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Abstract This paper draws on data from a first grade multilingual mathematics classroom in
Sweden. I explore how students’ agency is pronounced in the classroom that actually can be a
site where mathematics reform-oriented pedagogy thrives and how the emphasis on language
support in such classrooms can support reform-oriented pedagogy. I argue that the emphasis on
reform-oriented pedagogy can support the learning of mathematics and a second language,
simultaneously. By analysing discursive practices, I show how this supportive relationship
operates alongside the on-going processes of normalisation whereby students’ mother tongues
continue to be erased or ignored.
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Due to dramatic increases in immigration, almost a fifth of all students in Swedish compulsory
school, speaking more than 100 languages, have a mother-tongue other than Swedish
(Skolverket1, 2013). However, despite legislation permitting them “to receive support for the
development and use of their languages” (Ganuza & Hedman, 2015, p.125), a disproportion-
ately high number fail to meet the national assessment benchmarks that would enable them to
progress from compulsory to senior high school (Skolverket, 1997, 2007). In today’s Sweden,
teachers are expected to support second language learners’ acquisition of Swedish through
language-orientated teaching in all school subjects (Hajer, 2003; Lindberg, 2009), expectations
that presuppose that subject teachers understand the complex relationship between language
and learning. In the case of mathematics, language subject teaching (Barwell, 2005) resonates
with reform-oriented mathematics teaching, which is characterised by emphases on commu-
nication and collaboration (Moschkovich, 1999). In this paper, the first such study in the
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Nordic countries, I examine the complex relationships in a first grade multilingual Swedish
mathematics classroom2.

1 Multilingualism in mathematics classrooms

Increasingly and internationally, mathematics is being taught in linguistically and culturally
diverse contexts, with the consequence that research on mathematics education and language
diversity is growing rapidly. For example, the field now covers areas like language and
meaning making (Khisty, 1995), mathematical text problems (Barwell, 2009), mathematics
teaching and culture (Civil, 2002), conversation support (Moschkovich, 2008), language
policy (Setati, 2008), bilingual teaching (Jones, 2000) and more. Indeed, Setati, Nkambule
and Goosen (2011) observe that research has addressed issues as diverse as the role of
language negotiations in a multilingual mathematics classroom, language policy and the
teaching and learning of mathematics, discursive issues in mathematics problem solving,
mathematics and culture in Micronesia, Latinos in mathematics classrooms, modality in
French immersion mathematics, exploratory talk, discourse switch, the use of first language
Turkish as a resource, students’ code switching in mathematics problem solving, to method-
ological issues in research on language and learning mathematics. Importantly, with respect to
this study, a recurrent feature is that multiculturalism and multilingualism need not imply
disadvantage but should be seen as resources for teaching and learning. For example, Clarkson
(2007) showed how high-performing grade four students of Vietnamese background were able
to use English and Vietnamese in their mathematics learning in Australian classrooms. These
students were more confident solving complex problems than monolingual English-speaking
students, not least because they had been permitted to use both languages. Interestingly, by
their later school years, they used predominately English, emphasising the extent to which they
felt integrated. This resonated with earlier studies showing that “the competencies that the
students have with both their languages are important in how well they perform mathematical
tasks” (Clarkson, 2007, p. 212). Thus, evidence suggests that research conducted within a
sociocultural frame, research that foregrounds the resources multilingual students bring to
school rather than any sense of deficit (Moschkovich, 2007a, 2011), circumvents the negative.
That is, in promoting students’ everyday life experiences and prior linguistic and cultural
backgrounds (Moschkovich, 2002, 2007a, b), the focus is on “progress in what learners
already know and do” (Moschkovich, 2012, p. 91). Embedded in such analyses is the
assumption that students’ proficiency in their first language is crucial for second language
learners (Cummins, 1996).

However, in more negative vein, relations between language and power are implicit in
several of the above studies and, while manifested in different ways, they influence greatly the
opportunities afforded to multilingual students in mathematics classrooms worldwide. For
example, Stathopoulou and Kalabasis (2007) investigated Romany students in a first grade
Greek mathematics classroom in which their first language, which was not Greek, and their
cultural experiences were ignored. Greek teachers taught as though the Romany students were
“tabula rasa” (p. 235), as if they came to school with no language and no every-day or out-of-
school knowledge. In schools, the Greek language was connected with status and power as

2 According to Barwell (2009) a multilingual classroom is any classroom where more than one language can be
used, and of course, classrooms where more than one language is used.
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well as with education and social progress. However, the practices had negative consequences
for the Romany students as they had to cope with the school’s refusal to allow them to use their
first language and the rejection of characteristics of their culture, such as oral traditions.

Significantly, the development of school-related language requires considerably more time
than the development of everyday, interactional, language (Cummins (1979, 1996, 2000; Thomas
& Collier 2001). Indeed, conversational proficiency in the language of instruction typically takes
about 2 years, while academic proficiency make take five or more (Cummins, 2008). Conse-
quently, it is important that second-language speakers be encouraged to use both languages in all
aspects of their learning. Moreover, from the perspective of mathematics, teachers’ difficulties are
compounded by their having to address three inter-related dilemmas when working in multilin-
gual classrooms (Adler, 2001). These are code switching (whether or not and when to switch
languages), mediation (shifts towards learner-centred practices, context neutrality, taken for
granted communicative competence) and transparency (language as means of communication,
clarity and access to mathematical discourse, explicit mathematical language).

2 Multilingual classrooms in Sweden

Research in Sweden, some of which has confirmed the challenges faced by students in having
to use a second, partially understood, language to study all other school subjects (Otterup,
2005), shows that immigrant students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds are often viewed as
deficiencies that contribute to low performance. For example, a lack of Swedish-ness (Sjögren,
1996, 1997; Parszyk, 1999; Haglund, 2005) positions students as immigrants and teachers’
well-meaning attempts to remove their non-Swedish attributes limit students’ space for agency
(Runfors, 2003). Such normalising discourses, promoting monolingualism and Swedish-ness,
lead to multilingual students feeling not only less “valued” or less empowered than students of
Swedish-born parents (Gruber, 2007) but that school is “not for them” but for “the Swedes”
(Parszyk, 1999). Moreover, the greater the difference between minority students’ culture and
Swedish culture the harder it is for them to solve standard Swedish text problems, not least
because instruction and its related artefacts are based on mainstream Swedish perspectives
(Parszyk, 1999). Other studies have highlighted how different ways of speaking Swedish are
valued and practiced, whereby students’, in this case boys’, mother tongue and their peers’
language are subordinated to “pure” Swedish, “the Swedish of the Swedes” (León Rosales,
2010, p. 325).

While much research has focused on attributionist explanations, some Swedish studies have
disrupted that view by means of alternative readings of the lives and experiences of multilin-
gual students with mathematics. For example, despite the strength of the dominant and
discriminatory deficit-focused power relations evident in many classrooms, students, like all
social actors, are able to respond to and even resist such dominant deficiency discourses
(Haglund, 2005). Indeed, there is evidence that students taught in multilingual classrooms find
the experience enriching (Otterup, 2005; Norén, 2010).

3 Theoretical context

In addition to acknowledging the sociocultural nature of the resources students bring to their
classrooms (Moschkovich, 2002, 2007a, b), this study has been inspired by mathematics
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education research focused on understanding the manifestation and role of power relations in
mathematics classrooms (Walkerdine, 1988; Hardy, 2004; Cotton & Hardy, 2004; Meaney,
2004; Walshaw, 2007). In this respect, and drawing on Foucault (1972), power is the relational
capacity of social actors to position themselves in different situations through the exercise of
various discourses. In other words, power is in constant transformation and is distributed in
social relations. As Foucault notes,

What characterizes the power we are analysing is that it brings into play relations
between individuals or between groups […] The exercise of power consists in guiding
the possibility of conduct and putting in order the possible outcome […] (Foucault,
1982, p. 217–221 in Cotton and Hardy, 2004, p. 91)

Defining power in this way provides a means for studying existing classroom practices in
which people interact with each other. One aspect of classroom power relations is how teachers
organise content, time and space. Power is a mechanism (Foucault, 1991) that enables people
to act, and knowledge to be produced. When it comes to knowledge in the classroom, students
play a part as well (Phillips Manke, 1997). Thus, while the effects of power are repressive they
are ultimately productive. A key component of Foucault’s (1972) arguments is that discursive
practices differentiate people in relation to cultural norms, norms that have become regulatory
and often self-regulatory ways of knowing. For example, Hardy (2004) writes of how the 1995
National Curriculum for Mathematics in England became a cultural norm. Its representation of
mathematics as four content domains and eight levels of achievement came to be seen as the
“normal” and obvious way of categorising mathematics and student achievement.

Another example, more explicitly linked to the aims of this study, can be found in Meaney’s
(2004) work with a Māori school community in which, by identifying spaces to ensure that
their agendas for language development and modernizing were achieved, a Māori mathematics
curricula for schools teaching in the Māori language was achieved (Meaney, 2004). Through-
out her analyses, as “power circulated between us as knowledge was offered, rejected and used
to develop other knowledge” (Meaney, 2004, p. 194), Foucault’s power as productive was
evident. She writes that power ebbed and flowed between participants as different forms of
knowledge were: “offered, produced, modified and accepted” (p. 196). She concludes that
when researchers engage with an unfamiliar community, they need to acknowledge embedded
assumptions in order to avoid dominating behaviours that would limit community members’
exercise of power—knowledge should be shared and trust established.

Finally, when students learn mathematics, they also acquire values that enable them to
understand themselves in relation to the world and to other people (see also Popkewitz, 1987).
In so doing, they position themselves and others in relation to discourse, a theme to which I
return later. Also, while earlier studies provide insights on multilingual learners in mathematics
classrooms, a Foucauldian analysis allows for the uncovering of power relations, wider
societal issues and the impact of various discourses.

4 Project aims

From a Swedish perspective, where multilingual students’ in mathematics classrooms are often
conceived as deficient (Sjögren, 1997; Parszyk, 1999; Runfors, 2003; Haglund 2005), the field
lacks research focusing on agency and power relations. In this study, therefore, my aim is to
explore discursive practices in order to understand how students act and are positioned by
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enacted discourses in multilingual mathematics classrooms. The guiding questions are as
follows:

& How do various discourses, in relation to classroom interaction, operate in a first grade
multilingual mathematics classroom?

& How do these discourses relate to students’ agency and positioning?

5 Discourse

According to Foucault (1971), discourses are construed as practices structured through power
relations that enact different identities and positions. These practices, which “systematically
form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, p. 49), mould or shape the individuals
acting them. That is, discourses exist through what Foucault calls the discursive practice, and
each discourse has a function within this practice. Within such a framework, “it is discourse,
not the subject who speaks it, which produces knowledge” (Foucault 1977, p. 79). In the
particular context of mathematics education, discourse-related analyses frequently focus on
cultural and social relations and the interactions of the macro processes of social and
institutional actions (Ryve (2011). Other studies, at a micro level, have shown how classroom
discursive practices position students’ engagement as learners of mathematics (Solomon,
2007, 2008; Walkerdine, 1988; Walshaw, 2007). Thus, a students’ experience of school
mathematics is located in the interactions of both macro and micro discourses that create
social positions and entail the negotiation of power relations. Power, in this Foucauldian sense,
does not draw from authorities or laws, but emerges in the social practices that teachers and
students take part in and create (Öhman, 2010). In this paper, acknowledging such traditions, I
focus not only on the relationships between official and public discourses but also those
discourses that are enacted in the discursive practices of one first grade, multilingual, math-
ematics classroom. In so doing, I construe mathematics education not only as a sociocultural
practice but also as a political practice in that power operates at all levels in society in general
(Foucault 1971, 1980) and in teacher-student interactions in particular.

6 Agency and positioning

To understand how discourses are exercised and how students are positioned, I draw not only
on Foucault’s (1971, 1977, 2003) theories of discourse but also Burr’s elaboration of agency
(Burr, 2003). Here, agency is the dynamic capacity3 of humans to act independently and to
make choices, though they may not always be aware of it. Agency is exercised in and as a
result of social practice; it lies in the actions people take in response to particular discourses.
Thus, in a Foucauldian sense, there is always room for collaboration, resistance and change.

Notions of positioning derive from “a conception of agency that acknowledges both the
constructive force of discourse at a societal level as well as the capacity of the person to take up
positions for their own purposes” (Burr, 2003, p. 188). In other words, both a student and a
teacher can be agents, able to break up boundaries and adopt alternative ones, at the same time
as various discourses may restrict either’s participation in school mathematical practices.

3 Not to be seen as something situated in a person from birth.
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In this paper, the analytical focus is agency within discursive practices, in the sense that
every discursive practice “implies a play of prescriptions that designate exclusions and
choices” (Foucault, 1977, p. 199). Students’ and teachers’ choices are influenced by various
and competing discourses, at the same time as their respective agencies affect discourse.
Discourses affect the positioning of students both in their own performed acts of agency and
in the actions performed by teachers and classmates. In other words, acknowledging the range
of positions available to students in their mathematical interactions, I am interested in how
multilingual students position themselves in discourses, and how others position them, in the
mathematics classroom discourses.

7 Data collection and analyses

The study reported here took place in a first grade multilingual classroom in a school serving
approximately 250 students ranging from kindergarten to grade five (aged 6–12). Eighty
percent of the school population had minority backgrounds and spoke first languages that
included Arabic, Sorani, Kurmancî, Turkish, Spanish, Farsi and Tigrinya. Of the 22 students in
this particular class, some were born in Sweden of migrant parents while others had been born
abroad and immigrated to Sweden at different ages. No student in the group was newly
arrived; all had attended Swedish preschools the year before starting first grade and had some
proficiency with Swedish. On the school’s home page, as well as in a printed information
folder, it was stated that the school uses language-oriented teaching4 in all school subjects and
that the school has a mathematics workshop with hands-on material.

This paper draws on data from 12 mathematics lessons in which I was a participant
observer. Participant observation entails getting close to the activities and everyday experi-
ences of other people (Emerson et al., 1995). In this case, this meant getting close to the
daily communication and activities of the mathematics classroom or, importantly, its discur-
sive practices. Field notes were made at each observation and rewritten later the same day.
Initial interpretations were categorised as either inclusive or exclusive discourses according to
how students’ experiences and initiatives were valued and accepted as resources for learning.
These categories were later elaborated against evidence of students’ demonstrations of
agency in various exercised discourses. Data also comprised six interviews undertaken with
the mathematics teacher, whom I call Anna, before and after some of the observed lessons, to
elicit her perspectives on mathematics teaching, mathematics learning and how she planned
her lessons. Informal talks with students over breaks and lunches gave a picture of their
views on mathematics and language practices in the classroom. Anna’s interviews were audio
taped and contemporaneous notes were written for all interviews, whether formal or
informal.

Agency is used both as an analytical tool for locating certain forms of interaction and
communication in the classroom, and for locating students’ activity and intentions in those
interactions. Central questions in the analysis are: Which discourses are traceable in the
activity? What are students expected to learn? How does Anna act to engage students and
how do students act to learn what they are expected to learn? In what ways are students
invited to act and how do their actions impact discourse? How are students positioned? The

4 Integration of subject content knowledge and language learning, sometimes also called language sensitive
teaching.
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analysis is directed towards the actions that Anna and the students perform in interactions.
The analysis involves a representation of patterns, regularities and frequent themes. These
traceable discourses have been related to performance of agency and vice versa. For
example, a language-oriented discourse was seen to be operating when certain forms of
interaction were going on, for example when a teacher changes plans for lessons, influ-
enced by students’ actions and positions as engaged in ‘Swedish language issues’ when
doing mathematics.

In teachers’ and students’ classroom activity and interaction, various performances signify
agency, such as who has the control over the content matter and who has the control over the
way the content matter is dealt with in the classroom. Power relations are manifested in the
interaction between students, their teacher and wider societal contexts, such as official and
traditional discourses. An aspect of this is how students contribute to the process of
determining what will be legitimised as valuable knowledge in the mathematics classroom.
The power to define this is usually assigned to the teacher, but in social interaction, students’
agency may change power relations and influence the defining of valued knowledge and thus
production of knowledge. As agency is enacted, teachers and classmates position students, at
the same time as students are positioning themselves, as knowledgeable and engaged
students in certain discourses operating in the classroom. Students can also act with
resistance as a way to perform agency.

I will give an account of the findings in terms of discourse. In the analyses, I draw on
discourses derived from earlier research and official documents like the National Curriculum
(Skolverket, 1994). The discourses are named as follows: (a) language-oriented discourse
drawing on Hajer (2003) and Lindberg (2009) supporting second language learners’ acquisi-
tion of Swedish through language-orientated teaching in mathematics, (b) reform-oriented
discourse characterised by emphases on communication and collaboration (Moschkovich,
1999) and (c) traditional school mathematical discourses referring to what Mellin-Olsen
(1987) named traditional ways of teaching mathematics as “task-discourse”, a task is then
the centre-piece of attention and activity. A traditional discourse is also in line with
Skovsmose’s (2001) “exercise paradigm” where mathematical ideas and techniques are
presented on the blackboard, and some examples are shown. Thereafter, students solve
exercises usually in a textbook. Teachers ask students for what they already know, and students
answer the way teachers expect them to do, (d) normalising monolingualism (Gruber, 2007),
Swedish-ness, (Runfors, 2003) and self-motivated students (Skolverket, 1994), and (e) pro-
moting students’ life experiences discourses (Moschkovich, 2002).

The “voice of the” institutions is recognised in official documents. Official documents have
been analysed with regard to mathematics teaching and language policies.

8 Mathematical discourses in the Swedish national curriculum

The Swedish national syllabus in operation at the time of data collection recommends that
teachers exploit communicative inquiry teaching. One aim of which was to give pupils the
opportunity to

practice and communicate mathematically in meaningful and relevant situations through
actively and openly searching for understanding, new insights and solutions to different
problems. (Skolverket, 1994, p. 23)
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More recently, it is expected that mathematics teaching

should help pupils to develop their ability to argue logically and apply mathematical
reasoning. Pupils should through teaching be given the opportunity to develop famil-
iarity with mathematical forms of expression and how these can be used to communicate
about mathematics in daily life and mathematical contexts. (Skolverket, 2011, p. 62)

Such communicative and argumentative expectations, I argue, reflect a mathematic reform-
oriented discourse (Moschkovich, 1999; Boaler & Greeno, 2000). However, national evalua-
tions (Skolverket, 2004, 2012) show that only about 6 % of time in mathematics classes is
committed to inquiry-based approaches to learning, a problem exacerbated by the fact that not
only has the time spent on whole class instruction decreased over the last 10 to 15 years but
that group work is rare. Many Swedish teachers continue to teach in traditional ways, despite
the curriculum’s reform emphases, with the most commonly used artefact being the textbook.
As a recent national report noted,

By far the most common working method is that students sit and work individually
with textbook data, called ‘individual counting’, and that teacher goes around and
helps them. Teachers of mathematics are also the teachers were the least likely state
that they are linking teaching (mathematics) to society and life outside school.
(Skolverket, 2012, p. 17)

In a multilingual mathematics classroom, where students may speak a range of first
languages, both reform and traditional discourses have important consequences. The commu-
nicative and argumentative nature of the former demands a linguistic competence in Swedish.
Individual work from textbooks, the dominant traditional school mathematical discourse in
Sweden, makes its own significant, though different, language demands because students have
to interpret and respond to written tasks. In other words, both reform- and traditional-oriented
practices place not inconsequential demands on the second language learner.

9 The official language policy in Sweden

According to national guidelines, students are entitled to tuition in any subject in their mother
tongue and tuition in Swedish as a second language if one or both parents have a mother
tongue other than Swedish and this language is frequently used in their homes (Skollagen,
1985)5. Moreover, teaching interventions should acknowledge “the diversity of languages the
multilingual children and students bring to preschool and school” (Skolverket, 2002, p. 6), not
least because having “access to their native language also facilitates language development and
learning in different areas” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 83). Within this official discourse, a person’s
identity is seen as inextricably tied to his or her language (Skolverket, 1994, 2011). Conse-
quently, a students’ mother tongue can be studied as a subject in the national school
curriculum, as this enables students not only to develop their ability to “formulate and
communicate verbally and in writing” but also to “use their mother tongue as a medium for
their language development and their learning” (Skolverket, 2011, p. 87). This right to study their
mother tongue has been in place since 1968. In sum,

5 In English, Education Act.
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Language is the primary tool human beings use for thinking, communicating and
learning. Through language people develop their identity, express their feelings and
thoughts, and understand how others feel and think. Rich and varied language is
important in being able to understand and function in a society where different cultures,
outlooks on life, generations and language all interact (Skolverket, 2011, p. 83).

Throughout these documents, students’ mother tongues are legitimised as a resource for
teaching and learning, reflecting an official discourse in which multilingualism is both valued
and promoted. However, despite such language-oriented policies, students’ mother tongues as
resources for learning are usually not acknowledged in the practices of Swedish multilingual
classrooms (Skolverket, 1997; Haglund, 2005, Norén, 2010). The obstacle to policy imple-
mentation seems to be attitudes, as described above in earlier Swedish research. Those
attitudes are often grounded in an unawareness of three aspects in relationship to the impor-
tance of mother tongue maintenance, which is for identity and learning and as a part of a
student’s life.

10 Enacted discourses in the mathematics classroom

In the following, drawing on a range of data sources, I offer a brief summary of how Anna
enacts the above discourses in her particular grade one classroom. Reflecting the reform focus
of the curriculum, Anna often encouraged students to use different “hands on” materials like
Cuisenaire rods, multilink, scales and calculators. In addition, her lessons were regularly
structured around mathematical tasks that were solved in small groups or pairs. In such group
circumstances, students were encouraged to discuss what they were doing. Her purpose, she
said, was not only to illuminate mathematical meaning but also to encourage the use of
Swedish words for mathematical concepts. Following this group work, Anna would discuss
with her students—in small group, half or full class discussion—the mathematics involved.
The language used was always Swedish, indicating that Anna did not explicitly promote her
students’ use of mother tongues. Her failure to promote the use of languages other than
Swedish, despite the official discourse, can be interpreted as an impact of a normalising
Swedish-ness discourse (Runfors, 2003). Throughout, Anna tries to keep her mathematics
lessons varied; she rarely uses textbooks and students work alone for only short periods of
time. Her organisation of mathematical content, lesson time and space conform to reform-
oriented expectations, which appear to contrast with the typical Swedish mathematics class-
room (Pettersson, 1993; Skolverket, 2004, 2012; Palmer, 2005; Johansson, 2006; Persson,
2007; Kling-Sackerud, 2009).

Anna’s activity choices not only impacted in various ways on students’ agency but through
the ebb and flow of power relations (Meaney, 2004), impacted on knowledge production as the
consequence of that agency. A particular aspect of this was seen in the ways she encouraged
communicative activities, through which students were enabled to contribute to a shared
knowledge production. For example, in accordance with the Swedish national curriculum
argument that “Students collect experiences from the outside world and thus have a basis to
broaden their mathematical skills” [Eleverna hämtar erfarenheter från omvärlden och får
därmed underlag för att vidga sitt matematiska kunnande] (Skolverket, 2009, p. 6), Anna
exploited students’ out-of-school experiences as starting points for their learning of mathe-
matics. She did not see her students as “tabula rasa” (Stathopoulou & Kalabasis, 2007) but
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exercised a language-oriented discourse in which student experiences related to the learning of
both mathematics and the Swedish language were valued. In such discourses, multilingual
students can be positioned and position themselves as engaged and competent mathematics
learners (Moschkovich, 2002, 2007a, b).

11 Language-oriented discourse, mathematics and agency—teen and ton6

Every morning, Anna greeted her students individually as they entered the classroom. It was
an occasion when out-of-school experiences could be shared and occasionally resulted in
changes to her planned mathematical activities. In such changes, I see Anna promoting student
agency through a shift in power relations. A second example, in which Anna facilitated student
agency through a redistribution of power, was observed in her engagement with two girls,
Liljana and Amina. The girls had been discussing whether becoming a teenage necessarily
entailed becoming “fussy” [fjantig]. The girls told Anna that one of their teenage sisters and
some neighbouring girls had become fussy and that they never wanted to become fussy
themselves. Amina asked Anna:

1. Amina: Do you really have to become fussy when you become a teenager? [Måste
man bli fjantig när man blir tonåring?]
2. Anna: What do you mean? Do you know anyone that is fussy? [Vad menar du?
Känner du någon som är fjantig?
3. Amina: My neighbour, she has strange clothes and … [Min granne, hon har konstiga
kläder och …]
4. Liljana: My sister and cousin as well … [Min syster och kusin också …]
5. Anna: How old are they then? How old are you when you are a teenager? What is a
teenager? [Hur gamla är dom då? Hur gammal är man när man är tonåring? Vad är en
tonåring?]
6. Amina: They can be 15 or 19. [Dom kan vara15 eller 19]
7. Liljana: Between 12 and 14. [Mellan 12 och 14]

In the above, Anna used the girls’ conversation to explore their understanding of the suffix,
ton (utterance 5). Anna had inferred, from utterances 6 and 7, that neither knew that a
teenager’s age is derived from the words thirteen through nineteen. That is, while they knew
all the counting words from ten to twenty, they had not linked the suffix ton to the prefix in
tonåring. This was a connection that Anna wanted them to understand, not least because she
wanted the girls to realise that people are teenagers from thirteen to nineteen years of age and
learn the appropriate Swedish words. In so doing, Anna used the mathematical content to focus
on the vocabulary as part of what appeared to be the strong language-oriented discourse
promoted by the national curriculum. In a Foucauldian sense, Anna’s language-oriented
discourse had not only become a “norm” but one in which students were strongly socialised.
It was also an indication of an inclusive discourse, as the girls’ curiosity, stimulated outside the
classroom, was taken seriously and legitimised for knowledge production inside the classroom.
In sum, Anna socialises her students into both language-oriented and mathematical discourses.
Her teaching activities seem frequently designed to address specific Swedish vocabulary

6 The Swedish word for teenager is tonåring. The suffix ton, just like teen in English, refers to ten in all numbers
from 13 through 19—tretton (13), fjorton (14) and so on. The Swedish word for year is år.
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related to concepts in primary mathematics. Her inclusion of students’ inquiries and classroom
responses, which accords with sociocultural views on students’ prior knowledge as resources
for teaching and learning mathematics (Moschkovich, 2007a, 2011), reflects a reform-oriented
discourse that seemed to support students’ agency, at the same time as students’ agency
maintained a reform-oriented school mathematical discourse.

12 A dominant (normalising) language-oriented discourse—valued ways
of acting

As the lesson proceeded, eight more students were asked, one by one, to figure out how
old a teenager can be. They give varying suggestions, but no one said thirteen to nineteen.
Anna seemed concerned about their conceptualisation of teen in relation to the Swedish
language. Again she asked for suggestions. Tony, suddenly changing his mind, said that he
had guessed7 before but “now I know! [Nu vet jag!]”. He asked Anna to write the
numbers from eleven to nineteen “in words” on the white board and so she does. When
Anna asked him why he wanted her to write those numbers he answers, “Ten is not a teen
[Tio är inte ett ton]”.

In this episode, as an element of a particular discursive practice, two discourses exist side by
side. Tony’s manifestation of agency, enabled by the exercise of both language-oriented and
reform-oriented mathematical discourses, positioned him as both mathematically and linguis-
tically competent. Moreover, in writing the numbers on the white board, Anna legitimised
Tony’s proposition as a resource for further learning, not only for Tony but also for other
students. Anna did not see Tony’s intervention as a challenge to her authority, but, by
conceding Tony’s position as competent, transferred authority to him and, as a consequence,
enabled the production of shared knowledge and the tacit negotiation of power relations.

Next, Anna turned to her students, pointed to the white board and a few of the written -teen
suffixes, and asked:

8. Anna: What can we say about these numbers? [Vad kan vi säga om dessa tal?]

In so doing, Anna, in a shift of responsibility from the individual to the group, now spoke of
“we”. Her students remained quiet. Anna looked at Tony and asked him to come to the white
board. On his way, Tony picked up a pointer and then, pointing to each word from thirteen to
nineteen in turn, said:

9. Tony: There it says teen, there it says teen, /…/ there it says teen, it says teen the
whole row. [Där står det ton, där står det ton, /…/ där står det ton, det står ton på hela
raden]

After, which Anna wrote the word teenager [tonåring] on the board.
Anna’s discursive practice not only “allowed” Tony to point to all of the -teen names

written on the white board but provided him with the authority to take initiative and agency. In
so doing, he was positioned, by both his own actions and Anna, as a knowledgeable student
engaged in both the co-construction of knowledge and the teacher’s role, agentic actions
entirely in accord with his being seen as competent within both mathematical and language-

7 Guessing could be interpreted as a “norm” in some mathematics classrooms where it is better to guess than not
give an answer at all in a discourse where “anything goes” (Björklund Boistrup, 2010).
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oriented discourses. His competence, in both regards, was confirmed by his agentic decision
not to point to eleven and twelve. Throughout, Anna authorised his actions by nodding. This
can be interpreted as an episode in which the relational power in a discursive practice is
dynamic.

Thus far, the content of the lesson had been built on the earlier conversation of Liljana and
Amina. The issue about sisters, cousins and other female teenagers being fussy or not had been
transformed into a joint exploration of mathematical words’ multiple meanings. However,
Anna, through Tony’s and other students’ agentic interactions, reconstructed the exploration
into a “project” focused on expectations concerning mathematical learning within the context
of Swedish language learning, expectations entirely appropriate for first grade students
learning in their second language. Throughout, Anna acted in accordance with a language-
oriented discourse. However, she also seemed to encourage other, normalising, discourses. For
example, her use of “we” (utterance 8) alluded to a collective discourse (Walkerdine, 1988;
Cotton & Hardy, 2004), while her failure to make any reference to her students’ first languages
appeared to reflect a Swedish-ness discourse: in our classroom “we” [the Swedes] speak
(Swedish).

Another boy who in knowledge production affected power relations through the enactment
of agency was Melvin. He suggested that ton (teen) could designate something else:

10. Melvin: But … this thing about ton, one ton, two tons, three tons … what is that?
[He pauses for a short while]. It is like this… (he points to the table). This weighs a ton!
[Men … det här om ton, ett ton, två ton, tre ton … vad är det? (Han funderar en kort
stund). Det är så här … (han pekar på bordet). Det här väger ett ton!

In this instance, in “allowing” a change of direction to her planned lesson, Anna facilitated a
continuation of the language-oriented discourse. Melvin’s question prompted a new but
relevant focus on the word ton as a unit of measure for weight—in Swedish ton is the same
word for both teen and ton. As she did with Tony, Anna not only “allowed”Melvin to show his
language awareness connected to Swedish and mathematical content but also confirmed his
position as competent by smiling and nodding encouragingly. In so doing, she supported
Melvin’s agency by including and encouraging his curiosity within the mathematical reform
discourse. He continued by suggesting that it is possible to weigh oranges and flour. Within the
discourse, Anna’s following question made it possible for Melvin to move around the
classroom and collect a scale used for measuring for example flour. Anna, accepting his
movement, asked him what he thought oranges might weigh.

11. Melvin: (quietly to himself) One kilogram, two kilograms… (Melvin puts the scale
on the table were the students were sitting). (tyst för sig själv) [Ett kilo, två kilos …
(Melvin ställer vågen på bordet där de andra eleverna sitter)].

Anna repeated Melvin’s suggestion and wrote 1 kilo [1 kg] on the whiteboard, not hearing
Amir, in a low voice, suggest that “there are also grams [det finns också gram]” and “oranges
can weigh a kilo [apelsiner kan väga ett kilo]”. At this point a girl, Muna, added “There are
degrees … I am thinking of degrees. [Det finns grader … Jag tänker på grader].

Although Muna’s suggestion did not lead Anna to change the direction of her lesson, the
posing of the question, reflecting a tacit permission to voice an individual mathematical
thought, showed Muna being positioned in a reform mathematical discourse. Also, her
question prompted Liljana, confirming the reform-oriented mathematical discourse, to ask
another question related to “four grams of butter [fyra gram smör]” when making cakes. Such
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actions, despite her not acting on them, can be construed as reflecting Anna’s commitment to
enacting a Swedish language-oriented discourse. The lesson continued:

12. Anna: Actually, it is like this … kilogram [Det är faktiskt så här … kilogram].

Anna wrote the word kilogram on the whiteboard, pointed to the end of the word and drew
a line below the suffix, gram. She did not respond to the girls’ utterances. Amir on the other
hand was deeply involved in a language-oriented discourse:

13. Amir: You have to look at and connect the first letter [Du måste titta på och koppla
ihop med den första bokstaven].

Anna did not pay attention to what Amir was saying either; she was transforming to
exercise of a mathematical discourse.

14. Anna: The unit (that we use) when we weigh is called a kilo. We say kilo. What do
we say when we talk about an elephant, what do we use when we weigh an elephant?
Can I say gram (write g on the whiteboard) or am I going to say kilo (writes kilo) or
gram (points to g) when I speak about elephants? [Enheten (som vi använder) när vi
väger kallas ett kilo. Vi säger säger kilo. Vad säger vi när vi pratar om en elefant, vad
använder vi när vi ska väga en elefant? Kan jag säga gram (skriver g på whiteboarden)
eller ska jag säga kg (skriver kg) eller gram (pekar på g) när jag pratar om elefanter?]

Having asked, one by one, what her students thought, Anna turned to Melvin, in much the
same way as with Tony earlier, to answer the question. In so doing, it seemed that Anna was
positioning Melvin as the most mathematical competent child. He replied, “ton”, leading, as
a consequence of Melvin’s agency, all other students expect Cecilia, to answer “ton”.
Interestingly, the single dissenting voice, Cecilia, said she wanted “to think about it” as
she hadn’t “decided yet”. Such actions confirmed Melvin being positioned, by himself, Anna
and now the class, as a committed and authoritative learner in reform-oriented mathematical
and language-oriented discourses, which were enacted side by side. Also, it could be argued
that Cecilia, like Muna, Liljana and Amir before her, while asserting the agentic individual
voice of Anna’s promoted reform-oriented mathematical discourse, found herself in a power
relational knowledge production in which Melvin’s view was “endorsed” and ultimately
privileged. As with the episode earlier, Anna’s repeated use of the word “we” (utterance 14)
may be construed as encouraging either a normalising mathematical discourse, “this is how
we do” mathematics, or a normalising social discourse related to Swedish-ness, “this is how
we (the Swedes) do it”. Anna seemed to address the whole group, “we” as Swedish school
children and “we” “as mathematicians” at the same time as promoting the voices of
individual students.

13 Discussion

13.1 Exercise of various discourses, positioning and students’ agency

My aim for this study was to explore discursive practices in a multilingual mathematics
classroom in order to understand how students’ acts and positions relate to various discourses
exercised in different practices. This was framed by the question, how do the various
discourses operate and how do they relate to students’ agency and positioning?
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The evidence indicated that various discourses operated and were exercised simultaneously.
The mathematical discourse, typically reform-oriented, created positions and space for stu-
dents’ agency. For example, Amina’s and Liljana’s out-of-school experiences initiated changes
to lesson plans. Students “took the floor” and thus initiated shared production of knowledge.
When Tony picked up a pointer on his way to the white board and Melvin grabbed some
weighing scales, both boys were positioned, by themselves and Anna, as both engaged
mathematics learners and teachers. Students’ experiences from out of school were acknowl-
edged and, to some extent, exploited for mathematical content-related discussions in language-
oriented discourses that valued students’ informal language as a means of expressing mathe-
matical ideas (Setati & Adler, 2000).

The students in this study initiated investigations and resonated. This, it can also be said,
may have produced self-confident mathematics learners that were used to take action for their
own learning, and produced knowledge in interactions. Even though the teacher allocated
turns, students’ agency “made” her change lesson directions and content more than once, due
to interactive power relations. Teacher control may not be an explanation of students’ success
or failure, rather it was the discursive practices that positioned students as engaged mathemat-
ics learners in this classroom.

Students positioned themselves by manifesting and communicating how their experiences
could be vehicles for discussing different subject matter in mathematics lessons. Some of the
students treated knowledge in their own ways and became masters of the content and the
discourse changes. The use of only Swedish reflects contexts in the wider society. As Lindberg
(2009) pointed out, the use of language-oriented methods and content language learning in
school subjects is just one aspect of teaching in Swedish multilingual schools today. An
interesting finding in this study is that the focus on Swedish language learning, through
mathematical content, enhanced reform-oriented pedagogy. And an emphasis on reform-
oriented pedagogy seemed to support the learning of a second language and mathematics
simultaneously.

Furthermore, it seemed as though the language-oriented discourse opened up a discourse that
normalised Swedish-ness at the same time as it supported reform-oriented school-mathematical
discourse. The supportive relationship operated alongside the on-going processes of normalisa-
tion whereby students’ mother tongues continue to be subordinated or ignored (León Rosales,
2010). The language-oriented discourse was strongly promoted only in relation to the Swedish
language (Sjögren, 1996, 1997), even though multilingualism is promoted in official policy. In
Barwells’ (2009) words, tensions between student’s mother tongue and the language of instruc-
tion are at hand, but not showing in the classroom interactions. The students’ experiences of
being bilingual persons were mostly ignored. Consequently, their full identities may have been
denied (Foucault, 1972), thus imposing monolingualism on the bilingual young students.
Though the students in this study brought resources to the school mathematical discourse and
those resources were used as a base for learning mathematics, Anna could have used also other
linguistic resources and asked the students about, for example, the words in the number line from
ten to twenty in their mother tongues, and comparisons would have been possible. In most
languages, the age of adolescents cannot be related to words in the number line.

13.2 What is the contribution of the Foucauldian framework?

The Foucauldian framework, also elaborated by Burr (2003), has helped me explore how
various discourses operated in a multilingual mathematics classroom, and how agency and
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positions were made available. By studying discursive practices, what is said and done, and
what is included and excluded in the classroom, it was more observable how action possibil-
ities were manifested. Emphasising how mathematics subject content took shape, and how
knowledge was co-produced, enables a discussion of how young multilingual students
recognise themselves in relation to the world and to other people (Popkewitz, 1987). To
encourage young students to become or to take up positions as engaged mathematics learners,
a certain way of socialisation is noticeable. The use of a Foucauldian framework also made
power relations detectable as a web of interactions. In other words, relational power circulated
discursively in interactions between teacher and students. Power was productive while knowl-
edge derived from students’ earlier experiences and new knowledge (derived from both
students and teacher) offered were used to co-produce new knowledge.

13.3 Concluding reflections

The tension between the official mathematical discourse and the traditional discourse docu-
mented in Swedish mathematics education (Pettersson, 1993; Skolverket, 2004, 2012; Palmer,
2005; Johansson, 2006; Persson, 2007; Kling-Sackerud, 2009) seemed to diminish in this
classroom, when a reform-oriented mathematical discourse and a language-oriented discourse
worked simultaneously.

The students were not explicitly identified as immigrants in the classroom practice. They
were treated as though they were Swedish students. However, the language-oriented
discourse in the classroom categorised them as immigrants in a more implicit way. As
the school had a high percentage of multilingual students and was situated in a segregated
suburb, the whole school was categorised as an immigrant school, and thus could be
marginalised. As well, every school, which announces that language-oriented methods are
used in all school subjects, would be categorised as an immigrant school, in discursive
practice of normalising. Students positioned as immigrant students in immigrant schools
need language-oriented methods; “normal” Swedish students do not need language-oriented
methods. The categorisation reflects a normalisation discourse at a macro level and
maintains the dichotomous picture around students with foreign backgrounds and their
schooling.

Furthermore, the supportive relationship operating alongside the on-going processes of
normalisation whereby students’ mother tongues continue to be erased or ignored gave
space to students’ agency and mathematical communication in the classroom. The inter-
section of discourses promoted students’ participation in school mathematical practices.
Thus, a more language-oriented discourse in general in multilingual as well as in main-
stream mathematics classroom might affect the classrooms towards a more reform-oriented
mathematical discourse. There is potential for students’ agency to be realised in reform-
oriented mathematical and language-oriented discourses, in the same way as the intersection
of discourses at play in this study positioned student as agentic mathematics learners. There
seemed to be space for creative changes within the mathematical discourse in which these
multilingual students operated. The agentic voices of the students represent hopes for
changes to also include other languages and cultures than Swedish, in multilingual math-
ematics classrooms.
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