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1 Introduction  

During the last twenty years, Swedish demographics have been changing rapidly due to 

increased migration into the country. In 2016, 23% of the inhabitants of Sweden were from a 

foreign background1 (Statistic Sweden, 2016). As Swedish society increasingly becomes more 

ethnically and linguistically diverse, we need to consider the implications for the education 

system. With this increase in cultural diversity, Swedish preschools are also becoming more 

and more culturally diverse.  

 

For many immigrant children and families, preschool is one of the places where they first 

encounter Swedish social institutions. Swedish preschools have a responsibility to promote 

children’s social development and make them feel a part of the society. The Swedish preschool 

curriculum (Skolverket, 2010) requires teachers to take into account the implications of the 

increase in cultural diversity of their preschools, and makes general pronouncements about the 

need to value this cultural diversity; however, the Curriculum does not provide concrete 

guidelines or suggestions for how to work with the goals and values related to diversity. 

Teachers are asked to promote national values and at the same time mediating these values 

through a framework of cultural diversity, which research has shown leads teachers to react 

with confusion and uncertainty regarding how to enact these values (Runfors, 2013).  

 

International, monolingual preschools in Sweden represent a kind of contradiction when it 

comes to cultural diversity and assessment and evaluation of those children in the preschool. 

As schools that use a language other than Swedish (usually English) as their “medium 

language” they address the mission of valuing multiple cultural perspectives, but they do so in 

a way that potentially undermines the other missions in the curriculum concerning children’s 

participation in Swedish society, particularly the development of Swedish language 

proficiency, which is not only critical for participating in the society in general, but for 

participation in compulsory schooling in particular. Preschools are open for all the children, 

regardless of their cultural background, be they Swedish or from any other country. The 

curriculum stresses preparation for more formal education later in school, while encouraging 

and supporting children’s social development and desire to learn (Skolverket, 2010). 

                                                 
1 Inhabitants with foreign background – The term describes people born abroad or born in Sweden to 

two parents who themselves had both been born abroad. 

https://www.bestpfe.com/
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This thesis examines the tensions, and their implications, stemming from the apparent 

contradictions of “international” preschool provision in the national context of Swedish 

preschool education. In other words, what does it mean to be an international English language 

school in Sweden, which has to negotiate the twin expectations of the Swedish curriculum to 

value cultural diversity and at the same time develop/maintain common heritage with a respect 

to Swedish language and culture? Specifically, this project examines the issue of early 

childhood education in an international English-medium preschool by way of a case study of 

how staff at a Swedish international preschool interpret the Curriculum when it based on semi-

structured interviews with staff members that have different responsibilities and work 

experiences in the preschool. In addition, 2-day observations were made, to support the 

findings. 
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2 Background 

In what follows, I briefly review relevant debates and literature on international education in 

relation to the study of language profile schools in Sweden and issues of cultural inclusion as 

laid out in the Swedish preschool curriculum. Furthermore, I briefly describe ecological 

systems theory and apply this framework as a means of mapping out important relations 

between preschool examined in the current case study and how it is situated in Swedish policy 

questions related to culture.  

2.1 International Education in a globalized world 

 

The UNESCO World Report (UNESCO, 2009) states that globalization has brought continued 

increases of international migration. One consequence of this has been that community links 

are forming between people across the world and creating the feeling of belonging to multiple 

cultures and societies at once. Given this accelerated process of globalization, cultural diversity 

and its implications for how societies are organized has become a key concern, particularly 

with respect to its role in sustainable development and education. 

 

Statistic Sweden (2016) reported that around 23% of the inhabitants of Sweden were from 

foreign background, meaning that each such person had either been born abroad, or had been 

born in Sweden to two parents who themselves had both been born abroad. If we take into 

account people with only one parent born abroad, this percentage increases to 30% (Statistic 

Sweden, 2017).  That is why multicultural and intercultural education in Sweden is important. 

 

In this context of globalization, there has been a related increase in the number of “international 

schools” around the world, especially schools with English-medium instruction2. According to 

ISC Research (International School Consultancy) there were approximately 2500 schools 

offering English as main language of instruction outside of English-speaking countries in 2002 

(Brummitt & Keeling, 2013). In 2012 this number increased to 6000 and it continues to rise. 

English-medium schools are popular for different reasons. In the past the demand for 

international schools came mostly from expatriate parents who needed such schools because 

of their typically nomadic, professional life (Brummitt & Keeling, 2013). Currently, English-

medium schools represent an active choice for parents and students and can be seen as a means 

                                                 
2 English-medium instruction (EMI) is defined by Dearden and Macaro (2016) as providing instruction 

in English in contexts where English is not the language commonly spoken. 
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for middle to upper class families to provide their children with access to the kinds of cultural 

capital (particularly the English language) that will allow children to better negotiate life in a 

globalized world or it can be seen as alternative for everyone. A Japanese study found that 

parents, teachers and directors from international preschools in Japan strive to common goal of 

producing the “international” child (Imoto, 2011). Parents desire that their children gain 

English language skills for future success and survival. Similarly, Skolverket (2010) 

investigated the reasons why parents in Sweden choose an English-medium school. The study 

included six primary schools, municipal and private. They found that most parents argued that 

English is essential in a globalized world and that English proficiency is needed for future 

opportunities to live and work abroad. Furthermore, this study showed that students who attend 

English-medium education are more likely to have foreign background. 

 

2.2 Language profile preschools in Sweden 

 

Preschool attendance in Sweden is voluntary; however, municipalities are responsible for 

ensuring any child requiring a placement in a preschool be given a placement within four 

months. Parents have a right to choose the preschool for their children. Municipalities are 

responsible for ensuring that every preschool, private and public, fulfill the requirements for 

good quality and safety (Om svenska skolan, 2018). The schools cannot have any criteria for 

children to be accepted in the school concerning the language they speak or their cultural 

background.  Elementary schools in Sweden can arrange the main part of teaching in English 

for students who are staying in Sweden for limited period of time, but no more than half of the 

instruction may be given in English (Skolförordning, 2011:185). Interestingly, this the law does 

not apply to the preschools. 

 

A reform of the Swedish school system in 1992, made it possible for schools who were not run 

by state or municipality to receive public financing. Therefore, it was made easier for schools 

providing education in languages other than Swedish to access public support. Currently in 

Sweden, it is possible to find Swedish language preschools, bi-lingual or language profile 

preschools.  The latter are the preschools which have permission to carry out instruction in a 

language other than Swedish (Boyd et. al, 2017). Children enrolled in those schools may not 

necessarily speak Swedish, nor may they be learning Swedish at home, however, they are living 

in the society where Swedish is the main, national language. The language profile preschools 
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are needed to support all the immigrant families and Swedish families that want their children 

to learn other languages (e.g. English, Spanish, German), but it might be more difficult for 

those schools to carry out the mission to promote national values and at the same time 

mediating these values through a framework of cultural diversity, like the Curriculum ask them 

to do (Runfors. 2013). 

 

A number of UNESCO case studies suggest that the implementation of mother-tongue 

bilingual education programs can increase learners’ outcomes and raise academic 

achievements when compared to monolingual second-language systems (Bühmann & Trudell, 

2008). Bilingual education programs may be directed at children whose languages differ from 

the language of public education and are trying to preserve their mother language. However, 

many parents decide to school their children in vehicular languages3 at the expense of mastery 

of their mother tongue (UNESCO World Report, 2009). But what if the vehicular language is 

one that is not the dominant language of the society in which the child is being schooled? 

English is the prototypical example. English is an important language internationally and in 

Sweden. It is used for international business, popular culture and education on all levels. 

English is also one of the three required subjects in compulsory school along with Swedish and 

Mathematic. Sweden is ranked second in the world, with a very high proficiency in English 

(EF English Proficiency Index, 2017). 

  

Research on international, profile language preschools in Sweden is scarce. The research that 

is available focuses primarily on issues of language policy. For example, Boyd & Ottesjö 

(2016) conducted research about how a twofold institutional language policy plays out in 

practice among staff and children in an English-medium preschool in Sweden. They found out 

that staff in the preschool primarily talked English by rarely deviating in their talk from 

monolingual English, but the children in the preschool showed variety of bilingual practices. 

The authors concluded that these code alternation practices either arise spontaneously from 

children’s linguistic competence or have been learned from other children or other adults 

outside the preschool. A similar study (Boyd, Huss and Ottesjö, 2017) concluded that children 

in the preschools tend to follow the lead of the preceding speaker’s language choice. Even 

though the staff gives priority to the profile language (English or Finnish), the children show 

                                                 
3 Vehicular language/ lingua franca, is used as a “contact language between persons who share neither 

a common native language nor a common culture… “(Firth, 1996, p. 240). And for them, for example 

English is the chosen foreign language of communication. 
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through their interaction that skills in both the preschool’s profile language and in Swedish are 

valuable. 

 

2.3 The Swedish preschool curriculum 

 

According to Swedish preschool steering documents, preschools should organize activities 

which meet the needs and interest of all children. Some of these needs are framed in the 

preschool Curriculum in terms the need to value the different cultural backgrounds that children 

bring to the preschool.  In promoting respect for human rights, the Swedish preschool 

curriculum (Skolverket, 2010) seeks to create environments to help children learn to respect 

and value each other’s abilities, to be patient, tolerant and understanding. 

 

The Swedish curriculum states that the preschool should “strive to ensure that each child feel 

a sense of participation in their own culture and develop a feeling and respect for other cultures” 

(Skolverket, 2010, p. 10). The environment has to make sure that there is no intentional or 

unintentional discrimination and prejudice in Curriculum and learning materials, especially 

with regard to children from diverse cultural backgrounds. It has been shown that children are 

aware of ethnic and cultural differences at a very young age (Aboud 1988, Flavell, Miller & 

Miller, 1993) and preschool is one of the social and cultural meeting place which should 

prepare children for life in culturally diverse community. The Curriculum states that the work 

team should “make children aware that people may have different attitudes and values that 

determine their views and actions” (Skolverket, 2010, p. 9). It is particularly important that the 

environment be arranged to ensure that prejudice and discrimination are not reflected, even 

unintentionally, in curriculum and learning materials, especially with regard to children from 

diverse cultural backgrounds (UNESCO, 2010). The Curriculum has to be designed to ensure 

equity and to allow teachers to adapt teaching methods, that’s the key to inclusive classroom 

(ibid.).  

 

Furthermore, the Swedish preschool curriculum (Skolverket, 2010) states that one of the 

important tasks of the preschool is to “…impart and establish respect for human rights and the 

fundamental democratic values on which Swedish society is based (p.3). In all the preschools, 

care and respect for other people, equity and equality and the rights of every individual should 

be emphasized and expressed. The activities of the preschool should be carried out 

democratically and therefore provide a basis for a growing responsibility and interest for 
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children to be active participants in society (ibid.). The preschool should be a cultural and social 

meeting place which can prepare children to live in internationalized community. The 

preschool should also help children with a foreign background to receive support in developing 

a multicultural sense of identity (ibid.). 

 

Although it is clear that in principle Swedish preschool provision aims to provide a culturally 

inclusive environment for children in the early years, in practice the situation is less than ideal. 

The teacher education reform in Sweden in 2001 emphasized that future teachers must be 

trained to work in multicultural environment (Rabo, 2007). Intercultural education has become 

a subject in the general part of the teacher training, but the approaches of intercultural and 

multicultural education vary from one program to another (Taguma et al., 2010). Statens 

Offentliga Utredningar (2005:56) reported that Swedish preschool teacher training programs 

do not provide enough instructions for preschool teachers to work with intercultural issues 

common in every day practice.  

 

Preschool teachers in Sweden are asked to take into account that children have different home 

living environments and try to create context and meaning out of their experiences, but at the 

same time teachers should strive to pass on cultural heritage, values, traditions, history, 

language and knowledge to the next generations (Skolverket, 2010). However, as with any 

values-based curricula, the Swedish Preschool Curriculum is written in such a way that leaves 

aspects of its implementation open to interpretation. Runfors (2013) argues that the Curriculum 

leaves words like culture and diversity vaguely defined. For example, Runfors notes that the 

Curriculum states that preschool’s mission is “to impart and establish respect for human rights 

and the fundamental democratic values which Swedish society is based on” (Skolverket, 2010, 

p. 3). Runfors argues that the mission of the curriculum regarding cultural issues is unclear 

because we can interpret the goals in many different ways. The Curriculum does not clarify 

whose cultural heritage or how teachers should mediate national values and the values of 

children from foreign background, which can be challenging for the teachers. 

 

Of particular interest with respect of the question of culture and Swedish preschool provision 

are questions of children’s language acquisition in Swedish preschools. The curriculum states 

that the preschool should stimulate each child’s language development not just for reasons of 

the child’s communicative development, but also for reasons related to the development of the 

child’s identity: “Language and learning are inseparably linked together, as are language and 
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the development of a personal identity” (Skolverket, 2010, p.6). Children with a well-

developed mother tongue other than Swedish, have better opportunities to learn Swedish, then 

children who didn’t develop their mother tongue. It is written in the Curriculum (Skolverket, 

2010) that the preschool should strive to ensure that each child “with a mother tongue other 

than Swedish develop their cultural identity and the ability to communicate in both Swedish 

and their mother tongue" (p.10). Preschools need to give children with foreign background 

opportunity to develop both their Swedish language and their mother tongue. However, the 

Curriculum does not talk about children whose mother tongue is Swedish and the importance 

of learning the Swedish language for all. It can be interpreted that teachers are not required to 

promote Swedish language if children’s mother tongue is Swedish.  

2.4. Ecological systems theory 

 

The aim of this study is to examine how international preschools in Sweden negotiate tensions 

related to Swedish preschool curricular requirements related to the twin missions of creating a 

culturally inclusive environment and preparing children for participation in Swedish society. 

Broadly speaking - what does it mean to be an English-medium preschool in the context of 

Swedish Preschool provision? In the background presented here, it is clear that in order to 

understand how this negotiation takes place, we need to understand how the day to day work 

of preschools is arranged in terms of local organizational expectations, as well as by larger 

scale institutional demands implemented through steering documents and oversight from the 

Ministry of Education and the School Inspectorate. For this reason, an Ecological Systems 

Theory approach (Bronfenbrenner, 1994) has been adopted as a conceptual framework for 

interpreting the data collected.  

 

In Bronfenbrenner's Ecological Systems Theory the socio-cultural environment is viewed as 

an essential component in human development. Bronfenbrenner identified interconnected 

layers within this environment, each playing various roles in the growth of a person (See Figure 

1). Each layer, or structure, may affect a person in different ways, and the interactions between 

the structures have the potential to steer the person’s development, thus creating a unique 

experience for each individual (Aubrey & Riley, 2016). Bronfenbrenner identified that a 

change/conflict in any one layer has the potential to make changes on the other layers within 

the system (Paquette & Ryan, 200l). 
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Teachers and other professionals in education can take a lot from Bronfenbrenner's work, 

especially when we consider how society is evolving and changing. In this increasingly global 

society it is important that teachers have an awareness of the cultures and values which may be 

dictating the child's lifestyle, as well as understanding how wider issues affecting family life 

may have an unwanted effect on a child's development (Sheridan et al., 2011). 

 

Ecological Systems Theory can help us understand how social policy issues potentially affect 

how education and care are organized in preschool, as well as the organization of the profession 

of preschool teaching. Looking at the model, it can be seen how changes in one strata of the 

environment, policy requirements related to e.g. child-teacher ratios impact on local 

requirements regarding classroom organization (Sheridan et al., 2011). In the present study, 

factors influencing the teachers and the preschool itself were examined through the lens of the 

various strata in the ecological systems model, namely macro-, exo-, meso-, micro- and chrono-

system levels (See Figure 1). The Exosystem is the environment that indirectly affects teacher’s 

work, e.g. national educational policies. Looking at Exosystem of the English-medium 

preschool, we can see that it follows the same laws as Swedish public preschools, but also the 

policies of the second, Western curriculum they use to organize activities in the preschool. The 

macro level provides knowledge of the overall goals for the preschool and indicates how these 

goals should be implemented through practice as values, content and activities (Sheridan et al., 

2011). The influence of the macrosystem in this school is mediated both by the outside Western 

Curriculum, its values and contents, and the Swedish curriculum which lays down what are the 

fundamental values and principals in the Swedish society.  

 

Drawing on Bronfenbrenner’s work we can say that ecological factors influence how preschool 

staff interact with their environment, including relationships with others, events, and objects. 

Teachers working in an international preschool are included in the complex sociocultural world 

that impact their development. The School’s microsystem consists of multidirectional 

relationships between teachers, students, and parents. The parents, the children, the teachers 

and the principal/owner have their own cultural and educational background, values and 

believes, that will indirectly influence how the preschool is organized, how preschool staff 

work with children and families from different backgrounds. In addition, the school developed 

the Equality Treatment Act and Systematic quality assurance documents, based on the policies 

and laws in Sweden and according to the foreign Curriculum. The preschool staff works in a 

specific idioculture environment, where they developed and appropriated their ways of how to 
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negotiate the twin expectations of the Swedish curriculum to value cultural diversity and in the 

same time develop/maintain common heritage, using both Curriculums.  

  

Figure 1: Ecological systems theory diagram of the English-medium preschool in Sweden 
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2 Aim and research questions 

The aim of this study, broadly speaking, is to explore what it means to be an international 

English language school in Sweden, which has to negotiate the twin expectations of the 

Swedish curriculum to value cultural diversity and in the same time develop/maintain common 

heritage with a respect to the Swedish preschool curriculum.  

 

The negotiation notion in this study refers to the teachers’ coping with tensions produced by 

the need to simultaneously have the children participating in a shared culture and at the same 

time trying to create a culture that it brings in diversity of cultures while having English as their 

medium language. In other words, the staff members have to promote cultural values, believes, 

practices that the children bring to the school and at the same time try to enculturate children 

into the society and the culture in which they are presumably going to be participating in, which 

is the Swedish culture. But that is the presumption of the Swedish curriculum. In fact, a 

significant portion of children in the preschool, do not fit that profile of children who are going 

to be living in Sweden. These children are currently living in Sweden, but they are not going 

to be living in Sweden in a sort of a sustain long way as it seems to be presumed by the Swedish 

curriculum. This can be understood and seen as a dilemma, as the staff members, according to 

the Swedish curriculum, have to strive to promote children’s diverse culture and at the same 

time, promote participation in a shared society, with shared set of values and believes. In 

Sweden, there are these schools which are trying to follow the Swedish curriculum, which has 

an implicit assumption about children’s participation in the Swedish culture. It can be 

understood that teachers are challenged to prepare inclusive environment for everyone, while 

taking into account different laws, guidelines from the curriculums and different cultures while 

using English as their medium language. Therefore, it is important to investigate how the 

teachers negotiate the twin expectations of the Swedish curriculum. 

 

This research is guided by the following research questions: 

 

▪ How do the staff in English-medium preschool in Sweden interpret and implement the 

Curriculum when it comes to questions of cultural diversity in their day to day work? 

 

▪ How does the preschool’s monolingual language policy affect everyday life in the 

preschool? 
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3 Methods 

This qualitative case study was conducted in an English-medium preschool in Sweden. The 

study combines semi-structured interviews and observations to investigate how is the 

preschool, its pedagogy and English language policy is situated with respect to what the 

Swedish preschool curriculum says about internationalization and diversity.  

 3.1 Participants 

 

Five staff members from the international preschool were recruited as participants in the study. 

The participants were recruited in person or via email with the help of a teacher who works at 

the school and who is a personal acquaintance of the author. Furthermore, the school principal 

assisted in the recruitment effort.   Prior to giving their voluntary consent to participate in the 

study and signing a consent form, all participants were informed about the purposes and 

procedures of the study, as well as of their rights as study participants, including the right to 

withdraw their participation from the study at any time, for any reason, without consequence. 

 

The interviews were made with five participants4. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jessica is the principal of the preschool. She grew up in dual-cultural family. She lived in 

America, then moved to Sweden, where she worked as a preschool teacher, until she helped to 

establish the preschool. 

 

                                                 
4 Pseudonyms are used, instead of the real names of the participants, in order to protect identities of the 

teachers/principals/owners and the school. 

 

Interview 

number & 

duration  

 

Number  

of 

participants 

Pseudonym Position in 

the preschool 

Years 

working in 

the preschool 

Family 

background 

Interview 1 

1h 25 min 

 

1  Jessica Principal 15 + years American/S

wedish 

2 Johanna Owner 15 + years British 

Interview 2 

55 min 
3 Chloe Preschool 

teacher 

11 years American 

Interview 3 

50 min 
4 Emma Preschool 

teacher 

15 + years Brazilian 

Interview 4 

51 min 
5 Amy Preschool 

teacher 

1 year Greek 

Figure 2: Interview and participant information 
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Johanna is the preschool owner. She is British and moved to Sweden approximately thirty years 

ago. She met Jessica in Sweden, firstly their relationship was as a parent-teacher, Johanna was 

a parent at that time.  Jessica and Johanna decided to establish the preschool more than fifteen 

years ago.  

 

Chloe is a preschool teacher from United States.  She worked as a kindergarten teacher and 

first grade teacher in the United States. In 2000 she moved to Sweden, where she worked as an 

English language teacher for adults, including immigrants. She has been working in the 

English-medium preschool for eleven years.  

 

Emma is a preschool teacher from Brazil. She worked there as a primary teacher and a math 

teacher from 1st to 8th grade. In addition, she taught children English as a second language in a 

private English language school. She moved to Sweden eighteen years ago. She has worked 

for more than fifteen years in the English-medium preschool. 

 

Amy is a preschool teacher from Greece. She moved to Sweden two years ago to study in a 

master’s program focused on research in childhood interventions. Before moving to Sweden, 

she worked 1 year as an English language teacher for children from six to twelve years old. 

She has worked in the English-medium preschool for 9 months. 

 

Each participant pursued their undergraduate education in their home countries. 

3.2 Field site 

 

The study was conducted in an urban, private preschool in Sweden. The preschool is an 

English-medium school. The teachers in the preschool as well as the families represent a large 

cross section of the international community. The preschool has Swedish children and children 

from all over the world that live in Sweden. Many families who send their children to the 

preschool are living in Sweden temporarily (two to four years), as one or both parents have 

come from abroad on temporary work contracts with different companies (e.g. Volvo), 

hospitals and universities. 

 

 The preschool has approx. 20 teachers/assistants and over 100 children. There are seven 

children’s groups organized into four departments. Each department is organized in terms of 

the children’s ages. 
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Like all preschools in Sweden, the preschool must follow the Swedish national Curriculum 

(Skolverket, 2010), which is a general framework or set of guidelines for guiding educational 

activities. Additionally, the school implements a specific Western curriculum model (hereafter 

Curriculum X) that advocates an active participatory learning and is research-validated. This 

curriculum can be seen as structured, sequenced set of prescriptions for the organization of 

educational activities. Curriculum X is designed to help children learn by being involved in 

direct experiences with people, objects, ideas and events. This curriculum draws on the 

constructivist theories of Piaget, Dewey, Erikson, Vygotsky and others.  Content areas of the 

Curriculum are organized in eight main categories: Approaches to Learning (e.g. planning, 

problem solving) Social and Emotional Development (e.g. emotions, conflict resolution), 

Physical Development and Health (e.g. motor skills, healthy behavior), Language, Literacy, 

and Communication (e.g. vocabulary, reading), Mathematics (e.g. shapes, measuring), 

Creative Arts (e.g. music, pretend play), Science and Technology (e.g. predicting, observing) 

and Social Studies (e.g. diversity, history). 

 

The school uses DAT (Developmental Assessment Tool)5 to assess children’s development. 

DAT is an early childhood assessment instrument that was designed to meet the needs of early 

childhood programs for developmentally and culturally appropriate assessment methods. 

Teachers regularly write anecdotes about children behaviors, experiences and interests. 

Teachers observe children and review those anecdotes two to three times a year to see on which 

level of the development each child is.  Teachers rate them in 8 categories and 58 areas known 

as developmental indicators (e.g. communicating ideas, diversity). There is developmental 

sequence of seven levels of competency (i.e., from least to most developed), which teachers 

mark for the purpose to see how much did children advance from their own development. 

3.3 Documentation Methods 

 

One group and four individual, semi-structured interviews were conducted in order to collect 

the data about the staff interpretations of and work with the Swedish Preschool Curriculum, 

concerning the language, assessment, internationalization, and cultural diversity and their 

mission of inclusion in the Swedish society with English as a main language of engagement. 

Semi-structured interviews allow highest flexibility of coverage small-scale case studies, and 

capture the richness of the themes articulated by respondents (Drever, 1995), and participants 

                                                 
5 The name of the tool was anonymized. See section 3.5 Ethical Considerations for more information. 
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have a fair degree of freedom in what to talk about, how much to say or how to express it 

(Bryman, 2008). The group interview was done, because the Jessica and Johanna preferred to 

be interview together. Group interviews have some advantages and complexities. Group 

interviews can help participants to share and exchange ideas and stimulate new thoughts which 

may never occur in individual interviewing. The group provide support for all the members to 

feel comfortable and this way otherwise shy people share their thoughts with the interviewer 

(Goldman, 1962). It is important that all participants in the group interview have a chance to 

speak and express their opinion, because it can happen that more talkative participants takes 

the lead and the others don’t get a chance to talk. One of the participants in the study was more 

talkative then the other, but both participants got a chance to express their opinion. The group 

interviews seem to gather all the data we want relatively shorter time compared to individual 

interviews (Lederman, 1990), but the process of writing transcripts takes longer, compared to 

individual interviews. 

 

An interview guide was developed prior to the interviews as a means of orienting to topics and 

posing questions relevant for addressing the study aims. The preschool staff was interviewed 

once, in person or via Skype/phone. The interviews were conducted in English, audio recorded 

and transcribed. Interview with the principal Jessica and the owner Johanna lasted for 1:25h 

and it was conducted in person. Interviews with Emma and Amy were conducted via Skype, 

each interview was long approx. 50 minutes. The interview with Chloe was done through the 

phone call and it was 55 minutes long.  Skype/phone interviews are cost-effective, alternative 

to in-person interviews (Sedgwick & Spiers 2009), they can be done on distance and save time 

and troubles of traveling to interviewees. Skype has a few advantages compared to phone 

interviews. Through the video, the interviewer and the interviewee can see each other and 

therefore the contact is of a more personal manner than by phone (Weinmann et al., 2012). 

Chloe’s interview was done by phone, because of her request. All the Skype/phone interviews 

went without any major interruptions because of the signal or the internet connection. 

Three paragraphs from the Swedish curriculum were provided to the interviewees as prompts 

to prepare them for a discussion about culture, diversity and language (see Appendix A). 

 

In addition, Amy’s class was observed for two days. She gave the permission to observe her 

class. The class had 13 children of the age of three. The consent forms were distributed to the 

parents by the teacher. Observations of daily activities in one group (greeting time, lunch, group 

activities, rest time...) were conducted. One observation was conducted prior to the participant 
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interviews. The purpose of the unstructured observation was to gain a general sense of the day-

to-day activities of the preschool, and thus characterize the setting with respect to question of 

issues of language, culture and assessment, relevant to my research aims and questions. 

 

The remaining observation was conducted after preliminary review of the interview transcripts. 

With the information gained from these reviews, the second observation was conducted to 

triangulate with the interview findings. The initial review of the transcript was used as an 

interpretive lens for the second round of observations.  

3.4 Analysis Methods 

 

A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was used to analyze the texts. Through thematic 

analysis patterns were identified concerning the ways that the preschool interprets Curriculum 

when it comes to question of cultural diversity, language policy and assessment. Four 

transcripts and two field notes were analyzed. When gathered all the text, the coding and 

searching for meanings that are relevant to the research questions were done. According to 

Saldaña (2013), a code is a word, phrase or sentence that represent aspect(s) of a data or capture 

the essence of features of data. After the coding process, the codes were organized into sub-

categories.  The next step was to find the categories in which we can place sub-categories, and 

get even bigger unit. Our interpretation of data, organizing and connecting codes, sub-

categorizes and categorizes to get the bigger picture was important.  

 

Small number of participants and data will create a limitation in transferability of the results 

since more categories or sub-categories might have appeared if there had been more conducted 

interviews. The results of the research shouldn’t be generalized, because of the specific context 

and the limited sample size.  

 

3.5 Ethical Considerations 

 

Any information gathered from the participants was anonymized to ensure that they cannot be 

identified. Additionally, all information gathered was stored securely to prevent loss or theft 

and the interview transcripts/audio recordings were deleted upon completion of the study. All 

persons, organizations and institutions involved in the study remain anonymous in all respects. 
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All the participants gave their voluntary consent to participate in the study, including reading 

and signing the consent forms (see Appendix B). All participants agreed to be interviewed, and 

one participant agreed to let her class to be observed.  

 

The parents of the children signed the consent forms (see Appendix B) before the observations 

started. Children whose parents didn’t agree to participate in the study, were removed from the 

classroom. 

 

The name of the approach and the name of the assessment tool that the school is using were 

changed, in order to ensure that the school could not be identified given the specific profile and 

limited numbers of English-medium preschools in Sweden. For the same reason some 

references were not added and some words in the interview extracts were changed to protect 

identity of the participants and the school. 

At the request from the school leaders, the principal and the owner, their answers from the 

interview are not quoted in this thesis. 

3.6 Limitations  

 

The study included only a small number of participants due to the time limit we had. Because 

of the small sample and the unique preschool profile, the results cannot be generalized. Due to 

limited time of the participants, some interviews were limited in length and thus some topics 

were not covered in depth. The participants were not asked about their intercultural and 

multicultural education they received prior working in the English-medium preschool.  
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4 Findings and Discussion 

Analysis of the data revealed that the staff described various tensions related to their 

negotiating the demands of the curriculum together with approaches that, I argue, were used to 

balance or resolve these tensions. Two main themes related to this process of negotiation and 

resolution were identified in the analysis: Tools and practices used to negotiate the constraints 

of the Swedish curriculum and The politics and practicalities of being an English-medium 

school. 

 

4.1 Tools and practices used to negotiate Dilemmas of the Swedish curriculum  

 

As noted earlier, in addition to working with the Swedish Preschool Curriculum, the school 

appropriated and began implementing Curriculum X a few years after the school was 

established. This was done in conjunction with the use of the DAT developmental measurement 

tool which teachers used on daily basis. Analyses revealed that the implementation of these 

pedagogical and assessment tools by staff at the school mediated various tensions and 

dilemmas related to questions of cultural inclusion and pedagogical quality and accountability.  

 

4.1.1 Curriculum X:  
 

When the preschool was established, it worked only with the Swedish national Curriculum. 

Furthermore, there was no central pedagogical philosophy that was followed by the entire 

school. When the preschool was established, the pool of employees included teachers with 

varying pedagogical philosophies. For example, according to the principal one class was 

Montessori and the other one was using more socio-cultural approach. According to the 

principal Jessica and the owner Johanna, they initially adopted Curriculum X as a means of 

trying to bring the school under one unified approach, one which they believed fit with the 

Swedish.  To be clear, this was a curriculum appropriated for use alongside the Swedish 

preschool curriculum. When comparing the two curricula, the Swedish curriculum is 

understood as a general, values-based framework or set of guidelines for guiding educational 

activities, while the Curriculum X is a structured, sequenced set of prescriptions and guidelines 

for the organization of educational activities.   

 

https://www.bestpfe.com/
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Critically, the principal Jessica and the owner Johanna described the relationship between the 

two curricula in terms of means and ends: The Swedish curriculum was described as “What” 

and Curriculum X was described as “How”. They see the Swedish curriculum as a kind of a 

framework of what is expected and the Curriculum X as how are they going to reach the goals. 

Jessica elaborated on this point noting that the requirement in Sweden is that teaching at all 

levels should be based on Vetenskaplig grund (Science) and Beprövad erfarenhet (proven 

experience). Curriculum X, according to the principal Jessica and the owner Johanna, met these 

criteria as it is based on a research with good results in practice. 

 

There was agreement among all staff that Curriculum X worked as a complement to the 

Swedish preschool curriculum. According to the principal and owner the Swedish curriculum 

is similar to Curriculum X because they both focus on intrinsic motivation, on the children 

finding their strengths from within, on the process rather than the product, acknowledgment vs 

praise, problem solving, and democracy. According to some staff, one reason why they viewed 

Curriculum X as a complement to the Swedish Curriculum had to do with the highly structured 

quality of Curriculum X. The owner argued that once the teacher became familiar with the 

structure, they were free to be more creative and engage more with the children. Emma, making 

a related argument, described Curriculum X’s structure as a means of accomplishing goals 

contained within the Swedish curriculum, namely those related to following the children’s 

interests. She argued that their school placed much focus on children’s interests compared to 

some other Swedish preschools: 

 

“My three kids went to the Swedish preschool. I can see a clear difference in terms 

of planning, in terms of activities, in terms of really preparing activities based on 

kid’s interests, in the Swedish school it was more free play without focusing in 

the child’s interests. In Sweden it is more like free thing. I am not saying that it is 

bad. I am saying how we do it, I am 100% more in what we do. We see that 

Curriculum X, I bet that the Swedish curriculum would pay off as well, if all those 

teachers were aware of how important it is to follow the kids interest and not your 

own personal and comfortable interest.” – Emma 

 

The owner and Emma are arguing that the structure provided by Curriculum X has the effect 

of freeing the teachers to pay more attention to the children, and thus allowing them to focus 

on identifying and working more with the children’s interests. From this perspective, this 
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outside curriculum, Curriculum X, is seen as helping the teachers accomplish the Swedish 

Curriculum’s goals of having the teachers make children’s interests the leading factor in 

preschool activities. The Swedish preschool curriculum (Skolverket, 2010) states that 

preschool teachers are responsible for all children having influence over working methods and 

contents, moreover “the child’s curiosity, initiative and interests should be encouraged” (p. 5). 

According to the Swedish preschool curriculum “the needs and interests which children 

themselves express in different ways should provide the foundation for shaping the 

environment and planning activities” (p. 9). 

 

Seen through an Ecological Systems perspective there are varying macrosystem effects on the 

international preschool that become consequential to how Swedish preschool education is 

organized. The school is working with tools from a macrosystem that is defined more broadly: 

Not only from institutions within Swedish society but also institutions outside of Swedish 

society (educational institution from Western country that are promoting the Curriculum X).  

 

Following children’s interests is a critical practice when trying to create a more culturally 

inclusive environment (Gay, 2010; Kidsmatter, n.d.). By being mindful of children’s interests, 

teachers create the potential of being mindful of children’s cultural background since this 

background may be part of what informs their interests. 

 

When talking with the participants about the interpretation of the Swedish curriculum regarding 

culture, language and diversity, the participants gave their examples which would cover both 

curriculums. Amy talked about different activities they do regarding diversity and celebrating 

Easter and other Swedish holidays. She described that for her it’s a bit “tricky” because they 

have to follow both curricula. She said: “we have to meet the regulations in both and have the 

multiculturality in mind.”  Amy said that the Swedish curriculum asks them to work in 

accordance to the Swedish traditions and culture, but their school put an emphasis on the 

multiculturality and diversity (as in Curriculum X), on different cultures and traditions that are 

represented in the school. She said that sometimes they need to keep a little bit of distance from 

the Swedish traditions, since they have to respect every culture. She pointed out that they also 

present to the children the Swedish customs and traditions, because that is important, because 

they live in Sweden.  

 

Emma explain how she sees curriculum X as a tool for helping her work through cultural issues 

in the preschool. She said that sometimes you can “say A and parents understand Z, because 
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the culture is different.” The teachers have to be very open minded and patient. According to 

her the teachers don’t have any extra training regarding how to work with children from 

different backgrounds, but she thinks that is when curriculum X comes in. 

 

“Curriculum X teaches us how to do it. Teaches us how to respect their cultures, 

their past, their actions to respect them as human being. No one is more or less 

than the other one. We are the same. And we try to develop the kid’s individual 

qualities and characteristics based on that.” - Emma 

 

Emma explained that Curriculum X and DAT (Developmental Assessment Tool) helps them 

to “deal with each child individually” but at the same time keep in mind that they are in a group. 

It can be understood that the school is putting emphasis on all of the cultures that families in 

their preschool are coming from, with an emphasis on each child individuality. The teachers 

prepare activities based on children’s individual needs, interests, believes and values. In 

Emma’s opinion Curriculum X taught them to “make the kids think and how to use the right 

words and the right approach in this case to develop”.  Curriculum X emphasizes how important 

it is for children to make decisions, especially good choices in their lives since they are babies. 

According to Emma teachers in the preschool prepare activities and talk about whatever 

children know and talk about. She explained that with an example of how they talk about Easter 

and Christmas in their preschool. 

 

“We can talk about Easter, and we see what the kids give to you. What do they 

know about Easter. If they don’t mention God, we don’t mention God. If the child 

mentions Jesus, you mention Jesus… But we cannot impose, they give as and 

depends what they give us... But we can say that some people believe that, like 

Indians, they believe of the god of the sun. But some people, we can never 

generalize. Do you believe this or that? Then we go from there.” -Emma 

 

Emma said that there is a thin line when talking about diversity and common culture. In her 

opinion sometimes, it’s not easy to know where the line is.  For her the experience is something 

that helps teachers to work with families from different backgrounds and to know where the 

“line” is when talking about culture and diversity. 
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“It comes from years of experiences… like when we say Merry Christmas, and 

we have parents looking at you, kind of in a different way, and if you feel that 

they don’t accept Merry Christmas, then you can change to happy holiday. 

Because you are not going to offend, but on the other hand… they might never 

say Merry Christmas and when you go to them with a big smile and say it, and 

they look at you and say Merry Christmas to you too. It’s a dangerous area but 

you can feel it.” – Emma 

 

From the example it can be understood that the common “Merry Christmas” greeting could be 

accepted in a Swedish society, because Christmas is a Swedish public holiday, but in this 

specific cultural diverse preschool, some people could not accept this greeting if they don’t 

celebrate Christmas. As Sweden has approx. 23% inhabitants from a foreign background 

(Statistic Sweden, 2016), teachers need to be careful and know each individual family well to 

know where is the line. 

 

Chloe has similar opinion. She thinks that teachers should become aware of cultural differences 

so the teachers don’t offend the families. For that it is critical to “get to know families as genuine 

as possible”. In her opinion it is also important that parents, not just teachers, learn why teachers 

are doing certain things and why are those things important to them, why are they planning 

activities in a way they do. Han and Thomas (2010) argue that it is important to gain knowledge 

about cultures, their values and what social norms each culture has. In order to have a successful 

multicultural classroom people in it needs to learn from one another and understand the 

connection between social competence and culture identity. 

 

We see the immigration policies reflected in the Swedish preschool curriculum which asks 

teachers and preschool leaders to create inclusive environments for children from diverse 

cultural backgrounds; however, as noted, teachers are left to develop their own philosophies, 

approaches and tools for addressing this task given the perceived lack of specificity in the 

curriculum regarding intercultural education.  It is necessary to design strategies to deal with 

cultural diversity so that education becomes significant for all children, regardless of their 

background (Aguado, Ballesteros & Malik, 2010). This school is using the Curriculum X as 

additional tool, which helps them to work with these children. One teacher finds it a bit 

challenging to take into account two curriculums, but in general they see it as a tool to help 

them to look as each child as individual with different culture, language and experience. From 
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an Ecological system’s perspective, we can see that the Curriculum X is mediating the ways in 

which at the Microsystem level the teachers are working with children with respect to what 

they understand that the macro system (Ministry of Education and the Swedish preschool 

Curriculum) is asking them to do. In addition, the Curriculum X represent important factor, 

which is influencing, how those teachers work in the international preschool. It can be 

understood that the Curriculum X, as a foreign curriculum, which was developed in another 

Western country, does not necessary emphasize the Swedish culture, believes and values. It 

may be understood that the school sees the other cultures equally important. Teachers are trying 

to take into account every child’s interest and plan activities according to their interests.  

 

4.1.2 DAT Assessment tool 
 

Another tool that the preschool has incorporated into its pedagogical toolkit is the DAT 

developmental assessment tool. When the Curriculum X was fully implemented, the school 

started to use DAT tool. As we will discuss in the remaining section, the teachers saw the DAT 

tool as significant for helping them achieve the two key Swedish curricular goals: (1) 

Identifying the children interests, and (2) engaging with children’s diverse cultural 

contributions. This is what they saw as contributing to the Curriculum. They are using these 

tools for interpretation of the Curriculum.  

 

The instructional literature on implementation of the DAT tool describes the tool as designed 

to measure the developmental trajectories of all children, from birth through kindergarten, 

regardless of their backgrounds or abilities. The participants viewed the tool this way. For 

example, Amy argued that the goal of the DAT is to “provide each child the well-rounded 

beginning of the education in order to be prepared for upper steps in the education.” 

Furthermore, she said that the DAT tool does help address cultural issues, but it helps her in 

general to prepare the activities according to children and their individual interests, regardless 

of their cultural background.  The same way Emma pointed out that by going through all the 

developmental indicators, it teaches her how to deal with children’s individuality and therefore 

children with different backgrounds. Emma explained that the school uses DAT also to go 

through the Swedish Curriculum and see if the goals were met. 
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Diversity is one of the developmental indicators within the Social science category of the DAT, 

with the goal that children understand that people have diverse characteristics, interests, and 

abilities.   

 

There might be some contradictions between the Swedish curriculum and the use of the DAT 

tool. The Swedish curriculum de-emphasize individual assessment of the individual child, 

while that is the main purpose of the DAT. It can be a source of practical tension that there is 

much individual assessment compared to collective assessment in this preschool, which is 

preferred way of assessing the overall quality of the preschool. 

 

The preschool owner explained that the school uses the assessment tool to see how children are 

progressing, based on anecdotes that teachers write down every day. They use it to assess what 

can a preschool teacher do next with the child, which areas to work more on. They use scoring, 

which is not visible to the parents. Chloe explain how the scoring looks like. 

 

“In DAT, it shows as a score of 0 to 7. And then it’s based on what skills 0-3 

might be toddler age and 3 to 5 is preschool age kids, that’s the average 

development, the normal development. Then you might get a kid that scores a 7 

and then you go wooow, what they were displaying is way beyond the 

preschooler.” - Chloe 

 

According to all the participants, teachers have to assess children twice a year in all areas. Amy 

thinks that the scoring system is not the best, but she thinks it is useful to detect if a child has 

any developmental delays. In her opinion it is also that sometimes it is hard to follow children’s 

interests, because they have to follow all the categories and she finds it easier to plan the 

activities according to children’s interests, after each assessment period. Because at that time 

the teachers are more “free” to do plan, not looking at all those categories and encourage 

activities that children lack at. This creates a question: To what extend does this tool help 

teachers to plan activities following the children’s interests while talking into account their 

culture? 

According to the principal and the owner, teachers can use the small (6 children) or big group 

time, to prepare the activities, based on their interests. Teachers should look and see if some 

children did not progress during long period of time, and see where they have to go with the 

child. For example, if a child is bad at math, teacher should try to introduce math into arts, 
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because that is the area the child really likes. The principal said that with DAT, you never miss 

a child and you are able to see it at different levels.  

“ Some of my kids can recall 5 weeks ago, some can’t recall 5 days ago. So, then 

that tells me as a teacher; okay, I need to work with this group on recalling and 

reflecting what they did and telling stories from the past.”  -Chloe 

In this globalized context, documentation requirements have increased for children in the 

Swedish education. In a broad sense, the word documentation means to collect and compile 

information, which can be done differently, e.g. individual development plans (IDPs), 

portfolios, pedagogical documentation, and standardized assessments and questionnaires 

(Vallberg-Roth, 2012). According to Skolverket (2008) assessments in IDPs must have a 

formative function, which means that they will support the student’s continued learning and 

emphasize the students’ developmental opportunities, e.g. portfolios or pedagogical 

documentation. This English-medium school is using portfolios and in addition, they are using 

standardized assessment tool (DAT), which focuses on each child individually. They are using 

anecdotal notes as a starting point for teams to plan daily activities. The teachers plan 

accordingly to what they observed before about children’s interest and children’s areas that 

need improvement.  The DAT is also used as summative assessment, because the teachers 

grade each child twice a year and look at educational outcomes of each individual child. But 

DAT focuses on assessment and evaluation of each individual child, but there is no emphasis 

on the group evaluation as it should be as the Swedish curriculum states. The overall goal of 

using documentation to conduct systematic quality work to assess the overall quality of the 

preschool and not the individual child.  

It can be understood that the tool helps them to achieve two Swedish curricular goals 

concerning engagement with children’s cultural contributions and children’s interests. While 

this tool helps them to reach the goals, on the other hand, the tool undermines the collective 

assessment of the preschool.  

 

4.2 The politics and practicalities of being an English-medium school 

 

In this section I will present data concerning politics and practicalities of this English-medium 

school, from the question why are English-medium schools in Sweden needed, how is the 

school maintaining the English-language atmosphere while negotiating the mission of cultural 

diversity and a shared cultural heritage, to the question of what the implications are for 
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addressing the cultural themes in the Swedish curriculum of having teachers from different 

cultural backgrounds, languages and pedagogical competencies and commitments. 

 

4.2.1 Contradictions in maintaining an English-language atmosphere 
 

Our discussion regarding tools for negotiating cultural issues centered on ways in which these 

tools mediate the teacher’s approaches to understanding and working with children’s interests 

and by extension, their backgrounds. A more specific cultural concern when it comes to an 

international school like this one, that is, one that is negotiating the mission of diversity and a 

shared cultural heritage, is the choice and use of language during the school day. To examine 

this issue, we must first characterize how the staff understands the value and purpose of having 

an English medium school, in particular, who attends the school and why. 

 

According to the principal and the owner the preschool was opened as an English language 

school many years ago, because there was enough Swedish preschools and a need for English 

language schools. The owner and principal described various categories of attendees to their 

school: 

 

• Children in Sweden temporarily as a result of their parent’s working in Sweden on 

temporary contracts.  

• Children in dual nationality families whose parents want them to learn English because 

(a) one parent is an English speaker, or (b) the parents use English as the main language 

of communication between themselves. 

• Swedish children whose parents are expecting to be transferred to another country due 

to their work and so children will go to English-medium schools. 

• Children living in Sweden and English is the language of their extended family. 

• Swedish children whose parents want them to learn English and live in the 

neighborhood (according to Chloe). 

 

The number of foreign children in the school differs from class to class and it changes each 

year. For example, in Amy’s class there are 13 children, only 5 of whom speak Swedish. All 

but one are bilingual or multilingual. Only one child has parents who are both Swedish, the 

others have one parent that is Swedish and the other one from different country. Her class has 

children from many different countries including Pakistan, Italy, Mexico, UK, and Taiwan. 
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According to the Curriculum the preschool should prepare children from the preschool to enter 

the new context in which they will need to use Swedish language. In other words, the preschool 

has to prepare children to smoothly transition into the Swedish society, and to be ready to 

participate in compulsory school. According to the principal and the owner, one of the ways 

that they have arranged their preschool to try to prepare children for this transition is to organize 

outings every week as a means of showing all the children the Swedish culture and a way to 

connect with the community. According to the teachers, the school doesn’t cooperate with the 

other schools, the only exception is when teachers need to cooperate with primary schools, 

before a child goes to the preschool class. According to Leòn Rosales (2001) the Swedish 

schools are tasked with the responsibility of promoting children’s social development and make 

them feel as part of the society. He argues that every child must feel like they are full members 

in the society, not someone that stands outside the community because of their ethnicity, 

religion or how they look.  

 

 According to Chloe “around 75% of the children [in their preschool] go on to Swedish 

schools.” Children from Sweden, children from dual nationality families (one parent Swedish) 

and children that will stay in Sweden indefinitely usually end up attending Swedish elementary 

schools. Chloe said that the percentage has increased over the years because she thinks there 

are less families with contracts from other countries. In the past there was up to 50% of children 

going to English-medium schools. One reason for this, the staff speculated, is that it is not easy 

to get a place in an international English language school in the city, because of a big demand 

and large numbers of children and families applying to English-language schools.  

 

The English-medium school is inspected by their local school inspectorate, that checks only 

the private schools in the municipality. The school has to follow the same level of demand as 

any other public Swedish school. From the Ecological system’s theory perspective, 

inspectorate is one of the institutions that has strong influence on how teachers and other staff 

members engage at the microsystem level. Depending on the demands from the inspectors, 

which the school has to respect, this will mediate how teachers work in their day to day life in 

the preschool.  
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According to Emma and Jessica, the school was asked to use more Swedish language in the 

preschool. That is an important information to understand the view of the school inspectorate 

and their view of the importance for children of speaking more Swedish. 

 

The preschool staff has to negotiate the twin missions in the Swedish preschool curriculum of 

creating a culturally inclusive environment while at the same time assimilating and preparing 

children for participation in a shared culture. Th Swedish curriculum has an implicit 

assumption about children participation in the Swedish culture. The teachers need to cope with 

tensions produced by the need to simultaneously have the children participating in a shared 

culture and at the same time trying to create a culture that it brings in diversity of cultures. This 

preschool is trying to accomplish that with the monoculture that they are sort of being 

enculturated into, which is the English language. That has consequences for everyday life in 

the preschool, because according to the teachers, some parents, for different reasons, send their 

children to the school because they want English to be prioritized as the language of instruction 

and learning. Teachers need to find the right balance between common culture and diversity. 

On the one hand, the preschool has children who won’t stay in the Swedish society for more 

than a few years, therefore for them it is not necessary to learn Swedish. But on the other hand, 

the school has children, who will continue living in Sweden and will attend the Swedish 

schools.  

 

My analysis concerning the issue of learning Swedish in relation to the focus on the problem 

of negotiation diversity/shared culture in Swedish preschools highlights a number of 

implications stemming from the inspectorate’s recommendation that more Swedish be spoken 

in the preschool. Not all the teachers in the preschool speak Swedish and therefore those 

teachers cannot talk more Swedish in the school, as required by the inspectors. The Curriculum 

states that the preschool should strive to ensure that each child “with a mother tongue other 

than Swedish develop their cultural identity and the ability to communicate in both Swedish 

and their mother tongue" (p.10). The teachers in the school mainly speak English, because that 

is their main language of instructions. According to Johanna, children still learn a lot of 

Swedish, because their peers sometimes speak Swedish while interacting with each other.  

 

While the Curriculum states that children should be given the opportunity to learn Swedish, 

there is no law requiring preschools in Sweden to have instruction in Swedish. Elementary 

schools, however, need to conduct at least 50% of instruction in Swedish (Skolförordning, 
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2011:185). This poses a problem for children who attend the English-medium preschool given 

that many of them will end up in Swedish elementary schools since it is not easy to get a place 

in an International elementary school in Sweden. The information from some school webpages 

in the city confirms that there is very limited number of free spaces every year. So, some of the 

parents might need to enroll their children in the Swedish schools. That might be a problem as 

a sudden change of the language for the children even if elementary schools offer Hemspråk to 

children whose mother tongue is not Swedish. According to the research, children can appear 

to be conversationally fluent in a language quite quickly, it could be in six to eight months. 

However, it takes five to seven years on average for a child coming into a new system to reach 

academic levels in the main language of instruction (UNESCO, 2009). 

 

 In seems that the Swedish curriculum, inspectorate and the Swedish laws are in conflict. Some 

parents do not want their children to learn Swedish for different reasons so they enroll their 

child in an English-medium preschool. At the same time, we see these language issues, where 

recently there has been controversies in Sweden about the proposal to recruit teachers from 

other countries to counter the teacher shortage. It was proposed to abandon requirement that 

teachers need to be fully proficient in Swedish to get teacher’s credentials (Jackobsson & 

Stenkvist, 2017). The concern here is that children in Swedish preschools should be taught and 

cared for by staff who can expose them to “appropriate” models of Swedish language use. 

 

4.2.2 Tensions concerning Teacher competencies 
 

Our discussion regarding the issue of the responsibilities an English-medium school has for 

preparing children for entering Swedish society opens a new question about what kind of role 

foreign-born and foreign trained teachers have in this process. This point is highlighted further 

when we consider that some teachers begin teaching in international schools relatively soon 

after arriving from abroad in the country where the international school is located  (For 

example, this was the case for Amy who began teaching at the preschool after one year of living 

in Sweden.) We can raise the question of what the role is for these teachers regarding the 

preparation of children to enter the Swedish society. Having the “international” staff, while it 

may not promote fluency in Swedish language and cultural norms, does contribute to the 

curricular goals of creating a preschool environment that promotes the valuing cultural 

diversity. 
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The preschool has teachers from many different countries including India, Chile, Brazil, 

America, UK, Ukraine, and Greece. According to the principal and the owner, most of the 

teachers have their diplomas from their home country. They have only one teacher with the 

Swedish degree. Every class has at least one fully qualified preschool teacher that has had 4-

year degree in early childhood.  

 

In examining the interview transcripts, it became clear that the staff at the school adopted 

formal and informal means for negotiating the implications of having staff with varied cultural 

and pedagogical backgrounds. Curriculum X can be seen as a kind of “common ground” tool 

that helps moderate the problem of having teachers with different educational and competency 

backgrounds as that was one of the reasons to find an approach that would fit all of them. It 

can be seen as a cultural inclusion issue as it highlights the need to arrange ways to be culturally 

(broadly defined) inclusive with the staff in order to make appropriate arrangements for being 

culturally inclusive with the children. But on the other hand, the teachers are encouraged to 

bring in their culture to the preschool. From an ecological systems perspective, we can see that 

there are varying Exosystem effects (teacher’s, parents’ and children’s background, values and 

believes) which are mediating the ways of how the staff members will act in the preschool, 

taking into account their own culture, culture of the children/parents and culture of their 

coworkers, while using outside Curriculum, Curriculum X as their guidelines (together with 

the Swedish curriculum). 

 

According to all the teachers they have gained knowledge about how to work with children and 

families from different backgrounds through their day to day work in the preschool, in addition 

to the prior work experience and formal training. They come from different backgrounds and 

so their culture is different than Swedish, but yet they are working in the preschool in Sweden. 

All of them think that having teachers from all over the world is a big advantage.  

 

“It’s really fond for us, because we learn much about each other, it gives a great 

understands between teachers and children. Because we’ve been there. All the 

difficult things that children experience, we experience ourselves. So, we know 

how that feels. That ability to relate… it’s difficult for us, so it is super difficult for 

them. It’s more difficult for them because it’s harder for them to communicate.” – 

Emma 
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“ It’s really nice to have that international feel, so it’s not just American-English or 

just Swedish. We do get those influences from the other countries just from the 

teachers and then it trickled that into learning about the kids and what are their 

countries like. So, the teachers come from everywhere and it changes, because I 

think just like our kids here that goes back to their country, that’s work is done, so 

they go back home. For the teachers, some of them are living here for just two years, 

some are with their Swedish husband and then they go back to their home country. 

We have a lot of going back to their countries, so there is a lot of movement. Which 

is, I think, a good thing, because you do bring the other cultures in as well and its 

cool to see the differences.” – Chloe 

 

According to Chloe and Emma, the advantage is that the teachers understand the situation of 

the children and their families. They have a lot of teachers staying in Sweden in the preschool 

for a brief period of time, like the families. Chloe then identifies the issues of being a foreign 

teacher in a preschool where there are so many different cultures. 

“You get to know what is a normal, what is the norm for that country, with the way 

they raise their children, the way the speak with them, do they kiss goodbye? Some 

cultures don’t. And that was a surprise for me. You don’t kiss your kid goodbye? 

Well, some don’t.  I had a Japanese dad asking me one time: Why do you hug my 

son so much? And thought... Oh, that is very American, to hug the kids and say 

hello to them. And he wondered why I was doing it so much.  And he said: It’s 

okay that you do, I just wondered why you do it. So, I think over the years I’ve 

learnt the different cultures. Some cultures want their kids here from start to finish 

from 8 to 5 their kid is here. That is cultural. In Sweden if you can keep the kid 

home a day from preschool that is a great thing. Asian parents don’t like typically 

to keep, they believe kids should be at school” – Chloe 

 

Sandström (2010) and Borgström (2004) have argued that preschool teachers in Sweden should 

strive to develop cultural competence. Sandström (2010) defines it as being able to question 

your own values as a cultural person, and that is not an easy task. He argues that every teacher 

needs to be given pedagogical tools to be able to meet every student equally no matter their 

background or culture. In addition, according to Sandström there is a lack of knowledge in how 
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to do so. In general, it is easier to talk with people with similar cultural backgrounds, but when 

people need to talk with people from different backgrounds, insecurities comes up. In that case, 

people know how to act which can often lead to a negative generalization and misconceptions 

(Sandström, 2010). This school did adapt the Curriculum X and DAT assessment tool, which 

could be seen as a tool which helps those teachers to treat every student equally, respecting 

their cultural backgrounds. 

 

The school has so many teachers speaking different languages and in that way teachers can 

communicate more easily with children who don’t speak any English and who came to Sweden 

from all over the world. The teachers also know different cultures and they know how it is to 

be in a new country, where everything can seem new. But not all the teachers speak Swedish, 

most of them do, but the ones that don’t, they cannot meet the demand of the school 

inspectorate to speak more Swedish in the school if the teachers cannot speak Swedish. In 

Sweden it is up to the employer if they want to hire a teacher that is not fully proficient in 

Swedish. According to the staff in this preschool, it is not illegal to hire someone without the 

Swedish teaching certification. It is required in the most preschools, but not everywhere. That 

depends on the needs of the school. Some schools might prioritize teacher’s competences, 

skills, experience and educational background over the Swedish language proficiency as it 

seems to be the case in this English-medium preschool. 

 

Teachers in Sweden, at both the preschool and compulsory levels, must be trained to work in 

multicultural environments (Rabo, 2007). Approaches to intercultural and multicultural 

education in Sweden vary from one teacher training program to another (Taguma et al., 2010). 

In this respect, when we consider the teachers in the preschool we need to take into account the 

possibility that in their own teacher training there was wide variety in their intercultural and 

multicultural education, if they had that training at all. Furthermore, we also need to take into 

consideration how the teachers’ differing cultural backgrounds and experiences shape the 

decision they make in the school.  Arndt (2016), in her study looking at the immigrant teachers’ 

story, found out that immigrant preschool teachers in New Zealand are coming with totally 

different ideals for children which of course differ from the locals’ ones. To what extend are 

they going to express their values is their choice, but there are number of cases where 

immigrant teachers are unable or afraid to reveal parts of their identities and experiences. 

Instead of showing who they really are, they try to mask their cultural differences and in the 

same time manage to work with culturally diverse class (Arndt, 2015). The school appropriated 
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the Curriculum X to “unify the school” and to have a common ground for all the teachers with 

different backgrounds to follow the same approach and address the cultural issues in a similar 

way.  

5 Conclusion 

This study explored what it means to be an international English language school in Sweden, 

which has to promote cultural values, believes practices that the children bring to the school 

and at the same time try to enculturate children into the society and the culture in which they 

are presumably going to be participating in-  Swedish culture. Ecological Systems Theory was 

used to theorize the various societal factors shaping how the preschool negotiated issues of 

cultural inclusion. Analysis of the data, revealed that the staff described various tensions related 

to their negotiating the demands of the curriculum together with approaches that, were used to 

balance or resolve these tensions. Two main themes related to this process of negotiation and 

resolution were identified in the analysis: (1) Tools and practices used to negotiate the 

constraints of the Swedish curriculum and (2) The politics and practicalities of being an 

English-medium school, concerning language and teacher competencies. The findings suggest 

that the English-medium preschool appropriated Curriculum X and DAT assessment tool, as 

means for adopting and adapting the Swedish curriculum’s goals and having them make 

children’s interests the leading factor in preschool activities. This opens the question of how 

these interests are shaped by the curriculum in the first place, and how exposure to a structured, 

prescriptive curriculum like Curriculum X does or does not complement the objectives of the 

Swedish curriculum having to do with children pursuing a wider variety of interests. 

 

Furthermore, the results indicate that there are contradictions in maintaining an English-

language atmosphere when it comes to an international school that is negotiating the mission 

of diversity, while preparing children for participation in a shared culture, while choosing their 

main language of instruction is English and having teacher with different cultural backgrounds. 

To what extend should the English-language school use Swedish language?  Should the 

Swedish language be seen in the same way as any other language that children speak in that 

preschool, or it should be used more often as some of those children might stay in Sweden, 

visiting Swedish schools in the Swedish society?  
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Given the lack of relevant research, future research is needed to address a better understanding 

of what it means to be a language profile preschool in Sweden. The research should include a 

larger sample, from different language-profile schools in Sweden to see how those kinds of 

preschools deal with dual expectations of the Swedish curriculum to value cultural diversity 

and in the same time develop/maintain common heritage.   
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Boyd, S. & Ottesjö, C. (2016). Adult monolingual policy becomes children’s bilingual 

practice: code-alternation among children and staff in an English-medium preschool in 

Sweden. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 16 (6), 631-648. 

Boyd, S., Huss, L. & Ottesjö, C. (2017) Children's Agency in Creating and Maintaining 

Language Policy in Practice in Two "Language Profile" Preschools in Sweden. Multilingua: 

Journal of Cross-Cultural and Interlanguage Communication, 36 (4), 501-531 

Braun, V. & Clarke, V. (2006) Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research 

in Psychology, 3 (2). pp. 77-101. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological Model of Human Development. In International 

Encyclopedia of Education, Vol. 3, 2nd Ed. Oxford: Elsevier. Reprinted in: Gauvain, M. & 

Cole, M. (Eds.). Readings on the development of children, 2nd Ed. (1993, pp. 37-43). NY: 

Freeman. 

Brummitt, N. & Keeling, A. (2013). Charting the growth of International Schools. In R. 

Pearce (Ed.), International education and schools: Moving beyond the first 40 years (pp. 25–

36). London: Bloomsbury Academic. 

Bryman, A. (2008). Social Research Methods. Oxford, Oxford University Press. 

Bühmann, D. &Trudell, B. (2008). Mother tongue matters: Local language as a key to 

effective learning. Paris, UNESCO. Retrieved from: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0016/001611/161121e.pdf 

Dearden, J. & Macaro, E. (2016). Higher education teachers’ attitudes towards English: A 

three country comparison. Studies in Second Language Learning and Teaching 6(2), 3–34. 

Drever, E. (1995). Using semi-structured interviews in small-scale research. Edinburgh: The 

Scottish Council for Research in Education 



 

36 

 

 

EF English Proficiency Index (2017). Retrieved from: https://www.ef.se/epi/ [Accessed 16 

March 2018]. 

Firth, A. (1996). The discursive accomplishment of normality. On “lingua franca” English 

and conversation analysis. Journal of Pragmatics 26, 237–260. 

Flavell, J. H., Miller, P. H., & Miller, S. A. (1993). Cognitive development. Englewood 

Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 

Gay, G. (2010). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice. New York: 

Teachers College. 

Goldman, A.G. (1962). The group depth interview. Journal of Marketing Research, 14, 353-

365. 

Han, S.H., & Thomas, M.S. (2010) No child misunderstood: Enhancing early childhood 

teachers’ multicultural responsiveness to the social competence of diverse children. Early 

childhood education journal, 37, 469-476. 

Imoto, Y. (2011). Producing the “international” child. Negotiations of language in an 

international preschool in Japan. Ethnography and Education, 6(3), 281 -292. 

Jackobsson, S. & Stenkvist, R. (2017, November 7). Svt, Kompromissa inte med 

svenskkunskaperna i förskolan. Retrieved from: https://www.svt.se/opinion/jakobsson-o-

stenkvist-om-forskollarare 

Kidsmatter (n.d.). Why culture matters for children's development and wellbeing [online] 

Available at: https://www.kidsmatter.edu.au/health-and-community/information-

sheets/supporting-difference/cultural-differences/why-culture 

 

Lederman, L. C. (1990). Assessing educational effectiveness: The focus group interview as a 

technique for data collection. Communication Education, 46(2): 117–127 

León Rosales, R. (2001). ”På väg mot en diversifierad normalitet”. I: A. Bigenstans & A. 

Sjögren. Lyssna- interkulturella perspektiv på multietniska skolmiljöer. S.15-26. Tumba: 

Mångkulturellt centrum 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (1995). Designing qualitative research (2nd ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 

Om svenska skolan (2018). Retrieved from: 

http://www.omsvenskaskolan.se/engelska/foerskolan-och-foerskoleklass/ 

Paquette, D. & Ryan, J. (2001). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory. Retrieved from 

http://pt3.nl.edu/paquetteryanwebquest.pdf#search= %22ecological%20theory%22 

Rabo, A. (2007), Reorganising Teacher Education in Sweden: Paradoxes of ‘diversity’. In M. 

Carlson, A. Rabo, & F. Gök (Eds.), Education in ‘Multicultural’ Societies – Turkish and 

Swedish Perspectives (pp. 35-50.). Swedish Research Institute in Istanbul. 



 

37 

 

 

Runfors, A. (2013). Policy, praktik och politik. I Björk - Willén, P., Gruber, S. and Puskás, T. 

(Ed.). Nationell förskola med mångkulturellt uppdrag. p.137-148. Stockholm: Liber. 

Saldaña, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. Los Angeles: SAGE 

Publications. 

Sandström, M. (2010) Mångfald i klassrummet utmanar lärarens kompetens. 

Specialpedagogisk tidsskift – att undervisa, 3, 19-23.  

Sedgwick, M. & Spiers, J. (2009) The use of videoconferencing as a medium for the 

qualitative interview. Int J Qual Meth 8(1), 1–11. 

Sheridan, S., Williams, P., Sandberg, A. & Vuorinen, T. (2011). Preschool teaching in 

Sweden – a profession in change. Educational Research, 53:4, 415-437. 

Skoleverket. (2010). Läroplan för förskolan Lpfö 98 Reviderad. Stockholm, Sweden 

Skolförordning (2011:185). Svensk författningssamling 2011:185. Retrieved from: 

http://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-lagar/dokument/svensk-

forfattningssamling/skolforordning-2011185_sfs-2011-185 

Statens offentliga utredningar (2005: 56). Det blågula glashuset – strukturell diskriminering i 

Sverige. Betänkande av utredningen om strukturell diskriminering på grund av etnisk eller 

religiös tillhörighet. Retrieved from: http://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-

lagar/dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/det-blagula-glashuset---strukturell_GTB356d3  

Statistic Sweden (2016). Number of persons by foreign/Swedish background, age, sex and 

year. Retrieved from: 

http://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/ErrorGeneral.aspx?aspxerrorpath=/pxweb/en/ssd/STAR

T__BE__BE0101__BE0101Q/UtlSvBakgTot 

Taguma, M., Kim, M., Brink, S. & Teltemann, J. (2010). OECD Review of Migrant 

Education: Sweden. Retrieved from: https://www.oecd.org/sweden/44862803.pdf 

UNESCO (2005). Guidelines for Inclusion: Ensuring Access to Education for All. [online] 

UNESCO. Retrieved from: http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0014/001402/140224e.pdf  

UNESCO (2009). Investigating in cultural diversity and intercultural dialogue: UNESCO 

world report. Paris: UNESCO 

Vallberg-Roth, A. C. (2012). Different forms of assessment and documentation in Swedish 

preschools. Nordic Early Childhood Education Research, 5(23), 1-18. 

Weinmann, T., Thomas, S., Brilmayer, S., Heinrich, S., & Radon, K. (2012). Testing skype 

as an interview method in epidemiologic research: Response and feasibility. International 

Journal of Public Health, 57(6), 959-961. 

  



 

38 

 

 

Appendix 

Appendix A 

Three paragraphs from the Curriculum 

“The preschool should take account of the fact that children have different living environments 

and that they try to create context and meaning out of their own experiences… The task of the 

preschool involves not only developing the child’s ability and cultural creativity, but also 

passing on a cultural heritage– its values, traditions and history, language and knowledge – 

from one generation to the next” (p. 5). 

 

“The preschool should strive to ensure that each child feel a sense of participation in their own 

culture and develop a feeling and respect for other cultures” (p. 9). 

 

“Language and learning are inseparably linked together, as are language and the development 

of a personal identity. The preschool should put great emphasis on stimulating each child’s 

language development . . . Children with a foreign background who develop their mother 

tongue create better opportunities for learning Swedish “(p.6). 

 

 

- Could you give me an example of the activities you did in the past month that would 

reflect on the text above?   
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Appendix B 

Adult Consent to Participate in Student Research 
International Master’s Program in Swedish Preschool Education (Educare) 

Spring 2018 
 
Manca Lojk is conducting a study as part of her requirements for successful completion of the Thesis Project 
course in the International Master’s Program in Swedish Preschool Education (Educare) at Jönköping 
University. The general focus of the study is to examine pedagogical and didactic questions concerning 
preschool policy and practice. More specifically, this research study examines how does an international 
English language school in Sweden negotiate the twin expectations of the Swedish curriculum to value 
cultural diversity and in the same time develop/maintain common heritage with a respect to the Swedish 
preschool curriculum. 
 
Manca Lojk is conducting this study in order to (a) contribute knowledge to our overall understanding of 
preschool education; (b) gain experience conducting empirical research in education; and (c) fulfill 
requirements needed to graduate with a master of science degree (60 credits) from the International 
Master’s Program in Swedish Preschool Education in the School of Education and Communication at 
Jönköping University. 
 
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to do one or more of the following 
 
____ Participate in an interview or interviews related to the research topic. 
____ Grant your permission to be observed engaging in daily school activities.  
 
Any information that is gathered will be anonymized to ensure that you cannot be identified. Additionally, 
all information gathered will be stored securely to prevent loss or theft.  
 
All persons, organizations and institutions involved in the study will remain anonymous in all respects. 
 
You have the right to withdraw your consent to participate in the study at any time, for whatever reason, 
without any consequences. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this research study and/or your participation, please 
contact Manca Lojk (manca.lojk@gmai.com) and/or the course leader and master’s program director, 
Robert Lecusay (robert.lecusay@ju.se). 
 
If you agree to participate, please print and sign your name below. You will be given a copy of this consent 
form for your records. 

 
Participant’s contact number and/or email:          ___________________________________ 

 
Date:  ________________________________________   
  
 
________________________________  ________________________________________
  
Participant Name (printed)  Participant Signature 
 

 
________________________________  ________________________________________ 
Student Researcher Name (printed)  Student Researcher Signature 
  

https://www.bestpfe.com/
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Child Consent to Participate in Student Research 
International Master’s Program in Swedish Preschool Education (Educare) 

Spring 2018 
 
Manca Lojk is conducting a study as part of her requirements for successful completion of the Thesis Project 
course in the International Master’s Program in Swedish Preschool Education (Educare) at Jönköping 
University. The general focus of the study is to examine pedagogical and didactic questions concerning 
preschool policy and practice. More specifically, this research study examines how does an international 
English language school in Sweden negotiate the twin expectations of the Swedish curriculum to value 
cultural diversity and in the same time develop/maintain common heritage with a respect to the Swedish 
preschool curriculum. 
Manca Lojk is conducting this study in order to (a) contribute knowledge to our overall understanding of 
preschool education; (b) gain experience conducting empirical research in education; and (c) fulfill 
requirements needed to graduate with a master of science degree (60 credits) from International Master’s 
Program in Swedish Preschool Education in the School of Education and Communication at Jönköping 
University. 
 
If you agree to allow your child to participate in this study, your child will be involved in one or more of the 
following research activities on preschool premises: 
 
____ Being observed by the student researchers engaging in daily preschool activities. 
____ Interacting with the student researchers in daily preschool activities. 
 
Any information that is gathered about you or your child will be anonymized to ensure that you or your 
child cannot be identified. Additionally, all information gathered will be stored securely to prevent loss or 
theft.  
 
You have the right to withdraw your consent for your child to participate in the study at any time, for 
whatever reason, without any consequences. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns regarding this research study and/or your participation, please 
contact Manca Lojk [manca.lojk@gmail.com] and/or the course leader and master’s program director, 
Robert Lecusay (robert.lecusay@ju.se). 
 
If you agree to allow your child to participate, please print your child’s name, and print and sign your name 
below. You will be given a copy of this consent form for your records. 
 
Parent/Caretaker’s contact number and/or email: ________________________________________ 
 
Date:     
 ________________________________________  

 

Child Participant’s Name (printed): ________________________________________
     
 
________________________________  ________________________________________ 
  
Parent/Caretaker’s Name (printed)  Parent/Caretaker’s Signature 
  
 
________________________________  ________________________________________  

Student Researcher’s Name (printed)  Student Researcher’s Signature 

 


