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Abstract
Due to the emergence of new forms of preschools and parents’ increased freedom of choice regarding early childhood educa-
tion, more research on parental preschool preferences is needed. Although preschool offers a seedbed for the development 
of knowledge and competencies, this development matures through interaction with parents. Therefore, parental expecta-
tions and wishes are very likely to affect children’s learning. The mobile preschool is a new form of educational practice in 
Sweden where children travel by bus to different places for play and learning. This form of preschool can potentially lay a 
foundation for social and ecological sustainability because children learn to meet diverse people, explore different places, and 
spend time in nature. We interviewed 15 parents of children in a mobile preschool, most from a middle-class background. 
The main aim was to explore how these parents explain their choice of this type of preschool. Another aim was to identify 
desirable competencies that the parents think their children will achieve through the mobile preschool. Six themes related to 
preschool choice were identified; of these themes, “being out in nature” and “enlarging the children’s reality” were the most 
prominent. Two clusters of competencies were distinguished: care- and cooperation-oriented competencies, and freedom- 
and independence-oriented competencies. After analyzing these results in relation to two current educational discourses—
education for sustainable development and entrepreneurship in a neoliberal society—we show how parents participate in 
reproducing these discourses. These findings add novel and important knowledge to the field of early childhood educational 
practices concerning parental choice and preferences.

Keywords Parental preschool choice · ECEC · Mobile preschools · Children’s competences · Educational discourse · 
Education for sustainable development (ESD)

Introduction

Research on parental reasoning regarding choice of pre-
school and on parental preferences regarding preschool 
practices has increased in recent years (Ceglowski 2004; 

Karlsson et al. 2013; Nisskaya 2018; Rose et al. 2013). In 
comparison with the literature on parental choice of school, 
however, the number of studies is still relatively small. At 
the same time, new research in this field is urgently needed 
due to both the continual emergence of new forms of pre-
school and the increased freedom parents have in choosing 
a preschool. Although school and preschool offer a seedbed 
for the development of knowledge, values, and competen-
cies, a child’s values and norms about “being a good citizen” 
evolve in interactions with parents (Hayward et al. 2015). 
Therefore, parents’ wishes for a preschool are likely to affect 
the outcome of that preschool’s practice (see Borg 2017).

The “mobile preschool” is a relatively new form of pre-
school in Sweden in which children (aged 3–5) travel on a 
daily basis with their teachers by bus to different places, 
where they play and learn, often in an outdoor environ-
ment (Ekman Ladru and Gustafson 2018). This form of 
preschool can potentially lay a foundation for an active 
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citizenship, because the children learn to meet different peo-
ple and encounter a wide range of places (Gustafson and 
van der Burgt 2015). These opportunities are vital, since the 
increased segregation in Sweden has resulted in divided cit-
ies where children from different backgrounds rarely meet. 
However, there is a lack of research on how the parents of 
children in a mobile preschool reason about their choice of 
preschool.

In this study, we interview 15 parents of children in a 
mobile preschool, most of whom come from a middle-class 
background. The aims of this study were to explore how the 
parents reason about their choice of this specific form of pre-
school and to identify various desirable competencies that 
the parents think their children will achieve by being part 
of the mobile preschool. The results of the interview study 
are then analyzed and discussed in relation to theories about 
competency-based education and theories and studies about 
education for sustainable development and entrepreneurial 
learning in a neoliberal society.

The Mobile Preschool: A New Pedagogical Practice

Starting about a decade ago, a new form of early childhood 
education and care practice was developed in Sweden: 
namely, mobile preschools, which are preschools in buses 
that take children to a variety of public spaces. A mobile 
preschool is usually organized as one division of a station-
ary preschool. The bus accommodates about 20 children and 
three teachers, one of whom also works as the bus driver. 
The children are in the mobile preschool Monday to Fri-
day, from 9 am to 3 pm; depending on their parents’ work 
schedules, the children also attend the stationary preschool 
before and after bus hours. The bus has been re-modeled and 
equipped with a toilet, a kitchenette, and seats arranged in 
groups of four around small tables. Learning materials such 
as books, materials for arts and crafts, outdoor toys, fishing 
gear, and so forth are stored in boxes inside the bus and in 
the luggage compartment under the bus.

Earlier research on mobile preschools (Ekman Ladru and 
Gustafson 2018; Gustafson and van der Burgt 2015) shows 
that outdoor activities are performed in all four seasons. 
During the winter months, children wear snowsuits usu-
ally made of thick, durable, and water-repellent fabrics (for 
illustrations see Supplementary file 1). If temperatures drop 
below minus 10 degrees Celsius, the duration of outdoor 
activities is usually short. On these occasions, teachers usu-
ally choose indoor activities (in the heated bus, at a museum, 
or in another indoor space). There are currently 40 preschool 
buses in 14 municipalities around Sweden (Gustafson et al. 
2017).

Mobile preschools were initially a way for Swedish 
municipalities to solve a lack of preschool spaces; how-
ever, this form of preschool includes the possibility of new 

learning environments. In an interview study with civil 
servants at municipalities containing one or more mobile 
preschools, two main themes were identified regarding the 
purpose of the mobile preschool. The first theme concerned 
experiential learning, as the preschool enables the children 
to learn in different and creative ways by visiting diverse 
places (Gustafson et al. 2017). Here, the main focus is the 
opportunity for children to be out in nature, which is seen as 
promoting motor skills, good health, and more traditional 
cognitive learning. Having the children learn to care for 
nature is also vital. The second theme concerned integra-
tion and societal participation, as the mobile preschool can 
be seen as a tool to integrate children and teach them to 
participate in society, thereby potentially promoting social 
sustainability.

Previous Research About Parental Choice 
of Preschool and School

Earlier research about parental choice of preschool and 
school has shown that emotional and moral concerns are 
involved in the process of choice. Making a good choice for 
one’s child is seen as an important part of being a good par-
ent (Karlsson et al. 2013). Not all parents trust preschools 
to care for their children’s needs and education; thus, it is 
important for parents to show that they have actively cho-
sen a preschool that is regarded as being able to meet their 
child’s needs. In addition to personal, interpersonal, and 
socio-economic factors, Kyprianos (2007) found that par-
ents make choices based on traditions and discourses in their 
specific country—or in the Western world at large—about 
what factors characterize good early childhood care (see also 
Hayes 2007).

Rentzou (2013) reviewed studies on parental preferences 
regarding preschool practices in different countries and 
found that these preferences seem to be characterized by 
a dichotomy where either education or care is the focus; 
furthermore, there is often a stronger focus on care and 
interaction, especially among middle-class parents (see 
Rentzou 2013; Shlay 2010). One way to bridge this dichot-
omy between care and education and to gain a deeper under-
standing of parental reasoning is to go beyond quantitative 
studies that ask parents to rate a list of factors according 
to what they consider important. We do this by conduct-
ing qualitative interviews that can reveal complex patterns 
of reasoning. We analyze our empirical material using a 
theoretical approach about competency-based learning in 
which care-based practices and cognitive learning are seen 
as intertwined. Our results will also be discussed in relation 
to two educational discourses that are common in Sweden: 
education for sustainable development and entrepreneurial 
learning in a neoliberal society.
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Competency‑Based Learning

A competency-based learning approach moves beyond the 
dichotomy of caring (i.e., emotions) and education (i.e., cog-
nition) by acknowledging that the real-life challenges people 
must confront are complex and demand both emotional and 
cognitive skills, as well as practice-based skills (Moran-Ellis 
and Tisdall 2019). This approach also recognizes that these 
dimensions are not separate but intertwined, and that they 
can be summarized in various key competencies such as 
interpersonal competency, creativity, and system thinking 
(Wiek et al. 2011). Key competencies can be seen as edu-
cational learning outcomes—that is, as complex capacities 
that will help children deal with difficult challenges in the 
future. Although there is still no clear definition of the con-
cept of “competency,” a common way to describe it is as 
“an integrative whole of knowledge, skills, and attitudes” 
that is needed to deal with complex real-life situations in 
specific areas such as sustainable development or business 
life (Biesta 2015; Moran-Ellis and Tisdall 2019).

One good example of competency-based learning in 
preschools is social-emotional learning. This approach 
acknowledges that social and emotional aspects of preschool 
are important for early school success, in addition to cogni-
tive aspects. It is often based on attachment studies in devel-
opmental psychology that show that early close relations 
with others are important for later independence and school 
performance (Denham et  al. 2014). Competency-based 
learning lays the foundation for various complex competen-
cies that are important later on in life.

Education for Sustainable Development

In Sweden, education for sustainable development (ESD) 
is an important part of the whole educational system. The 
sustainable development concept contains three aspects: 
the economic, ecological/environmental, and social dimen-
sions and in order to achieve a sustainable society, all of 
these aspects must be integrated (Elliott 2013). Due to this 
complexity, ESD often focuses on developing different com-
petencies such as system thinking, interpersonal competen-
cies, and anticipatory competencies (Wiek, Withycombe and 
Redman 2011).

The national curriculum for early childhood education 
in Sweden declares that all preschools should ensure that 
each child develops respect and care for all forms of life and 
for the surrounding environment, and that they should work 
with democratic values (The Swedish National Agency for 
Education 2018). In addition, researchers in the field of early 
childhood ESD argue that it is essential to focus on caring 
for oneself, for others, and for the world in preschools, and 
that these aspects ought to be seen as integrated (Johansson 
2009; Samuelsson 2011). Children should also be given the 

opportunity to develop creativity in order to be able to work 
toward a more sustainable future. Another important aspect 
is that parents are seen as important actors, since their atti-
tudes often influence the outcome of ESD (Borg 2017). To 
summarize, it is seen as important in ESD to promote other-
oriented values and a holistic view.

Entrepreneurship in a Neoliberal Society

In 2009, the Swedish government launched a strategy about 
the importance of entrepreneurship in education (Govern-
ment Offices of Sweden 2009). This approach was based 
on a view that more people need to start businesses due to 
a global economic system that forces countries to promote 
competencies in their citizens such as creativity and enter-
prise in order to be able to compete. A more pedagogical 
basis for this strategy is the idea that entrepreneurial com-
petencies can be learned, and therefore should be promoted 
as early as possible among children (Carrier 2005; Neck 
and Geene 2011). In the Swedish preschool curriculum, 
entrepreneurship is mentioned implicitly through state-
ments about instilling curiosity, creativity, self-confidence, 
and interest in children by allowing them to gain new experi-
ences (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2018).

Some theoreticians see this focus on entrepreneurship in 
the educational system as an example of an adjustment to an 
overarching neoliberal society (Axelsson 2017; Rose 1992). 
In a neoliberal society, the responsibilities that were once 
placed upon the state and on other societal institutions have 
instead been placed on the private business sector and on 
individuals, based on values of competition and self-interest 
(Davies and Bansel 2007). However, this self-interest should 
not be seen as the opposite of societal wellbeing, since in 
neoliberal thinking, every individual is seen as working to 
benefit society by obtaining entrepreneurial competencies 
and promoting economic wellbeing for all (Davies and Ban-
sel 2007). In such a society, it is important for the educa-
tional system to promote highly individualized competencies 
that should help children become “entrepreneurial actors 
across all dimensions of their lives” (Brown 2003, p.38).

Besides direct regulation through policy documents, a 
neoliberal society steers and governs by creating new men-
talities or discourses about, for example, what is important 
for children to learn (Davies and Bansel 2007). One way of 
governing that is particularly interesting from a preschool 
context that often involves social-emotional learning is to 
steer through emotions. For example, Ecclestone and Hayes 
(2008) criticize emotional learning by arguing that it focuses 
too much on positive emotion, wellbeing, and adaptation, 
which could, in the long run, undercut social criticism and 
instead turn the young into obedient consumers. Taken 
together, these ways of governing can influence a parent’s 
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views on which aspects are most important to focus on when 
choosing a preschool.

Aim and Research Questions

In this study, we explore how the parents of children in 
mobile preschools reflect on their choice of preschool, with 
a focus on middle-class parents. The research questions are: 
(1) What factors are important in parents’ choice of pre-
school? (2) What competencies do they consider their chil-
dren will receive by being a part of this type of preschool?

Method

Overarching Methodological Approach

We investigated preschool choice from a phenomenological 
perspective, where time dimensions are vital (see Lange-
mar 2008). Making a choice about preschool is an ongoing 
process rather than one that occurs at a single point in time. 
Therefore, we explore parents’ memories about what made 
them choose this type of preschool in the first place (the 
past), what aspects cause them to keep their child in this 
preschool (now), and what competencies they think their 
child will gain from being in this preschool (the future). 
We see these time dimensions as intertwined. The present 
is influenced by the past, but also by future expectations. 
The present also influences how one remembers the past and 
perceives the future.

Participants and Procedure

Parents from five different mobile preschools in the Swed-
ish towns of Lund, Örebro, Malmö, Uppsala, and Stock-
holm participated in the interview study. Ten of the parents 
were female and five were male, with ages between 25 and 
41. The majority had a university degree or a comparable 
level of education. The interviews were semi-structured and 
ranged from 1 to 1.5 h (the interview guide can be found in 
Supplementary file 2). Semi-structured interviews are con-
ducted as discussions around themes, and the order of the 
questions in the interviews is not completely fixed; rather, it 
can be changed according to how the conversation develops 
(Drever 1995). This gives a high degree of flexibility, which 
was fitting for the aim of this study. The interviews were 
recorded and transcribed word by word.

Analysis

An inductive thematic analysis was performed by the first 
author (Braun and Clarke 2006). The results of this analysis 
were discussed by all three authors throughout the process. 

The inductive analysis was conducted in several steps, as 
follows: The first step was to read through each interview in 
order to identify different higher order themes. The research 
questions guided the analysis at each step (Langemar 
2008). The next step was to go through all the interviews 
and attempt to fit blocks of text into one of the themes. The 
theme was noted in the margin of the transcription along 
with other comments. Thereafter, the blocks of text were cut 
out of the individual interviews and ordered under the higher 
order themes in separate documents. A search for subthemes 
and relations between themes was performed. Illustrative 
quotations, representative of the themes, were chosen. After 
the inductive analysis was finished, the different themes were 
reorganized into two overarching clusters and analyzed in 
relation to fitting theoretical approaches and related studies. 
The theories were identified inductively—that is, after the 
first data-driven analysis. Thus, the first inductive analysis 
stayed rather close to the data, while we in the second step 
lifted the analysis to a more abstract level by relating it to 
theories (see Langemar 2008).

In regard to the two research questions, we perceive the 
second question on competencies to be a sub-question to 
the first question on what factors are important in parents’ 
choice of preschool. This is because the question of which 
competencies parents consider their children will receive is 
intertwined with and inseparable from the reasons behind 
their choice of preschool. Therefore, we analyze these two 
aspects together in the following section.

Results

The First Contact

With regards to how the parents first came in contact with 
the mobile preschool, the first and most common aspect is 
the good social reputation of this type of preschool. Many 
of the parents mentioned that the main reason why they 
started thinking about choosing the mobile preschool was 
that their friends and neighbors had spoken so positively 
about it; other parents that had their children in this type 
of preschool were very satisfied. This made them consider 
trying it out. This choice was further promoted if a friend 
of their child was about to move to this type of preschool. 
Parents who had decided to place a second child in this type 
of preschool also mentioned the importance of their earlier 
positive experiences.

…also, the neighbors’ kids went there and they’re the 
same age, and they were really happy with it, so it’s 
mainly from the neighbors we’ve been hearing about 
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it… And everyone I’ve heard from has been pleased 
with it… (INT 2)

…I have some friends who’ve had their kids on the 
bus. And we thought it sounded exciting, so that’s 
how we ended up doing it. (INT 13)

A second subtheme is that the pedagogues at their 
child’s earlier preschool recommended the mobile pre-
school; the preschool teachers thought that the child would 
“fit” in this type of preschool due to some personal char-
acteristic such as liking to move a lot. In these cases, the 
parents often mentioned that this recommendation was 
also based on practical aspects related to, for example, a 
lack of space in the ordinary preschool. Two of the par-
ents claimed that the pedagogues simply informed them 
that their child would be moved to this type of preschool, 
and that they passively accepted the change. However, the 
parents later realized that this type of preschool suited 
their child.

…when he was younger, one of the teachers in that 
unit recommended that we apply to get him in there. 
Because he is very physically active and curious, and 
according to her…she thought it would be a benefi-
cial option for him. (INT 15)

It started with—what should I say?—us getting tips 
from or being asked by staff in the preschool unit she 
attended previously if we’d be interested in getting 
her on the bus, where she is now. And I believe this 
was related to the fact that there were…that there 
was going to be a lot of new kids coming to the unit 
she was attending. (INT 5)

The third subtheme is about some kind of disruption 
that caused the parents to choose the mobile preschool. 
One parent stated that the earlier preschool was affected 
by mold; thus, the parents were forced to choose a new 
preschool, and it was easier for them to quickly get a 
place for their child on the preschool bus. Another parent 
mentioned that the previous preschool was unsatisfactory. 
After the initial disruption, the parents’ decision to move 
their child was based on arguments similar to those men-
tioned above; that is, the mobile preschool was the most 
convenient choice or that the parents had heard many good 
things about it.

It was because we switched to a new preschool. The 
one he was attending had mold issues and we had to 
go to a new preschool. And there, they said, “Well, 
it’s easiest to get a place if you choose the bus.” (INT 
3)

Actually, the main reason was that they couldn’t 
accommodate his moving up to the three-year-olds 

group…So I preferred to have him in a group of kids 
of the same age. So it ended up being the preschool 
bus. (INT 6)

Enlargement of Reality

One of the most prominent themes—regarding both the ini-
tial decision to choose the mobile preschool and the reason 
why parents chose to keep their child there—can be summa-
rized as the enlargement of reality that this type of preschool 
provides. The first and most common subtheme concerns 
the variation in experiences children have due to the many 
things they experience when traveling to new and different 
places every day. Some parents—although not many—also 
mentioned as a benefit the many meetings the children can 
have with different people who live in different circumstance 
than they do themselves.

The parents’ stories focused on quantity rather than on 
quality. Words such as more, much, and many were used 
frequently. Furthermore, the emphasis was on the novelty of 
the experiences, along with the variation, discovery, excite-
ment, fun, and adventure the children could experience. The 
parents compared the mobile preschool with other forms of 
preschools that they described as repetitive, monotonous, 
and dull in comparison. In the mobile preschool, their child 
is not confined to the same place day in and day out, and 
does not get caught up in boring routines.

…my impression at any rate is that they get to try out a 
lot more things than a kid at a regular daycare would. 
And I think it’s good to get to try out as much as pos-
sible, and I believe you learn from that…the kids do. 
(INT 13)

Well, it’s the fact that they get to see a lot of things. 
That is why I think it’s fun—they get to see lots of 
things. They’ve been able to experience and see so 
many things! When I was little I didn’t have that—I 
just had my little area. (INT 3)
…so I thought it must be really monotonous to have to 
be in the same rooms, the same playground, every day. 
And that with the bus you can create greater variety in 
the day-to-day experience. (INT 4)

The second subtheme is the sense of freedom, flexibility, 
and unpredictability that this specific type of preschool 
gives. For example, having the children visit places that 
are not built for children is seen as challenging in a posi-
tive sense, since they become prepared for the unexpected. 
Their world is getting bigger, and new spaces are opening 
up for them. The focus of this subtheme is more on the 
opportunities brought by the preschool than on things that 
have actually happened. The preschool brings the opportu-
nity for novel pedagogical approaches, for the children to 



 Early Childhood Education Journal

1 3

be included in choosing the places to go to, for adjustment 
to the children’s own interests, and for spontaneous deci-
sions on where to go during the day. However, it is unclear 
how often these opportunities actually happen, since the 
parents do not have much insight into pedagogical issues 
or into how the choice of place is made.

… of course it’s more enclosed, and they get frus-
trated more easily, it seems to me, when they have 
to be inside and be limited by the available toys and 
so on. I feel that it’s a bit less constrained, there’s a 
bit more space. I believe that’s had a positive effect 
on them. (INT 11)

If they’re at the same playground, they get to know 
the environment after a while. But when they’re in 
different places, and places that were never built 
for kids to start with, they’re forced to explore, and 
learn, and adapt. (INT 5)

They’ve had a chance to decide for themselves that 
“today…” I mean, they can change the agenda to 
“We’ll go to this place instead and do something.”…
they’re entirely mobile and can, like, do as they 
please…which I think is great. I don’t know how 
often they take advantage of this possibility. (INT 
12)

Why then do the parents consider the two aspects men-
tioned above as benefits for their child? On the one hand, 
their stories reveal some desirable future competencies 
that they think their child will achieve: Independence is 
one competency that is mentioned spontaneously. The 
children become prepared for unexpected things and learn 
to handle such things more independently. The parents 
also stated that the many experiences promote imagina-
tion and creativity. Some parents spoke of their children 
developing a good traffic sense by traveling with the bus 
and experiencing real-life road situations. The parents also 
perceived place competency—that is, children developing 
a sense of different places, being able to recognize and 
name places. Some of the parents vaguely claimed that 
the children probably learn more due to the variety and the 
unexpected challenges. Only one parent mentioned that by 
meeting many different people, she hoped her child would 
become inoculated against prejudices about people that 
live different lives than themselves. Other parents viewed 
meeting new people as beneficial because it makes their 
child open, less shy, and more urban.

In addition to gaining different competencies, there 
were arguments for choosing this specific type of pre-
school that were based more on the parents’ own prefer-
ences, than on their children’s need; that is, the parent 
might like and have a need for excitement and for a variety 
of things to happen. The arguments were also sometimes 

based on providing compensation for things that the par-
ents did not have the time to do, such as providing activi-
ties for children with a high energy level.

It’s not such a strict routine—I think that’s the best 
thing about it—that changes can happen. I like change. 
I’d like to have new adventures all the time. (INT 12)

They get to go to places that they don’t usually go to 
with their family. (INT 9)

The Unique Preschool Teachers

The quality of the preschool teachers was mentioned both 
as something that preceded the parents’ choice of preschool 
and as something that the parents continued to be satisfied 
with. The parents often mentioned that the pedagogues were 
extraordinary good. Two parents, however, did not mention 
this theme at all. In addition, the other parents did not elabo-
rate on this aspect very much. Besides naming aspects that 
are common in other well-functioning preschools as well—
such as the pedagogues interacting well with the children—
the parents emphasized some specific qualities of the peda-
gogues in the mobile preschool.

Due to the special form of the preschool, the parents 
perceived the pedagogues as being extra dedicated to their 
work. The teachers have actively approached this form of 
preschool, and are viewed as more engaged than other pre-
school teachers, who are sometimes seen as more passive 
and routine bound. The parents also mentioned that it is 
good that this dedication results in the preschool teachers 
staying at the same workplace for a long time, which results 
in them being experienced, secure, and having well-devel-
oped working skills.

We met the teachers and we felt they exuded an incred-
ible dedication and enthusiasm when we talked to 
them; it seemed like they were passionate about their 
work in a way we hadn’t encountered in regular pre-
school. So I guess it was that enthusiasm—that pas-
sion—that attracted us. (INT 1)

It was primarily the fact that they were passionate 
about their work, that it seemed like they had chosen…
they had made active choices to get where they were, 
because they considered it an exciting kind of teaching. 
And they had sought out something different, not just a 
regular job that you’ve done for years on end, but that 
you actively seek out something that is a bit different, 
a job in which you can grow. (INT 14)

The second subtheme relates to the parents’ argument 
that due to the special form of the mobile preschool, it 
attracts pedagogues with specific personalities who tend 
to be more active, to not shy away from challenges, to be 
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adventurous, to love nature, to be inventive, and to let the 
children do a lot of different things. Some of the parents 
also perceived the pedagogues as not being overly cau-
tious; they do not worry about risks all the time, and grant 
the children some freedom. The children are allowed to 
test their limits, which is seen as promoting more inde-
pendence; in a sense, the children become tougher.

The staff have been consistently really good, incred-
ibly dedicated. And the outdoor teaching, and cool, 
entertaining women who have organized amazing 
activities for the children and so on. So it’s partly 
their personalities… (INT 11)

They’re extremely good, but it’s also that they 
enjoy…you get the feeling they have a good time 
with the children—they’re upbeat and cheerful in a 
good, wholesome way. (INT 8)

Related to these subthemes is that the pedagogues 
are seen as being satisfied with their work, being happy, 
and having a positive outlook. They are not negative and 
cranky. This is seen as a reason why the pedagogues inter-
act with the children in such a good way. Their positive 
mood is passed on to the children, who also become happy 
and get into a good mood.

Being out in Nature a Lot

One of the most prominent themes in the parents’ sto-
ries was that they chose the mobile preschool and con-
tinue to keep their child/children there because it allows 
the children to be out in nature a lot—especially in the 
forest. Being out in nature is seen as something natural 
and as something that is unproblematically positive. Only 
one parent did not mention aspects directly related to 
this theme; most of the parents elaborated on this theme 
thoroughly.

The first subtheme is about the opportunity for natural 
play with things found in nature and without the need for 
fabricated toys. In addition, the parents considered that com-
puters and electronic devices have taken over their children’s 
life-worlds too much; instead, they saw it as beneficial for 
the children in the mobile preschool to have the opportunity 
to play with natural things outside. Without prefabricated 
things and places that have been ready made for children, 
the children’s imagination is challenged and they hopefully 
become more creative in the future. Another aspect that 
some of the parents perceived as important was that play 
outside in nature seems to be less dependent upon traditional 
gender roles. Boys and girls play together and do not fall into 
masculine and feminine stereotypes as easily.

…but it’s also the kind of thing I find I hear many 
people say, and I guess I would agree, that by being in 
a place where they don’t have a lot of toys, but rather 
play with the things they find in the natural environ-
ment instead, that sparks the imagination. (INT 7)

…we’ve never really had access to the woods and 
to nature, that was something we wanted [for] our 
daughter, and then our son, to have access to every 
day. And it has so many advantages, too…that they 
spend less time playing with the toys at the pre-
school. Now, I wanted my daughter to play with 
sticks and stones just like all of the boys—without 
there being such a division between what girls play 
with and what boys play with. (INT 10)

The second subtheme concerns the opportunity for 
practical learning, instead of theoretical learning such as 
learning about nature from a book. This subtheme mainly 
refers to how the children learn a lot about nature when 
outside. They can touch, see, and feel nature. Through 
being in direct contact with animals and plants, the chil-
dren learn the names of flowers, insects, butterflies, and so 
on. Some of the parents also mentioned that the children 
learn practical skills, such as how to cook over an open 
fire. Furthermore, they are seen as getting a good general 
education about nature that can benefit them in the future. 
Another aspect is that the children learn to take care of, 
and have respect for, animals and nature. They develop 
a sense of empathy. A few parents saw this as a first step 
toward an awareness about environmental issues in the 
future. Two parents also mentioned that the children get a 
better grasp about how humans are dependent upon nature. 
Some of the parents talked about a general outdoor peda-
gogy that can promote more traditional cognitive learning, 
such as mathematics, as children use stones and sticks to 
learn to count.

Yes, it’s part of nature. Outdoor teaching…
How do you view the concept of outdoor teaching?
Well now—plants and leaves. The names of the 
spruce trees, and the ants, and how they build their 
nests. Spiders. Basically, everything the outdoors can 
offer. How snow is formed. (INT 6)

So of course I’m hoping, or what I’m already sens-
ing, that is, some sort of feeling for nature—that they 
learn they we need to take care of the natural envi-
ronment, be a little environmentally aware, and that 
you don’t put garbage into the environment. (INT14)

In the third subtheme, the parents talked about how by 
being out in nature, their children become less reliant on 
convenience and less overly sensitive. These characteris-
tics are perceived as being particularly good by parents 
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of children who naturally like to stay inside. The children 
become more positive about things that are not particularly 
fun outside, such as being outside on a rainy or cold day, 
or about things that are somewhat risky, such as climbing. 
They learn to challenge their worries and handle risks in 
a concrete way. This is good because the children are seen 
as becoming more self-confident, self-reliant, and tough.

You shouldn’t protect children from everything, and 
it’s a pretty good thing for them to learn to actually…I 
mean that they learn…It’s a plus that both the par-
ent and the teacher are modeling—in everything from 
“Look here—it’s a long way down to the ground,” or 
“It’s thorny around here. Be careful of that bush,” or, 
you know, whatever it might be. (INT 7)

And also the fact that they know what it’s like to not 
always be comfortable—that they get the idea that they 
should get used to being out in the woods, that there’s 
nothing odd about being outside and not getting wet, 
but that it…I mean, okay, but get used to it. Practice. 
(INT 4)

Aside from the competencies mentioned above, the par-
ents in the fourth subtheme based their arguments on parent-
oriented reasons such as nostalgia. This nostalgia related 
to how they themselves were out a lot in nature, especially 
in the forest, in childhood; they still love nature and view 
being out in nature as something that is generally healthy. 
Therefore, the parents also want their children to start to love 
nature. One parent mentioned that it is good if their children 
like nature, since it makes life easier if everyone in the fam-
ily like to do the same things. The parents also viewed the 
preschool’s activities in nature as a compensation for the 
lack of nature contact in the families’ spare time. Since they 
live in the city and have a lot to do, they are unable to take 
their children out in nature as much as they would like to.

Well, that we have these areas of untouched nature…
not all countries have wooded areas and other natural 
environments that you can experience as freely as we 
can. And it feels like a healthy place that I want…I 
want my children to enjoy being there because I do, 
and it’s a…I mean, it’s worth it. I myself have spent a 
great deal of time in the outdoors throughout my life 
and I want them to be able to do that, too. (INT 12)

Yes, definitely. But there’s also the fact that we live 
in the city and work long hours, and there’s no time 
to go…no time to go out into the woods and so on—
like, often. Instead, we usually end up going to some 
downtown-area playground. But that these kids got the 
chance—they go to the seaside, and they go into the 
woods. (INT 14)

Physical Aspects

This theme is closely related to being out in nature a lot, 
although it can also be related to other factors such as being 
at a playground. Some of the parents perceived physical 
aspects as a main reason for choosing the mobile preschool. 
However, this theme was just briefly mentioned and was not 
elaborated on. Two parents did not mention these aspects 
at all.

The first subtheme involves the parents who perceived 
their child as being more physically active than most other 
children. Therefore, this preschool suits the child well. The 
child can be out in nature a lot and have a good outlet for 
inbuilt energy; there is more space, so the child can run 
around and climb. In this way, the child is perceived as more 
satisfied, happier, and calmer in other situations; therefore, 
the child also sleeps well.

He loves moving around. He likes all kinds of 
weather—he wants to be outdoors in any kind of 
weather. That was the thing—that that would suit him. 
(INT 6)

Because he is very physically active and curious, and 
according to her…she [the preschool teacher] thought 
it would be appropriate for him. For our child, he is 
very…he loves jumping and running, and his legs have 
been moving like drumsticks basically ever since he 
was born. So it’s pure…he has to have an outlet for his 
energy. (INT 15)

The parents perceived moving around a lot as something 
that was beneficial for children’s physical and psychologi-
cal wellbeing. The children are less stressed when they have 
been outside moving all the time. The parents also argued 
that being outside in the fresh air promotes good physical 
health, since the children do not get colds and stomach flu 
as often as children who spend most of their time inside, in 
crowded spaces. In addition to the inherent benefit of chil-
dren being infrequently sick, the parents perceived their chil-
dren’s good health as a personal benefit that let them spend 
less time off work caring for a sick child. A third subtheme 
involves the children’s opportunity to develop their motor 
skills.

And it has so many advantages, too—the children get 
sick less often, since they’re outside so much. (INT 10)

They get fresh air. They don’t have to be shut inside 
stressing each other out. Hopefully sick less often. 
(INT 8)

I mean, regarding their physical and motor develop-
ment, both of them have become much more capable 
than before. (INT 14)
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Social Aspects

A final theme concerns the social aspects of being in the 
mobile preschool. Most parents—with only two excep-
tions—mentioned this theme, although they did not elabo-
rate on it very much. Only one parent mentioned social 
aspects as an initial reason to choose this form of pre-
school; the other parents viewed social aspects as a ben-
efit prompting them to keep their children in the same 
preschool.

In the first subtheme, the parents expressed their admira-
tion of the advanced structure and order of activities taking 
place in the mobile preschool. Due to the freedom that this 
preschool offers, it is necessary for the pedagogues to com-
pensate by maintaining strict rules regarding what children 
can do and not do; the activities can be quite structured, and 
the pedagogues keep an eye on the children. Furthermore, 
the small space in the buses and traffic safety requirements 
make it necessary for the children to keep their things in 
order and sit obediently in their specific places.

Plus, simply learning how to behave in a larger 
group. And that’s very much what the parents 
said—they were so incredibly impressed by the good 
behavior the teachers were getting from the children. 
And how unbelievably organized they were when 
they were out walking… (INT1)

Also, they are extremely well disciplined. If we can 
say that, but they seem…the children understand 
what is dangerous and what is okay and not okay—in 
terms of safety and so on. (INT 8)

This form of preschool demands that the children col-
laborate in an advanced way, by helping each other and 
by keeping watch over themselves and over other children 
so that, for example, no one is left behind in a forest area. 
The parents argued that this collaboration, along with the 
fact that there are not that many children, results in a tight 
group with a high degree of social cohesion, where every-
one plays with everyone. In addition, some parents stated 
that their children are proud to be in an unusual type of 
preschool; the children compare themselves with children 
in other, more traditional, forms of preschool, and feel 
special. Thus, the core of this subtheme is that the children 
obtain a strong group identity.

Everyone in the group helps out. That way it happens 
naturally that, you know, some can’t get up and then 
the others, those who can, help them—they help each 
other…I believe they become closer to each other—
in this group at least—though I don’t know how they 
behave toward others; but in any case, I believe they 
get better group cohesion in the bus. (INT 2)

They are very good at creating a strong sense of 
belonging and group identity in this group, which I 
believe is related to the fact that they spend a lot of 
time outdoors and they learn to be good friends and 
take care of one another. (INT 15)

“Mommy, I’m a ‘[name of the mobile preschool]-er’ 
now. I don’t want to go to [name of old preschool]”…
and I think it’s great for her to feel that it is part of 
something different. (INT 10)

All of these aspects make the preschool psychologically 
safe and particularly good for children who are more active 
and who have a hard time concentrating and sitting still. The 
preschool form is seen as promoting social competency and 
social responsibility. This competency is related to helping 
others, but also involves children becoming less shy, daring 
to take over a place, making their voice heard, and becoming 
more “street smart.”

Discussion and Theoretical Analysis

In this section, we discuss and analyze the results of the 
inductive analysis in relation to earlier studies and theories. 
Concerning the first research question about what factors are 
important for the parents’ choice of preschool, six themes 
were identified: The possibility to be out in nature a lot, an 
enlargement of reality through traveling to different places, 
the competent preschool teachers, the opportunity to be 
physically active more frequently, social aspects such as a 
unique social identity and social cohesion, and finally a mix 
of social recommendations and disruptions that made the 
parents start thinking about choosing the mobile preschool 
in the first place. Regarding the second question about what 
competencies they consider their children will receive by 
being a part of this type of preschool these can be divided 
into two broad clusters: care- and cooperation-oriented rea-
sons and competencies (such as empathy and social respon-
sibility), and freedom- and independence-oriented reasons 
and competencies (such as independence, creativity, and 
self-confidence). The parents also referred to parent-ori-
ented reasons. However, the commonly identified dichotomy 
of care and education was not present in the parents’ stories 
(see Rentzou 2013).

In order to obtain a more in-depth and general under-
standing we analyzed the results in relation to two educa-
tional policies: ESD (care and cooperation oriented) and 
entrepreneurship in school (freedom and independence ori-
ented, as well as parent oriented). They are closely related 
to two overarching societal discourses: the sustainability 
discourse and the neoliberal discourse. We perceive these 
policies as two, sometimes conflicting, discourses.
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Preparing for a Sustainable Society—Care‑ 
and Cooperation‑Oriented Competencies

In interviews with civil servants about the intentions for the 
mobile preschools they emphasized both the social and eco-
logical aspects of the sustainability concept as competencies 
they would like to promote (Gustafson et al. 2017). This is 
in line with research about ESD (Elliot 2013). Thus, one 
can ask: How do the parents’ views align with these ideals?

The parents’ stories illustrate how nature and the ecologi-
cal dimension of the sustainability concept stand out as one 
of the most important aspects in their choice of preschool. 
Playing in nature is seen as promoting respect and empathy 
for animals and nature at large; a few parents even see it as 
promoting future environmental awareness, which is sup-
ported by research (Chawla and Cushing 2007; Evans et al. 
2018). This view is also in line with the national curriculum 
for early childhood education in Sweden, which declares 
that all preschools should ensure that children develop 
respect and care for all forms of life and for the surround-
ing environment (The Swedish National Agency for Edu-
cation 2018). However, only a few of the parents touched 
upon the social dimension of the sustainability concept, for 
example by referring to how the possibility of meeting dif-
ferent people can prevent prejudices. Nevertheless, social 
sustainability has been mentioned by those responsible at the 
municipality level as one of the two main ideas behind the 
mobile preschool (Gustafson et al. 2017). This gap between 
parents’ views and policy-level intentions is not surprising, 
since research shows that preschool practice often primarily 
focuses on the ecological part of the sustainability concept 
(Hedefalk et al. 2015).

Researchers in the field of early childhood ESD argue that 
it is essential to focus on caring for oneself, for others, and 
for the world in preschools, and that these aspects should 
be seen as integrated (Johansson 2009; Samuelsson 2011). 
In addition to having their children begin to care for nature, 
the parents acknowledged that the psychological and physi-
cal health of their children benefits from the children being 
out in nature a lot. However, the parents did not relate this 
to the ecological or broader social aspects of sustainability. 
Still, ethnographic research in a mobile preschool has shown 
that when playing in nature, children integrate human and 
nonhuman aspects through social practice (Ekman Ladru 
and Gustafson 2018).

Most parents see the practical aspect of learning about 
nature as something very positive and that primarily leads 
to a good knowledge of nature, as well as promoting cogni-
tive learning. In this regard, early childhood ESD research-
ers have emphasized the importance of not only education 
“about” and “for” the environment, but also education 
that occurs “in” the environment (Hedefalk et al. 2015). 
Researchers have found that outdoor education can help 

children grasp mathematical concepts, for example (Fäger-
stam 2012).

The parents’ use of words such as “natural” and “healthy,” 
their uncritical view of nature as something that is purely 
positive, and their nostalgic references to their own child-
hood memories can also be analyzed in relation to research 
about middle-class parents’ discourses about nature and 
childhood (Halldén 2011; Valentine 1996). Here, childhood 
is seen as characterized by innocence; nature is seen as a 
natural and safe haven where children are shielded from 
“unnatural” things such as premade toys and computer 
games. This view of nature as something that is separate 
from modern life can prevent parents from recognizing the 
interdependence of society and nature. Nature is seen as 
something different that can be “used” by humans—a view 
that is not positive from a sustainability perspective.

In addition, the parents mentioned that being out in 
nature a lot promotes strong cooperation skills that lead to 
a strong group identity. They also said that the pedagogues 
in this type of preschool seem to be particularly dedicated 
and suited to care for their children’s needs, and appear to 
cooperate with the children in a good way. Good cooperation 
with others is a basis for sustainability competencies such as 
interpersonal competency and strategic competency (Wiek 
et al. 2011). Of course, these skills can also be used to work 
toward unsustainable goals, and it is somewhat unclear why 
the parents perceive these skills as important. What is obvi-
ous is that the parents’ stories involved cooperation among 
teachers and children who are inside their own “in” group 
and who are “like them”; the parents further compared their 
children with the “other” children who are not in the mobile 
preschool. In the worst case, this can lead to “we and them” 
thinking among the children. In the best case, these aspects 
can be seen as a first step toward cooperating with all kinds 
of people. Attachment theory claims that by gaining strong 
attachments to those close to them, children develop “basic 
trust,” which is a precondition for future openness toward 
those who are different (Collins and Read 1994; Denham 
et al. 2014).

Preparing for the Neoliberal Society—Freedom‑ 
and Independence‑Oriented Competencies

In addition to care-oriented aspects, the parents mentioned 
many freedom- and independence-oriented factors. On the 
one hand, these factors are individual/self-focused aspects 
that include giving the children an outlet for inbuilt energy, 
allowing them to develop motor skills, and promoting tra-
ditional cognitive skills by having children learn in nature 
using practice-based pedagogies. All of these aspects have 
been mentioned in research on general outdoor education 
(Fägerstam 2012) as well as in research about mobile pre-
schools specifically, for instance in the interviews with 
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civil servants regarding mobile preschools (Gustafson et al. 
2017).

However, the parents also mentioned “tough” and com-
petition-based aspects that, interestingly, have not been 
acknowledged much before. These aspects include the ben-
efits of having pedagogues that are not overly cautious, who 
let the children try things out, and who are not particularly 
risk oriented. Furthermore, the children are seen as becom-
ing tougher, more independent, more self-confident, and 
ready to take on every challenge as a result of being out in 
nature. Creativity is also emphasized in this context. The 
mobile preschool is also seen as something that prevents 
children from becoming bored. Moving to different places 
all the time is seen as an advantage, and variation of experi-
ences is in focus. These aspects are sometimes motivated 
more out of the parents’ own preferences for excitement 
rather than being child-focused. For example, the parents 
viewed the mobile preschool’s activities as compensating 
their children for the parents’ own busy work schedules that 
do not leave them with enough time to do certain activities 
with their children. At the same time, the preschool’s strong 
discipline was seen as something positive that placed bound-
aries around the creative play taking place in nature. These 
aspects are reminiscent of another policy orientation namely, 
entrepreneurial learning (Axelsson 2017). As mentioned in 
the introduction, entrepreneurship is mentioned implicitly in 
the Swedish preschool curriculum, through statements about 
instilling curiosity, creativity, self-confidence, and interest 
in children by allowing them to gain new experiences (The 
Swedish National Agency for Education 2018). These very 
individualized competencies seem to be highly valued by 
the parents.

Research on mobile preschools and on outdoor play in 
other forms of preschools, however, shows that the discourse 
on children’s independence is in fact very dependent upon 
doing things together (Ekman Ladru and Gustafson 2018; 
Mikkelsen and Christensen 2009). Although explorations 
of different places may appear to be independent play on 
the surface, such explorations occur in concert with other 
children, objects, and animals, where everything is inter-
dependent. The children’s “independent” play is enabled 
through a multitude of relationships. These aspects related 
to intertwinement are not present in the parents’ stories.

In this context, it is interesting to note the emotional 
aspects mentioned by the parents. The activities in the 
mobile preschool are seen as activating positive emotions 
among the children such as happiness and joy; the parents 
also mentioned that the activities prevent negative emotional 
reactions such as irritation and being bored. In addition, the 
pedagogues are perceived as being optimistic and in a posi-
tive mood. In this regard, some researchers argue that the 
neoliberal discourse steers through emotional norms that 
establish which emotions are appropriate to feel and which 

are not—something that also influences the educational 
system (Duffy 2017; Ecclestone and Hayes 2008; Ideland 
2016). According to this discourse, positive emotions are 
the only ones that are allowed, and negative emotions should 
be suppressed since they disturb the order of things. From 
this perspective, the boredom that comes from remaining 
in the same place can be seen as dangerous, threatening 
the “feverish tempo” of the neoliberal society. Research in 
developmental psychology, however, has shown that attach-
ment to specific people and places among young children 
is essential for later independence (Collins and Read 1994; 
Denham et al. 2014). Furthermore, boredom can be essential 
for creativity (Park et al. 2019). In addition, children who 
do not fit into these emotional norms or who are seen as 
being unable to live up to the entrepreneurial norms can be 
excluded (Axelsson 2017; Duffy 2017; Ideland 2016). In 
this regard, the parents’ stories reveal that they perceive a 
specific type of child as best suited for the mobile preschool 
form.

Conclusion

Parents’ attitudes toward preschool practices are important 
from a pedagogical perspective, since they can influence the 
outcome of the learning process (Borg 2017; Hayward et al. 
2015). In this article, we explored what aspects a group of 
Swedish parents takes into account when deciding to place 
their children in the mobile preschool. We also argued that 
these aspects can be better understood when analyzed in 
relation to two societal discourses: the sustainability dis-
course, which promotes cooperation and care for nature, 
society, and oneself; and the neoliberal discourse, which 
promotes independence, variety, and a tough and positive 
mindset.

Mobile preschools are being promoted as an opportunity 
to enhance sustainability as a broader concept including 
both social and ecological aspects. However, parents’ aims 
are dominated by the ecological and also an independence 
dimension. Parents’ compartmentalized and individualized 
view on competencies—including “tough” competencies—
can be contrasted with mobile preschools’ intention to set 
the ground for a more integrated view of sustainability and 
care. Since parents’ views can influence the outcome of the 
learning process one could argue that these views need to 
be taken into account by those who are responsible for the 
mobile preschool.

This study contributes to the literature on school choice 
by illustrating that although parental choice of early child-
hood education and care is connected to structural aspects, 
such as having access to a mobile preschool in the first place, 
and to pedagogues’ recommendation of particularly “active” 
children for this type of preschool, parental choice is also 
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intertwined with societal and educational discourses on what 
children need to learn and what skills they need to attain, and 
on how the mobile preschool provides for these needs. These 
findings thus bring important knowledge to early childhood 
educational practices about how to understand and cooperate 
with parents regarding their choices and preferences.
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