little bit in the morning, and
when it’s three o’clock he has time to sit down and play computer games for a short while. At that point, he has had
eight hours of a social inferno.
As a teacher, I can understand that you may need to have time for gaming then and just take it easy because the
activities we have at school and SAEC are all pumped up and we have few activities for those who need to recharge
their energy.
(Reflection conversation)

As school days are long and intense, this teacher sees an opportunity for the pupil to relax and
reenergize while gaming for a while, by himself. The teacher exemplifies this further by
drawing a parallel to ‘before’ when the pupils did the same thing by reading comics. In this
case, the fact that “digital tools offer a space to relax” contributes to the execution of one of
SAEC’s assignments, that pupils must be allowed to rest and recreation.

Another aspect that is considered to add value is that digital tools might help pupils who
require special support. Karen exemplifies this by speaking about a boy who has difficulties
with social relationships and connecting with other pupils, and who has severe difficulties
taking part in playground games.

You know, we cannot get him involved in playing ordinarily, so now we have a more relaxed way where he can feel
that he does not have to show us something all the time /…/
So, for this image of himself, he could do this digitally and that meant that other children also engaged in this and
talked with him. It became a different kind of social interaction. He was very skilled at this, and it adds to his status in
the group when he can talk about this.
(Reflection conversation)

In this case, the teachers have allowed the boy to stick to digital activities instead, to solve
some of his social interaction problems. However, it seems that the teachers are conscious and
concerned about this solution, as they explain why they have had to ignore the ordinary rules
and they argue for the solution by pointing out the status the boy has now gained in the group.

As illustrated in the result section as a whole, some teachers at SAEC strive for en-
gagement with digital activities and thus attempt to support, integrate, or see digital activities
as adding value to the children, while other teachers put up resistance to the assignment aiming
for digital competence. In the latter case, digital activities are avoided and SAEC should offer
protection and alternatives to them.
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Emerging Tensions: Consequences for the Digital Practices at the SAEC

This section allows us to understand how the teachers manage the stipulated assignment to
include digital activities in SAEC, as well as how the teachers do not act independently from
history and the inhabited norms of the SAECs (cf. Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). It became
evident in the analyses, that pressure for change created tensions between different values
related to digital activities at the SAEC. The teachers coped with the situation in different
ways, with different actions. Even if not explicitly stated in the conversations, it became
obvious that when teachers reflected on the subject of digital activities at SAEC, two main
concerns emerged: to keep away from digital activities or to embrace digital activities.
However, the identified main concerns do not arise in a vacuum but are linked to both
traditions and the conditions at SAECs where policy plays one important part. Yet, the
teachers’ different concerns, their various actions and the emerging tensions are expected to
affect both present and future prospects for digital activities at SAEC. According to the
identified main concerns of SAEC teachers in this study, there are at least two different angles
that can be distinguished to impinge the practice’s possibilities, both conform to traditions and
conditions at SAEC. For example, one explanation for teachers to engage in and provide
digital activities for the pupils can be that he/she leans on the part of SAEC tradition that
emphasises children’s interests and their digital culture; another explanation can thus be the
condition that one teacher has own digital competence, for example, based on own interest or
continuing education.

In the same way, teachers who argue that digital activities should have little or no space in
the SAEC can do so based on traditions in line with for example ideas of SAEC as a place for
handicraft activities and outdoor time (cf. Halldén, 2009; Jansson, 2018) or based on other
conditions as, for example, several participants highlight that there is a shortage of digital tools
at SAEC. One of the teachers describes “at the SAEC there are only five tablets for more than
100 pupils”. So, in this context, of importance is also to underline other circumstances that
affect the work with digital activities at SAEC. In the interviews, the SAECs teachers high-
lighted a lack of competence to work with digital tools. Many of the teachers seemed to look
upon themselves as lacking this competence related to their work as teachers, but they also
reflected on the challenge of developing these skills. In the long run, it can be expected that
matters like these will affect how SAEC teachers handle the pressure from policy to include
digital activities or not.

Altogether, what the results show is how teachers’ accounts of what is happening in
SAECs practices are affected by inhabited values of the institution as well as the conditions for
the practice including policy reforms asking for digitalization. It has been illustrated how the
SAEC teachers’ different actions associated with concerns around digital activities are es-
tablished in various degrees somewhere between the antidotes “keep away” from digital
activities and/or “embrace” them. Accordingly, the tensions do affect what kind of digital
practices children can take part in at the SAECs. The consequences are that sometimes digital
activities are possible, at other times (other SAECs) such activities become impossible. The
effect of this is inequity, as some children are entitled to profit from digital environments, but
others do not have this designated right highlighted in recent policy (e.g. Livingstone, 2016;
UN, 2018; UN, 2021). Of course, this is not the case everywhere, which also is illustrated in
this study.
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Discussion

This study has focused on how SAEC teachers are increasingly expected to adopt recent
educational policy reforms highlighting digital competence both as a requirement and a right
for all children. What is illustrated is how learning environments including digital tools can be
troublesome for teachers at the SAEC, an organization that is characterized by informal
learning situations where children’s perspectives are considered important at the same time
anticipated is, according to government policies, that learning activities should include a
variety of technology-based approaches for content delivery, goal-oriented learner support,
and assessment.

Even though this study is limited, as it represents a few SAECs, it shows clearly how
teachers are concerned how to deal with the expectations. Two main concerns are found
emerging as a tension among the teachers regarding digital activities at SAEC. That is a
tension related to the main concerns to keep away and/or embrace digital activities. The
tension is constructed in an interplay among the identified actions to avoid, protect, support
and integrate digital activities as well as their potential to add value. The analyses show how
the main concerns are negotiated between the actors in SAEC (teachers and pupils), policy
demands and values. Actions are directed to, for example, the teachers’ individual beliefs such
as what constitutes a ‘good childhood’, digital tools as potential risks for children, fear of the
digital world, etcetera. Also, the inhabited values within the institution come into being in this
negotiation, such as a desire to be “something else” for children or wanting to offer experi-
ences that children do not get at home or in school. Similar, the conditions within the
institution as (in)sufficient access to digital tools and digital competence among teachers
matters in the bargaining. The intermingling relations, the tension within the SAEC in-
stitutions, affect teachers’ possibilities to act and distribute digital activities. So, in these rather
strained processes, SAEC teachers are recognized as actors who act in different ways towards
new reforms and policymaking (Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). It is therefore suggested that the
Swedish Digitalization Commission (2014) still might be right in their statement that many
teachers are concerned about using digital tools: some teachers arrange digital activities and
see potentials from these in their practice, but many are not really involved in or avoid digital
activities, or even actively resist digital activities in their practice.

Irrespective of the reasons for the emerging tensions and regardless of arguments from
teachers who are pro or anti-digital media, the tensions lead to an uneven distribution of
learning activities with digital tools at SAECs. Consequently, the formal/informal education
around digital activities that takes place at SAECs does not always offer opportunities for all
pupils to be digitally empowered. This being the case, it is obvious that such disparities are
creating genuinely unfair treatment of children’s requirements and right to develop digital
competence.

Pushes for educational improvement where more equity in this matter is important.
Digital tools need probably to be more widely accessible and critically used at SAECs as they
are a part of children’s everyday life. Teaching at SAECs needs to give all pupils opportunities
to discuss the potentials and risks of digital tools, to develop digital competence. Of course, it
is difficult to achieve equity regarding the distribution of digital activities, but the occurring
situation calls for educational awareness to ensure that the rights of also young children can be
upheld in relation to their digital sphere in the worlds of today and tomorrow. Therefore, it is
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essential to further address the relationship between digital media on the one hand and the
question of policy reforms for institutional development of SAECs on the other. Further
research is needed about intermingling relations and the teachers’main concerns according to
digital activities. To achieve an equal and coherent approach to children’s evident right to
develop digital competencies a deeper understanding of this interplay, affecting the (im)
possible practices of the SAEC to fulfil its assignment, is central.
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