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Abstract: This study examines the challenges that school-age educare (SAEC) staff faced
during the Covid-19 pandemic, with a particular focus on support provided to pupils with
disabilities and special educational needs. The empirical material consists of qualitative in-
terviews with staff from compulsory schools and special needs compulsory schools. In total,
19 interviews were conducted, ten individual and nine group interviews, comprising a total of
39 informants. The study draws on symbolic interactionism and the framework of inhabited
institutions. The analysis was carried out using constructivist grounded theory as the meth-
odological approach.

The findings indicates that SAEC staff often work across both school and SAEC, acting
as a consistent link across pupils’ daily activities and making them pivotal in shaping pupils’
everyday experiences and support structures. This positions them as central actors in pupils’
lives. During the pandemic, extensive organisational changes challenged SAEC’s mission to
offer alternative practices and experiences, as restrictions made collaboration between groups
and school forms impossible. Furthermore, SAEC’s role as a meeting and transition place was
undermined by high teacher absenteeism and the prohibition of parental access to school
premises. For pupils in need of support, these circumstances created significant difficulties for
SAEC in providing adequate assistance and in maintaining a holistic approach to pupils’
needs.
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Introduction

In the wake of the Covid-19 pandemic, a substantial body of research has highlighted various
consequences for the education system (e.g. Beaton, Codina, & Wharton, 2021). These
studies show that pupils facing different forms of vulnerability encountered even greater
challenges during the pandemic, partly because they were often more dependent on adults
than others (Bagattini, 2019; Zhang et al., 2022). Research suggests that extended education
offerings played an important role during this period, while facing challenges such as digital
divides and resource shortages, and underscoring the importance of strong school-community
partnerships (Sliwa et al., 2022). This article focuses on the consequences for a specific
educational practice within the Swedish school system: the school-age educare centre
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(SAEC), with particular attention to how it supports pupils with disabilities and how staff
describe their ability to provide support during SAEC time under pandemic conditions.

To contextualise the findings of this study, the Swedish approach is particularly sig-
nificant. Unlike many other countries, Sweden did not impose strict lockdown measures.
Instead, its strategy relied primarily on voluntary behavioral adjustments. Compulsory schools
remained open at the national level (Bjorkman, et al., 2023), as the Public Health Agency of
Sweden emphasised that school attendance was in the best interests of children and constituted
an important health determinant (ECDC, 2023).

This does not mean that schooling continued without disruption. Schools implemented
new routines, including social distancing, restrictions on external visitors such as parents, and
the cancellation of activities like field trips and community events. Temporary local closures
were also introduced during periods of high infection rates. For children with disabilities,
authorities underscored the importance of prioritizing their access to education, even during
closures. Nevertheless, evidence suggests that some pupils with disabilities experienced
significant absenteeism, either due to illness or because they belonged to high-risk groups
(SNAE, 2022).

The Swedish School-Age Educare Context

The Swedish SAEC is an education and leisure provision that is part of the school-system. It is
tasked with complementing formal education, primarily by offering learning in alternative
ways. Emphasis is placed on group-oriented, experience-based, and situational learning ap-
proaches (SNAE, 2024). In Sweden, a large proportion of the youngest pupils participate in
SAEC, amounting to nearly half a million (SNAE, 2025). This includes pupils in need of
special support.

The Swedish education system integrates compulsory school, preschool class, and SAEC
into a unified structure designed to support pupils’ development and learning throughout the
day, where different professional groups contribute to a holistic perspective on pupils and their
needs (Lago et al., 2022). These school forms share policy documents and are often housed in
the same building, under the same principal, with shared staff and premises. Collaboration
with parents is a central component of these kinds of structure, particularly for pupils with
special educational needs, where home and school cooperation is essential to ensure appro-
priate support (e. g., Falkmer, et al., 2015). However, studies have shown that such cooper-
ation was significantly disrupted during the pandemic (e.g., Lipkin & Crepeau-Hobson,
2023).

SAEC and Pupils with Disabilities

While the Swedish SAEC has traditionally been characterised as an inclusive pedagogical
practice, enabling participation irrespective of individual circumstances, Karlsudd (2020)
longitudinal research indicates an increasing tendency toward segregated solutions for spe-
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cific pupil groups, including those in adapted education. This development is often linked to
increasing demands for SAEC to function as a site for learning. Given that SAEC has a
complementary role in supporting pupils’ learning, it is essential that assistance for pupils is
provided consistently throughout the entire day. This is particularly crucial for pupils with
disabilities, who often require additional time and support to engage meaningfully in learning
processes. Although research on SAEC’s work with pupils with disabilities is limited
(Bostrom & Elvstrand, 2025), existing studies of similar provisions indicate that staff often
report a lack of resources and insufficient competence to provide adequate support and that the
support often is given in segregated solutions (Finnvold, 2018). Such practices reflect a
broader pattern where children with disabilities are not included in regular education in the
same way compared to their peers (Van Mieghem, et. al., 2020).

In 2024, the Swedish Schools Inspectorate reviewed how schools managed to provide
pupils with support throughout the entire day, both during regular school hours and during
time spent at SAEC centres. The review revealed significant shortcomings, as SAEC staff
were often excluded when planning various support measures for pupils. Furthermore, it
identified an absence of structured collaboration between staff in various settings (Swedish
Schools Inspectorate, 2024).

As a central part of the Swedish education system and a daily experience for most younger
pupils, SAEC plays a significant role in their education and often serves as a key point of
interaction for parents, functioning as a transitional space between home and school (Si-
monsson, 2026). These features make SAEC a critical arena for examining how educational
practices adapted — or struggled to adapt — during the pandemic, particularly for pupils with
disabilities, for whom disruptions in routines may have had profound implications for
learning, participation, and well-being.

Aim and Research Question

The aim of this study is to contribute knowledge about the challenges that emerged within
SAEC during the Covid-19 pandemic, with a specific focus on supporting pupils with dis-
abilities and special educational needs.

The study is guided by the following research questions:

e What role was attributed to SAEC in supporting pupils with special educational needs, and
how did this role change during the pandemic?

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in the framework of inhabited institutions, which offers an under-
standing of how institutional practices are shaped, maintained, and transformed through
everyday social interactions. Drawing on symbolic interactionism (Blumer, 1969), this per-
spective bridges structural and interactionist approaches by focusing on how individuals
create meaning in their daily work while simultaneously navigating institutional norms, rules,
and expectations (Hallett & Ventresca, 2006). From this perspective, institutions are not seen
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as fixed entities, but as lived and negotiated through the actions and interpretations of those
who inhabit them.

In the context of SAEC, this means that staff are not simply carrying out predefined tasks;
they are actively interpreting, adapting, and sometimes reshaping institutional practices in
response to changing conditions. This was particularly evident during the Covid-19 pandemic,
when established routines had to be reorganised or reinvented. The framework highlights how
meaning-making processes are central to institutional life. Staff members engage in ongoing
negotiations about what is important, what is possible, and how to prioritise their work,
especially under conditions of uncertainty or constraint. These negotiations are shaped by both
individual intentions and structural conditions, such as available resources, organisational
norms, and the legitimacy attributed to their role. In this way, the study also draws on an
action-theoretical perspective, which emphasises how actions are guided by intentions, norms,
and interpretations of context (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). By combining these perspectives,
the study explores how SAEC staff made sense of SAEC’s role in supporting pupils with
disabilities during the pandemic, and how their actions contributed to either maintaining or
transforming institutional arrangements in a time of crisis.

Previous research

Research focusing on SAEC and pupils with disabilities is limited. Staff in SAEC report
having pupils in need of special support, yet they find it challenging to secure adequate
resources, both in terms of personnel and professional competence to meet these needs
(Karlsudd, 2020; Wernholm, 2023). Elvstrand et al. (2022) show that staff describe resources
as limited, which makes it difficult to meet pupils’ needs, for example providing in-
dividualised support. Furthermore, the environment in SAEC is described as a factor that can
increase pupils’ need for support.

A survey targeting SAEC staff indicates that special support measures are often lacking,
even when pupils have identified needs. This can partly be understood in relation to the
difficulty of distinguishing between different types of support needs (Bostrom et al., 2024).
Research also shows that SAEC’s socio-pedagogical tradition can lead staff to perceive
ideological tensions when defining individual pupil’s needs, as this may conflict with their
more group-oriented approach (Augustsson & Hornell, 2021; Lundbéck, 2022).

Research on staff in extended education during the COVID-19 pandemic remains scarce.
Existing studies indicate that out-of-school-time programmes supported pupils’ learning and
well-being during school closures by providing access to technology, meals, and social ac-
tivities, despite facing challenges such as digital divides, infection risks, and resource
shortages. Strong school-community partnerships appear to have been crucial for pupils’
development and health (Sliwa et al., 2022). In line with this, a Portuguese study found that
children who had access to after-school activities during Covid-19 reported higher levels of
well-being than those who did not participate, highlighting the considerable potential of such
provisions, which is not always fully realised (de Oliveira et al., 2023). Similarly, an English
study stresses that children’s social relationships became more difficult to maintain during the
pandemic, and that school-organised leisure activities played an important role in helping to
sustain these connections to some extent (Walker et al., 2023).
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Montgomery (2022) demonstrates that staff in a US-based extended education pro-
gramme adapted their work during the pandemic by prioritising contact and relationships and
creating new formats for engagement. Their work was characterised by flexibility, empathy,
and a strong focus on young people’s well-being. Similarly, Bae et al. (2023) show that the
pandemic amplified the need for relationship-centred, differentiated support, with particular
attention to addressing emerging “left behind” risks. In the same vein, a study on Swedish
SAEC (Ackesjo, 2022) reveals that the pandemic led staff to place greater emphasis on
relationships and security in their practice. During the Covid-19 pandemic, SAEC became one
of the educational arenas where fundamental values and priorities were put to the test. While
there is a growing body of research on how schools were affected by the pandemic, there is a
notable lack of studies focusing specifically on SAEC practice.

Method

The data for this study consists of qualitative interviews with school staff from both com-
pulsory schools and compulsory schools for pupils with intellectual disabilities. The inter-
views were conducted either individually or in groups comprising several individuals from the
same school. In total, 19 interviews were carried out, ten individual interviews and nine group
interviews with between two and seven participants, encompassing a total of 39 informants.

For the purposes of this study, the selection has been narrowed to those parts of the data
that explicitly concern the SAEC, rather than the compulsory school or schooling in general.
Of the 19 interviews, 14 were re-analysed with a focus on SAEC practices. This sample
includes 32 informants representing various educational professions: ten SAEC teachers,
eight compulsory schoolteachers, four preschool teachers, five special needs teachers or
special educational needs coordinators, one headteacher, and four individuals without formal
pedagogical training.

All informants have experience supporting pupils with disabilities and those requiring
special support. They work at 16 schools, including 14 municipal schools and 2 independent
schools. The schools are geographically spread across rural areas, small towns, larger cities,
and metropolitan areas. The interviews were semi-structured and based on a thematically
organised interview guide with open-ended questions. This structure allowed informants to
highlight aspects perceived as significant (cf. Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). The interviews
were conducted by one or two interviewers, either at the informants’ workplace or digitally,
and lasted between 40 minutes and 1.5 hours.

The study adheres to Swedish research ethics guidelines (Swedish Research Council,
2024). All participants received information about the study’s purpose, that participation was
voluntary, and that they could withdraw at any time without negative consequences. This
information was provided orally and/or in writing prior to data collection, and informed
consent was obtained in accordance with good research practice. To protect participants’
privacy, no names were used in the documentation, and any potentially identifying details
were altered. The project has also undergone ethical review and was approved by the Swedish
Ethical Review Authority (registration number 2022-02130-01).

The interviews were transcribed verbatim in its entirety and analyzed using Constructivist
Grounded Theory (CGT) as outlined by Charmaz (2014). The analysis was conducted in three
phases. The first phase, initial coding, involved coding the material line by line to identify key
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aspects of the informants’ accounts, their main concern (cf. Glaser, 1978). In this step,
statements explicitly related to the SAEC centre were also marked.

In the second phase, focused coding, the initial codes were grouped into clusters and
developed into more specific categories. Various forms of collaboration and cooperation
emerged as central themes in the informants’ descriptions.

The third phase, theoretical coding, focused on identifying relationships between the
emerging codes (Lindqvist & Forsberg, 2023). At this stage, the analysis was related to the
study’s theoretical framework, enabling a deeper understanding of how school staff interpret
the function of the SAEC centre within the support network surrounding pupils in need of
support. Using theory as an analytical tool revealed nuances in the material, particularly how
staff understandings influence the role of the SAEC centre in supporting pupils.

Results

SAEC staff often work across both schools and SAEC, making them key figures in pupils’
daily lives. They frequently interact with parents during drop-off and pick-up, and in some
cases, support assistants from school day also work in SAEC. These overlapping roles create a
need for close collaboration to ensure continuity and coherence in support and learning.

The interviews highlight that a key aspect of SAEC practice in supporting pupils with
diverse needs is collaboration, both with other professional groups within the school and with
families. Collaboration is not static; it is continuously negotiated and enacted in diverse ways.
The pandemic highlighted how essential collaboration was for pupils with disabilities, as it
had to be reshaped and adapted, sometimes disrupting established norms and practices.

Our analysis identified three forms of collaboration that emerged as central in the nar-
ratives about working with pupils with disabilities and special educational needs, forms that
were challenged in diverse ways during the pandemic:

e School-age Educare’s Mission to offer alternative practices and experiences
e School-age Educare Staff as a consistent link across pupils‘ daily activities
e School-age Educare as a meeting and transition place

School-age Educare’s Mission to offer alternative practices and
experiences

The Covid-19 pandemic was described to have a profound impact on both schools and SAEC
centres. SAEC’s more flexible mandate allowed it to adapt in ways that were less feasible
within the rigid structure of formal schooling. Although the national strategy aimed to keep
schools open, SAEC’s mission to support play, learning, and social interaction required major
reorganisation. A common adjustment was moving activities outdoors to comply with in-
fection-control guidelines. For example, Kerstin, a SAEC teacher, described how the entire
centre’s activities were moved outdoors for nearly a year:

We were outside until half past four, to the children’s great disappointment. Yes, we kept it up for almost a year.
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She explained that, initially, it was difficult to know what kinds of activities could be con-
ducted outdoors. However, over time, the nature of the activities changed, and pupils were
able to engage in tasks such as weaving or LEGO building, activities previously confined to
indoor settings. This illustrates how the pandemic demanded innovative thinking and re-
negotiation of how activities could be carried out.

When it came to supporting pupils in need of additional support, the SAEC setting is often
highlighted for its unique pedagogical potential to offer something different. Its more flexible
structure allows pupils who struggle with traditional classroom demands, such as sitting still
and maintaining concentration, to participate in a more open and adaptable environment.
Adam emphasised this potential, stating:

You can adapt based on the group you have and the content you want to work with. That possibility doesn’t exist in
school.

However, during the pandemic, it became increasingly difficult to meet pupils’ diverse needs.
This was particularly challenging when established routines were disrupted and when staff
shortages made it difficult to maintain consistent support. One of the teachers in compulsory
school, Marielle, reflected:

SAEC is a bit more flexible. And even though that can be nice sometimes, the children have less energy in the
afternoons, I felt there were more outbursts in the afternoons. There wasn’t much patience, and the staff had to rethink
how to make things clearer for those children, especially in the afternoons.

One of the core missions of SAEC is to foster social relationships, a task considered especially
important for pupils in need of support. This work can be understood as boundary work, since
staff are involved not only in SAEC activities but also in supervising recess and facilitating
pupils’ social interactions throughout the school day. Benjamin, who works in Compulsory
school for pupils with intellectual disabilities and in SAEC, described how the proactive work
with social relationships during the school day was hindered by staff shortages:

When you’re out during recess, it becomes more about supervising because you might be the only adult out there with
quite a few pupils. So mostly, you just walk around watching what they’re doing and don’t really have time to help
them get involved in play and so on.

Similar accounts were shared in several interviews, indicating that the professional task of
supporting pupils’ social development was often deprioritised and replaced by mere super-
vision. As one teacher, Beata put it,” there was simply no time left to resolve conflicts”. A
consequence of the pandemic was thus that SAEC’s distinctive mission, to offer something
beyond formal schooling by working flexibly and fostering pupils’ social learning, proved
particularly difficult to uphold. This was largely due to the need for stricter boundaries
regarding where pupils could be and what they were allowed to do. Consequently, SAEC
practice lost much of what makes it unique. Staff also described challenges in fulfilling their
core task of fostering pupils’ social relationships, as limited personnel resources meant that
instead of working proactively, they were often confined to monitoring or mediating when
conflicts arose.
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School-age Educare staff as a consistent link across pupils’ daily activities

The interviews highlight that during the pandemic, SAEC centres often served as hubs of
collaboration within the school, primarily through the work of their staff. SAEC staff typically
hold responsibilities that span the entire school day, opening the centre in the morning,
working during school hours, and continuing their work in the afternoon SAEC. This con-
tinuity, often referred to as a “unifying thread”, or that the staff describe themselves as being
with the pupils throughout the day and seeing them in many different situations. This whole-
day perspective was considered particularly valuable by both school and SAEC staff. It was
especially important for pupils with support needs, as it allowed SAEC staff to know what had
happened during the school day — and vice versa — providing crucial context for understanding
a pupil’s behaviour.

However, SAEC staff reported significant challenges maintaining this continuity during
the pandemic. This was particularly evident within the context of Compulsary School for
Pupils with Intellectual Disabilities. The whole day-perspective was strained by organisational
disruptions, particularly due to frequent staff absences. As a result, SAEC staff were often
described as “elastic bands”, stretched beyond their intended roles to fill gaps elsewhere. One
SAEC teacher described the situation as follows:

On a good day, when everyone was healthy, there might be six of us working at the SAEC centre, and then things
would run smoothly. But if three of them were off, well... we couldn’t really use the morning staff either, or, I mean,
we could, but then they’d have to work overtime, since they’d already started at six in the morning [laughs]. So that
was the issue, finding enough staff was really difficult.

During the pandemic, compulsory school teaching was prioritised, rather than the extended
offerings of SAEC. As a result, SAEC staff, who had tasks both in compulsory school and in
SAEC, were often left to find ad hoc solutions to meet various needs throughout the school
day. One SAEC teacher, Britt, described the logistical challenges of staffing, noting how “not
everyone [scheduled] could work in the afternoon”, this is because some staff can only work
in the school, whereas SAEC staff are expected to cover both the school and the SAEC.
Consequently, as SAEC staff needed to prioritise compulsory school, SAEC activities were
frequently carried out despite staff shortages.

The differing status and mandates of school and SAEC teaching are well documented in
Swedish research (e.g. Hjalmarsson & Léfdahl Hultman, 2015; Haglund & Bostrom, 2022).
The analysis suggests that the pandemic and the pressure to meet the needs of different
educational settings with reduced resources further intensified these tensions.

Although the dominant narrative points to a deprioritisation of SAEC’s teaching, staffs
work with social relationships, and the capacity to meet pupils’ diverse needs, there were also
contrasting examples. Some interviewees described how the pandemic prompted both school
and SAEC staff to adopt new ways of working, leading to increased collaboration. In a group
interview, the participants emphasised that the situation demanded “flexibility and coopera-
tion, and trying to find alternative solutions”. This resulted in staff collaborating and sup-
porting each other across both the school and the SAEC, a practice they noted did not exist
prior to the pandemic. This reorganisation, driven by necessity during the pandemic, led to a
partial redefinition of previous work tasks and professional roles.
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School-age Educare as a meeting and transition place

The pandemic was described as having significantly disrupted practices that relied on shared
physical spaces and inter-group interaction within schools. Public health restrictions required
pupils and staff to remain in small, consistent groups, making shared spaces and cross-group
activities impossible. Before the pandemic, routines had often been established that enabled
collaboration between SAEC centres in mainstream and adapted schools. These included joint
activities like friendship days or collaborative activities during the breaks and shared re-
sponsibilities for opening and closing times. However, such practices came to a complete halt
during the pandemic. Tobias, an assistant for pupils with special needs who is training to
become a SAEC teacher, reflected:

We went from being integrated to segregated. And it hasn’t been returned since.

This shift created a clearer divide between pupils in different school forms, as organizational
constraints reduced opportunities for interaction. Staff reported that this lack of contact
weakened mutual understanding between groups and made inclusive practices harder to
achieve. The impact went beyond school forms: collaboration aimed at offering pupils more
varied activities became challenging, as SAEC departments within the same school could no
longer work together. Maria, a preschool teacher, described the change in the following way:

It [collaboration] disappeared completely. All forms of large gatherings were gone, even outdoors. We weren’t
allowed to have anything like that. Small things like reading groups, for example, that we used to have, disappeared
completely. So, it was a huge change.

Since SAEC centres often accommodate large groups of pupils, even collaboration within the
centres was affected. Staff described how the groups had to be divided, which felt exclu-
sionary:

It was really just because they had to keep their distance and all that. So, they stayed in their own SAEC group and the
others stayed in theirs, just so we wouldn’t mix groups too much.

This meant that pupils no longer had the same opportunity as before to choose which activities
they wanted to engage in. Furthermore, the possibility for social interaction decreased, as
pupils were only able to interact with a smaller group of peers. Restrictions also limited
opportunities for activities in the wider community.

An important part of the SAEC centre’s role is maintaining contact with parents, as staff
are often the ones who meet them during drop-off and pick-up. These moments usually
provide opportunities to share how the pupil’s day has been. During the pandemic, however,
parental contact had to be minimised. In the schools studied, handovers were moved outdoors,
both in the morning and afternoon. This reduced the opportunities for dialogue. Informants
stressed that this reduction was particularly critical for pupils in need of special support, as
regular communication with parents is essential for coordinating care and ensuring continuity
in support strategies.

I can say that I have never experienced such poor parental contact during my years in SAEC centres. When corona hit,
the school closed in the sense that you picked up your children outside. We’re one floor up, and that has continued.
Even though we’ve attended parental meetings and invited them in, come in, if you’re lucky you’ll get a cup of
coffee,” things like that—but no.
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This highlights how the everyday, spontaneous exchanges that normally occur during drop-
off and pick-up were replaced by distant, formalised communication. This undermined re-
lational continuity and made it harder to coordinate support, particularly for pupils with
special needs. Physical meetings were replaced by phone calls, which reduced personal
contact and affected communication:

Yes, you could tell. There were a lot of phone calls instead of that personal contact. And even after the pandemic, it
lingered—parents continued to call because it was a bit convenient too. Calling from the car, you know, sending the
child out and so on.

This shows that the pandemic not only disrupted practices temporarily but also created lasting
changes in interaction patterns. Convenience became a factor, which further weakened
SAEC’s function as a relational bridge between home and school. Taken together, these
changes reveal how SAEC’s integrative role, as a space for transitions, social encounters, and
collaboration, was severely constrained. The centre shifted from being a flexible meeting
point to a more isolated and compartmentalized environment, with consequences not only for
pupils’ social opportunities but also for the continuity of support that staff consider essential,
particularly for those in need of special assistance.

Discussion

The study shows that the pandemic led to significant and far-reaching changes throughout the
entire school organisation. Staff repeatedly described how they were required to adjust and
modify their working methods to cope with new circumstances. These adaptations were not
merely procedural adjustments but involved renegotiating core practices, highlighting how
institutional routines are lived and reinterpreted in practice (cf. Hallett & Ventresca, 2006).
The pandemic required them to renegotiate what was considered essential to manage everyday
life. In line with Sweden’s policy to keep schools open for younger pupils and those with
special needs whenever possible, this became an overarching principle to adhere to. In
practice, this meant that new routines and working methods had to be established. Rather than
being formalised, these negotiations were enacted through everyday work, illustrating the
concept of inhabited institutions where staff actively interpret and reshape institutional norms
in response to changing conditions. The results indicate that the conditions for SAEC centres
changed significantly during the pandemic, making visible their crucial role as a collaborative
hub within schools and in relation to families. This in turn affected pupils with disabilities and
those requiring special support, particularly pupils attending Compulsary School for Pupils
with Intellectual Disabilities. Collaboration within schools and between school and SAEC
centre was reduced and, in many cases, completely suspended. The absence of these in-
tegrative practices underscored how SAEC functions as a bridge, connecting different school
forms and linking school with home. These altered conditions impacted the ability to provide
special educational support, especially in social situations.

For pupils with disabilities or in need of special support, these changes were particularly
evident. The previously established organisational collaboration between different school
forms, where SAEC centres play a crucial role, was disrupted during the pandemic. This
affected pupils with disabilities in both adapted compulsory schools and mainstream settings.
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The pandemic thus exposed the fragility of these inclusive structures and, at the same time,
highlighted SAEC’s potential to counteract isolation when conditions allow.

Communication between parents and SAEC staff was also challenged, reducing the flow
of information between school, SAEC centre, and home. SAEC staff often interact with class
teachers and observe pupils throughout the school day. When pupils are dropped off and
picked up at SAEC centres, staff can share information from school to home, while guardians
can provide updates to the school (see Falkmer et al., 2015). During the pandemic, this
exchange diminished as physical meetings were replaced by brief phone calls between
guardians and SAEC staff. Staff emphasized that this loss of informal dialogue was partic-
ularly critical for pupils in need of special support, as relational continuity is essential for
coordinating care.

Additionally, the spatial reorganisation of activities, such as moving SAEC practices
outdoors, transformed daily routines and reshaped conditions for interaction and participation.
While outdoor settings offered new opportunities for play and social engagement, they also
introduced challenges related to continuity, accessibility, and inclusion, particularly for pupils
with disabilities. These adjustments show that SAEC practices were not fixed but renegotiated
under exceptional circumstances, where health regulations intersected with pedagogical goals
and inclusive values, reinforcing the view of SAEC as an inhabited institution. Similar pat-
terns have been observed in other studies, where staff prioritised relationships and security
during the pandemic, emphasising care and well-being over other goals (Ackesjo, 2022;
Montgomery, 2022; Bae et al., 2023).

Taken together, the pandemic revealed both the vulnerability and the potential of SAEC
as a meeting and transition place, especially for pupils who depend on flexible structures,
varied social opportunities, and strong home-school collaboration.

Implications

The findings of this study point to several implications for SAEC and comparable extended-
education settings in other national contexts. The study underscores the importance of
maintaining a whole-day perspective in education, in which SAE staff play a central role in
connecting formal schooling with pupils’ everyday experiences. To sustain this bridging
function, there is a need for greater institutional recognition of SAEC as an integral part of the
education system, including systematic inclusion of staff in planning, communication and
decision-making processes. Further, the findings highlight the significance of adequate or-
ganisational conditions for SAEC practice. This includes sufficient staffing, as well as time for
collaboration and continuity in pedagogical work. Without such conditions, the relational and
meaning-making dimensions of SAEC risk being reduced, particularly under changing or
demanding circumstances.

Finally, the Swedish case illustrates the potential consequences of deprioritising extended
education during crises. When SAEC is positioned as peripheral, important aspects of pupils’
wellbeing, participation and informal learning may be overlooked. This suggests that emer-
gency preparedness and crisis management in education need to explicitly include SAEC
perspectives.
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