£} Routledge

-1 Taylor &Francis Group

e . . |
REC‘SEAR“ICI“"H Scandinavian Journal of Educational Research

ISSN: 0031-3831 (Print) 1470-1170 (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/csje20

Exporting preschool quality assurance: ideational
power and legitimation of a Scandinavian edu-
business

Sara Carlbaum & Linda Rénnberg

To cite this article: Sara Carlbaum & Linda Rénnberg (2025) Exporting preschool quality
assurance: ideational power and legitimation of a Scandinavian edu-business, Scandinavian
Journal of Educational Research, 69:7, 1505-1518, DOI: 10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816

© 2024 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

@ Published online: 06 Dec 2024.

\J
G/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 378

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=csje20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/csje20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csje20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=csje20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816&domain=pdf&date_stamp=06%20Dec%202024
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816&domain=pdf&date_stamp=06%20Dec%202024
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=csje20

SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH
2025, VOL. 69, NO. 7, 1505-1518 B
https://doi.org/10.1080/00313831.2024.2434816 a

8 OPEN ACCESS

Exporting preschool quality assurance: ideational power and
legitimation of a Scandinavian edu-business

£ ¥ Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

Sara Carlbaum © and Linda Rénnberg

Department of Applied Educational Science, Umea University, Umed, Sweden

ABSTRACT

This study explores the search for good quality preschool provision and
the ideational foundation upon which it builds through the work of a
Swedish edu-business operating preschools internationally. We analyse
associated flows and uses of (global) ideas on preschool quality to
understand how such businesses draw on, remould and “move” certain
ideas on quality and quality assurance. For this, we use data obtained
from visits to, interviews with representatives of, and various
documents produced by the business and two of its subsidiaries, one
Swedish and one Norwegian. The analysis highlights important aspects
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of three dimensions of ideational power: the power through, over and in
ideas. The results show how the business acts, particularly through the
Norwegian subsidiary, as a pioneering ideational leader of preschool
improvement. From this position it conveys an acclaimed state-of-the-
art quality system to the policy domain, thereby legitimising large-scale
private preschool provision in policy contexts where it is increasingly
questioned.

Introduction

Commercial actors’ participation in education, including the production and delivery of diverse
educational products and services, has markedly increased, leading to the rise of a global education
industry (GEI). This has been facilitated by economisation, marketisation and privatisation policies,
accompanied by drives to enhance innovation, modernisation and development (Parreira do
Amaral et al.,, 2019; Verger et al., 2016). As GEI actors move across the globe, they carry and pro-
mote certain ideas regarding “successful pedagogy” and “educational quality”, thereby playing a
performative role in the development of ideas of what education has been, is and should be.
This is manifested in the increasing attention paid to auditing, accountability and performance
measures, together with the emergence of a school improvement and quality assurance industry
(Hogan & Thompson, 2021; Lingard, 2011). While researchers have addressed these phenomena
within educational sectors such as compulsory and higher education, early childhood education
and care (ECEC) services, as a segment of the GEI, have not been focused upon.

In early childhood education and care, the focus has mainly been on structural aspects of quality
(such as group sizes, staff education levels, and children/adult ratios). So-called process aspects (e.g.,
play and learning environments, intensity, and structuration of child-teacher interactions) have
received less attention in both research and wider global discourses on quality (de la Porte et al.,
2022; Yerkes & Javornik, 2019). However, this situation is changing, as exemplified by the
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Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) review of process quality in its
2022 Early Childhood Education and Care (OECD, 2022) programme, which promotes certain
values and ascribes particular meanings to ECEC quality. When corporate actors move across
the globe they take particular values, ideas and conceptions of “good preschool education” and
“good quality assurance (QA)” with them, acting as “brokers” (Ozga, 2012) in the transfer of
ideas and knowledge of QA in the sector.

Scandinavian actors are playing significant roles (Andersen, 2020; Falkenberg, 2022) in the glo-
bal market, especially in northern Europe (Carlbaum & Rénnberg, 2024); however, there is little
understanding of these roles in the conveyance of ideas. Hence, we seek to examine the search
for good quality preschool provision and the ideational foundation upon which it builds via the
work of a Swedish edu-business, “EducaCorp” (a pseudonym) operating preschools internationally.
The aim is to analyse the use and flow of (global) ideas on preschool quality to understand how such
businesses draw on, remould and “move” certain ideas on quality and QA and use them for com-
mercial interests in the context of preschool export.

EducaCorp has been expanding internationally for a decade; its explicit “ambition [is] to create a
new Nordic export industry” (EducaCorp, 2017, p. 7), primarily targeting the ECEC sector. It cur-
rently operates more than 400 ECEC centres in five countries (Sweden, Norway, Germany, Finland
and The Netherlands), thus is particularly suitable for exploring the flow of QA-related ideas
through corporate Scandinavian actors as part of the GEI. Focusing on EducaCorp and its Swedish
and Norwegian subsidiaries, we seek to contribute empirical insights into important aspects of the
GEl’s preschool “segment”, such as: current and ideal conceptions of QA, the ideational power
behind the formation of such conceptualisations, and the roles of commercial actors, particularly
in promotion of their interests in preschool export markets.

Approaching the flow of ideas via edu-businesses

One important literature stream addresses the mobility of education policy and learning, adaptation
of policies and practices in local contexts, processes involved in the circulation of policies and the
ways in which they are assimilated in diverse settings (cf. Alexiadou & Lundahl, 2019; Ozga & Jones,
2006; Steiner-Khamsi, 2016). Within such movements, there is an inevitable spatial dimension,
underscoring the importance of “place, space, and scale” in understanding the global circulation
of models and policies, shaping the dissemination and reception of policy innovations across differ-
ent territorial and organisational contexts (cf. McCann & Ward, 2013). Cross-national flows of
ideas in the wider context of marketisation and privatisation have been the focus of education policy
research in different ways (Ball, 2012; Parreira do Amaral et al., 2019; Robertson et al., 2012; Steiner-
Khamsi, 2018; Verger et al., 2016). This research highlights the international flow of ideas and the
borrowing and lending thereof (Steiner-Khamsi, 2006; 2018), together with local manifestations. It
also describes how such ideas are enacted and enabled by diverse actors, public and private, includ-
ing commercial companies seeking to promote certain ideas and products.

Education policy mobility studies targeting cross-national flows draw on a variety of scholarly
resources, including policy transfer research (Dolowitz & Marsh, 1996; Meseguer, 2009), organis-
ational studies emphasising different forms of translation (Czarniawska & Sevon, 2005; Sahlin &
Wedlin, 2008), and institutionalist frameworks. The latter includes discursive institutionalism
(Schmidt, 2008, p. 2011), which will be elaborated on below. Central to this perspective is acknowl-
edging an ideational dimension and highlighting how ideas come to matter and traverse (geo-
graphical and institutional) boundaries (Schmidt, 2008, 2011; for applications in education, cf.
Alexiadou & Rambla, 2023; Bates et al., 2021; Kvilhaugsvik et al., 2024; Wahlstrom & Sundberg,
2018).

Here, we explore how certain ideas on preschool quality and QA are mobilised and legitimised
across national borders via the work of a commercial actor. To do so, we apply conceptual resources
from discursive institutionalism, acknowledging the importance not only of ideas per se but also
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dimensions of ideational power (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016). We recognise corporate actors as
sources of policy and agents of policy-making, partly through acting as “brokers” (Ozga, 2012)
that operate at interfaces between their “consumers” and legislative political arenas in which
“rules of the game” are set. In their role as ECEC providers, corporate actors acquire knowledge
and expertise of value to the public and policy-makers. They may thus act as conduits, movers
and shapers of ideas about QA, which are developed, tried and tested in their ECEC activities,
with potential for upscaling to target both policy-making arenas and other ECEC areas.

Ideas have both content and process dimensions. Their content is communicated through
diverse discourses and reinforced by rhetorical strategies and other communicative devices, includ-
ing cognitive arguments (using expertise to justify ideas) and normative arguments (using appeal
for legitimation). Various processes may be involved in sharing of content. These include “coordi-
native discourse”, in which policy-makers and other “ideational leaders” (such as corporate ECEC
actors) participate in policy construction, and “communicative discourses” aiming to make the
ideas of policymakers, interest groups or companies accessible to the public for discussion and argu-
mentation (Schmidt, 2008; cf. Bates et al., 2021). Carstensen and Schmidt (2016) highlight three
dimensions of ideational power: first, power through ideas, involving persuasion via ideational
elements (cognitive and/or normative, as stated above); second, power over ideas, including how
certain ideas are established and actors’ efforts to control such meanings; and third, power in
ideas, e.g., the contribution of ideational elements to perceptions of what is desirable and how
they hegemonically constrain and structure such perceptions.

We also apply the “instrument constituency” conceptualisation regarding QA as a policy instru-
ment that is constantly being (re)produced, supported, and “brought to life” (Simons & Vof3, 2018,
p. 21) by ideational leaders through the mobilisation of coordinative and communicative dis-
courses. QA, as a set of ideals, desires and intentions, encompasses a forceful policy idea that
can “gather a constituency comprised of practices and actors oriented towards developing, main-
taining and expanding a specific instrumental model of governing” (Simons & Vof, 2018, p. 31).
Drawing on these conceptual resources, we seek to understand how particular ideas come to be
seen as viable and reasonable, focusing on EducaCorp’s efforts to establish a particular view of
QA and influence the ideas that are considered and regarded as relevant (Carstensen & Schmidt,
2016).

Methodology

This article is part of a larger research project aiming to map, explore and analyse the international
establishment and work of Swedish free school companies in the GEI and the implications of these
international activities, and a smaller project focusing specifically on one of these companies’ pre-
schools in Sweden and Norway. As such, the data used in this article have been generated by these
projects in relation to their overarching aims."

In this study, we empirically focus on the circulation of QA ideas in the setting of preschool
export by analysing various materials from EducaCorp and two subsidiaries, the Swedish and Nor-
wegian preschool companies Manikin and Seedling (pseudonyms). We collected information from
various textual communications from the parent company and subsidiaries analysing sections refer-
ring to QA. These textual communications included websites with general descriptions, infor-
mation and marketing materials; annual financial and quality reports; special section reports and
publicly available videos and online seminars, directed to parents and staff, as well as financial audi-
ences and investors. We also interviewed (2020-2023) 14 representatives of the parent and subsidi-
ary companies’ management teams with various responsibilities. These representatives were chosen

'This article is based on data generated in the research projects “Going global: Swedish school companies and their international
operations”, supported by the Swedish Research Council (grant number 2018-04897) and “Preschool on export and import”,
supported by Umea School of Education (grant number FS 2.1.6-390-21).
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because of their knowledge of EducaCorp’s international expansion as well as quality systems, and
the subsidiary representatives’ knowledge of their respective companies and connection to Educa-
Corp established via the snow-balling technique. In semi-structured interviews, open-ended ques-
tions were asked related to the overall aims of the research projects. These included relations
between EducaCorp and its subsidiaries, and the connections, development, cooperation and influ-
ence of the company’s operations in different national contexts. More specific questions on pre-
school practices and ECEC centres in Sweden and Norway were also included. Topics and
questions were considered and adapted to each representative’s expertise and position beforehand;
however, during interviews the guide and questions were flexible, asking both clarifying and prob-
ing questions on issues that arose whilst still ensuring all topics were covered. The interview strategy
and guide were chosen as a result of the projects’ explorative nature, investigating Swedish free
school companies’ international activities and their implications. For example, early on in these
interviews it became apparent that QA was of primary concern to EducaCorp and was influencing
the acquired Norwegian preschools. This emphasis on QA was then followed up more closely with
questions on the origin, implementation and adaption of the QA system and new interviews. The 14
interviews were conducted by the first author using either telephone or online video meeting ser-
vices. Representatives of the Norwegian subsidiary preferred video meetings to regular telephone
interviews because they made understanding our respective Nordic languages easier. Telephone
and online video meetings also facilitated access to top-level management and, because online
video meetings have become common since the covid pandemic, they did not seem to impact
the generation of data in any major way. The interviews, ranging from 40-90 minutes each,
were recorded and transcribed.

In addition, we conducted on-site visits to three Manikin and three Seedling preschools in 2023,
interviewing principals (N =5) and preschool staff (N=12). The three preschools were located
within the main capital region of each respective country as we sought diversity in terms of own-
ership, (i.e., being a Manikin or Seedling preschool from the start or being acquired by one of the
respective companies) and contact with, collaboration from and the influence of EducaCorp or sis-
ter company in the other country. For these reasons, and to gain access, Seedling and Manikin man-
agers were involved in the selection process. As managers were gatekeepers in this respect, they
might have influenced data generation via suggesting which preschools to visit. The fact that the
managers approached the preschools to gain their participation also meant that they would
know who we visited and talked to. While loyalty to the QA system was observed (as discussed
later in this article), criticisms of it were also noted. To protect our participants, we considered care-
fully whether specific quotations could potentially identify the speakers before including them in
the article.

During the site visits both authors were present. With a very busy schedule, this decision allowed
us to be aware of our surroundings, share questioning and note-taking responsibilities, ask clarifi-
cation questions, and ensure questions and responses were understood in our respective languages.
This strategy improved our data-generation process and allowed for more in-depth discussion. Col-
laboration during site visits also proved to be beneficial in terms of discussing first impressions and
deciding what to address further in upcoming interviews. The interviews covered topics addressed
in previous interviews with managers and involved more detailed follow-up questions on the
impressions and experiences of both the Swedish main company and issues related to the specific
preschool QA system. While questions were carefully prepared in a semi-structured interview
guide, the interviews themselves were flexible and adapted to each preschool and profession. Inter-
views conducted during the visits were transcribed verbatim. During the visits we took field notes
and exterior photographs of buildings and premises, carefully avoiding inclusion of children, staff,
names of individuals or other identifiable elements. In this data-generation phase, we obtained bro-
chures, marketing materials and other preschool-specific documents such as annual plans. For this
study, material related to preschools’ QA systems was analysed, and primarily served as a means of
informing our overall understanding of each system as well as the local preschool contexts.
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We followed the Swedish Research Council’s ethical guidelines in all data-generation stages
(Vetenskapsradet, 2017), including obtaining interviewees’ consent to participate and informing
them about their right to withdraw at any time. They were also informed that, even without naming
staff, preschools and companies when reporting our analysis, readers familiar with the Norwegian
and Swedish private education and ECEC sector could still potentially identify the companies from
characteristics mentioned in essential contextual descriptions. We carefully conveyed this infor-
mation to participants in both written and oral communications. As education policy sociologists
without previous specific professional experience of preschool practice, the primary goal of this
study was to explore privatisation and commercialisation in the context of an under-analysed sector
in the wider GEL As such, our background and research interests mean that certain aspects have
been emphasised in interviews and analysis while others have not. We applied a strategy of curios-
ity, that is, asking follow-up questions, to encourage participants (whether top-level managers with
a background in business, investment and government agencies to practising preschool staff) to
elaborate on their responses.

Our analysis can be described as following an abductive process whereby it is grounded in data
using pre-existing theory (Brown & Clarke, 2022; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). As a first step, the first
author subjected the data to a conventional qualitative content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005),
initially focusing on ordering articulations in the data on: the need for QA, described QA work
practices, and how they contribute to, limit and frame ideas regarding features of “good QA in
ECEC” in relation to global QA discourses and categorising patterns directly expressed or derived
from analysis. In a second, more analytically informed step, we used the three ideational dimensions
of power (Carstensen & Schmidt, 2016) as a lens to interpret and conceptualise our initial categor-
isations and the relationships between them. In this step, both authors were involved in the analysis
and, using the overall theme of the three dimensions of ideational power, we revisited the content
analysis in the first step described above. After having conducted this step separately, we discussed
how to situate and understand the dimensions. More specifically, in this joint stage of the second
analytical step, we identified cognitive and normative arguments, expressions of mobilisation of
communicative and coordinative discourses and ways in which the company came to represent
itself and is represented in the surrounding policy context, as an “ideational leader” in the QA
knowledge domain through circulation of its particular QA system. This also informed our struc-
turing of the analysis, which we present after some additional contextual information on the com-
pany, policy context and EducaCorp’s QA system.

Setting the scene

In Sweden, several reforms involving far-reaching marketisation and privatisation were initiated in
the 1990s, with consequences including the emergence and institutionalisation of a for-profit edu-
cation industry. Policies including full public funding via a voucher system and allowing for-profit
companies to provide educational services strongly promoted this industry’s establishment at a
national level, and subsequently the largest Swedish free school companies started to export their
services (Ronnberg et al., 2021). EducaCorp is one of these corporate actors and the largest edu-
business in northern Europe, according to its website, with several subsidiaries providing ECEC
to adult level and selling educational goods and services. In total, they operate about 400 ECEC
centres, with about 40,000 enrolled preschool children, in five countries.

In 2014, Swedish EducaCorp acquired Seedling, one of the largest private preschool actors in
Norway, with approximately 100 preschools, 2,800 employees and 10,000 enrolled children. Private
actors have historically played major roles in Norwegian ECEC provision and today about 50 per
cent of all Norwegian children attend privately-owned ECEC centres (Tratteberg et al., 2021, 2023).
Seedling started and expanded rapidly when Norwegian ECEC policy shifted to allow opportunities
for for-profit actors to provide preschool services (cf. Haugset, 2023; 2022; Traetteberg et al., 2021).
However, more recently policy measures have been implemented to control and limit the expansion
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of large ECEC companies (cf. Ministry of Education and Research, 2023a; Norwegian Directorate
for Education and Training, 2024). These policy developments are creating concerns about the
potential for corporate expansion in the Norwegian ECEC sector. For example, the national pre-
school strategy for 2030 includes the establishment of municipal democratic control to ensure
that ECEC provision is treated as an element of municipal welfare services rather than an “invest-
ment for commercial interests” (Ministry of Education and Research, 2023b, p. 49).

As universal provision of preschool places was almost achieved, the focus of Norwegian ECEC
policy shifted towards the low and varying quality of ECEC. Both the government (Ministry of Edu-
cation and Research, 2013, 2016, 2017) and researchers (Bjornestad et al., 2020; Bjornestad & Os,
2018; Gotvassli, 2020; Haugset, 2022, 2023) have highlighted the need for better quality provision
and the continuing professional development of ECEC teachers and staff. However, both how to
define ECEC quality and how it should be measured remain unclear and no national standards
exist. Rather, quality and its development is perceived as both contextual and value-laden and,
according to Gotvassli and Vannebo (2016), has attained the status of a self-justifying “master
plan” in relation to Norwegian ECEC policy.

Seedling’s more than 100 preschools have varying profiles and orientations but do share some
features, including their “joint methodology for evaluating and assessing pedagogical practices”
(Seedling preschool annual plan 2023-2024); this process quality assurance (PQA) system is our
focus here. Structural elements of quality, such as teacher ratios and some aspects of facilities,
are measured; however, “process quality” elements are emphasised in particular, for instance
how staft interact with children. Such elements are assessed through peer-to-peer observations
and continuous self-assessment. The ultimate aim is to ensure that specific views of the child, learn-
ing, insights, competence and quality are promoted in all Seedling ECEC centres (Seedling website,
2 September 2024).

Seedling’s PQA system was implemented in 2017, about three years after EducaCorp had
acquired the company. The process includes internal self-assessments and evaluations of all staft
in each preschool every year. Originally, six elements of the Norwegian preschool framework
plan were assessed: care, play, learning, formative development, friendship and community, and
communication and language. A seventh area, child participation and influence, was also added.
Seedling centres are evaluated in each area using indicators (e.g., “we use language actively as sup-
port in play and activities” for language development and literacy), using a seven-point Likert scale
to rate responses (from completely agree to completely disagree). The statements are followed by
more detailed explanations and interpretations of the indicators. Every staff member completes
an assessment form, and average scores are obtained for each preschool and the departments within
it. The results are then analysed to identify strengths and weaknesses that should be highlighted in
the annual quality planning document that each preschool must produce.

In addition, the Seedling PQA system includes external assessment and evaluation of each pre-
school’s pedagogical practices every other year conducted by staff from another Seedling preschool,
in two-day peer-to-peer observations, using the same indicators for each area as in the self-assessment.
This is followed by joint PQA meetings with principals and assessment teams to analyse the results and
formulate action plans. External assessments are also used for comparing and validating the internal
self-assessments, and “calibrating” staff perceptions of their pedagogical practices. The PQA system
is also described as a form of professional development; that is, through observing and discussing prac-
tices of (and with) other Seedling preschools and staff. The Seedling PQA system is a core element of the
overall quality system, and the PQA results are also analysed in relation to indicators of structural qual-
ity and other relevant data, such as results of staff and parent satisfaction surveys.

Identifying preschool quality: power through ideas

EducaCorp has long emphasised its quality work and joint quality system, known as the Educa-
Corp model. “Quality” and striving to stay at the forefront of systematic quality work as a
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responsible private education business have been key elements of the company’s marketing strat-
egy, as shown for instance by EducaCorp’s 2023/24 annual financial report. When EducaCorp
acquired Seedling a decade ago, it regarded “quality” as a major element of gaining a leading
position in the Norwegian preschool sector. Major contributory factors to gaining such a leading
position included recruitment of high-level company managers responsible for quality issues,
some directly headhunted from the Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training and Min-
istry of Education and Research. This strategy was also applied in the Swedish part of the com-
pany, whereby the EC quality director also has professional experience and expertise gained from
national education agencies.

As one of the Seedling managers reported, it was very soon clear that establishing and maintain-
ing high quality provision was a major priority; however, Seedling, the recently acquired company,
had little “real” knowledge of the quality of its preschools, beyond those indicated by structural
indicators:

EducaCorp asked how we [Seedling] could know that the quality is good in all our preschools, and I said,
“Well, we don’t know that. We have an idea, but we don’t know that much about it.” (Seedling manager 2)

The narrative articulated by Seedling managers is that, after acquiring the 100 Seedling preschools,
EducaCorp presented the PQA system used by one of its preschool subsidiaries in Sweden, Man-
ikin, as an example to learn from. The Manikin PQA system reflected ideas regarding how to
measure and develop preschool quality based on process and goal evaluation that had been evident
in Sweden for some time (Prop. 2004, p. 05:11; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2005). Edu-
caCorp’s question posed a cognitive argument in terms of persuading Seedling to develop a similar
system:

They introduced us to Manikin’s QA system ... and we got a pretty clear message that, “You should do some-
thing similar.” (Seedling manager 2)

A clear demand or wish from EducaCorp ... was that we should work on quality more systematically; we
should have some form of quality assessment ... and be at the forefront of future preschools’ development.
It is a shared vision. (Seedling manager 3)

According to EducaCorp managers (i.e., “lenders”), it was “really easy to transfer” the Swedish pre-
school company Manikin’s PQA system to the Norwegian national context; “the basic idea, they
[Seedling managers] could see pretty immediately that this could be easily done in Norway” (Edu-
caCorp manager 1). On the “receiving end”, however, there was some initial hesitation:

Some were very sceptical, saying, “This is no good, it’s a bunch of numbers, and you should write how good a

preschool is, and this will never work in Norway.” ... We had lots of meetings, and I remember staff from
EducaCorp visiting many times. We sat discussing, “What about this? Should we do this?” (Seedling
manager 2)

The hesitation expressed by some Seedling managers reflected a need for deliberative processing,
through meetings and discussions, regarding the best ways in which to adapt the system for Nor-
wegian settings and considering how the preschools would respond to it. The process included visits
from EducaCorp headquarter managers and piloting the system in 12 Seedling preschools. Educa-
Corp managers described the outcome of this process as PQA being “adapted to the Norwegian
context but retaining very similar basic architecture” (EducaCorp manager 2).

EducaCorp’s acquisition of Seedling brought to attention the overarching idea of “quality” and
international discourses on quality. Asking the superficially “easy” question of whether or not Seed-
ling recognised the quality of its preschools highlighted a clear cognitive problem: the company did
not know how good its preschools really were. Strategically recruiting staff from the Ministry and
Directorate made the discourse regarding the “quality problem” more persuasive because that sub-
ject was high on the Norwegian policy agenda, together with a perceived need for greater knowledge
of QA systems, national discussion on preschool quality and national guidelines:



1512 S. CARLBAUM AND L. RONNBERG

In Norway, everyone was very preoccupied with quality at the government level and ... after we received
research indicating that quality in Norwegian preschools was very variable ... perhaps since 2012, we became
preoccupied with it when the [preschool] expansion was done. But there were no national guidelines about
which tool to use or anything like that, so it was up to the owners themselves. Then Seedling started a con-
versation with EducaCorp and learned how they did it, [and] was in the process of piloting an earlier version
of the Seedling PQA. (Seedling Manager 3)

The interviews with our informants, who were professionally involved in Norwegian policy-making
before recruitment by Seedling, revealed that the transfer of professionals from the policy-making
to the corporate domain was accompanied by the transfer and brokerage of forms of knowledge on
both the content and process of QA-related ideas and how they should (or should not) be applied.
In this case, such knowledge from the policy-making arena proved to be valuable in subsequent
“feedback” of ideas from EducaCorp to the Norwegian policy-making arena. However, before
describing this phase of the process, it is important to highlight how actors come to embody
ideas during construction and implementation of PQA systems, which enables their conveyance
between different domains, in this case from the policy-making to the corporate (and, as shown
in subsequent sections, back again).

EducaCorp’s successful attempt to persuade Seedling that transferring the PQA system that had
been developed and used in Swedish preschools to Norwegian settings was feasible did not entirely
depend on “carriers” and brokers between the policy-making and corporate domains, as associated
issues were high on the global agenda. Interviewees referred to a broad general emphasis on process
quality, as highlighted by the OECD (2022) and its “Starting strong” publications (2024). This
aligned with a strong normative argument focusing attention on values and norms that appealed
to the professional preschool community, emphasising the importance of QA and the involvement
of all staff in its development:

A unique feature of Seedling’s PQA system is that we developed it in a Norwegian context, based on the Nor-
wegian framework plan/curriculum, and involved pedagogues in the work. It was important for it to be feas-
ible, [with] practical quality criteria that can be assessed, with no need for certification schemes or the like. We
provide training, but it should be easy to use and feasible ... . I mean, it costs the preschool to send two ped-
agogues to assess another preschool, but it’s feasible, because they see that they get so much back in return.
(Seedling manager 3)

These normative arguments and the process whereby ideas related to assessing preschool quality
permeated Seedling clearly indicate the importance of the power over ideas in the formulation
and implementation of QA policies, and how actors work to control such meanings, as addressed
in the following section.

Explicit borrowing at corporate headquarters but silent enactment on the floor:
power over ideas

Interviewed Seedling managers fully recognised that the Seedling PQA system was borrowed and
transferred (with some adaptations) from EducaCorp’s Swedish preschools. They also recognised
that EducaCorp’s acquisition accelerated Seedling’s professionalisation as a corporate actor,
through enhancing the administration of Seedling’s 100 preschools and setting quality standards
for them. This involved use of EducaCorp’s institutional power and cognitive arguments embedded
in coordinative discourses to promote and ensure that the idea of process quality underlying its
PQA system could be adopted smoothly and efficiently:

When the quality director was hired, we started to work on creating a minimum quality standard, ... how we
could ensure a quality standard, a Seedling standard, implemented in all Seedling preschools. [We] started to
work more efficiently, with traditional chain operations ... with central administrative services[;] a professio-
nalisation in terms of this chain’s operations. (Seedling manager 8)

The quotation above is part of a Seedling manager’s description of the development of a more cen-
tralised (chain-based) organisational structure, with associated reductions in individual preschools’
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autonomy, to establish specific quality standards. The “corporate headquarter centralised” quality
standard and the PQA system were positioned as the way forward, controlling the means of improv-
ing preschool quality and its assessment. During the preschool visits, key elements of the Seedling
PQA system were visible in the preschool, presented as images of and statements about character-
istics of quality posted on staffroom walls and outside for parents and visitors. Hence, the PQA sys-
tem became an integral part of the branding, standards and profiles promoted by Seedling from its
inception and signalled in the company’s preschools. Continuing use of the PQA symbol ensures
recognition and identification of who and what a Seedling preschool is and the values that the pre-
school staff should identify with and abide by. As one of the preschool teachers told us: “It’s some-
thing Seedling put a lot of time and effort into, and everyone knows why we spend so much time on
it, why it’s important” (Seedling preschool teacher 2).

Although the PQA system is well known by preschool staff, effectively displayed and advertised
by the company, the explicit borrowing from EducaCorp’s Swedish preschools was not articulated
by our interviewees in the preschools we visited. Power over ideas is illustrated here by the institu-
tionalisation of Seedling quality standards. The interviewees clearly regarded the PQA system as
centralised by Seedling (not EducaCorp), resulting in strong embedding of (and compliance
with) ideas about “quality” and how it should be measured, with associated promotion of constant
improvement and learning:

It’s good because we get constant reminders of what’s expected of good preschool practice, regarding the
environment, play, documentation, our role as adults and everything that’s observed. ... we staff get better
practice ... . ... There are such concrete things in these indicators, making it easy for everyone to understand.
And to know that we should assess ourselves first, so we get familiar with the indicators, and work on this. ...
Then there’s this observation, an external assessment team, you get an extra assessment and once again
become occupied with what quality in preschool is ... . Then there’s the following process, which is important,
with discussion of the reports and analysis. (Seedling principal 3)

The interviewed preschool staff articulated similar perceptions related to the internalisation of the
PQA system’s values and ideas regarding the meaning of preschool quality and how it should be
measured by Seedling managers. These included recognition of the value of low scores and com-
parison of different assessments. The persuasive power of the PQA system is clearly shown by
the informants’ articulations of its meaning and their positioning in relation to it:

It’s not easy to make educational quality visible [laughing]. So, in our PQA system we ask our preschools to be
critical. We say “Hooray!” if they get low scores, at least in the self-evaluations. (Seedling manager 3)

We look at the areas in relation to each other ... in this area we see progress from last time, but we see that we
scored lower in this area [that] we need to focus on. (Seedling principal 3)

Moreover, indications of the internalisation process can be discerned in articulations of interviewed
preschool teachers, although revealing initial scepticism and anxiety about the external observation
elements of the system:

As the person being observed in a meal or play situation with children, I know that many find that unpleasant,
and you may behave a bit differently or not do what you normally do or would do otherwise. I know that many
people have said it’s a bit unpleasant, but personally I think it’s very nice and it’s good to have someone
observe you, so you can get feedback about your work. (Seedling preschool teacher 1)

The interviewees’ comments clearly illustrate how different actors encountered the PQA system and
associated ideas, navigated through the new conceptual landscape, reconciled the new ideas with
previous approaches, and eventually accepted the ideas as they were institutionalised. The process
was clearly dominated by EducaCorp, but the preschool actors attributed the primary agency to
Seedling rather than the (still “new”) Swedish EducaCorp owner. This situation resulted in dynamic
changes in the control of power over ideas that we continue to explore in the following section on
power in ideas and how it (hegemonically) structures thought.
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Driving quality and the legitimation of corporate business in ECEC: power in ideas

Although quality is globally and universally recognised as important in education policy and has
become a hegemonic “master idea” in Norwegian ECEC policy, what quality is and how it
should be measured, assessed and developed in Norwegian ECEC centres remains an open ques-
tion. Central issues concern, for example, what structural aspects to measure and how to assess
child development or (process-oriented) interactions through self-assessment, and so on. In
addition, activities such as external evaluations, production of statistics, parent satisfaction sur-
veys and so on are also performed and included in the mix of potential QA activities (cf. Got-
vassli & Vannebo, 2016; Haugset, 2022; 2023). Whereas some contestation and resistance can be
seen incrementally in the actual enactment of the Seedling PQA, this Norwegian context pro-
vides a window of opportunity for Seedling and EducaCorp to form ideas of preschool quality
and “ideal” QA. Seedling’s Swedish imported PQA, institutionalised and internalised on the
ground at Seedling preschools, has become an “entrepreneurial solution” that actively seeks
“to nurture demand and give shape to policy problems” (Simons & Vof3, 2018, p. 16). As pre-
viously illustrated, Seedling’s PQA system is presented on the company’s website and physically
on the walls of preschool buildings as a way of attracting not only parents but also staff, present-
ing an image of a preschool provider taking its quality mission seriously and being at the fore-
front of QA and professional development. Rather than exploiting it as a commodity that is sold
to other preschool operators and requires certification, the PQA is commodified in the form of a
“storefront” that is shared for free, publicly accessible, available for anyone to use, and promoted
as transferable to other preschool settings. Seedling also hopes to “lend” and share the PQA sys-
tem beyond Seedling. That may not have been its original intention; however, there is clearly
persuasive power in sharing and openly lending the PQA system to others:

At first it was perhaps a bit like that [business secrets and a potential commodity]. ... [However,] we wanted
others to do this too so that all children would benefit from it. ... From the start EducaCorp was very keen on
transparency. I remember we were very surprised about that, when the Manikin QA system was presented to
us, all materials were available on their public website. We thought, “Wow, you show this to everyone!” ...
Now we share a lot and we’ve just produced this little book, “the quality book”, which we share with munici-
palities and everyone interested who wants to learn what we do and may want to start themselves. ... We had
a public seminar ... where we also handed out this quality book and said, “This is inspiration if anyone who
wants to start working on quality assessment.” (Seedling manager 2)

In this process of sharing and promoting its PQA system, Seedling also reached out to the research
community to evaluate and develop it. This was seen as necessary to establish its PQA system as a
valid scientific tool in relation to the increasing use of competing QA systems:

If we didn’t get any research on this, if we didn’t get it tested [to determine] if it was a good tool, it might raise
questions in relation to the increasing use of x [name of a competing QA system], for example. We thought it
was important to know whether this worked in a Norwegian context, if the preschool sector could develop
tools that are good enough and adapted to a preschool’s everyday life, and the Norwegian curriculum ...
[and to do that], there’s only one way to go, getting it researched and evaluated. (Seedling manager 3)

Such research also offered opportunities to disseminate and lend the PQA system as a free national
quality assessment tool, with recognised reputational rewards for the company:

We hope that studies will say, in a footnote, that the tool’s based on Seedling’s PQA system, but we can’t
demand that. We've asked researchers to evaluate it, that initiative came from us, so we’ve passed it on to
the world. We hope this will establish a good reputation for us generally, but mainly we do it so we can
learn and develop. (Seedling Manager 3)

In this way, EducaCorp and Seedling are bringing acclaimed state-of-the-art PQA ideas to the pol-
icy domain as “ideational leaders” (Schmidt, 2008) by disseminating their system to aid the formu-
lation and implementation of national and municipal preschool quality policies and practices, thus
contributing to the hegemonic structuring of the idea of ECEC quality and QA. As one of the



SCANDINAVIAN JOURNAL OF EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH 1515

managers stated (reporting from an annual Norwegian congress for relevant political and interest
groups, with seminars, workshops and debates) via a social media channel:

We had the opportunity to talk about our fantastic innovation and research at Seedling and I got to talk
especially about our research project on our PQA system, which has received international recognition.
The icing on the cake was that she [the Minister of Education] wondered if she could visit Seedling and
hear more about [our] systematic development work and what we answer. It was all YES! Minister of Edu-
cation you are most welcome! We rejoice! (Seedling manager 1)

This quotation highlights how ideational leadership was (and is) exercised through sharing and
lending of the PQA system, thereby drawing knowledge and people together (e.g., politicians, scien-
tists and professional practitioners), gathering a constituency and actively enrolling allies (Simons &
Vof3, 2018). We have previously highlighted the deliberate recruitment policy through which
knowledge embodied in the work of the Ministry and Swedish National Agency is activated and
used in the dissemination and promotion of the PQA idea. Several of our informants talked
about contacts with the Ministry, and clearly expressed interest in learning from the PQA develop-
ment work at a national policy scale. Moreover, the company received public research funding to
test and develop its PQA system, with the aim of providing it for free nationally, if successful. Thus,
researchers, politicians, public administrators and staff in Swedish and Norwegian corporations
have been enrolled in the “PQA constituency”. This illustrates how a communicative discourse
can become increasingly activate, with an idea being more widely communicated to various stake-
holders and subsequently the public.

Associated legitimation-building activities for providers of any services may be especially impor-
tant at times when their role is being challenged. Accordingly, our respondents recognised that it is
increasingly important in the current climate for for-profit ECEC providers to show that they are
really “giving something back”™

I think we’re at a tipping point, where they [politicians] must decide, in principle, whether they want private
preschools or not. And I don’t think the municipalities have either the funds or desire to run all the preschools
in Norway. ... They seem to be especially targeting the chains like us and tend to treat us differently - small
private owners and large private owners. And they think we have the financial muscle to bear those costs. ...
Therefore we must be a safe, good and responsible preschool owner, so we’re attractive for municipalities to
have in their municipality, so we work on that, and the Seedling PQA is one example. (Seedling manager 3)

Thus, ideational leadership also provides a means of exhibiting responsibility and expertise as a
leading QA actor, thereby positioning and securing the company’s standing as an actor that con-
tributes to the system, in a challenging public legitimacy climate. The means for this derive from
an “exported” corporate idea, presented by and transferred from Swedish EducaCorp, which
occupies a particular position in the private welfare provision system and thus involves a need to
be both “smart” and “frontrunners”:

As EducaCorp are our owners, I just want to say that for me they’ve been a leading star, that we should be
leading future preschools’ development. We’re a private commercial actor. We must work on being good,
we must be at the forefront, and we must be smart[;] we should be the frontrunners, so to speak. (Seedling
manager 3)

Conclusion

Our study highlights the (global) flow of ideas on ECEC quality and QA, focusing on those
mediated through the commercial ECEC export of the Swedish company EducaCorp and its Nor-
wegian subsidiary Seedling via its PQA system. It particularly highlights how quality-related ideas,
and power through, over and in ideas, were manifested, activated and coordinated in the company’s
efforts to position themselves as frontrunners in preschool development and QA.

First, our analysis shows the fusion of global discourses on preschool QA in commercial ECEC
contexts. We show that EducaCorp’s takeover of Seedling initially activated ideas embedded in a
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global QA discourse (OECD, 2022; 2024) and quite forcefully promoted the notion of “process
quality”, successfully connecting to global and national Norwegian discourses (Haugset, 2023).
This was accomplished by encouraging learning from (“adoption of”) a system previously used
by the Swedish ECEC company Manikin by conveying both cognitive and normative arguments.
The Manikin PQA system reflects historical roots of QA ideas in Swedish ECEC. Systematic quality
work in ECEC focusing on the interlinkages between structural, process and goal evaluation were
emphasised early in research (Karlsson, 2000) and policy, with national requirements for self-
assessment and quality audits (Prop. 2004, p. 05:11; Swedish National Agency for Education,
2005). Drawing on these ideas, and following adjustments for adaptation to the Norwegian context,
this came to be discerned as “Seedling’s own” PQA system. It includes (among other features) pro-
cess quality measuring activities, such as annual self-assessments of Seedlings’ preschools and peer-
to-peer external evaluations every other year. In this way, the global discourses, and the drive to
design process QA systems high on both national and global agendas became activated, developed
and circulated by a commercial preschool actor. Due to its size and transnational reach, this par-
ticular actor indeed has extensive resources and the capacity to transfer, produce and build QA
knowledge, conveyed beyond the company’s boundaries and national borders.

Second, our analysis not only highlights the use and flow of global ideas in a commercial ECEC
context but also how the company developed, implemented and “lent” the PQA system, first within
the company (i.e., transnationally from Sweden to Norway) and subsequently to the Norwegian
policy-making arena and public. Thus, far from being merely an “internal company affair”, the
activities contributed to the wider circulation of ideas regarding preschool (process) QA. This
has played an important role in the company’s positioning and legitimation of its preschool oper-
ations in the national policy context and discursive climate. It is important to note that the Seedling
PQA system is made publicly visible, accessible and available. It is not commodified as educational
ware to be sold for potential profit, like some competing QA systems purchased by both public and
private preschools. Instead, it is commodified by allowing free availability to secure competitive
market advantage, through assisting the recruitment of childrens and staff, and the company’s pos-
ition as a legitimate actor and “ideational leader” in the ECEC market (Schmidt, 2008; cf. Bates
et al., 2021), driving preschool development and improvement. Enrolling various allies and activat-
ing communicative discourses provided the means to position the company and its wider usefulness
and reputation by freely offering expert QA knowledge. This legitimises the company’s existence as
a commercial preschool operator in a context in which such actors are increasingly questioned in
both Sweden and Norway (cf. Ministry of Education and Research, 2023b). Such private—public
interdependencies that cut across both organisational and national boundaries (cf. Ball, 2012) illus-
trate how ideas travel in the global education industry, and how the power through, over and in
them can influence what is normatively perceived as, for instance, “good ECEC” and how it should
be assessed and improved.
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