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Abstract
This study aims to gain a broader view, within the frame of a comparative international
perspective, of the relationship and dilemmas between the theoretical visions of the curriculum
and their applicability in practice by mother tongue teachers within the current organizational
structures and given resources. The research uses a qualitative and comparative method and semistructured interviews of ten mother tongue teachers, five Chinese Mandarin and five Spanish,
teaching Compulsory School level 7 to 9 in Sweden. The interviews and dialogues with the
teachers make it possible to see phenomenon from many different perspectives and build
knowledge after the interpretation and exploration of their testimonies and experiences.
The study is comparative and one can see that there are more similarities than differences
among the interviewed Spanish and Chinese mother tongue teachers. Both groups defined MTE
(Mothet Tongue Education) as essential in the lives of children and youths and mention aspects
such as intellectual development, identity, and interculturalism linked to the labour market. Also
the feeling of a sense of community with other cultures in the world would empower the students
with a capacity for social relationships, tolerance, and understanding of different peoples.
Thereafter I investigate if the mother tongue teachers find it difficult to interpret and implement
the formulations of the SNAE (Swedish National Agency for Education) curriculum and the
policies that govern their specific role in the school system. It also implies identifying some of
the external, contextual factors that can affect the effective application of the curriculum.
Concerning the curricular aspects, the conclusion is that many of the visions described in the
texts are not compatible with the situation of mother tongue teaching or to the reality of the
students. Organizational factors, incomprehension and lack of platform-based research affect
negatively the ambitions of effective and equitable MTE in Sweden. In addition, these teachers
are also preoccupied with the future of MTE in Sweden. The political discourse would appear to
be driving Europe towards right-wing political ideas in which MTE would not be a priority.
Keywords: Mother Tongue education, language, curriculum theory, curriculum, bilingualism,
multilingualism, multiculturalism, assimilation, democracy, identity.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
In a European context, after decades of research insights and reflections about the importance of
language and multilingualism in European society, the Council of Europe (COE), in response to
the changing reality of the member states, adjusted language policies in education. The idea of
language as an “expression of identity" was complemented with other terms such as pluralism,
linguistic diversity, mutual understanding, democratic citizenship and social cohesion. Explaining
these concepts, plurilingualism means the ability to communicate in a number of languages;
linguistic diversity refers to the multilingualism of Europa; mutual understanding because
knowledge of languages is one of the basic skills for intercultural communication and tolerance
of differences; democratic citizenship means that language competence facilitates individual
participation in democratic, political and social processes; social cohesion means that the access
to language learning facilitates the individual in gaining equal opportunity for education, personal
development, employment and mobility. (COE, 2001, p. 4). In all these processes, the knowledge
and development of mother tongue (MT) is an essential platform for the learning of other
languages but also can be seen as a barometer of the quality of education and achievement of a
just society. According to UNESCO:
Mother tongue languages in a multilingual approach are essential components of
quality education, which is itself the foundation for empowering women and men
and their societies (UNESCO, 2016).
In other words, mother tongue education (MTE) represents an essential condition for peace,
sustainable development, poverty reduction, economic growth, decent employment, gender
equality and responsible global citizenship.
According to earlier researchers around the world, there are psychological, social and
pedagogical benefits of supporting MTE multilingual education at all levels of education; To
begin with it has an impact psychologically with impact on the identity and self-confidence of the
students; Socially it represents a step towards reaching a more just society and includes
promoting social mobility, gender equality and linguistically diverse societies (MacKenzie, 2008,
p. 2-3). And pedagogically MTE improves educational quality by building upon the knowledge
and experience of the students and their cultural perspectives, which benefit other subject matter
but also; the international perspective of MT provides an input into a more open-minded
education in schools.
Despite the positive effects and the official ambitions mentioned above, the problematic side
of this is that most of the European educational systems, in many countries, fail to give
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importance to MTE. As a school subject, it seems to have a misunderstood and underfunded
position. (UNESCO, 2016, p. 6).
Concerning the gap between the high ideals of MTE and the difficulties that arise in applying
these in practice within the school framework, we see Sweden as an example of this arbitrariness.
The increased immigration to Sweden in the 1950s and 1960s led to the emergence of a special
education for immigrants, therefore, in 1962, a law on MTE was introduced for Finnish
immigrants and in 1977, this law was adjusted to include other groups of immigrants. Many
implementations followed and policies of immigration moved from assimilation to support
multiculturalism, but MTE has been characterized by major organizational problems (Larsson&
Westberg, 2011, p. 282-283).
A rapport from 2016 on MTE, confirms that there are inconsistencies between the ambitions
for MTE expressed in policies and the authorities' budgeting that affects the conditions of MTE
in the schools (Spetz, 2016, p. 6). Parallel to this, another official report, (SOU 2016:12) also
reaffirmed the urgent need to finance improvements in mother tongue education and study
supervision in native languages as a crucial part of efforts to increase the quality of education in
the country. This official report proposes distance education or entrepreneurial consulting but it
involves adjustments of the Education Act, (Chap. 23), relating to mother tongue education (SOU
2016: 12, p. 14). It is an attempt to tackle the difficult situation of mother tongue education in the
Swedish education system. MTE has suffered from many disadvantages; the subject is voluntary
with a limited space in schools, and limited to a one-hour lesson a week and the schools have few
accessible or appropriate learning venues. Furthermore, there is a lack of mother tongue teachers
but despite this, many private entrepreneurs offering MTE are emerging with the expectation that
they can offer better work conditions for these teachers.
In addition, MTE is under fire from nationalistic ideology. The far-right political party Sweden
Democrats (SD), the politician Per Kihlgren in an open conference in Sandviken (2016),
presented economic arguments for the suppression of mother tongue education in an attempt to
oblige foreign nationals to learn Swedish: “We want to abolish mother tongue and invest the
money in teaching Swedish” he said (www.arbetarbladet.se). There is in the political debate
about education, some argumentation to make Swedish Schools “more Swedish” and suggestions
are made that MTE should be regarded as a private matter and not be financed by public funds
(Spetz, 2016, p. 8).
The paradoxes described above motivate this study, which compares the interpretation and
realization of the MTE curriculum in practice through interviews with ten native language
teachers in Spanish and Chinese Mandarin in Stockholm, Sweden.
7

1.1 Aims and research questions
The general aims of this research are to explore how the curriculum and educational policies
concerning mother tongue are interpreted and applied in practice by mother tongue teachers in
two languages taught in Sweden: Chinese Mandarin and Spanish. This study has been limited to
högstadiet (years 7-9), one of the three stages of the Swedish compulsory schooling. (After the
2018 elections would be decide of a compulsory high school education in Sweden).
These aims will be achieved by conducting a qualitative study by interviewing the ten MT
teachers in attempts to understand the importance and conditions of MTE in the Swedish context.
The collected data should be analysed and compared according to the chosen theoretical
perspective.
Consequently, the following research questions are addressed:
1) How do MT teachers reflect on the instructions and regulations highlighted in the policies and
curriculum for MTE at international and national level?
2) What are the similarities and differences between the Spanish and Chinese MT teachers in the
work of interpreting and applying the MTE curriculum?
3) What challenges do MT teachers face in teaching mother language today?

1.2 Previous research
This chapter provides an overview of previous research made within the framework of ICE,
which generally has an interdisciplinary character. That is why in this study I reviewed relevant
previous studies and researches done at the international and national level in the Swedish
context. My focus has been the curricular MT policies and the experiences of MT teachers in
practice. However, I have understood that more research is needed in the field of MTE in
Sweden; on the other hand, there are many studies on language and bilingualism, for example
from the Center for Bilingualism at Stockholm University in Sweden.
In this area, a qualitative research has been made by Ganuza & Hedman (2017) at the Center
for Bilingualism at Stockholm University. In the study Translanguaging in Education: Ideology
vs. practice: Is there a space for pedagogical translanguaging in mother tongue instruction? they
focuses on translanguaging and how mother tongue teachers articulate ideology and pedagogy in
the Swedish classroom. For this research, interviews of mother tongue teachers of Somali and
Bosnian/Croatian/Serbian were conducted, complete with classroom observations. The
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researchers try to examine how the mother tongue teachers maintain and reproduce ideas and
conceptions of a dominant specific language and exclude student`s knowledge of other
languages. Multilingual pupils often use code-switching which means the using of different
languages in the same conversation; instead of seeing this as a natural phenomenon and
developing this capacity, the mother tongue teachers rejected the pupil’s language combinations.
If the teachers were not satisfied with the pupils’ knowledge of mother tongue, they
encouraged students to switch to Swedish, reproducing in this way the dominance of this national
language. Therefore, this research criticises the lack of language integration between mother
tongue language, other languages and the Swedish language; the fault is attributed to the content
of the curriculum and syllabus for MTE which limit flexibility and the use of better linguistic
pedagogical practices (Ganuza & Hedman, 2017, p. 14).
In the Swedish educational field less time has been devoted to researching the coherence
between the formulations of the curriculum and its transformation and application to the teaching
process. However, Jannis Garefalakis (1994) in The textbook as a vehicle of Tradition: On Greek
Home Language Instruction from the perspective of Curriculum and Didactic Theory, studied the
teaching of the Greek language as mother tongue in Sweden from a curriculum theoretical level.
He found a discrepancy between the curriculum instruction and the pupils’ experiences of MTE
and explained that one of the problems was that mother tongue teachers used Greek textbooks
that followed the Greece Educational Curriculum and not those of the Swedish system in
planning and teaching (Garefalakis, 1994, p. 11). Consequently, mother tongue teachers stay
pedagogically and didactically in the educational traditions of their homeland.
A report of Jennie Spetz (2016): Debated and marginalized - Perspective on mother tongue
education from The Institute for Language and Folklore (Språkrådet) highlights the situation of
mother tongue education from an ideological and historical perspective. She examines some
discourses of the policies linked to the expectations that parents and pupils have of MTE in
Finnish, Persian and Somali. In her report she compares the reforms made in Swedish Law about
MTE that comprises the Education Act (Lgr) 1980, 1994 and 2011. The report exposes that many
parents have the perception that MTE has a negative impact on the student's knowledge of the
Swedish language or is an obstacle to pupils' integration into Swedish culture. In addition, also
highlighted in this report, were the lack of co-planning and co-operation between mother tongue
teachers and the regular teachers of the schools, which made it difficult for the local authorities to
live up to their obligations and for mother tongue teachers to work more effectively (Spetz, 2016,
p. 6).
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In an article of Anne Reath Warren (2013): Mother Tongue Tuition in Sweden –Curriculum
Analysis and Classrooms Experience; examines the connections between curricular aims,
learning activities and assessment criteria for levels 7 to 9 of Compulsory School in Swedish
context. She examines also the Swedish syllabus for MTE from the theoretical framework of
Constructive Alignment (direct evaluation of the learning outcomes according to the goals) and
from the Hidden Curriculum perspective (invisible norms, experiences and expectations of
teachers and students). According to this research, MTE seems to have two fundamental roles:
One as a first help or introduction to the students who need help in understanding the school’s
subject matters; the other describes MTE as a part of the educational needs of multilingual
students in Sweden (Warren, 2013). She concludes that the hidden curriculum in many aspects
doesn’t align with high expectations established in the MT official curriculum documents.
In the field of International Comparative Education and language, the research of Hayden &
Thompson (2007) in The SAGE handbook of Research in International Education, discuss that
multicultural pupils confront two expectations: enculturation when they want to develop cultural
competence in their initial culture register, and acculturation, or assimilation, when they want to
develop a new register into the frames of the culture of the dominant community (Hayden &
Thompson, 2007, p. 129-30). Enculturation is a lifelong activity and is more just than
acculturation that imposes and encourages assimilation and subordination to the dominant
culture.
In the field of linguistics and psychology, there is great interest in better understanding the
phenomenon of language. The researchers Krauss & Chiu Chi-Yue, (2016) in Language and
Social Behaviour explain that Language can be conceived as an abstract and complex set of
organized systems that operate in alignment; such as the phonological (acoustic), the
morphological (constructed words from the acoustics), the syntactic (organization in phrases and
sentences), and the semantic (signs and words, their higher level of meaning)—all together,
constitute the language basic structure (Krauss & Chiu Chi-Yue, 2016, p. 2-3). This set of
conceptions became a basis for knowledge requirements and assessment criteria that should be
covered in mother tongue teaching.
Another research text published by Norberg Brorsson & Jarmo Lainio (2015) in Literature
and language from Mälardalen University, studies multilingual students, their access to language
training at school and the implications for teacher education. The study is a continuation of a
previous EU project, realized in 2010, that investigates the educational situation of multilingual
students in several European countries. The surveys covered issues such as the teaching of
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Swedish as a second language and of mother tongues, cooperation between teachers in different
subjects, and information to parents of multilingual children.
Another qualitative study from a hermeneutical theoretic perspective made by Nigar Sadig
(2016): Conditions for learning and teaching in mother tongue education, studied the different
factors that affect MTE, its content and organization. In his study he showed how knowledge of
the mother tongue contributes to the development of a second language and other school subjects
in the Swedish school. In this research, eleven mother tongue teachers in nine languages were
interviewed but also make a revision of the content of mother tongue policy documents. The
conclusions of the study reaffirm that mother tongue proficiency contributes to better
understanding other peoples, languages and cultures. MTE has also a positive effect on students’
identity empowering their self-esteem. Moreover, in this research some of the negative factors
that affect MTE are also mentioned, i.e: heterogeneous student groups, limitations on teaching
time and schedule, lack of teaching materials and the marginalized situation of both MTE and
mother tongue teachers (Sadig, 2016, p. 4, 13, 36).
Other researcher, Kathy Marie Bussert (2014) highlights from a semiotic and technological
perspective the importance of creating transmediation, multimodal and digital communication
methods in language teaching, as the use of digital videos, songs, images and other technology
and combine with other subjects such as drama, music, art, dance, mathematics, etc. The constant
pressure on students with tests and diagnoses does not leave teachers with time to practice other
methods of language teaching; in actual fact students develop their bilingualism through games
and techniques outside of school (Bussert, 2014, p. 2-3). The study focused on pupils from border
schools on the United States and Mexico border.

1.3 Significance of the study
In the frame of comparative international education and in a macro-level, this study can
contribute to gaining a wider understanding of the curriculum and policies for mother tongue.
This level implicates also the ideologies and politics behind the educational documents therefore
the content of the curriculum, syllabuses and knowledge requirements for mother tongue teaching
can be the subject of academic scrutiny and highlight some of the inconsistencies that arise in the
long process from the formulation of policy texts to interpretations and application in practice.
The field of international Comparative Education includes a review of global education
policies which attempts to follow the internationally agreed-upon agendas, such as UNESCO`s
goals of Education for All (EFA).

According to Anderson-Levitt (2003), local studies in

education and reviews of national school policies is one of the richest areas for exploring
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questions about globalization because schools around the world are becoming more similar over
time (Anderson-Levitt, 2003, p. 2-3).
In a micro-level, this study can highlight the process of application of the curriculum in
practice by mother tongue teachers in Sweden. Actually, in the Swedish educational field, there is
a lack of sufficient research on MTE from “MT teachers perspective” in Sweden; therefore this
study involves MT teachers in two of the largest languages in the world (Chinese and Spanish).
Through interviews, their reflections and experiences of the Swedish curriculum for mother
tongue can enrich the current discussions about the importance and real conditions of MT also in
an international dimension and according to the goals of Education for All (EFA). This would
have impact in educational researches related to economic development and social justice.
In general terms, and according to García (2009) the extreme conceptualization of language
can create limitations and does not reflect the complex ways in which people use language in
practice (García & Beardsmore, 2009, p. 39). Expectedly, this study can also have interest for
researchers in the field of language research and language education but linked to aspects of
democracy in the classroom and the values of tolerance with different people and minorities.

1.4 Limitations
This research is limited to the study of two language groups of mother tongue teachers: Chinese
and Spanish, which are two major languages, due to the large populations that speak them, and
both (besides French and German) are included in the Swedish school system as a foreign
language.
A researcher´s total immersion in a social setting can make him or her better equipped to see
as others see; the language of the interviews has essential importance (Bryman, 2016, p. 493).
One constraint was the interviews with the Chinese teachers were not in Chinese Mandarin and
this, therefore, needs to be named. The interviews were in English or Swedish and because some
teachers don't speak these languages fluently they alternate from the one to the other.
Moreover, the interviewed teachers have a common situation in that they are employed by The
Language Centre of the Department of Education in Stockholm (Språkcentrum) but they work in
many different schools as ambulant teachers. This study summarizes the experiences of the
teachers in various schools without specifying each of them. The place for the interviews was in
most cases in their workplace in attempts to encounter the members in their natural environment.
I also participate in some work meetings at the Language Center in attempts to get a sense of the
collective atmosphere of which the MT forms a part. However, it is also in some ways a
disruption of the interviewee’s normal flow of activities (Bryman, 2016, p. 493). This study does
12

not include classrooms observations or mother tongue tuition (individual study guidance) for
students who do not speak Swedish.
In addition, this study is limited to the analysis of the written “formal curriculum” for MTE
and restricted the examination of the “hidden curriculum” or “unofficial curriculum” as a set of
invisible norms, attitudes, and unspoken expectations in teaching based on cultural, social or
political constructs.

1.5 Organization of the thesis
This study follows the academic standards for social research proposed by Bryman (2012) and
deepened during various conferences at the Department of International Comparative Education
(ICE) at Stockholm University. The introductory first chapter covers the background, aims and
objectives, research questions, previous researchers, significance and limitations. The second
chapter explains the background and theoretical framework as curriculum, language and aspects
as bilingualism and multilingualism in which mother tongue is included. Here also presents
another theoretical literature and key terms and concepts on the researched subject. Chapter third
describes in detail research methodology and discuss methodological aspects; it includes
epistemological and ontological considerations, qualitative research, interview method, sampling,
methods for data collection and analysis and ethical considerations. Chapter four presents data
analysis and results within the framework of the three research questions. Here discusses some
international and national policy guidelines and commitments for Mother Tongue Education
(MTE). This chapter include a presentation of the collected data and analyses of the findings that
are classified accordantly to the most relevant topics given by the Chinese and Spanish MT
teachers. The results summarize and compare similarities and differences according to the
findings but also take in account the challenges and dilemmas that MT teachers encounter during
teaching practice. Finally, chapter five presents the conclusions and reflections around the study
but also gives some ideas for further research.

Chapter 2: Background and theoretical framework
In this chapter is given a short background to the specific areas of study and explains theoretical
aspects of curriculum, language and mother tongue. In early research, the focus has been on
detecting the gap between what is formulated in the curriculum and teaching in real-life
circumstances. An alternative way would start by recognizing that unclear or confusing
formulated requirements could also become a hindering factor among many others (Linde, 2011,
p. 48-49). Linde’s reflections have encouraged, in this study, to review the relationship between
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the curriculum in mother tongue and their realization in practice, based on the MT teachers'
perspective.

2.1 The curriculum: an historical perspective
The curriculum theory may be defined as an academic discipline in pedagogy that deals with
curriculum issues, its structure, content and development in relation to debates, political motives
or philosophical orientations that led to recommendations and regulations. It reflected the
discussions about what knowledge is most relevant to learn and it depends on the history of the
society that individuals have inherited and the society they dream of creating for the future.
(Linde, 2011 p. 9).
According to the writers Lundgren & Säljo (2010), the history of the curriculum began to take
shape about 2500 years ago with the Greek term paideia as educational ideal that considers that
all the students have the potential ability to formability, therefore, they should have a wide range
of school subjects and the best education possible (Lundgren & Säljo, 2010, p. 27-29).
Aristotle and Plato (approx. 424-348 BC) provide insights in what is understood as "valid
knowledge" to teach: techne which means practical skills; Epistemes which refers to knowledge
of facts and concepts; Phronesis which stands for judgment and reflective action and ethical
attitude; Noesis which is the philosophical reflection of knowledge, its use and consequences in
relation to other perspectives (Linde, 2012, p. 100-101).
Later, in Rome, the philosopher Quintilianus (35-100 A.C) advocated “education for all” with
a combination of theory and practice but also pointed out the need to adapt the content of plans
and curriculum to the student's development zone (Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 30-31). But the
purpose of education in Athens was to prepare the boys for participation in administrative life,
such as civil servants or lawyers.
In the Middle Ages, education was largely about the teachings of Christianity and teaching
occurred at different monasteries throughout Europe. The monasteries were educational and
cultural institutions; the language of instruction was Latin and the education was in part elitist. As
monks, poor people could acquire an education depending on their talents; the areas of study
could be rhetoric, medicine, literature or practical or artistic matters. With the Reformation and
Protestantism, the monasteries lost many of their functions.
The Renaissance critically questioned the Christian conceptions of the world; the ancient
concept of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, logic) and quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry,
astronomy and music) was revived. With the state and church in symbioses, the aim of education
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was to serve the needs of the state and the church; the development of the personality and morale
of the individual was of great importance (Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 37).
During the scientific revolution between 1500-1650, society placed significance on the field of
science education such as mathematics, astronomy, physics, chemistry and biology with Latin as
the language of teaching. Empirical observations and experimentations generate several
inventions and advances. The Enlightenment (Age of Reason) led to cultural, philosophical,
religious, political and scientific transformations. For example, philosophers Jacques Rousseau
(1712-1778) and Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) underlined the freedom of individuals to shape
their own lives. Rousseau proposed a natural education characterized by lust, freedom and
humanity (Larsson et al. 2011, p. 57). Kant argued for the force of reason and logical thinking.
Later, in the 19th century, the philosophers John Dewey (1859-1952) and Emile Durkheim
(1858-1917) reasoned that without “reproduction" as the transmission of traditional, inherent
knowledge in education, societies would not survive; the teachers should transmit their opinions,
ideas, values, and cultural heritage to new generations (Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 39-40).
Consequently, the history of curriculum ideologies can be seen as a continuous struggle between
different definitions of knowledge, pedagogical approaches and the view of individuals as
servants to the interests of the state and society or as self-reliant, independent, questioning
thinkers.
2.1.1 Language and mother tongue
The concept of language as a form of human social activity is defined as an abstract correlated
system of words, signs and communicative gestures; individuals use the language to
communicate, discuss, inform, influence, negotiate and make questions. (Molander, 2003, p.
103). In education, language represents a tool of power: The power of politicians and
policymakers to dictate what different individuals or groups need to learn in every specific
context. However, the power hidden behind the texts of rules, policies, orders and prohibitions,
requires good reading skills but also meta- analysis and knowledge of propaganda mechanisms.
The elitist language, technical terms, difficult vocabulary or intricate sentences used in a
particular area represent development but also exclusion (Molander, 2003, p. 104-105). Teachers,
parents and pupils need to understand the premise of power, but illiteracy and inadequate
education make it difficult to understand the political, bureaucratic, administrative language of
government, academics or specialists.
Another aspect of the power of language is bilingualism and multilingualism, which means the
knowledge and skill of two or more languages in the context of an economically globalized
world. Both bilingualism and multilingualism linked to ethnicity represent diversity but also
15

language hierarchies and inequalities in status, some languages have more prestige than others;
International languages such as English, Spanish and Chinese are languages with more prestige
than national “minority languages” which in Sweden refers to Finnish, Yiddish, Meänkieli,
Romani Chib and Sami. (Education Act 2009: 600).
Mother tongue, previously called homeland language, is defined by UNESCO (IEP;
UNESCO, 2017) as the main language spoken constantly from birth in the home environment
and usually acquired as a first language from the parents. In the Swedish Education Act (2010:
800) the right of adopted children to MTE was enacted and that meant schools must offer MTE to
pupils who are adoptive children and have a mother tongue other than Swedish, even if the
language is not the pupil's daily language of communication at home (Education Act 2010:800).
Adoptive children often do not speak the native language of their native countries at home.
Accordingly, the promotion and acceptance in a country of multilingualism such as MTE is
part of the structure that tries to deal with certain social aspects such as immigration, ethnic
complexity, social inequality and exclusion of some groups of individuals (Bianco et al. 2016, p.
614-617). These ideological ambitions are reflected in educational policies and curriculums to
overcome cultural differences and to avoid racial or ethnic problems in school.

2.2 Theoretical Framework
In this chapter explains theoretical aspects, theoretical inspirations, literature as well as some
terms and concepts. The theory of the curriculum is the most relevant framework for this study
and its connection with the teaching of the Spanish and Chinese languages. In general terms, the
curriculum reflected the discussions about what knowledge is most relevant to learn and it
depends on the history of the society that individuals have inherited and the society they dream of
creating for the future. In this way of reasoning, the theoretical approaches in this research are
inspired mainly in the analytical model proposed by Göran Linde (2012). According to Linde, the
relation between the curriculum and the teacher can be studied from three interesting areas:

Figure 1: Three areas of analysis of the curriculum (after Linde, 2012)
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a) the formulation area means the content of curricula and policies
b) the interpretation area means how the individual actors interpret and transform the curriculum
c) the realization area means the application of the curriculum in the classroom (Linde, 2012, p.
64). These three areas are seen as “dynamic processes” used to highlight how the visions
formulated in the curriculum are interpreted and applied in practice. However, these areas are
linked to each other and are reiterated in the questions, interviews, analysis and conclusions in
this study.
In the international area, another theoretical guide in this study comes from the author Ofelia
García (2009) who discusses bilingualism, multilingualism, mother tongue, etc. and their
applicability in policies and in the practicalities of the school environment. In Bilingual
Education in the 21st Century- A Global Perspective, she explores language and bilingualism as
individual and social phenomena but also its circumstances in the educational field from a global
and local perspective. She means that besides to political and moral interests, there exists
linguistic ideologies or beliefs about languages and language use: the relationships between
social aspects and linguistic (García, et al. 2009, p. 84-85).
According to García (2009) among the many ideologies relevant to language, one of the most
popular ideologies is the one that argues for the link between “language and identity”, but it is
important to recognize that this is a result of the homogenizing work of school in imposing a
national standard (García, et al. 2009, p. 84). In this way, mother tongue policies would be the
antithesis that will reinforce the existence of a dominant language.
Ofelia Garcia (2009) defined language as a place of resistance, of power and of solidarity
(García, et al. 2009, p. 84). She argues that the knowledge of more than one language
(bilingualism, multilingualism) is good for all children worldwide, not only because of
“utilitarian benefits” but also as a force for the “others” to break the walls of isolation and
dominance.
This study follows Ofelia García´s convictions about the link between language and political
power in which the term “mother tongue” has not only been a symbol of “separation” of minority
and majority groups but also because she gives examples of how difficult it is to identify mother
tongue. It may be the language one learned first (origin); the language one knows best
(competence), the language one uses most (function), the language one identifies with (internal
identification), or the language others identify one with (external identification). In addition, there
are many variations, every member of a family, father, mother, relatives, can have different
mother tongues and speak different languages at home (García, et al. 2009, p. 57-58).
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Same researcher, Ofelia Garcia (2011) in Education, Multilingualism and Translanguaging in
the 21st Century, investigates how implicit language practices in schools, despite policies and
controls, regulate the way in which language is used; and as a consequence of this establishes and
reproduces language hierarchies in which some languages, (or some ways of using languages) are
more valued than others. Monolingualism and the hegemony of the national language are
prominently placed in the centre, while the other languages are placed in the periphery; many
policies and even bilingual programs establish a “separation” between languages. Therefore
Garcia proposes “translanguaging” or code-switching in which pupils are giving the freedom to
refer back to their first language, this would help them to learn and understand other languages on
a deeper level (Garcia, 2011, p. 141).

2.3 Other theoretical perspectives and literature
In order to understand the interviewed teachers’ ideological arguments about the mission of MTE
in relation to the curriculum, Michael Stephen Schiro’s (2013) analysis in Curriculum Theory
became helpful. He highlights four general aspects that must be considered by educators in
understanding the ideological visions of the curriculum:
The Scholar Academic ideology which advocates the idea that the purpose of education is to
teach students the accumulated knowledge of our culture through academic disciplines that
involve high intellectual, conceptual frameworks and deeper understanding of the discipline
content. Teachers have high status; their academic studies place them in the top of the
hierarchical community.
The Social Efficiency Ideology advocates the idea that the goals of education are to efficiently
meet the needs of society and prepare students to function at a workplace, their learning to be
practically adapted to a social productivity. In this utilitarian structure, the educators must find
the most efficient way of producing a product.
The Learned Centred Ideology advocates the idea that the purpose of education is to satisfy
the needs of the individual and not the needs of society or the academic disciplines. The role of
education is the growth of individuals and School should be an enjoyable place in which students
develop naturally their own unique intellectual, social, emotional and physical nature, this
ideology believes that individuals are essentially good and education involves drawing out the
inherent capabilities of the students.
The Social Reconstruction Ideology advocates a social perspective and consciousness of the
problems and injustices of society originating from racial, gender, social and economic
inequalities. The purpose of education is to help students to avoid negative social constructions
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and use their knowledge and power for the reconstruction of their culture so that its members will
live in justice and develop materially, intellectually and spiritually activate students to work for
the construction of a more just society that would benefit all its citizens. This ideology believes
that individuals are not essentially good and may abuse or damage others creating an unhealthy
society.
A historical understanding about educational ideologies reflected in modern curriculums is
presented in A history of Western Educational Ideas by Lawton & Gordon (2002). They discuss
the idea that because a child is born morally neutral, it is only through educating the child that his
or her humanity is developed and they become “moral beings” when reason has developed
notions of duty and law (Lawton & Gordon, 2002, p. 133). Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) was
radical and thought that the meaning of education could be described in two poles: reproduction
or guardianship of traditional knowledge; and the child's freedom to discover the world without
an authoritarian power (Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 53-54). However, G. W. Friedrich Hegel (17701831), stated that if “individual freedom” is given free reign, institutions, laws, and norms would
be destroyed; and, because freedom of spirit can only exist in a harmonious context, the state
must, therefore, reach its highest point, be a good example and assure that political and social
conflicts have been eliminated (Lawton et al. 2002, p. 135).
Another reading from a political and historical perspective about education within the Swedish
context is presented by the authors Lindensjö & Lundgren (2014) in Utbildningsreformer och
politisk styrning, they explain how primary and secondary school was constituted in Sweden
under the “equality ideal”, the ideas about “reproduction” or imitation from the past, give place to
ideas of “production” or adaptation to work life and the market; the investments in educational
conditions, pedagogical and didactic methods want to be returned (Lindensjö & Lundgren, 2014
p. 15-17).

2.4 Key terms and concepts
This section explains some terms and concepts that appear in this study:
The Swedish National Agency for Education (SNAE) is the central administrative authority for
the public school system and ensures that Swedish education maintains a good standard of
quality. This institution is responsible for the production of knowledge requirements, regulations,
and official statistics in the area of education, evaluations, general recommendations and national
tests (Skolverket/The Agency of Education).
The Swedish school system is the norms and rules regulated through the Education Act, which
states that the Swedish compulsory schooling comprises of three stages: lågstadiet (years 1–3),
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followed by mellanstadiet (years 4–6) and then högstadiet (years 7–9). The students who have
completed compulsory school are entitled to a three-year upper secondary school education with
18 different programmes.
Curriculum in this study, is defined as the total learning experience provided by a school.
Philosophical, cultural and societal assumptions for how education is structured. It includes the
content of courses (the syllabus), the methods employed (strategies), and other aspects, like
norms and values, which relate to the way the school is organized (Gustafsson, 2016, Lecture).
Curriculum theory in this study, may be defined as an academic discipline that attempts to
explain how philosophically how political, social and historical aspects motivate the content and
effect of the educational curriculum.
Didactics in this study means the theory and practice of teaching and learning. The concern of
didactics is about what should be taught and learned and how to teach and learn; and why
something is taught and learned.
Mother tongue (MT) in this study means “the first language” or languages that the child learns
at an early age in an environment where the language is spoken. However, a child may have
several first languages, for example, by having parents who speak two or more languages
(Skolverket/The Agency of Education). In the 60’s mother tongue was called “hemspråk/homelanguage” and referred the ancestral language spoke at home.
Enculturation in this study means the socialization process by which an individual learns the
norms, languages, and values of the culture that surrounds him. However, he maintains and gets
the possibility to develop his own cultural register, e.g. through mother tongue.
Acculturation in this study means the socialization process which involves combining two
different cultures but in which an individual became totally assimilated or absorbed by the
dominant culture.
Cultural integration in this study means a form of cultural exchange (see enculturation) in
which an individual assumes the values, languages, and practices of another culture without
sacrificing its own culture. Successful integration combines two or more cultures so that they can
develop and enrich each other.
Language ideology in this study means when states or groups impose different languages or
standards as a result of an ideology (García, 2009).
Interpretation in this study means the reading, analysis, and reflection on the textual content
stated in the Swedish curriculum and other policies by mother tongue teachers.
Application in this study means how the interpretation of the curriculum applies in the context
of teaching by mother tongue teachers.
20

Code-switching means the tendency that multilingual pupils often shift from a language to
other and alternate different languages in the same conversation.
Translanguaging in this study means that multilingual students can switch between two or
more languages. When they integrate new words or expressions, they strengthen the learning of
the language being studied; this requires that teachers are tolerant and create multicultural and
multilingual classrooms.
Social Justice in this study is both an important principle of bilingual education pedagogy,
which means the teaching that combines two or more languages and cultures (García, et al.
2009).

Chapter 3: Methodology of Study
This chapter is a review of methodological perspectives and procedures applied in this research.
Methodology has a relation with the theory of science grounded in the philosophical discipline
and a group of philosophers who reflected upon the nature of the human being, his capacity for
thinking and his environment in the attempt to find some unity and structure in diversity. There
has been a profound discussion about whether knowledge and the study of reality can be acquired
through reason and logic or through empiricism and experience. The qualitative method chosen
for this study bears in itself the inheritance of those philosophical positions.

3.1 Ontological and Epistemological Considerations
Social ontology is concerned with questions What kind of objects exist in the social world?. Do
social entities exist independently of our perceptions of them?. Is a social reality isolated from
actors or constructed by them? (Fredriksson, 2016, Lecture). This research assumes
constructionist ontology because it is based on the idea that social actors construct a social
phenomenon and their meanings (Bryman, 2016, p. 28-29). However, the acquired knowledge is
continuously changing, revised and interpreted; here language is important because it shapes our
perceptions of reality (Fredriksson, 2016, Lecture). The collected data, the interpretations and the
meanings of the texts became relevant only in a certain period of time and space.
The epistemological assumptions concern the significance and limitations of knowledge and
how we acquire knowledge and why. In this way of reasoning, this study also uses an
interpretivist epistemology approach because it reflects the distinctiveness of human action in the
social world:
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“…social reality has a meaning for human beings and therefore human actions is
meaningful-that is, it has a meaning for them and they act on the basis of the
meanings that they attribute to their acts and to the acts of others” (Bryman, 2016,
p. 26-27).
The perceptions and reflections of the interviewed teachers reflect their own subjectivity but also
how they interpret the world. Therefore, this study is based on the teacher’s points of view and
beliefs. The direct contact with the interviewed allowed seeing through the participants' eyes and
in which preconceptions needed to be eradicated (Bryman, 2016, p. 34).

3.2 Qualitative Research Design
This study by design uses qualitative methodology, which in social science is an inductive,
constructionist and interpretive strategy of research that usually emphasizes words rather than
quantification in the collection and analysis of data (Bryman, 2012, p. 374-375). However, it is
multifaceted, complex and can have different purposes and include conversations, reflections,
and meta-analysis. Even if this method has also confronted criticism in the academic field based
on aspects of subjectivity and the complex relationship between experience and reality; the
purpose of this study was to obtain knowledge and insights through the individual perceptions
and interpretations the MT teachers made in relation to the curriculum and context. Therefore
quantitative data generated from a large sample, would not be relevant.
These studies also use comparative design through applying the same methods to compare ten
different cases and try to identify similarities and differences between the them (Fredriksson, 206,
lecture).
However, there have been some criteria of judging the quality of qualitative research such as
credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (www.socialresearchmethods.net)
This study meets the credibility criteria because the results of the research are believable from
the perspective of the interviewed teachers with the purpose of understanding the phenomena
from the participant's point of view and try to work with consistency in the measures and the way
of getting the results.
Concerning Transferability, the results cannot be generalized or transferred to other contexts.
Reliability (dependability, repeatability) is high as this research if repeated would in all
possibility obtain the same results within the same timeframe the conditions for MTE and the
curriculum for MT were similar. And with Confirmability in this study, to some degree, others
could confirm the similar results. In addition, I have documented the procedures, rechecked the
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data and even described possible bias in data collection due to some linguistic distance in
handling the Chinese language.

3.3 The interview method of research
This study uses semi-structured interview as the method of research, which can be described as a
form of partially regulated social interaction that uses conversation between two or more
individuals but with a preconceived purpose (Ekholm & Fransson, 1992, p. 15). The semistructured interview refers to a context in which the interviewer has a series of questions that are
in the general form of an interview guide but able to vary the sequence of questions (Bryman,
2016, p. 201). The advantage of this kind of interview method is the capacity to provide insights
into how research participants view the world (Bryman, 2016, p. 467). However, it is the
flexibility of the interview and its allowance for openness to unpredicted circumstances or details
that motivated the choice of this method for this research.
This study does not use a formal questionnaire but a "list or interview guide” with relevant
questions to structure the interviews but also because it makes it possible to compare the
information provided by the teachers. However, the interviews based on questions or oral
inquiries, are considered an "indirect" collection of information, because the interviewer uses
observations already made by the interviewed person (Ekholm et. al., 1992, p. 9).
Another aspect is that in the interview qualitative method, one’s own reflexivity plays an
important role. Reflexivity refers to the assessment of the influence of the researcher’s
background; perspective, perceptions and attitude in his own research as well as his attitude of
attending to the levels of meanings, significances, expectations as well as the nonverbal
information in human communication (Thomsson, 2002, p. 39).
Because of this complexity, I have reflected somewhat about the conditions under which the
interviews have been made; my own interests, prejudices, and expectations, my empathy and my
ability to perceive the nonverbal information as well as reflect on their own impact on the study. I
follow the recommendations and ethical rules for qualitative research studied in some courses at
the University of Stockholm concerning Social Research Methods. I use the course literature and
additional literature and advice for good interviews in scientific research.

3.4 Sampling
Before starting the project, I reflected upon the kind of informants that would be adequate to
acquire the information necessary for the purpose of my study. I decided to interview ten selected
mother tongue teachers: Five MT-teachers in Chinese Mandarin and five MT-teachers in Spanish.
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All these ten teachers work in the Language Centre (Språkcentrum) of the Department of
Education in the District Municipality of Stockholm in Sweden. The teachers were classified into
two groups and each teacher was assigned abbreviations and number. The Chinese Mandarin
teachers got the abbreviations: TCh1, TCh2, TCh3, TCh4, TCh5. The Spanish teachers got the
abbreviations: TSp1, TSp2, TSp3, TSp4, TSp5. After booking time for the interviews, it took
many weeks to meet all these teachers. Sometimes I divided the interviews into two meetings in
order to avoid stress.
Eight interviews were made on the premises of the Language Centre in Stockholm, of the
remaining two; one took place in a cafeteria and one in my home. In addition, I participated in
two workplace meetings at Språkcentrum where topics related to my research were discussed:
One meeting discussed the work environment and the other meeting discussed teachers’
proposals to improve the quality of MTE in the Southern district of Stockholm.

3.5 Data Collection Procedures
The choice of a qualitative method with semi-structured interviews was a very conscious choice
because it would be particularly useful to listen to the voice of the mother tongue teacher because
these teachers would have the possibility of expressing their ideas and experiences about the
MTE curriculum and its application in the real world of the classroom.
For the interviews a list of questions, or guidelines, are used in an attempt to hold focus on the
research questions (Appendix 1). These questions were divided into a more specified list of
questions with a sequence of seven aspects with the aim of getting a deeper knowledge of and
understanding better their perspectives. The list of questions was prepared and memorized in
advance to give it structure. But sometimes, when I noticed that the interviewees felt tense, I put
the questions aside thereby attempting to let them talk more relaxed and spontaneously.
Additionally, I have prepared a scheme table with the requirements in Mother Tongue
Curriculum, 2017 as a tool for mapping the narratives and to discuss more precisely the curricular
texts. I also took notes during and immediately after the interview as a way to avoid forgetting
details or observations. If uncertainties developed, I contacted some teachers again via telephone
for clarifications and then I translated, transcribed and worked with the writing of the thesis.
The interviewed mother tongue teachers come from different cultures and languages and
showed different attitudes to the interview, which required flexibility on my part. Two of the
interviewed teachers agreed to be tape-recorded. Another wanted to take my list of questions
home because she wanted to reflect on it properly. Some teachers responded very concisely,
others showed a little suspicion or some stress, but in general, most of the teachers were very
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positive in giving their contribution and letting their voice be heard. The teachers decided which
language they wanted to speak in and consequently, I make transcriptions between three
languages: Spanish, English, and Swedish.
After having defined my investigative questions and selected the people to investigate, I wrote
in advance a list of topics or questions that would help me better structure the interviews.
However, I had to adjust and redefine my points of investigation because some questions were
not valid and I replaced some of them with other more specific questions; e.g. a question about
knowledge of international policies concerning MTE; the teachers are expected in their work to
know about the Swedish national policies. They did not have extensive knowledge of
international policies vis-a-vis MTE because the expectations placed upon them in their work is
limited to the national policies of Sweden.
In the process of the interviews I followed these points: I gave information about the goal of
the interview, informed about the ethical principles concerning anonymity, I gave questions,
listened and followed the answers. I took notes during and after the interviews and even recorded
some of them with my mobile telephone. I highlighted relevant information, systematized it with
the help of codes and started analysis work immediately after the interviews to avoid memory
loss.
The interviews were made in the context of the Language Centre after their work-related
meetings and the time varied in terms of duration (ca. 30-60 min).
The interviews with the Spanish teachers were longer because they enjoyed speaking, while
the Chinese teachers showed a tendency to reflect more about what to say and to speak less. I
think the fact that I am Spanish speaking allowed the Spanish teachers to speak more freely and
spontaneously.
I used the interview as a tool of the qualitative method, which includes aspects such as
subjectivity and relativism; it demanded my empathetic ability, flexibility and broad attention to
unexpected situations, attitudes, thoughts and feelings. An example of this is when one of the
respondents in this study transformed suddenly from a self-assured and optimistic informant to a
sad anguished person, she began to cry when questioned about the work environment, she felt
that she was being bullied by other teachers. I had to relinquish the position of researcher to take
care of her feelings and help her go and speak with her supervisor about her experiences.
However, I did feel that the teachers expressed what I wanted to hear as usually happens with
interviews. Still, most of the teachers showed enthusiasm in expressing themselves freely.
About generalizability; the results are not generalizable towards a larger population,
qualitative data is not static, and it is under continuous change and there are no fixed truths. The
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benefit of qualitative research is that it brings the possibility of reflection and better
understanding depending on the perspective of view (Thompson, 2007, p. 31). It is also possible
to make a comparison between different groups or find a contrast between the typical and
atypical and the kind of relation existing between the individual and their positions in a group or
context.
This research is also comparative, not only between OECD and UNESCO`s policies and the
Swedish policies on MTE but also compares the ways of interpretation and application of these
policies by the interviewed mother tongue teachers in both Chinese Mandarin and Spanish. I
structured the disclosures of the teachers in a schematic table with the view to observe better the
similarities and differences that they meet in the curriculum according the characteristics of their
respective language.
This study uses the proposals of Bryman (2012) for the design of qualitative research: the
formulation of research questions, the selection of the subjects, formulations of research
questions, collection of relevant data, interpretation and theorizing the collected data, reinterviewing. Finally, writing up the findings and drawing conclusions (Bryman, 2012, p. 379380).
This method as an empirical scientific method is established within the social science tradition
and is suitable for this study. It permits one to catch in a broader manner the experiences and
beliefs of the interviewed teachers an in a more insightful and deeper way, as when, for example,
a teacher started crying when the topic was about the collegiate environment. I encouraged her to
talk about her situation with the responsible supervisor.
In this study, the result of the qualitative interview has been structured thematic and codified
according to the most relevant data for more precision and overview. I chose semi-structured
interviews because it refers to a specific context and phenomenon with the help of an interview
guide but with the possibility of making adjustments and varying the sequence of the questions
within the circumstances that may arise (Bryman, 2012, p. 696). By holding an open framework
it is possible to create a more unstressed atmosphere that allows two-way communication,
narration, and a more spontaneous attitude.

3.6 Data Analysis Method
The process of analysis of the collected information in this qualitative study is complex, therefore
the use of a theoretical premise has been a support to understand and analyze the collected data.
In the analysis, I have always strived to work correctly and left my own positions aside so as not
obscure the experiences of the teachers.
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In this research I have mainly used Linde´s theoretical standpoints of formulation,
interpretation, and application or realization of the curriculum and other policies in practice by
the interviewed mother tongue teachers. I made reviews of relevant formulations of policies and
curricular requirements. Schiro`s four approaches help me also to analyse the ideologies of the
policies and curriculum promulgated by international and national actors and the impact on
mother tongue education. The next step was to examine how the teachers interpreted the policies
and how this interpretation was applied in the context of teaching. I have also taken into account,
the repercussions of the situation and problems that MTE confronts in its status and teaching
outcomes.
Subsequently, the information collected in the interviews has been transcribed and translated
into English, afterward the collected data of the interviews has been organized in a scheme and
codified with keywords depending on the most relevant topics that the teacher mentioned in a
more precise overview and discussion. The following step was to compare, to see the connections
between the codified results of the different groups of teachers; and after that, interpretations and
conclusions were made according the research questions and the theoretical framework used in
this study.
Before the analysis, discusses international and national aspects that have impact on the
teachers’ conceptions of MT teaching. Afterwards, the data organises according to themes and
analyses, the main focus of reflection is on the most distinctive and relevant topics mentioned by
the interviewed Chinese and Spanish MT-teachers. Next, a comparison of the findings is made to
highlight similarities as well as differences.

3.7 Ethical considerations
The study maintains the ethical standards of a research process whose primary goal is the
protection of individuals and groups who co-operate as informants in educational research.
In general, one should be aware of four types of serious areas in order to avoid ethical
transgressions: 1) everything that could damage the psychological or physical safety of the
participants should be avoided; 2) the participants should be given as much information as might
be needed, giving them the opportunity to refuse their participation; 3) the confidentiality and
privacy of the participants must be protected; 4) a transparent relationship must be established
between the researcher and the participants, using correct communication without deception or
misinterpretation (Bryman, 2016, p. 125-133; Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). As a researcher it is
important to be aware of the sensibility of participants and their right to hold values, attitudes,
and opinions even if these differ from those of the researcher (Bryman, 2016, p. 133).
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Throughout my research, I have followed the above-described ethical considerations of
research e.g., the teachers involved were given clear information about the objectives of the
research and got an explanation as to its aim and the research questions. The interviewed were
informed of the right to participate freely and to interrupt the interviewer. I have also been aware
of the vulnerability of the language, thus avoiding adjectives or other forms that distort,
exaggerate or diminish the value of words expressed by the interviewed teachers.
I promised anonymity, confidentiality, security and that there response would be handled
properly with respect to their integrity. I also ensured the participants that the data collected will
only be used for research purposes. However, despite striving after impartiality aspects of the
reflexivity can influence the research method because I too have worked as a mother tongue
teacher in Spanish. I heard teachers sometimes saying “You know that!” or “You understand
that!”. I try to maintain a distance and instead induce them to express themselves and put my
focus on their own arguments.

Chapter 4: Data analysis and Results
This chapter presents and makes an analytical review of the collected data within the framework
of the three research questions. Before the analysis discusses some international and national
policy guidelines and continuously the attention has been drawn to the most distinctive and
interesting points mentioned by the interviewed Chinese and Spanish MT-teachers. The results
summarize similarities and differences of the collected data. The whole focus is on their
reflections and testimonies about the dilemmas and challenges faced by the teachers in their
assignments; in addition, some of the teachers share their own reflections on possible
improvements. The dilemmas mentioned by the teachers comprise the coherence between
curricula, organizational structures and teaching practices.

4.1 MTE at international and national level
The mother tongue situation and relevance into the Swedish educational system follow the own
national and political prerequisites but also is the result of influences from international
regulations and insights on multilingualism as well as the human rights. Therefore this section
makes a review of the premises of MTE at both international and national level.
4.1.1 MTE at international level
At an international level, the General Assembly of the United Nations (GA) inspired by Article
27 of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR), proclaimed the
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Declaration on the Rights of Persons Belonging to National or Ethnic, Religious and Linguistic
Minorities: Article 2 states clearly the indisputable respect for the rights of persons to enjoy their
own culture, to profess and practice their own religion, and to use their own language, in private
and in public, freely and without interference or any form of discrimination (United Nations
Human Rights Resolution 47/135 of 18 December 1992). Therefore, the member States should
promulgate that persons belonging to minorities have adequate opportunities to learn their mother
tongue or to have instruction in their mother tongue; it includes not only language but also
history, traditions, language and culture of the minorities existing in the country in order to
promote mutual understanding and tolerance.
International organisations such as the UN, UNCRC, UNESCO, OECD and EFA have been
important actors in the work of protecting and raising the status of MTE which has benefited
children and young people with migrant backgrounds. After World War II, and with more
awareness of human rights and children's rights, the teaching of the mother tongue has become a
step in the vision of democracy and social justice, which is very clearly stated in many
international policies.
As early as 1953 UNESCO recommended and encouraged mother tongue instruction because
children, from early childhood onwards, should be given the opportunity to learn in their mother
tongue (Ball, 2013, p. 1-2). Among the 54 articles of The United Nations Convention on the
Rights of the Child (UNCRC) from 1989, Article 30 explains:
Children of minorities and indigenous groups have the right to learn about and
practice their own culture, language and religion. The right to practice one’s own
culture, language and religion applies to everyone (UNCRC, 1989).
This paragraph is clear; every child with a different culture, language and religion has the right to
learn and enjoy his or her own language and culture and profess a religion freely; even if the
practices are not shared by the majority of the population. Indeed, mother tongue instruction
plays a primary role in the rights of a child.
In 1990, a UNESCO conference in Jomtien, Thailand celebrated the World Declaration on
Education for All (EFA) with delegates from 155 countries, who decided that some Multilingual
Education programs would be incorporated into formal education. Among the arguments put
forward was that “Literacy in the mother-tongue strengthens cultural identity and heritage
(UNESCO, 1990, p. 10). In another World Education Forum (2000) in Dakar, Senegal also
promoted by UNESCO, the participants recognized the importance of using the student’s mother
tongue in the formal education system. In this forum, the member governments ensure that
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educational policies shall respect diversity, multiculturalism and multilingualism in schools and
the formal education systems (UNESCO, MTB MLE, 2016, p. 10).
In 2012, the OECD and the Swedish Agency of Education created the mother tongue website
“Tema Modersmål” in order to inspire educators and school leaders to support native languages,
and lift the status of mother tongue education with the aim of achieving higher quality in
teaching. It includes a network for mother tongue teachers. The Swedish government has
financed this project with 200.000 euros per year for the last 10 years (OECD, 2012, p. 1-3). The
website is to be closed in January 2018.
Another important measure that promotes MTE, at the initiative of UNESCO, is the
celebration of The International Mother Language Day (IMLD) observed every year since 2000
with the aim of promoting linguistic and cultural diversity and multilingualism. It is also a part of
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). (UN, 2017).

Figure 2: Sustainable futures through Multilingual Education, SDG, UNESCO 2017.

With the vision of achieving quality education (goal 4), students must have access to
education in their mother tongue. The mastery of mother tongue facilitates the learning process
and introduces the basic skills of reading, writing, and numeracy but also improves the ability to
learn other languages (UN, 2017). In addition, MTE promotes equity for populations speaking
minority and indigenous languages that transmit cultures, values, and traditional knowledge, and
is an important contribution to a sustainable future (UNESCO, 2017).
In summary, according to UNESCO, giant efforts are needed for achieving universal
education goals and few countries have achieved that target at all levels of education. As a result
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of new research, migration and policy development and political interest in supporting
multilingualism, there have been many changes in MTE but not all in a better direction, there is
still much to be implemented and improved.
4.1.2 MTE at national level
At the national level Sweden has had a long history of migrants, refugees, asylum seekers and
foreign workers and the discussions around assimilation, integration or preservation of cultural
diversity have influenced the rules of teaching and learning of other languages but with relevance
to the Swedish language.
60’s
70’s

No MT teaching
Separate bilingual classes and home
language
Intercultural teaching
Better quality of MT teaching

Politic of assimilation
Politic of integration

80’s

Labour immigration
Labour immigration
Refugees
Refugees

90’s

New refugees

Saving measures require efficiency of
MT teaching, new organisation and
qualified teachers

Politic of integration

Politic of integration

Table 1. Historical overview of MT. Source: The Agency of Education “Mer än ett modersmål” 1994, p. 10.

Mother tongue education was introduced in Sweden at the end of the 1960s but was initially only
for pupils with Finnish as a native language (Lgr. 69). Since 1977 the local authorities are
obligated to offer MTE to pupils with linguistic backgrounds not Swdish (Spetz, 2016, p. 9).
More precisely, the mother tongue, which was called “hemspråk/home language”, became a
school subject for the first time in the eighties (Lgr. 80).
The educational reforms of the 1990s with decentralization, free choice of schools, and
privatization were reflected in the national curriculum. Inspired by the market system, the goals
in each subject were more specified and the municipalities and schools were given greater
freedom to distribute the economic resources (time and money) and administrate in the way they
wanted to fulfil the goals. It was a time of economic crisis, the municipalities needed to reduce
costs and that had a negative impact on mother tongue education; the resources allocated to MTE
diminished and the number of pupils attending MTE declined (Spetz, 2016, p. 10). The following
years, despite multilingualism research and political rhetoric about the benefits of language skills
for the country's economy, the position of MTE in the education system has been relegated and
unsure.
In 1962, there was a need to let students with Finnish as a mother tongue study Finnish as an
elective subject in grades 7 and 8 at school. Later, in 1977, as a part of the “Swedish Model” the
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governmental Home Language Reform introduced mother tongue education in other languages
because many students within Swedish compulsory schooling spoke another language than
Swedish at home (Reath, 2013, p. 96).
In 1986, through a political decision, the school system centralized, and responsibility divested
by the national government and devolved into the hands of the local municipal authorities. This
re-organization of the school system was driven by resource-based ideas of maximization and
effectiveness in the schools. Municipal administrators received more independent managerial
powers and financial responsibility, but these changes also involved more administrative tasks for
the teachers increased their workload and placed them under a great deal of pressure for teachers
(Larsson, 2011, p. 87-90). A clear tendency was the focus on goals achievement in elementary
school, which reduced the level of quality of subject education; the pupils would have a holistic
view of different subjects without time for more profound knowledge (Larsson, 2011, p. 101107). The reduction of teacher’s certification requirements also affected the expectations of the
qualifications of MT teachers.
The 1990s was a period of rigorous decentralization in the education sector as the effects of an
economic downturn in the country. The reduction of costs had a negative impact on the teaching
of the MT, which led to a diminution of the number of students and teachers (Spetz, 2016, p. 10).
Adjustments are still needed at different levels to improve the situation of mother tongue in
Sweden.
In 1995, Sweden became a member of the European Union (EU), which implied an adaptation
of national laws and visions to a more international context. Sweden ratified The United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) with the aim of turning it later into law (SOU
2016:19 p. 51). Consequently, this Convention includes children’s right to speak and develop
their mother tongue and their cultural backgrounds.
The linguistic context of present-day Sweden is characterized by the dominance of two
languages: Swedish as the majority language and English as the global language of economy and
technology. There are also five officially recognized minority languages: Finnish, Yiddish,
Meänkieli, Romani Chib and Sami, added to these are almost 200 immigrant languages with no
official status (Lindberg, 2011, p. 149). However, from the autumn of 2011, on behalf of the
government, the National Agency for Education elaborated a new curriculum, syllabuses and
knowledge requirements for different levels of MT teaching.
After the education reform from 2011, MTE has been reinforced in the Swedish curriculum
and makes clear the aims that:
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Mother tongue teaching should give pupils the opportunities to develop their
cultural identity and become multilingual. Through mother tongue the pupils
should be given opportunities to develop their knowledge of cultures and societies
where the mother tongue is spoken. The teaching should also help pupils to
develop a comparative perspective to cultures and languages. (SKOLFS 2011:19
p. 83)
These visions claim an indisputable respect for the rights of migrant children and youths to
become multicultural and relate to the societies and cultures that concern them. However, the
Swedish Education Act (Lgr11) states that schools should help children with a language other
than Swedish to have the opportunity to develop their mother tongue as well as the Swedish
language (Riksdagen, Chapter 8:10 § 2016). According to this, pupils will be offered mother
tongue education if they have a guardian (parent) with a native language other than Swedish if:
a) The language is used by the student and is the daily language of communication at home
b) The student has basic knowledge of the language (SOU 2016:12, p. 34).
The school is only obligated to provide MTE in any particular language, if there are at least five
students and a suitable teacher.
The number of pupils participating in MTE increases year after year despite the fact that not all
the children that have the right to participate in MTE avail themselves this opportunity.

Figure 3: Number of students in Compulsory School that participate in MTE (1991-2012)
Source: Swedish Agency of Education (Skolverket).
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According to statistical data from the National Agency, the number of students in MTE
constantly increases: In 1991, 60.000 students participated in MTE and in 2011/2012, the number
increased to 100.000 (Fig. 3).
Number of students that participate in MTE 2012/13 – 2016/17
Year

2012/2013

2013/2014

2014/2015

2015/2016

2016/2017

Number of
students

98911

113251

126505

140959

156711

Table 2. The number of students in Compulsory School that participate in MTE (2012-2017).
Source: Swedish Agency of Education (Skolverket)

Continuously, the number of students participating in MTE from 2012 to 2017 has also increased
continuously from 98.911 to 156.711 (Table 2). The number of students in MTE will increase
even in the future; therefore, The Swedish Government Official Reports (SOU 2016:12 p. 25-26,
47, 61) considers that further attention is needed on increased opportunities for mother tongue
teaching. The government is investigating how the rectors of primary and secondary schools
could have a more flexible way of solving MTE's needs, for example, hiring MT teachers from
private enterprises or using interactive technologies for distance teaching. The large increase of
newly arrived students requires improvement plans in language education, not only in Swedish
for immigrants but also teaching and study supervision in mother tongue which also means
investing in MT teachers’ work conditions.
The data generated from the response of the interviewed teachers is organized in two tables,
one for each language group. These tables show some relevant topics linked to the research
questions. The objective with the structure is to give an overview, which more easily organizes
the differences and similarities between the Chinese, and the Spanish mother tongue teachers.

4.2 Findings
4.2.1 Findings from the interviews with the Chinese teachers
The following table of data gives information about the five selected Chinese teachers, their
qualifications and years of experiences. The most relevant key topics that the teachers mentioned
are described with short sentences and keywords. The topic refers to the significance of MT, the
interpretation of the Swedish Curriculum and other policies and the application in practice by
MTE (Table 3). The last research question comprises the recourses and frameworks of the
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context of MT teaching but also take into account the teachers possible proposals for adjustments
in order to develop their work.
Teachers
TCh1

Description
9 years’ experience.
- Mandarin teacher

Relevant key topics
Difficult to interpreted and apply MTE policies.
Unclear MTE policies
More teaching time.
National test in MTE

- Teacher Degree

TCh2

Woman
9 years’ experience.
- Teacher in Mandarin
- Teacher Degree

TCh3

Woman
More 17 years’ experience
- Teacher in Mandarin
- Teacher Degree
Woman

TCH4

5 years’ experience
- Teacher in Mandarin
- Teacher Degree

TCh5

- Woman
15 years’ experience.
- Mandarin teacher

Curriculum not adapted to the student as individual
Better collegial cooperation.
Material adapted to the curriculum.
Teaching according to age and level in a separate classroom.
Include MTE in the ordinary schedule of the School

Cultural integration
Focus in National polices
Many general, subjective policies.
Difficult to achieve the goals in an hour/week
Short lesson time and many absences
Unknown how other colleagues work
More specific assessment criteria
More time for lessons.
Bad work conditions
Curriculum not adapted to Chinese language or culture
Difficult to give assessments after the criteria
Heterogeneous groups, MTE need individualized teaching
Better collegial cooperation.
Teachings according to age and level in a separate classroom.

More teaching time.
Better collegial cooperation.
Curriculum and requirement must adapt to MTE or give
more time for mother tongue teaching

- Teacher Degree
- Woman
Table 3: The Chinese MT teachers and relevant key topics

To understand better the link between international policies and the Swedish curriculum, the
teachers were questioned if they knew some international policies pertaining to mother tongue
education. The Chinese Mandarin teachers answered that their focus is on "national" policies and
curriculum in mother tongue teaching and are not concerned about international policies because
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their current employer does not lay any emphasis on these policies. One teacher had read some
documents from the OECD, but she recognizes that there is no talk of international educational
policies at her workplace. The teachers that use the website “Tema Modersmål” (Theme Mother
Tongue) promoted by The Swedish National Agency for Education have contact with some
international research on multilingualism; however, this website will close down at the beginning
of 2018.
Interpretation and realization of the curriculum

Figure 4: The three parts of the Swedish curriculum 2011

The curriculum is a document creating frameworks for achieving specific educational objectives.
The objectives of the Swedish curriculum, applicable to all different school forms, cover three
main aspects: a) The mission of the school and the fundamental values in society such as respect
for human rights, democracy, environmental respect, recognition of the equal value of people,
sense of justice, tolerance and solidarity according to the West Christian tradition and Western
humanism” b) Goals and guidelines for education describe what knowledge is relevant for the
pupils to acquire, linked to the norms of society and its' values c) syllabuses and knowledge
requirements. The syllabus states the goals of teaching in different subjects; and the knowledge
requirements define acceptable knowledge for different grades (SKOLFS 2011:19).
Despite the positive visions of the curriculum, some teachers find the formulations somewhat
ambivalent:
It is written in the central content for level, 7-9 that, “Communication in different
contexts and different goals (…) How opinions, interests, and arguments can be
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expressed.” I think it is fuzzy, unclear. It is difficult to measure student’s
knowledge and skills more exactly (Teacher TCh1)
The teacher perceives all these compressed descriptions as confusing and unclear, and therefore it
is difficult to measure and judge the students’ skills and development more exactly. In the same
way, other teachers also confirm the difficulty of interpreting and applying the MTE
prescriptions: She said:
After my Swedish studies, it became easier to understand the texts of the Swedish
curriculum and to interpret the requirements of the Agency (Skolverket). But it is
unclear and not adapted to reality; one needs to make a lot of priorities. We must
see the weaknesses and strengthens of every pupil individually; it needs a lot of
flexibility and adaptation of material and didactic methods to every pupil (Teacher
TCH2).
This teacher explains that it becomes easier to understand the requirements when her proficiency
in the Swedish language improved. It would seem that she does not know that there is an English
version of the curriculum. In practice, she uses her capacity of judgment based on her own
experience. The views of these interviewed teachers' views coincide, namely that the curriculum
gives general frames without specifications. They find it difficult to give assessments after the
assessment criteria because of its subjectivity. A Chinese teacher explains that summative
assessments would provide a more exact evaluation of pupils and their mastery of language skills.
A formative assessment is not always possible, it requires that the teacher has more time with the
pupils to identify their weaknesses and strengths or their social development in a complete way,
but these teachers meet their pupils for only one hour a week.
The formulations of the curriculum and syllabus provide some guidelines for knowledge
objectives and other national goals. However, it is the teacher's professionalism and her deep
knowledge of the student's achievements that in practice have greater significance.
MTE as a barometer of identity and cultural integration
Many of the teachers highlight the impact that mother tongue language has on the student’s
identity. The reasoning is that if students have a deeper knowledge of their roots and understand
the people and culture they or their parents come from, their self-confidence would be
empowered; pupils would acquire notions of a genuine, stable “self-knowledge”. Language forms
individuals and individuals exist and find meaning through language. Individuals not only learn
words and concepts but also values and norms when they acquire a language (Skolverket, 2015,
p. 8).
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There is a clear connection between language and identity in educational documents and there
is a political consciousness grounded in linguistic research that says children and students
develop both their knowledge and identity positively if they get the possibility of continuing to
develop their home language (OECD, 2012, p. 3). The Sweden National Agency of Education
(Skolverket) points out in the curriculum for compulsory schooling that “the school's mission” is
based on the idea that "language, learning, and identity are closely correlated".
Generally, Mother Tongue Education has been conceived as an important tool to empower the
identity of individuals in a psychological way. For this reason, mother tongue is an indicator for
healthy, stronger identity and a key to being accepting of other identities and cultures.
With mutual understanding, persons from a minority group could take part of and enrich the
dominant culture that surrounds them; in the same way, the dominant culture gives rights and
gains confidence by showing solidarity. However, mother tongue is also a barometer for cultural
identity, human rights, democracy, solidarity and tolerance; decisive requirements for the
stability, growth and prosperity of a country.
Politics and ideologies about integration and cultural development in combination with aspects
of class, ethnicity, religion, gender and profession influence to a higher degree the status and
usage of mother tongue in a society (Walton, 2004, p. 43). The mother tongue teachers are
immigrants and therefore, despite the national political ambitions of social justice, deviate from
the constructions of a Swedish norm, which is noted in dialectical accent, residential area, class,
religion, etc. They need support in maintaining self-confidence and consequently, they should
support their students to feel secure in themselves.
Concerning this, the teachers are convinced that MTE is very important for newly arrived
students because MTE would give them an introduction to Swedish society. Students also learn
aspects of Swedish life, laws, and social codes because mother tongue teaching works in
comparison to Swedish language and culture. A teacher explains that in the MTE lessons,
students have the possibility of asking questions in order to more quickly understand the new
language and new culture.
A teacher explains that MTE helps students to “synchronize” language with culture: “It helps
to synchronize language with culture, this empowers pupil’s notions of the self and becoming
open to the others”, she said. MTE students confront two expectations: the expectation that they
are international subjects with a multicultural identity and the expectation of being part of the
national identity of the country within which their schools operate. In this situation, there are two
concepts that explain double expectations: "enculturation" when an individual develops cultural
competence in an initial culture register, it is a lifelong activity and mother tongue is essential; or
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"acculturation", about developing a new register into the frames in order to be assimilated into
the culture of the dominant community (Hayden et al. 2007, p. 129). In fact, individuals adapt
and become influenced by many cultures at the same time, for there is not an unchanging, static
and independent culture; individuals do not work in isolation, with globalized telecommunication
the distances are shortened more and more and an isolated society would become vulnerable and
not develop (Walton, 2004, p. 43-44).
Consequently, “cultural identity” is in constant renewal and transformation, which needs to be
understood in a dynamic and broader way, is unavoidable in a globalised world. Identity becomes
rather a set of languages, social codes, customs, mannerisms, traditions or literature skills;
through which people give meaning to their lives and express their aspirations anywhere they are
(Walton, 2004, p. 4).
Assimilation is still a national goal in many countries but often results in marginalization, and
in countries with a mixture of different cultures, policies of education promote the integration of
cultures but in practice it fosters an adaptation of a subordinate culture to a dominant one, often
under the name of "modernization” (Hayden et al. 2007, p. 130). However, the process of
integration is a complex phenomenon. It is about the capability of understanding that the concepts
of the self and culture are not stationary, and nor do they have a deterministic character. Both
concepts are the result of interconnections and have emerged from heterogeneity and historically
influenced by political ideologies and the roles of different social and ethnic groups in a country.
The utilitarian perspective of MTE
Some of the Chinese teachers took up the utilitarian and practical aspect of MTE, the reasoning
was that if the Chinese youths learn Chinese Mandarin they would have greater possibilities in
the future, perhaps one day they could return and live in China. There they would find it easier to
participate successfully in advanced studies and/or find employment in China. This reasoning
confirms that the basis for confidence in the modern education system has been its connection to
social and working life. Its usefulness and utility, a prerequisite for educational expansion, has
been economic growth and adaptation to the labour market (Lindesjö et al. 2014, p. 132). Teacher
TCh3 explains, “To be introduced into the new society the new arrivals understand that they have
to create a life of their own”. Investing in education gives both individual and social benefits and
values decisive for national and international competition in the work area.
According to Schiro, the purpose of education, within the frame of the Social Efficiency
ideology, is to prepare students to serve the employment market or the productivity of the country
(Schiro, 2013, p. 5). This view of mother tongue’s usefulness is part of the economic project of
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globalization in which languages became a part of a world of global trade in which knowledge of
language and notions of cultural codes benefit business relationships.
A part of the usefulness of mother tongue teaching is that it benefits and complements the
other school subjects that are given in schools. The teachers explain that if the student’s native
language remains active, it would enhance their intellect, which benefits the development of other
skills and subject matters.
4.2.2 Findings from the interviews with the Spanish Teachers
The following table of data gives information about the five Spanish teachers. Similarly to the
table of the Chinese teachers it includes their teaching experience. The most relevant key topics
that the teachers mentioned are presented in summary sentences in reference to the research
questions. It is about the teachers’ interpretations of the Swedish Curriculum and other policies
and the application in practice by the MTE (Table 4).

Teachers
TSp1

Description
30 years’ experience.
- Spanish teacher
- Teacher Degree

TSp2

- Man
17 years’ experience.
- Spanish teacher
- Teacher Degree
- Woman

TSp3

25 years’ experience
- Teacher in Spanish
- Teacher Degree
- Woman

Relevant key topics
Spanish identity, intellectual development, tolerance and peace
Focus in National policies/
Certain policies are not applicable to MTE,
New arrivals not speaking Swedish and cannot compare with Swedish.
Democracy: Teachers could be involved in design of policies

MTE give sense of community
Focus on National policies but uses material from Spain
Curriculum not adapted to MTE reality.
Difficult to work professionally
Teachers in MTE are marginalized.
More teaching time
Different ages and levels in same class
Requirements incomplete, communication is more than language
Give time to collegial cooperation
More time for MTE and form groups according to age and level
Include MTE in the ordinary school schedule.
Teacher training and development of competencies
Gather the students in nearby schools- Not to run after the students.Provide workplace.
Focus on National policies/not international
Short time to apply all the curricula
Curriculum and requirements not adapted to heterogeneous groups
Better collegial cooperation
Need a place to work
MTT are outsiders/satellites,
MTE needs to be included in regular scheme

40

TSp4

30 years’ experience
- Teacher in Spanish
- Teacher Degree

TSp5

- Woman
46 years’ experience
- Teacher in Spanish
- Teacher Degree
- Woman

Spanish is an extended multicultural language
Preoccupation of International discussion about suppressing MTE,
Xenophobic politics
Form groups according to age and level of proficiency.
Collegial cooperation but in free time
MTE should be included in the ordinary schedule
Difficult to interpret TSAE, too many requirements for one hour a week
Short teaching time is an unjust system for the students.
Official criteria must adapt to every language
Feeling of loneliness, MTT work independent, no time for colleagues.
No existing democracy; MTT can’t contradict decisions from above.
No running in search of the pupils in different schools.
MTT need a to have a voice

Table 4: The Spanish MT teachers and relevant key topics

One of the research questions explores the significance that the Spanish teachers give to MTE
today. One teacher argues that MTE benefits intellectual development and brain training which
improves the process of thinking and reasoning in both languages (Swedish-Spanish), and the
students would understand the differences and similarities between two or more cultures. One
teacher argues that MTE helps students give coherence to their thoughts and to be able to
understand or identify different situations in their lives.
From an economic perspective these teachers remarked, briefly, that MTE is a profitable
investment for the economic development of the country but also is an individual investment.
Psychosocial, the students feel proud of their roots and the ability to speak the language of their
parents. It is also relatively easy for these young people to learn their mother tongue because it is
a language already known and practiced in the home. Other important benefits of MTE are the
cultural aspects. Both Dewey and Durkheim suggest the importance of the concept of cultural
“reproduction” or the knowledge of a culture and its history as a guarantee for the survival of
societies, it implies the transmission of ideas, values, and cultural heritage to new generations
(Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 39-40). These teachers mentioned that it is important that the pupils
feel that they have a Hispanic heritage with a rich variety of cultures and the Spanish language
has been a bridge between them. Following this reasoning, one teacher added that it is very
important that the state be aware of MTE and take more responsibility for it. Language
competence is very important in the education of young people.
The Swedish curriculum (2011) states that teaching must be comparative:
Through teaching the pupils should be given opportunities to develop their
knowledge of cultures and societies where the mother tongue is spoken. The
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teaching should also help pupils to develop a comparative perspective of cultures
and languages. (SKOLFS 2011:19. p, 83).
The world is becoming more intercultural, the thrill of new original ideas and new creative
solutions are communicated across territorial boundaries with the help of language skills; many
innovations have been perfected by scientists from different parts of the world connecting their
knowledge in an international academic network.
However, the interviewed teachers often make comparisons between Swedish educational
standards and those of the countries from which they come; for example, one teacher explains:
In Paraguay and Uruguay, they began to observe that the children instead of being
bilingual spoke "Vallano" that is a language mix of Spanish and Portuguese. So
the schools were forced to introduce bilingualism and thus the children seemed
perfect in Spanish and in Portuguese. Then they stopped mixing these two
languages. In Paraguay there is bilingualism, Spanish and Guaraní are spoken
parallel (Teacher TSp5).
When she emphasizes that “the fight is old”, she refers to the struggle of minorities in Latin
America for the recognition of their civil rights, including the right to speak their natural
indigenous languages or their dialects.
Meta-communication and the curriculum of MT
The Swedish Education Act (Lgr. 11) contains statements about the pupil’s rights to develop their
languages:
Language is humanity's primary tool for thinking, communicating and learning.
Through language, people develop their identity, express feelings and thoughts,
and understand how others feel and think (SNAE/SKOLVERKET, Lgr 11, MTE,
2017).
If perceptions of reality are created with a human language, it is limited and insufficient and does
not fully reflect what individuals think, feel, experience or observe. Mother tongue as the first
language or the language spoken by the pupil`s ancestors became beneficial both for the pupils
and their incorporation into the modern society. In this way of reasoning, being conversant with
several languages would increase opportunities for a more multidimensional view of the world.
(Molander 2003, p. 116-117). However, there is a non-verbal area in human communications that
is more difficult to judge or understand deeply. A mother tongue teacher explains: that the
curriculum emphasizes reading, writing, speaking and understanding
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I know that in the curriculum it emphasizes the four faculties; reading, writing,
speaking and understanding, with the focus being on written and spoken language
skills. I generally prefer the use of material that makes people have a direct
personal interaction where they use their gestures, music, dances and other
expressions to share their emotions with each other and at the same time interpret
others. There are many “outside the box” accomplishments and other unseen
abilities of the students, which can also be valuable. (Teacher TSp5) (Teacher
TSp5)
Because the Spanish Speaking World is international, the teacher of Spanish can use
schoolbooks, websites, videos, apps, music, dance and many other materials from several
Spanish-speaking countries. From this great variation they have the possibility of making many
comparisons and choose the most appropriate material for each student. But she also she refers to
meta-communication. Social interaction exists through the language that describes it, but it is
limited; gestures, feelings, attitudes, and experiences can be expressed independently of reason
and even shared by several people without expressing these manifestations with words. These
manifestations as a "meta language" are sometimes autonomous (Molander 2003, p. 236).
Following this reasoning, the researcher Ofelia Garcia (2016), highlights the misunderstandings
of language teaching in schools. Many students use paralinguistic communication, and many
semiotic communicative practices to express for example ideas, feelings, etc. (García et al 2009,
p. 7-8). Students in schools are obligated to use verbal and written language, this gives a signal
that other forms of semiotic practices such as gestures, movements, symbols, songs, etc., often
linked to their cultural identity, are not appropriate (García, 2011, 140-141). Communication is
comprised on an abstract level as invisible codes of conduct in interpersonal relations. Another
teacher explains:
Knowledge of language is not only about the ability to speak or write, it is also
about understanding e.g. the codes of cordiality which are very important to know
in Spanish to improve the quality of interpersonal relations; in Swedish the codes
are not necessarily the same (Teacher TSp1).
Language attitudes and the social norms or codes are also an integral part of the student’s
communicative competence. Another researcher, Kathy Marie Bussert (2014), criticizes the
narrow-minded vision of the concept “language” which can be found in education when schools
prioritize spoken language too much and depreciate other forms of communication at a deeper
level such as the ability of reading, interpreting and finding meaning in music, experiences,
codes, symbols, gestures, visual arts, or dance (Bussert, 2014, p. 37).
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Another teacher gives an example: “Spanish uses a great deal of non-verbal gestures very
much in the communications process making it difficult to compare with Swedish and it is not
included in the A-E system of grading”, she comments. The problem is that schools do not take
into consideration the internal perspective or the child’s “unitary language system” that includes
their entire language repertoire and other communicative dimensions.
MTE and growing nationalism
The interviewed teachers consider that mother tongue education would benefit Swedish society in
many ways but there are forces, which oppose MTE. About the necessity of supporting MTE, a
teacher said:
The world is becoming more intercultural and the development of languages is
important for the education of young people in order for them to act within a
multicultural scenario. But because of the upswing in far-right politics; I fear that
mother tongue can be supressed (Teacher TSp2).
Bianco & Balhin (2016) in Learning from Difference, mean that multicultural education today
with bilingualism and mother tongue is seriously affected by fears about globalization because it
has destabilized the ideas of the importance of national languages (Bianco & Balhim, 2016, p.
626). The strong nationalism from the 18th and the first half of the 20th century is again
resurfacing in current times and impedes the development of MTE. A teacher highlights this
question:
I know that MTE is a right the children have, but there are populist xenophobic
groups that would like to suppress MTE, as in France and Germany (Teacher
TSp4)
This teacher shows her preoccupations with concerns about xenophobic and nationalistic
movements or similar political groups steering debate in the democratic system. Multiculturalism
generates a reaction of anti-multilingualism and extreme nationalism which would affect the
position of MTE in Europe and in Sweden.
Globalization, in terms of economic, technological, intellectual, touristic, social, migratory,
educational and scientific exchanges, tends to create fears, especially if there is a lack of
sufficient historical knowledge, based on genetic and archaeological research, that demonstrates
how societies have influenced each other.
One disadvantage for vulnerable minority groups is that they reproduce and adapt to antimultilingual discourses that promote the assimilation of minorities even in multi-ethnic societies
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(Kalan, 2016, p. 129). Despite many empirical studies of the positive effects of bilingualism;
many anti-multilingual arguments have had great influence in language education policies around
the world. An example was Proposition 227, 1998 that introduced restrictions on Spanish-English
bilingual education in the State of California that had the effect of reducing bilingual classes in
schools in an attempt to lift English proficiency (Kalan, 2016, 129). Something similar happened
in Sweden in the 1990s when priority was given to the national language (Swedish) and MT
teaching was placed outside school hours. Nationalistic reactions and patriotic short-sighted
convictions can affect the acceptance and the support of multilingualism and damage the position
and status of minority languages and mother tongue education.
In processes of globalization and economic interdependency, modern states accept that many
languages can be spoken within their territories, which is not easy, it is about finding a balance
between the notions of diversity and unity (Bianco et al. 2016, p. 623). Language politics in
education should find a “balance” between the preservation and reproduction of the national
official language and promotion of foreign, minority and mother tongue languages.
The researcher Amir Kalan (2016), writes about the most common arguments of antimultilingualism: a) a single language unifies citizens from different ethnic backgrounds and
creates a united nation. This is a myth as many languages are spoken regardless of geographic
boundaries. b) The conviction that certain status languages have great cultural value and rich
historical genealogy, this disaffirms the identity of students, languages have influenced each
other and knowledge in the form of texts, artefacts, cultural heritage, etc. which is a part of
human history and concerns all. c) A “lingua franca” in which a rich written tradition is
contrasted with the more “uncivilized languages” with an oral tradition. This is false historically
as there are ancient languages with great oral and written traditions, such as Aramaic, Coptic,
Hebrew, etc. d) The belief that the language of the national dominant group represents success.
This is erroneous, as researchers show that knowledge of a mother tongue increases academic
success. e) Multilingual education is expensive. In fact, the opposite is true in a global economy
where investments in languages give economic advantages (Kalan, 2016, p. 130-131). Looking
more closely, many of these and other arguments hide also xenophobic fears and postcolonial
traumas.
Interpretation and application of the curriculum
Concerning the interpretation and application of the curriculum to the reality of mother tongue
education, the Spanish teachers say that official policies are applicable to Spanish as a “foreign
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language” but not to MTE Spanish. An example is the comparative ambition. The curriculum
states:
In a relatively well-functioning way, comparing and translating words, terms, and
phrases between the mother tongue and Swedish, pupils can apply developed and
relatively well-informed reasoning on the similarities and differences between the
mother tongue and Swedish (SKOLFS 2011:19 p, 89).
The curriculum and plans from the Agency of Education require that the teachers make constant
comparisons but sometimes it is difficult for newcomers. One teacher gives an example of
incoherence between the texts and reality:
A student newly arrived in Sweden does not speak or understand the Swedish
language and cannot understand or speak Swedish; to make a comparison is not
easy. In fact, we are teaching them Spanish and not Swedish (Teacher TSp1).
She explains also that the Spanish language is extensive and large both in cultural aspects
(literature, geography, history, traditions, and society) but also in grammar. It is not always
possible to make comparisons with Swedish grammar or linguistic variations.
The Spanish world includes many countries and different cultures and many pupils come from
different countries, many priorities must be made. She explains about making comparisons within
the Swedish context and after the Agency`s policies:
The pupils do oral presentations and make comparisons with Swedish culture, but
much depends upon whether if the pupils are born in Sweden or not, are new
arrivals or are adopted (teacher TSp1).
Most of the teachers emphasize the difficulty in interpreting and applying the policies in reality
because one hour a week “is an extremely short time for high ambitions. It affects the ability to
work professionally or to offer an education with good quality", explained one teacher. The
Swedish curriculum presents a long list of subjects that MT teachers must fulfil:
Teaching in the mother tongue should essentially give pupils the opportunities to
develop their abilities in:
a) expressing and communicating in speech and writing,
b) use their mother tongue as an instrument for their language development and
learning,
c) adapt language to different purposes, recipients and contexts, identify language
structures and follow language norms,
d) read and analyse literature and other texts for different purposes, and
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e) reflect over traditions, cultural phenomena and social questions in areas where
the mother tongue is spoken based on comparisons with Swedish conditions
(SKOLFS 2011:19 p, 83).
In accordance with these instructions there are extensive requirements and topics that need to be
covered and which do not coincide with the current reality of MTE. The teachers explained that
there are always some aspects that cannot be taught in one hour per week or there is not enough
time to go deeper; they have to make strict priorities and every aspect cannot be covered. The
situation is aggravated when students are absent from class. Because MT teaching is placed
outside the normal educational schedule and after the students have finished their normal classes;
they are naturally tired or have other prioritized activities. The students get the impression that
MT is not important which has effects on the students’ participation in the classes. The fact that
MTE has low priority is reflected in pupils’ attendance. “Sometimes there were only two
students, and at other times twenty-five attending the lessons” explains one teacher.
Another teacher underlines the different ages, knowledge levels, and abilities of the MTE
students. Some of them learn very quickly but others take more time. She explains that the
differences within the same language must be mentioned in the policies. One teacher added:
There are many different dialects, regionalisms or varieties of Spanish, which is
not a disadvantage but the opposite. These differences enrich the language and
make it dynamic and enriching, there is no absolutely correct Spanish or universal
laws of how the Spanish language should be (Teacher, TSp5).
She means that the characteristics of every language need to be taken into account in the
official teaching criteria. Collegial help with the interpretation of the curriculum and
requirements would be valuable but there is no available time for meetings. They have contact
with each other privately, outside of work time. A teacher recognizes that she has to think and
reflect a lot in judging the student's abilities because of classroom heterogeneity.
From the autumn semester 2011, mother tongue teachers were given new assessing grades
using the new knowledge requirements indicated in the curriculum. The purpose was to make it
easier for teachers to more “safely” assess students' knowledge, based on a number of “value
words” (värdeord) that indicate the levels of the official knowledge requirements. For these
reasons, collegial help would be necessary with an interpretation of the MTE curriculum or
knowledge assessments. The Agency recommended that the mother tongue teachers should have
further discussions with colleagues or make collegial assessments of students' work (Skolverket,
2013, p. 4). The teachers explain that they have some discussions about how to work but not too
much about the interpretation of the curriculum or dialogue on assessments of student’s skills. In
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these attempts, collegial discussions became necessary not only to find the “realistic common
premises”, but also became important in the support of rectors and administrators to provide
space and time for collegial cooperation.
For better interpretations of the curriculum; the Agency of Education, in the document
Commentary material to the knowledge requirements in mother tongue (2013), tries to explain in
a more simplified form the curriculum and the abilities that the student should develop and learn;
these abilities are the same for all Compulsory School levels but increase for each individual
grade step. The grades of development and proficiency of the language by the pupils are codified
by “value words” (värdeord), that means a set of judgements as in, for instance,
- “simple or basic way” or basic (E);
- “detailed and more developed way” as good (C);
- “very developed and advanced way” as very good (A) (Skolverket, 2013, p. 6-7).
Obviously, these clarifications and simplification of terms are not enough because MTE faces
serious organizational problems, low resources and low priority that affect the fulfilment of these
requirements, which have been clearly explained by the interviewed teachers. The time allocated
to MT teaching is restricted and simultaneously an enormous amount of time is dedicated to
travelling from school to school. Teaching is compressed to one hour a week and with a mixture
of pupils of different levels and ages with different assessment criteria in the same group. The
teachers must work both systematically and intuitively when assessing pupils' knowledge and
therefore there is place for subjective interpretation. Despite these ambivalences, the teacher has
the responsibility of neutralizing “biases” that can affect the vision of safety in assessment and
the guarantee of equality (equal opportunities), impartiality and justice for all students.
The curriculum must allow a certain interpretation zone but there is a certain risk for
misinterpretation because there always exists risk in the interpretation of all texts. It rather
attempts to reduce serious deviations that can undermine the credibility in the syllabus or
assessment system.
Curriculum: An invention of the West
The texts and mandates of the curriculum can be difficult to translate into other languages as e.g.
Chinese. A teacher explains that the curriculum and other policies are not adapted to the
characteristics of every language. “In Chinese, the students must practice the symbols a great
deal, they must work also with calligraphy as a tradition”, she said. This teacher explains that the
Chinese language is different from Western languages. Learning this language requires a lot of
time and intensive training.
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What is not made clear is that behind many educational visions there is the heritage of
colonialism. The West still uses many concepts, goals, trends, convictions or ideologies as
“mechanisms of control” producing and reproducing differences and inequalities between the
civilized and the so-called uncivilized (Walton, 2004, p. 10, 15). There is an "ideal" and more
appropriate language that must be taught and learned, dictated by those in power. About this, a
Spanish teacher says:
The different dialects and regionalisms are quite varied which is not a
disadvantage but the opposite. These differences enrich the language and make it
dynamic and enriching, there is no “absolutely correct Spanish”. This should be
taken into account in the official teaching criteria (Teacher TSp5).
There is a different status of languages and dialects under one big national language, influenced
by Post-colonial and historical traumas and linguistic-cultural hegemony. Some dialects and
linguistic regionalisms are the product of mixtures of the official language with indigenous
languages. Other languages have a hard fight to survive, as is the case of two historically
oppressed languages: Catalan in Spain and Quechua in Latin America; both struggling for
survival under the Spanish language dominance (without mentioning the English language).
Although the Hispanic world is multicultural in both language and culture, in Spain there have
been hierarchies between “Castellano” from Castile and the other Spanish dialects due to
inherited social hierarchies.
However, Eurocentrism is older. The Classical education from the ancient Greeks to
modernity has advocated the need to conform educational systems based on the traditions and
ideals of Western culture.
Another important topic or problem for discussion is the compression of a large number of
languages into the same syllabus and with similar principles. Every language has some unique
linguistic complexity and requires insights and an excellent capacity of interpretation. In addition,
mother tongue teachers must work “comparatively” and their knowledge of the Swedish language
must be proficient. According to the syllabus, the teacher is required to have an excellent
knowledge of the Swedish language (Latin type characters) to translate and make interpretations
correctly in a language that may use signs or non-Latin alphabet (Skolverket, 2013, p. 8).
Because the teachers need to work comparatively between the mother tongue language and
Swedish, many teachers expressed their need for improving their knowledge of Swedish as a part
of vocational development or professional training.
Principles for assignment of levels
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The principles for assignment of levels are based on Vygotsky's (1987) "Zone of proximal
development” (ZPD) in order to adapt the content of education to the psychological development
of the student (Linde, 2012 p.100). It is about scaling a scale and moving from the level already
acquired to a higher level with new goals.
Conversely, ideas have been developed with PBL Problem-based learning or “student-centred
pedagogy”, in which students learn about a subject matter but it allows the development of other
properties and skills (Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 207-208). In this perspective, from the view of the
whole, the teacher would map what the student can or cannot and after that make plans. This last
perspective requires the individual adaptation of curricula and the grading system to the student.
Mother tongue teachers have a fewer number of pupils than regular teachers but the extreme
differences in development levels affect syllabuses, planning, and teaching. A teacher explains:
How to give an assessment and judge the four faculties: Reading, writing,
speaking, understanding written and spoken language, etc., when the pupils have
extremely different levels and skills in mother tongue language. They all are
placed together and of course they develop their abilities dissimilarly. A solution I
find is to work thematically and try to include their different abilities within the
same theme (Teacher TCh4).
Another teacher reaffirms this:
The time allotted for the lessons is too short to fulfil everything required. It is
necessary to take into account the "real" skills and abilities of the students which
vary between one student and another; we cannot have general rules that embrace
everyone. In terms of equality, there are children who learn very quickly but
others take time. Instead, their differences can be seen as valuable and very
important (Teacher TSp5).
The basic questions about "what"," why" and "how" learning should be assessed are ambivalent
because knowledge and knowledge domains are constantly evolving and require updates
(Lundgren, et al. 2010, p. 202). Certain areas of knowledge cannot be included and others are
quickly skimmed.
In Sweden, knowledge in the Swedish and English languages is compulsory but a third
language, or "foreign language", such as Spanish or Chinese, can be chosen within the range
available in schools. The level of proficiency required is different from mother tongue, in which
an already existing advanced proficiency is demanded as it is expected that all students speak
their mother tongue at home. In reality, this is not the case. Many children are adopted and others
live with separated parents or with the parent who cannot speak the language. In families of
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mixed heritage, with one parent a native Swedish speaker and the other parent speaking a
different language, Swedish is often spoken in the home because the Swedish parent cannot speak
the other parent’s mother tongue.
It explains the fact that many students in mother tongue training have very irregular language
skills, which make it difficult for the teacher to draw judgments according to a standardized
scheme. Therefore, the classroom can be defined as a “multi-purpose environment” in which
mother tongue teachers are required to have flexible didactic teaching methods and plans need to
be changed to suit the skills of every student. This requires high professionalism, experience and
a large amount of creativity. In some cases time is needed for dialog and personal communication
in the language of the learner, as they have confidence in the teacher and sometimes they search
after advice concerning preoccupations or problems.

4. 3 Summary and comparison of the findings
This part draws a comparison between the interviewed mother tongue teachers in the Chinese and
Spanish languages. Both Chinese and Spanish teachers answered that their focus is on the
national policies of mother tongue teaching while international policies are conceived as
irrelevant. As a tool, they use the website “Tema Modersmål” (Theme Mother Tongue) which is
a project of the Agency for Education and the OECD but they are also familiar with the Chinese
and Spanish curriculum and work with Chinese respective Spanish pedagogical tools to develop
their teaching; they also use websites, videos, music. The Spanish teachers, as well as the Chinese
teachers explain that their employer want them to follow the national policies and not the
international directives.
However, the Spanish teachers talked about international issues related to MTE such as The
International Mother Tongue Day initiated by the UN, the rights of children to exercise the
language of their parents but also some teachers expressed their preoccupation concerning
xenophobic groups in the world that are opposed to MTE. A teacher mentioned the “old struggle”
of the common people in Latin America for their right to speak their native languages.
Also as part of understanding the generalities of MTE, the teachers in Chinese and Spanish
were asked about the significance of MTE today. A strong argument for the existence of mother
tongue education is the issue of identity. Four of the five Chinese teachers underlined that MTE
has an important impact on the formation of the identity of the students; if they have knowledge
of their roots, they would understand their ancestors and the culture of the people from their
country of origin.
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Another benefit of MTE is the utilitarian and practical aspect. The Chinese teachers reasoning
that if the Chinese youths learn Chinese Mandarin, they would have more choices for the future.
For example, they could not only return to China to participate in advanced studies but also
engage in China's economy so that they could contribute to the development of that country.
They would also be a bridge between two cultures. Another practical aspect, according to these
teachers, is that it benefits and complements other subjects given in the schools. In terms of
integration, the Chinese teachers are convinced that MTE is a good introduction for newly arrived
students to understand “quicker” the Swedish language and Society. They would “synchronize”
better language with culture and bilingualism improves the process of thinking and reasoning in
both their inherited language and the Swedish language.
The Spanish teachers differ from the Chinese teachers in that they don't name the utilitarian
aspect of MTE vis-à-vis concerns for work or a better future. They lift rather the “intellectual
benefits” for the individual; the students would find coherence to their thoughts if they use the
Spanish languages. The Spanish teachers also speak about the, “humanistic benefits” because
when the students feel a sense of community with the Spanish culture, and discover that it is
multicultural, they develop tolerance and understanding of different people. The pupils may feel
that they have a Hispanic heritage because the Spanish language is a link between people from
different cultures in the Spanish World.
The Spanish teachers questioned the definition of “Language” and rather preferred to speak
about “communication” in a larger dimension, language is only a part of the communication
process that comprises gestures, codes of conduct, music, dance, visual messages, etc. They place
importance on the “codes of cordiality”, which are very important in the Spanish World for
making interpersonal relations easy and enjoyable.
Other findings in the interviews with the Spanish teachers are the aspects of globalization,
multilingualism, and anti-multilingualism; the interviewed teachers consider mother tongue
education important to Swedish society in many ways. State support is important for its existence
because there are antagonistic forces in the world opposing MTE, for example, xenophobic and
populist political groups.
In the process of interpretation of the national curriculum, the mother tongue teachers find it
indistinct and unclear, not adapted to the realities of mother tongue education. Some of the
recommendations are not properly adapted to Spanish or Chinese culture and languages. One
problem is the lack of cooperation between colleagues, which is due to organizational problems
and lack of time. Collegial cooperation would be important when doubts or insecurities emerge
about the interpretation of the official requirements. Another decisive aspect for the interpretation
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of policies is the level of mastery of the Swedish language but also their experience as mother
tongue teachers in Sweden.
The Spanish teachers also highlight up the ambivalences or incoherencies in the content and
its validity in the real situation of MTE in Sweden. An example is that MTE education must be
realized in “comparison” with Swedish language and culture, which is difficult to apply when the
students are new arrivals. In addition, one teacher explains that Spanish grammar is extensive and
that sometimes makes it impossible to compare it to Swedish grammar. Another aspect is that the
Spanish World is very multicultural; the students come from many different countries and
cultures. According to the curriculum all these “cultures” should be covered within the limited
time of one lesson a week; many priorities must be made.
The Spanish teachers, like the Chinese teachers, also see the mixed groups of students on
different levels and ages as an obstacle to the qualitative exercise of their profession. This
situation should be considered when the policymakers design the policies for MTE. The lack of
homogeneity makes it difficult to give a correct grade or qualification.

4.4 MT teaching and its challenges
In recent years in curriculum research, insights have shown that the realization of the curriculum
content is influenced by organizational factors. Interest has shifted from studying the texts and
discourses to study teaching practices and the structures that can affect the application of the
curriculum in a more effective way (Linde, 2011 p. 10). Following, the interviewed teachers in
this research explain many of these factors.
Limited time for MT teaching
There are many frameworks that limit the teacher's good professionalism and the time available is
an important factor for the interpretation of the curriculum (Linde, 2012 p. 17-18). Lack of
teaching time is one obvious problem in the realization of the MTE curriculum. The interviewed
mother tongue teachers constantly repeated that the extremely limited time assigned to mother
tongue teaching, only “one hour per week”, is a factor working against them. The stress involved
makes difficult the application of the curriculum and the teachers worry that they do not help the
pupils satisfactorily.
Some teachers speak of the need to organize the groups of students according to their age and
level of knowledge in separate classrooms because, “The younger children often distract the elder
children, and sometimes I was obliged to divide one lesson into 20-30 minutes for every group,
which is not sufficient time for MTE” (TCh2, TCh1).
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Another teacher also insists that forming groups of students according to the same age or the
same development level would make the work easier. In the same critical vein, a teacher explains
that it takes time to gather the students from different places in their schools; it is stressful and
not good from a work-conditions perspective. She explains that because of the shortage of time
she asks the parents if they can help students with homework. The appropriate time for students
to effectively train their mother tongue would be 4-5 hours a week, 3-4 is the absolute minimum
to keep a language living. In practice, a student has much less time.
MTE outside of the regular school schedule
The interviewed teachers are conscious of the peripheral situation for MTE. Some teachers
explain that it is not appropriate to place the MTE schedule after school as the students are often
tired and MTE has to compete with after-school activities. A critical point is the fact that, MTE is
a voluntary subject in schools. A teacher explains,” MTE is not compulsory and on the margin of
the ordinary schedule, so the students don’t take it seriously”. Another teacher says:
Why not include MTE in the ordinary schedule of the school system? It is not
good to offer MTE after school time because the students are often very tired, we
compete with free time activities and many students don’t take MT teaching
seriously (Teacher TCh2).
The fact that MT teaching is put off until after school is explained by the authorities as being due
to the lack of space, therefore, mother tongue lessons are scheduled to after regular school hours.
A teacher explains: “We have to borrow the classroom, the blackboard or other materials and that
causes tensions with the teachers who otherwise occupy the classroom”. It is a matter of who has
precedence, what is prioritized and who may be allowed a place in the school hierarchy.
There is no time for collegial cooperation
Because MTE occurs after regular school lessons have finished for the day, mother tongue has
limited access to collegial support or help with the interpretation and realization of the
curriculum. Sometimes they need help from colleagues and have discussions about the
curriculum, requirements or assessments of student’s essays but they have to meet privately at
home, outside of work time.
Much of the confusion and the questioning of the interpretation of the official policies could be
bridged if the teachers had the opportunity to have more time for collegial cooperation both
within their workplace and in the schools they visit. The problem is the lack of time and that the
staff of the schools have gone home when the MT teachers come to work.
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Lack of voice of the mother tongue teachers
In modern times there is not only a humanist idea of “giving a voice” to the poor and
disenfranchised, but also a presence of governmental policies of integration with the idea that the
minorities should show “loyalty” and strive after “cultural affiliation” with the majority (Walton,
2004, p. 63). A teacher argues:
In a democratic society, Mother-tongue teachers need to have a voice of their own
and be heard (Teacher TSp5).
Despite participatory ideas and the individual’s freedom of the express their opinions, the teacher
told of her feelings of exclusion because as a mother tongue teacher one is not allowed to protest
or contradict the decisions that come from the hierarchy above.
Many of the interviewed teachers complain about the lack of power or the possibility to
influence or participate in decisions related to their work, it generates a lack of self-confidence
and a shyness to propose changes that would benefit themselves, the MTE and the pupils. Their
judgment is that no-one listens to their voice and consequently there is ignorance about the
character of their work. This is reflected in their salary, which is lower in comparison to regular
teachers in the Swedish school system.
MT teachers’ proposals for improvements
Throughout the interviews both the Chinese and Spanish teachers have had the opportunity to
reflect on their work and the current situation of MTE in Stockholm. They have also many years
of educational experience and high academic qualifications, therefore, they, from their
perspective and that of their students, have some ideas for improvements of MTE conditions:
a) Incorporate MTE in the schedule of regular school hours.
b) For the realization of the curriculum and knowledge requirements it is necessary for MTE to
consist of at least 2-3 hours per week.
c) Create the possibility for collegial cooperation within working hours. This means better
contact with other MT teachers in their own workplace (The Language Centre/Språkcentrum),
but also with the other teachers in the schools where they teach.
d) Allow the MTE teacher to form student groups according to age and level of development.
e) Provide teacher training and the possibility of competence development.
f) Provide MTE teachers with a workplace. A problem is the stress caused by constant travel and
carrying heavy suitcases full of material because of the lack of a workplace in the schools.
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g) It would be important to change the schedule, MTE must be included in the ordinary schedule
of the schools and not after regular lessons when the students are tired or want to go home. The
present situation, as a teacher explains, restrains them from doing a good job.
These proposals are highlighted, as a response to the teacher’s own critical reflexions made
during the interviews critical reflexions made during the interviews. It is clearly perceived that
these teachers are not improvising; they have perhaps spent years reflecting in silence, both on
the policies and on the sense of teaching mother tongue.

Chapter 5: Discussions
I am conscious that qualitative research based on interviews is complex and demands more
attentiveness, empathetic skills, and ethical prudence. On the other hand, in this study, the choice
of qualitative interview method has allowed flexibility, better adaptation to the informants, the
possibility to go deeper in order to gain a better understanding of patterns, themes, and
categories.
The data collection and analysis was presented according to the research questions and
objectives. The theoretical tool made possible to identify and compare the findings between the
two groups of interviewed MT teachers. The start point was that Sweden, as a part of the
European society tried to adjust national languages policies to international premises. MTE
strives towards the political and humanistic visions of pluralism, linguistic diversity and
democratic citizenship and social coherence and justice.
Through this study, I have had the possibility to investigate in more detail the MT teacher`s
reflections and experiences of the current condition of MTE. I interviewed ten mother tongue
teachers, teaching Chinese Mandarin and Spanish to students from the last three years of
Compulsory School (classes 7-9). The interviews and conversations have had the intention of
looking at the formulation, interpretation, and application of the curriculum; how the visions of
MTE are articulated and transformed in practice as well as the given resources.
For a better understanding, this study also makes a review of the external factors that affect the
interpretation and realization of the MT curriculum through the points of view of the interviewed
MT teachers. Plainly, it includes their hypothetical proposals for adjustments in order to attain a
more effective MT teaching. For this, I decided that qualitative research grounded in interview
methods and dialog would be adequate for this study.
As a theoretical red thread I have mainly availed myself to the ideas of Göran Linde (2012)
according to which the correlation between the curriculum and the teacher can be studied from
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three perspectives: formulation, transformation (interpretation) and the realization (application)
of the curriculum in the reality of the classroom.
Another useful theoretical approach in this study to understand the position of MT in the
enormous repertoire of discourses about languages and multilingualism has been Ofelia García
(2009), bilingual and multilingual education types and pedagogies have to take into account the
more hybrid (mixed) identities of students (García, et al. 2009, p. 84). For that, she proposes new
theoretical frameworks and alternative views of language teaching and assessment practice so
that MT teaching develops and offers a real position in the process of democracy and social
justice. This could happen when language policies allow the students choice and develop their
languages (or mixes them) without the risk of been rejected.
Consequently, based on the results of this research and supported by the theoretical concept, I
have found the following answers to the three research questions, explored from the teacher's
point of view:

5.1 First research question
The first research question explores MT teacher’s reflections on the instructions and regulations
highlighted in the policies and curriculum for MTE at international and national level.
Globalization does represent a new set of rules but not all countries would interpret these rules
in an identical way (Dale, 1999, p. 2). When Sweden became a member of the European Union
(EU) it needed to make adaptations to the content of national policies and curriculum vis-a-vis an
international context. Later, Sweden also ratified the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC). The teachers know these general international contracts but they considered that, even
if they are important, they work mainly with national policies and national curriculum.
Despite this, it is important to remember that all interviewed teachers operate in multicultural
and multilingual areas in which they make continuous comparisons between their countries of
origins and Swedish culture and languages, e.g: The Chinese teachers emphasized mainly the
utilitarian aspect of MTE associated with the labour market, higher studies and cultural
integration between China and Sweden. MT teaching in Chinese Mandarin attempts to give the
students opportunities to participate in the future work market in China but also to have contacts
with Sweden.
The Spanish teachers, more idealistically, argue for “cognitive and intellectual development”,
a better capacity for thinking and a “humanist perspective” where the students, through MTE,
acquire tolerance and empathy with different people by understanding that the Spanish world is
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multicultural. The Spanish language is conceived not as a goal but as a part of a bigger
communicative intercultural dimension.
In the other side, the Chinese mother tongue teachers explain that the Chinese language is
different from Western languages and that the national curriculum and international policies are
generally Euro-centric and not well adapted to Chinese language and culture. The Spanish
teachers explain that Spanish is an extended multicultural language and not easy to compare with
Swedish.

5.2 Second research question
The second research question explores the similarities and differences between MT teachers in
Chinese and Spanish in the work of interpreting and applying curriculum standards for MTE in
teaching practices.
According to the collected information, there are many similarities between the interviewed
teachers. First, the teachers of both interviewed groups proudly express the important role that
MT represents in the education of the students. From an economic perspective these teachers
remarked, briefly, that MTE is a profitable investment for the economic development of the
country but also is an individual investment. Psychosocial, the students would get a better selfconfidence and feel proud of them selves and their ancestors. Culturally the knowledge of MT
language give widely visions of the world, the pupils would be able to make comparisons,
understand diverse peoples, languages and other cultures.
Second, the teachers are confronted with similar dilemmas in practice: They find that the
curriculum is not adapted to MTE reality and certain prescriptions are not applicable to MTE.
Specifically, there are two degrees of difficulty in the interpretation and realization of curricular
norms:
a) It has to do with the subjectivity, ambivalence and bureaucratic terminology of the
curricular texts, which are not specifically adapted to the characteristics, and cultural aspects of
each language. This study’s Chinese and Spanish teachers unanimously explain that it is not easy
to interpret the guidelines of the curriculum. They find the policies for MTE unclear, too general
and pointed out that the assessment criteria and evaluations of student’s knowledge are not
adapted to the realistic conditions of each student as individuals. The teachers find that it is
difficult to give assessments to the students in accordance to the four faculties of the curricular
requirements: Read, write, speak and understand at the same time, “because the pupils develop
these abilities unequally”. Formative assessments and multiple criteria in making judgments can
be applied but the time with the students is extremely limited, it is difficult to capture a more
58

integral view of their capabilities. In addition, teachers can interpret the students’ skills in
different ways and the ambition of “equitable judgment” is not always possible to secure.
b) Many grammatical and linguistic aspects of Spanish and Chinese Mandarin cannot be
translated into the Swedish language. Ofelia Garcia criticises that states through their policies,
impose certain languages as a link to specific identities (García, et al. 2009, p. 85-87). In this way
of reasoning, the curricular premises that pupils should, “make developed comparisons with their
own experiences and conditions in Sweden”, are difficult to achieve. It is not possible to make
language comparisons with newly arrived youths because they cannot speak the Swedish
language and have little or no experience of Swedish society. They may be able to read, write,
understand and speak their mother tongue brilliantly but cannot make comparisons within a
Swedish context.
b) The requirements of the curriculum are far too standardized and not adapted to the specific
character of the different languages; Chinese is quite different to Western languages and there are
some difficulties in adapting the Swedish curriculum to the Chinese language.
c) The curricular requirements are too many and cannot be applied in a single lesson per week.
In an external consulting role in Sweden, these teachers work with little collegial support;
therefore the understanding and interpretation of the policies and the effect on the classroom
practice are in focus in this study. The use of qualitative interviews and conversations allowed, in
the name of democracy, that these teachers have a voice. The interviewed teachers present their
point of view and give constructive criticisms but also in an analytical way mentioned proposals
for possible solutions.
In fact, the teachers reveal their preoccupation with the difficulty of achieving all the
curriculum’s prescriptions within the time frame of a short lesson. One hour per week is further
reduced if it is to be divided into two or more groups because of the large difference in age and
level of understanding. It is possible to prioritize, compress and superficially touch certain
subjects but there is not enough time to cover everything that is expected.

5.3 Third research question
The third and final research question explores the challenges in teaching mother tongue according
the teachers experiences; this includes their reflections and insights to improve teaching practices.
In general, all the interviewed teachers mentioned as an important challenge the time assigned
for MT teaching which is already considered limited (1 hour a week); it affects the application of
the higher requirements. The teachers mentioned that the time that should be dedicated to school
planning, collegial cooperation, studies or evaluations are invested in travelling from one school
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to another. This type of factors is of a political-organizational nature that at the moment depends
on the number of students in each school as well as on the economy. However, the teachers
propose the possibility of placing students in different groups according to their age and level of
language development. Possibly, it would allow teacher and student to work more individually
and follow better the prescriptions from SNAE. In another case, the curricula could be adapted to
the pupils’ different age and development levels.
Another challenge is the need for continuous teacher training and possibilities for professional
development in the area of MTE. These teachers, as they have expressed it, need to constantly
update their competencies because the criteria of the curriculum and knowledge requirements are
constantly changing. In 1977, during the period when MTE was a school subject, included in the
daily school schedule, the government introduced an educational program of two years of
professional training for mother tongue teachers in Universities in Malmö, Möndal and
Stockholm (Garefalakis, 1994, p. 14, 31) but that kind of education belongs to the past. Since the
90's trend of economic tightening, MT's position and status still have not recovered.
Actually, the government prescribed that teachers should have an examination diploma and a
teacher’s licence before they could give students a rating assessment. However, due to the lack of
qualified teachers there is the possibility of using “non-qualified” teachers to teach if they have
other appropriate competencies (Swedish Education Act/Skolförordning, chap. 6. 2- 5 2011:185).
If the requirements are less for mother tongue teachers than for regular schoolteachers, the
reputation, and status of MTE and mother tongue teaching will not improve. This solution not
only creates inequalities in a professional aspect but also affects the capacity to prosecute
effective teaching and equitable assessments.

5.4 Conclusion and reflections
Ontological research is constructionist because it takes form after the meanings of social actors
and their interactions in a specific context. However, because of the complexity of reality, a
social phenomena and their meaning are continually being performed and adjusted by social
actors, they need to create the social framework in they would operate (Bryman 2016, p. 29-30).
Continuously, their interpretations and application of the curriculum in schools by the teachers is
the result of constant negotiations, and the text of the curriculum must also be adjusted and
implemented. This dialectic needs to be followed up in attempts to gain new knowledge, insights
and new versions of a social phenomenon. Therefore it becomes essential to carry out new
research and comparisons between teachers, policies, language education, etc., in a national and
international scenario.
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Epistemologically, the acquired knowledge would be important in the discipline of
International Comparative Education because, even if the texts (as facts) invite a variety of
interpretations, they exist as objective evidences and can be used for making comparisons.
Similarly, the information collected has been transformed into texts and codes that allow for
future comparisons and analysis (Bryman 2016, p. 24).
On an international level, there are a variety of mechanisms through which globalization
affects national policy but these processes cannot be reduced to the identical imposition of the
same policy on all countries, globalization also implies development and diversity (Dale, 1999, p.
2). A negotiation and adaptation of international policies to a national context is continuing but
also the effects of ambitions or visions in the practical context of a classroom must be constantly
reviewed.
On a national level, in the Swedish context and according to Linde (2011), the research in
curriculum theory and the study of the content of the policies must shift to the research of the
teaching phenomenon and the external factors that influence the application of the curriculum in
practice (Linde, 2011 p. 10). In the area of MTE, a primary base is the provision of the necessary
resources to improve not only the teaching quality but also the working conditions, professional
development of the MT teachers as well as political support.
Taking into account these general considerations and more specifically, this research has been
concerned with three important aspects of MTE to be discussed and reflected on: The first
reflection is about the many dilemmas that mother tongue confronts in Sweden. According to the
interviewed teachers, the main inconsistencies are of an organizational, work environmental and
resource-based character. The importance of the employees' health, well-being and competence
must improve because these aspects have a decisive impact on successful and efficient teaching
and the status of this profession.
Currently, MTE is a separate subject with its own curriculum; teachers give assessments on
this subject in the same way as in other subjects but not all the teachers have a diploma of
education and a teaching licence. If the official conditions and external factors were more
equivalent for all teachers, i.e., certification, professional development, ability to influence their
work, status, etc., MT teachers should no longer be a marginalized group.
The other problematic aspect is that receiving mother tongue teaching is "voluntary" and
located outside of the regular schedule, after-school time; students have other activities after
school or feel tired and often hungry after a long school day or have too many lessons. The
student`s attendance is irregular which seriously affects an effective participation in all the
moments prescribed in the curriculum.
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Since 2016 it has been difficult to find teachers to cater for pupils' rights to mother tongue
education and study supervision in mother tongue (SOU, 216:12 p, 89). Therefore, it is in the
interests of the managers and administrators responsible for MTE to improve the work
environment and psycho-sociological aspects as well as the possibility of MT teachers to have
some influence in their work conditions.
The second reflection refers to the ideologies and prescriptive texts of the curriculum, which
need deeper wider research. Having a better understanding of curriculum ideologies can be
beneficial for educators. They could work effectively with the application of educational
frameworks and instructional goals in practice and perhaps participate in curriculum decisions,
influencing the public dialog on education (Schiro, 2013, p. 3). This implies more critical studies
about curriculum creation and development but in relation to praxis. Thus, the ideologies of the
curriculum are linked to the concepts and interpretations of democracy in every specific social
context. And through language political decisions exert power over minorities, but at the same
time minorities can also provide power and raise their voices.
The third reflection refers to the mother tongue teachers who under the label of “immigrants”
or “individuals of a minority” need to take their place and be heard on issues that concern the
curriculum but also the work environment. Language is a tool of power, but these teachers are
heard only in a badly pronounced Swedish, the national language of Sweden. These teachers
could also raise their voices in their own languages, in Spanish, Chinese or other languages.
However, these interviewed mother tongue teachers suffer anonymity in their work, they speak
about empowerment, the self-confidence of their pupils but they themselves feel that they are
stigmatized as teachers and outside the context of regular daily school.
Despite the advantages of multiculturalism, it implies paradoxes and controversies; these
teachers give also an illustration of how the symbolic position of multicultural matters and
environments takes place in society (Lundgren et al. 2014 p, 485). The policy makers need to
hear, in a more democratic way, the voices and points of view of mother tongue teachers. In order
to create a strong and applicable MT curriculum the teachers should have a role in its creation
and implementation. MT teachers use the curriculum on a daily basis and have direct contact with
the MT students, they are the most appropriate to understand their specific situation.
The interviewed teachers in this research have a good level of academic studies and show
engagement with their students but they have been relegated to a marginalized position in the
hierarchy of the Swedish school system. It is difficult to understand this without a sociological,
ethnological and historical perspective. They are all immigrants to Sweden and have struggled to
create a place in Swedish society, but the question is: if they do not have a voice or status, how
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can they teach their students about equality between people, critical thinking, and other
democratic values?.
Finally, this study has confirmed some of the problems mentioned in previous research about
the impediments to the realization of the mission of MTE in practice. I realize that MTE is a
matter of controversy, linked to the political ideologies, educational structures, and in particular,
discursive positions with respect to immigration and cultural integration.
Currently, it has been seen that it is more practicable to make well-intended improvements and
revisions to the MT curriculum content, than find solutions to the negative external factors that
affect the effective realization of MT teaching. A previous version of the MT curriculum contains
phrases like "I know different personalities from my country of origin" or "I know different
music styles from my country of origin" with the intention of checking if the student had acquired
some knowledge about the culture of his supposed country of origin. These sentences confused
the students who live in Sweden and see Sweden as their country of origin. In the curriculum of
2011 and the actual revised curriculum, (December 2017) the old sentences “country of origin”
have been replaced with “areas where the mother tongue is spoken” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 86 and
revised 2017, p. 50). The laws and educational documents and there implementations reflect the
citizen's political choices, as well as their visions; be it of a more globalized country where
multiculturalism and multilingualism become necessary or a state driven by nationalist dreams,
more homogenous and partially isolated.

5.5 Further Research
For future research it would be necessary to investigate the different aspects of the current
curriculum of mother tongue education, as well as education and training in mother tongue in
Sweden. Apparently the laws, policies, and curricula with well-meaning texts about the benefits
of mother tongue education are not sufficient. The current policies, curriculum prescriptions, and
knowledge requirements need to be more adapted to the specific characteristics of MTE and
every language. More quantitative and qualitative research needs also to look at the
inconsistencies between the ideologies and visions of mother tongue and its realization. Another
aspect to investigate is, “democracy and the right of influence in the workplace" from the mother
tongue teacher’s perspectives. It is of crucial importance to give a voice to the mother tongue
teachers and let them have bigger influence on education reforms in the field of MTE. Through
multicultural studies it would be interesting to investigate whether the situation of being
immigrants is correlated with the low status of the profession in Sweden.
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Some of the interviewed teachers show a preoccupation with the future of MTE, they perceive
a tension caused for the emergence of xenophobic groups and their propaganda that awakens old
nationalistic values in both Europe and America. Further international and comparative studies
could be made regarding the situation of MTE in countries or regions where extremist political
parties have emerged that doubt the benefits of MTE.
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Appendix
Appendix 1: List of questions: Mother tongue
Namn: ……………………………………………………… Gender: Man Woman
Nationality/Origin: ………………………………………………………………………
Teaching language: ………………………………………………………………………
Teaching levels: …………………………………………………………………………..
Number of years worked as a language teacher:
1-5 år 6-10 år 11-20 år Mer än 20 år
Do you have a teaching degree and legitimation?
Yes No Studying for a degree
………………………………………………………………………………………………..
EXAMPLE OF QUESTIONS
1. How would you define MTE and how significant is it for the students?
2. Do you feel that you know the instructions and regulations highlighted in the policies and
curriculum for MTE at international and national level? i.e Swedish Agency of Education,
UNITED NATIONS, UNESCO, OECD, etc.
3. Do you think that your current employer informs and provides information about national and
international policies and curriculums concerning mother tongue teaching?
4. Have you access to digital resources, websites or other material specifically for mother tongue
education related to the policies and curriculum?
5. Do you find it easy or difficult in interpreting and applying the mother tongue policies and
curriculum in practice? Please, explain your points of view.
6. Do you have a collegial exchanges and discussions of the interpretation and realization of
policies, curriculum or grade system?
7. What challenges and dilemmas do you meet in your mission as a MT teacher? If you were
making requests for changes, what would you like to change?
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