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Abstract 
The aim of this research is to provide insight into how middle school learners experience an 
inclusive multicultural learning environment. Increasing diversity is challenging European 
educational systems, which have the arduous task to foster inclusion of learners with diverse 
educational needs. In order to explore the participants’ descriptions, a qualitative approach based 
on semi-structured interviews with six learners was employed. Learners’ positions in the 
educational scenery are central and unique; they are the main experts on their own situations and 
therefore precious contributors to educational research. Results have been discussed according to 
a sociocultural perspective. The analysis of my data suggests that the learners perceive their 
inclusive environment as beneficial. Moreover, they perceive their cultural diversity as strength, 
reckon social interaction and teamwork with peers as favorable conditions for learning, feel 
competent in multicultural communication and believe that respect and acceptance towards 
others are necessary common values. Some implications of multiculturalism in special education 
are discussed according to the results of a recent European study, which shows that in all the 
participating European countries, Sweden included, there is a consistent discrepancy in the 
proportions of learners with immigrant background within special education. Assessment 
methods developed for mono-cultural learners appear to be a valid reason why multicultural 
learners are over-or under-represented in special education. Research also shows that inclusion of 
diversity in educational environment enables the development of social skills in all learners. 
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1.Introduction 
 

 
The term “inclusion” is still at the centre of current debates in education. The idea of separated 
educational units to support children with physical and cognitive disabilities has been questioned both 
in terms of pedagogical effectiveness and human rights.  
 
With the ratification of the Salamanca Declaration (1994) the concept of an inclusive educational 
system attained international recognition: all children had the right to education and children with 
special educational needs were to be included in mainstream classrooms. Originally, the expression 
“special educational needs” indicated mostly students with cognitive and physical disabilities and the 
interventions were addressed to specific disabilities. However, later, in view of the rapid changes in 
school population, students with different social, cultural, linguistic, religious, and ethnic backgrounds 
are considered in need of special education as well. Winzer and Mazurek (1998) clearly stated that 
“the need for special services in the schools increases, and special educators must consider a broader 
range of characteristics that specifically include (but are not restricted to) cultural and linguistic 
difference.” (p. 1) 
 
The increasing flow of immigration during the past two decades has tremendously affected the 
learning environment of schools in many European countries, which have to face critical issues such 
as inclusion, fairness and intercultural communication in diverse educational systems.  
 
As an English and Italian teacher who has lived in different countries, I have met many students facing 
the difficult circumstance of quickly adjusting to new cultures, values and languages. During the past 
18 years, on the other hand, I have worked as a Special Education teacher in the English section of a 
Swedish international school where my interest in inclusion, diversity, interaction and learning among 
multicultural students, with and without special educational needs, has been growing. Moreover, I 
have also observed that not only the number of international students in my school, but also the 
number of international schools all over Sweden has gradually increased in the last few years.  
 
During my current studies at the Special Education Department of Stockholm University, I have 
developed a deeper interest in diversity, inclusion and communication. By reading and discussing 
articles and books on special education, I have realized the importance of endorsing more research for 
the development of new educational programs and methods, which could focus on diversity as an 
opportunity rather than a limitation.  
 
As a convinced advocate of learners at the center of the educational system, I have decided to listen to 
the children’s views and experiences on being a learner in a multicultural environment. Therefore, in 
my study I will try to give a picture of how multicultural learners, with and without special educational 
needs, describe and perceive their particular condition in a diverse learning environment. 
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2. Background 
 
This work is grounded in some crucial concepts in the current educational research and practice, 
namely inclusion, multiculturalism and learning environment. Having been the centre of interest for 
scholars and researchers in the past twenty years, these concepts have become current reality in our 
societies moulded by the demands of a global world where diversity plays an essential role.  
 
With the ambition to create a fairly realistic image of an inclusive multicultural learning environment, 
I have chosen to take the learners’ perspective and to listen directly to the voices of selected middle 
school learners. The approach to listen to the children’s voices has gained significance in educational 
research as a way to acknowledge and endorse the learners as “subjects” rather than “objects” of 
research. My theoretical framework is based on a sociocultural perspective of learning, as deeply 
rooted in the theories developed by George Herbert Mead and Lev Vygotsky.  
 
In this chapter I have striven to outline a wide overview of the literature and the theoretical framework 
upon which my essay has been constructed and supported. 
 

2.2 Literature Review 
  
Inclusion  
 
Historically children with cognitive and physical disabilities received special educational support in 
separated schools or in small groups within ordinary schools; in other words, they were excluded from 
mainstream education. However, in the past twenty years, the idea of separated schools or educational 
units has been questioned both in terms of effectiveness and human rights. Along the way, the concept 
of integration and inclusion have emerged as closely related to special education and have been used 
to define the process of adjusting and responding to the diversity of needs of all learners both by 
increasing participation in learning and reducing and, eventually, removing exclusion within and from 
education. In his report Inkludering av elever ”i behov av särskilt stöd”- Vad betyder det och vad vet 
vi? Nilholm (2006) explained that the concept of integration and the concept of inclusion are now used 
to indicate two different perspectives, namely integration was the attempt to adapt each child to the 
existing environment while the effort to make changes in the environment in order to welcome all 
children was expressed as inclusion. Therefore, this concept of inclusion diverged from the 
compensatory perspective in special education research, which tended to consider special needs as 
individuals’ dysfunctions to be fixed in order to fit the children in the educational system. The risk of 
this approach was to stigmatize children with special educational needs and, as a consequence, to 
exclude them instead. Conversely, a more critical perspective in special education implicated that the 
difficulties should be found outside, in the environment; diversity in children should be considered as 
an asset for a learning environment and learners’ participation should be emphasized and promoted. 
 
The concept of inclusion has then been at the centre of a controversial debate and it has been 
interpreted differently according to the point of view, whether political, ethical or educational. In his 
article Klass, kultur och inkludering. En pedagogisk brännpunkt för framtidens specialpedagogiska 
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forskning, Helldin (2007), claimed that the concept “education for all” was ambiguous and therefore 
not helpful to understanding how inclusive education should work in practice. Since the concept 
inclusion had a political meaning, it was crucial that special education considered more practical and 
concrete pedagogical aspects. He also emphasized the importance of actively promoting a continuous 
dialogue between the theoretical and pragmatic pedagogical aspects of inclusive education, taking into 
consideration both socio-cultural and political-economical aspects. In particular, he warned that in a 
multicultural society the minorities were at risk of being discriminated and segregated, therefore a 
relational perspective in research and practice was fundamental to create opportunities for 
improvement and positive attitudes.   
   
The approach proposed by Skrtic (2005) in his article, A Political Economy of Learning Disabilities, 
was to reconstruct the way special educators worked and to promote democratic values, such as 
participation and inclusion. By supporting the tendency to legitimate schools to screen diversity, 
educational systems were prone to blame students for school failure. On the contrary, he claimed that 
student diversity, regardless of its causes or extent, should not represent a problem for schools, but 
rather an opportunity for innovation, growth and progress: educational equity was a precondition for 
educational excellence. 
 
In Inclusion: the Dynamic of School Development, Skidmore (2004) highlighted the conceptions of 
student at the center and self-esteem of the learner. He meant that all the students were equally entitled 
to be listened to and to take part in their educational process. In his research the author also suggested 
the necessity to “interrogate the curriculum” when students had experienced learning difficulties. In 
fact, he proposed that deficiencies in the curriculum could represent obstacles in accessing learning 
and in promoting inclusion. Therefore he underlined the importance of educational units to collaborate 
for the development of more inclusive curriculum’s contents and language.  
   
In extensive research carried out in the UK and USA, and reported in his article, The next step for 
special education: Supporting the development of inclusive practices, Ainscow (2000) presented the 
results of his contribution as a facilitator in helping schools to develop good practices, mainly by using 
the expertise already existing among educators. Focusing on a school level, he proposes a framework 
of good examples in practice to improve inclusion and promote cooperation among educators. That 
includes new techniques for teachers (use of questions, prompts and responses; formative assessment; 
and monitoring); support for learning (child-to-child; adults working together; participation); planning 
for developing practice to support and monitor students’ progress and participation). He claimed that 
the field of special education could significantly promote a collaborative problem-solving approach to 
stimulate inclusive practice using existing resources because of its traditional way to reflect and 
analyse experiences.  
 
Finally, in Undervisningsmiljö och socialt klimat, Westling Allodi (2010) focused on the impact of the 
social climate and an inclusive learning environment (in Helldin & Sahlin, 2010). The author 
individuated significant conceptions, which could help to understand how a good social climate in a 
learning environment worked. Specifically she referred to the relationships between teachers and 
learners and among learners. Moreover, teachers’ beliefs, behaviours, and communication and 
leadership skills had also a significant impact on class climate. Finally, to have clear goals and values, 
and to promote participation, cooperation, trust, and self-esteem were also considered conducive to a 
good climate. All the above factors contributed to create a class climate that could be respectively 
favourable or unfavourable to inclusive learning environments. Moreover, she underlined the 
importance of creating a class climate that would be qualitative not just for a large group of learners, 
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but for all learners. Therefore it also meant an increased diversity, which entailed a substantial 
necessity to develop new teaching approaches but also major adjustments in school organization. In 
another article The meaning of climate of learning environments: Some reasons why we do not care 
enough, Westling Allodi (2010) warned about a counter tendency of excluding rather than including, 
affirming that, “In the last 15 years, the number of pupils registered in special units (for pupils with 
mild intellectual disabilities and autism) or enrolled in more flexible special classes has increased in 
many municipalities in Sweden and overall in the country” (p. 91). Therefore excluding pupils with 
special education needs was the chosen option instead of striving to support adaptations in regular 
learning environments in order to meet the pupils’ needs. In some cases, in fact, improving the class 
climate could also result in qualitative changes of the inclusive learning environment.  
 

International and National Policy 
 
Initially, the idea of inclusion was discussed by the United Nations and mentioned in the “Education 
for All” (EFA, 1990), in which inclusion was recognized as an essential element of the movement “an 
education for all”, which stated that all children have the right to an education of good quality.  
However, the first framework for inclusion was proposed by The Salamanca Statement and 
Framework for Action on Special Needs Education (1994), which is considered one of the first and 
most significant international documents on special education. It argues that regular schools with an 
inclusive orientation are: “...the most effective means of combating discriminatory attitudes, by 
building an inclusive society and achieving education for all” (UNESCO, 1994). Consequently, the 
Guidelines for Inclusion: Ensuring Access to Education for All assert that schools should create an 
inclusive and welcoming environment where children are able and enabled to learn. The inclusive 
approach derives from the consideration that children with special educational needs remain the largest 
group of children out of school. At first, the approach was to integrate children in need of special 
support into regular classrooms without changing the organization of the ordinary school or its 
curriculum and learning strategies (UNESCO, 2005).  
 
Later on, the Policy Guidelines on Inclusion in Education stated that there were valid justifications in 
support of inclusion. Educationally speaking, since the requirement for inclusive schools is to educate 
all children together, schools were expected to develop teaching approaches that took into 
consideration individual differences that benefit all children. Socially and democratically speaking, 
inclusive schools should promote positive attitudes toward diversity by educating all children together 
and form the basis for a just and non-discriminatory society. Finally, the economic aspect was 
considered determinant; in fact, it was less expensive to establish and maintain schools for all children 
together than to set up a complex system of different types of schools specializing in different groups 
of children. Therefore inclusive education has gained international recognition to express the idea that 
schools need to be reformed and pedagogical approaches need to be improved by acknowledging that 
diversity could represent a valid opportunity for enriching learning rather than a problem to be fixed. 
In other words, a more inclusive education system can only be created if ordinary schools become 
better at educating all children in their communities (UNESCO, 2009).  
 
The new Swedish Curriculum for the compulsory school, preschool class and the recreation centre 
(2011) promotes inclusion in schools. It declares that the national education system is founded on 
democratic values and respect for human rights, namely inviolability of the human life, individual 
freedom and integrity. The school’s responsibility is to promote understanding and empathy towards 
other human beings and reject discrimination, regardless of gender, religion or other beliefs, ethnicity, 
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age, or any type of disability. Education is equal for everyone, and teaching should be adapted to the 
students’ needs, with special attention to the students who show difficulties in reaching the learning 
objectives. Moreover, the school shall contribute to develop a sense of solidarity, belonging and 
responsibility towards all students specially those who feel left out and should actively prevent and 
counteract discrimination and harassment.  
 

Multicultural Perspective in Education 
 
Over the past thirty years, European countries have experienced significant and continuos immigration 
flows that are estimated to increase in the future. An OECD study on migration (2006) highlighted that 
immigration was ‘likely’ to remain high and even to increase within European countries. This trend 
has been confirmed by recent reports (OECD 2015). These demographic changes have modified the 
European social structure into a multicultural society. This diversity is reflected in the current school 
population in Europe. Schools are welcoming pupils with many ethnic origins, who originate from a 
country different from their country of residence, or have parents who were born abroad. They have a 
culture and sometimes a language different from those of the host country where they receive 
education. 
Educational systems and legislation have the responsibility to promote integration of the immigrants 
into the host society. The European Commission Green Paper on migration (2008) underlines that 
schools have a significant role in promoting inclusion in society: 
 

Research and exchanges have identified policies and approaches that are likely to foster educational 
success for migrant pupils. In general, research shows that migrant pupils perform better where socio-
economic status and educational achievement are less correlated. In other words, those systems, which 
strongly prioritise equity in education, are likely to be most effective in responding to their particular 
needs. Comprehensive strategies across all levels and strands of the system will work best; partial 
measures may simply transfer problems of inequality or poor attainment from one segment of the 
system to another. Furthermore, policies to build equity in education will work best within a broad 
framework to build an inclusive society. (p. 10) 
 

In line with the international documents the new Swedish Curriculum (2011) acknowledges the 
increasing internationalization of Swedish society and clearly stresses the school’s responsibility, 
“Awareness of one’s own cultural origins and sharing in a common cultural heritage provides a secure 
identity, which it is important to develop, together with the ability to understand and empathize with 
the values and conditions of others” (p. 9).  
As Lahdenperä (2010) explains, during the 2000’s, according to new Swedish laws against 
discrimination and for equality, the definition of multiculturalism (mångfald) is no longer limited to 
ethnical and national cultures but incorporates various criteria such as gender, age, disability, religion, 
sexual orientation, ethnicity, nationality, and social/economical background. The leading idea is that 
individuals can be discriminated whenever, and for any reason, they are considered different or 
deviant (in Lahdenperä & Lorentz, 2010).  
The Swedish National Agency for Education (2009) has a mandate from the government to counteract 
discrimination and any other abusive treatment as well as to promote equality in school and education. 
In my essay I refer to the above definition of multiculturalism and focus on ethnicity, nationality and 
disability as aspects of diversity. 
In response to multiculturalism, some research has proposed what it has been defined as an 
intercultural perspective. According to this perspective, Lorentz (2006) clarified that the focus should 
be on the Latin word inter, which means ‘between’ and thus emphasized the aspect of reciprocity of 
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communication in a multicultural environment. Therefore an intercultural pedagogical approach is 
aimed to foster social interaction, intercultural communication and intercultural learning in school to 
develop the understanding of others’ significances, ways of thinking, and values (in Lorentz & 
Bergstedt, 2010).  Moreover, according to Lahdenperä (2010) this perspective provided a constructive 
framework for an educational system, which, by reflecting the globalization of a multicultural society, 
could promote an open and continuous dialog in diversity.  
 

 Children’s voices in educational research 
 
My approach to listen to children’s voices was inspired by some seminal research papers produced in 
recent years and influenced by international organisations such as the United Nations. In particular, the 
Article 12 of the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989) emphasized the importance of 
listening more actively to children as main competent subjects of their own experience. This approach 
has increasingly gained interest in several research fields, not least educational research.  
In her article Listening to children’s voices in educational research: some theoretical and 
methodological problems, Tangen (2008) presented an enlightening overview of the problematic 
regarding this research approach. The author accentuated the recent perspective in research to regard 
children as “beings” (subjects) rather than “becomings” (objects); in other words, she proposed, 
“children like adults, are social agents, who can make sense of their lives” (p.158). Both sociocultural 
and cognitive theories of learning had already underlined the significance of the learner as an active 
participant.  Recently, the concept of empowering all children, who are perceived as “disempowered”, 
has increased interest in educational research based on the children’s perspective and their active 
participation in research too. The author identified three main aspects in the concept “listening to the 
children’s voices”. The first aspect referred to the methodological research approach used to collect 
data, namely ”how to listen”. She explained that: 
 

The term listening, in this paper, refers to an active process of communication that involves hearing 
and/or reading, interpreting and constructing meanings, and understanding of the child that results from 
listening to its voice therefore is contextual and interactional. (…) However, listening is not limited to 
the spoken (or written) word. In addition, most children will benefit from having opportunities to 
express themselves in a variety of ways, including play, creative and aesthetic activities. (p. 159)  
 

The second aspect presented was ”what to listen” to, which in research entailed to study the children’s 
experiences, opinions, perspectives and views on their lives, activities or specific topics. Therefore in 
this context it became crucial to look closer and try to define what one really meant by experience. The 
last but not least aspect was to ”whom to listen”, and ”who is listening”, in other words the 
relationship between the subjects was analysed. Thereby, the author further explored the meaning of 
knowledge and experience, as well as the relationship between subjects. An important consideration, 
advised the author, was the implication of listening to the children’s voices as a way to improve the 
researcher’s knowledge of the children’s experiences. Based on the insider epistemology, which 
postulated that, “insiders have a privileged access to knowledge of their experiences” (Fay, 1996; 
Merton, 1996, quoted by Tangen, 2008, p. 159), only insiders could understand their experiences and 
develop knowledge of the group they belonged to. Because of the inability of children as a group to do 
research, this approach hindered the possibility to study children’s experiences.  Hence, the author 
affirmed, new approaches were developed in order to find methods that could have included both 
insiders (children) and outsiders (researchers), where they could work together to generate new 
knowledge aimed to improve children’s life conditions.  In a way, the children assumed the role of co-
researchers in a relational approach, which implied that knowledge of experiences needed 
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interpretation, exemplification and explanation. The two subjects active interaction in the research 
process would then suggest interpretations and views of happenings and activities, and create new 
meanings. The author clearly indicated: 
 

Since pupils are ”learners”, and learning experiences belong to the core of schooling and education, 
questions pertaining to insider knowledge as a source for understanding the learning processes and 
problems are evidently central to educational research. (….) an understanding of pupils’ learning 
experiences must be developed from knowledge of the learner’s subjective (inner) experience, 
individual actions and (common) activities.  (p. 161) 
 

Finally, the author privileged a relational conception of the subject, which proposed that the subject 
existed and developed within and through relationships or dialogues with other subjects, in a sort of 
undividable interdependence from each other. The author argued that the relational subject concept 
offered a more comprehensive frame of reference since included also aspects of subjectivism 
(knowledge based on the subject) and structuralism (structures contributed to understanding). The 
relational definition of subject, in fact, contemplated that subjective experiences were not isolated but 
strictly connected to those of others.  
In conclusion, the author pointed out that there was an emerging tendency in education research 
language to use economic terms to describe the interactions between ”suppliers”, that is schools, and 
”customers”, that is students and their families. Although she would encourage the development of a 
functional language for education, she supported a research that also focused on wider factors outside 
schools, which could affect children’s lives and learning. She concluded by affirming that, “research 
that focuses only on special needs also runs the risk of reproducing certain stereotypes. Instead, 
research should be conducted in ways that promote agency, mastery and inclusion”. (p. 165) 
On the same path, Messiou’s research has concentrated on children’s perspective. In her articles 
Understanding marginalisation in education: The voice of children (2006) she argued that it was 
fundamental to understand marginalisation in order to foster inclusion in education. In particular, she 
claimed that, “the perspectives that are of most importance are those of ‘insiders’, especially children 
themselves, since they are the ones who experience the impact of either inclusive or exclusive 
practices” (p. 306). To gain a wider view of inclusion, the author was interested in listening not only to 
the children with special needs, but also to any child who could potentially experience marginalisation 
in school. The author explained that, due to the young age; the use of child-centred techniques, such as 
games and drawings, was essential in order to allow the children to express themselves with age 
appropriate communication tools. She also specified that, even though children’s voices could provide 
useful information from the inside, they should be mainly listened to as a way to affirm the importance 
of actively involving them in the educational research process. In her more recent article 
Collaborating with children in exploring marginalization: an approach to inclusive education (2012), 
she focused on how children identified and experienced inclusion. She emphasized that in order to 
listen accurately to what children say it really “requires moving away from tokenistic views of 
engaging with children’s voices. It means trusting what children have to say. It also means being 
prepared to question what we do and what we believe is correct” (p. 1318). Based on her attentive and 
educated listening to the voices’ of children, the author proposed a framework for promoting inclusion 
in educational contexts, emphasizing that collaborative approaches with children could offer solutions 
not only to what they perceived as problems but could also offer innovative views on how to work 
with inclusion. 
In a thorough research paper The Perspective of Students with and without Disabilities on Inclusive 
Schools, Shogren et al (2015) reinforced previous research finding that had shown that providing 
intervention services by taking out students with disabilities from inclusive classrooms could result in 
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a significant negative impact both on classroom membership and learning. Therefore the authors 
claimed that further research was necessary to guarantee that students with or without a disability label 
who are receiving more supports are viewed not only as recipients of help but also as full classroom 
members who provide help in other ways to the classroom and school community. 
 Finally, in the article Listening to children’s voices on intercultural education policy and practice 
Hajisoteriou and Angelides (2015) presented the results of their research on the implementation of 
intercultural policies in Cypriot schools. By carrying out class observations and interviews with 
selected Cypriot and immigrant children, they reported children’s interpretations of school practices. 
The importance of offering opportunities to children to express their concerns and views was central in 
their research, however it resulted also in a source of valuable practical suggestions regarding possible 
educational approaches in intercultural education such as responsive cultural discussions and 
collaborative learning. 
 

2.3 Theoretical Framework 
 
In my essay I will try to describe how interaction, diversity and learning function in a multicultural 
school. As a support for my study I will therefore turn to a sociocultural perspective, which is based on 
the idea that learning takes place in a social context, through the interaction and communication with 
others. As Dysthe (2003) elucidates in her book Dialog, samspel och lärande, the social cultural 
theory is rooted in the American pragmatism tradition of the psychologist and educational reformer 
John Dewey and the social psychologist and philosopher George Herbert Mead as well as in the 
cultural-historical tradition of the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky. All the three authors shared the 
underlying idea that learning occurs when the individual interrelates as an active participant in a social 
group, but they had different focal points, namely actions (Dewey), relations (Mead) and language 
(Vygotsky). However, I have decided to pay closer attention to Mead and Vygotsky’s perspectives. 
Therefore, supported by the interpretations of Dysthe (19996; 2003), Gindis (1999) and Vaage (in 
Dysthe, 2003), I will hereby present some aspects of Mead’s and Vygotsky’s perspective that have 
inspired my study. 
 

Sociocultural Perspective: Mead and Vygotsky 
 
The American sociologist and psychologist George Herbert Mead (1863-1931) theorized that identity 
is the result of social interaction and communication with others and that the starting point for 
understanding our existence is the group not the individual, “from the outside to the inside” as he 
expressed it (Vaage, in Dysthe, 2003, p.124). He meant that communication was mainly constituted by 
gestures, acts or sounds that incite meaningful responses from others, and significant symbols, gestures 
that awaken in us the same feelings that we want to awaken in others. Communicating by using both is 
a pre-requisite to develop self-awareness and the ability to take the perspective of others. In the 
formation of individual’s identities, Mead identified three main concepts Self, I, Me and the 
generalized other. The “Self”, or subject, is the ability to take us as objects of experience, to be self-
conscious about our image as a product of social experience, to take the perspectives of others and 
internalize them as our point of view on “who I am”. The “Me” is the internalization of others’ 
perspectives on ourselves, namely the image that others have of us. The “I” is how we act based on 
the image that the others have of us. Basically the self arise from the relationship between “who I am” 
for other people and “how creatively I respond to that image.” Hence, the ability “to take the 
perspective or the role of the other “ is also necessary to understand how others react to our actions. In 
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a larger social group of people it is crucial to understand what Mead defined the generalized other, 
that is a generalized attitude of a social group, when individuals act based on standard social 
expectations to functionally communicate with others, not only linguistically but also using gestures 
and significant symbols. The competence to see oneself as an object of observation and action can be 
developed and trained by play, take pretend to be another person, and games, understanding and 
following the rules to participate. The continuous interchange between inter-subjectivity, self-
awareness and reflection are the basis of identity and learning. ”We must be others if we are to be 
ourselves”(Mead 1924/25, in Vaage, p.123).  
  
Coming from a different background, the Russian cultural-historical psychologist Lev Vygotsky 
(1896-1934) developed a social approach in cognitive development, which was considerably 
differentiated from the biologically individual centered psychological approach. In fact, he revealed 
the strict connections between social environments and interactions to cognitive functions and how 
they affected the individual’s mental learning processes (Gindis, 1999). Vygotsky proposed the idea 
that learning and development took place in the interactions children have with peers as well as with 
teachers and other adults. These social interactions develop language—which supports thinking—and 
they provide feedback and assistance that support ongoing learning. Moreover they form the basis of 
the understandings that eventually become internalized in the individual, therefore, quoting from 
Dysthe (2003, p.8) “The social dimension of consciousness is primary in time and fact. The individual 
dimension is derivative and secondary” (Vygotsky, 1978, p.30).  The process of internalization implies 
that the mental functions are mediate with the help of physical and intellectual tools that people use, in 
different kind of social activities, and act as mediators in their relation between individuals and 
environment.  Vygotsky suggested that knowledge is constructed while interacting with others, and is 
shaped by the skills and abilities valued in a particular culture. In regard to the connections between 
development, teaching and learning Dysthe (2003) clarifies that Vygotsky’s assumed that learning 
entails development and some developmental processes would not be possible without learning. He 
specified though that development and learning are not the same but they are intertwined in a complex 
way from birth. Concentrating mostly on “meaningful symbols”, he emphasized the essential role of 
verbal language as mediator in learning, stimulating thinking, developing reasoning, and sustaining 
cultural activities like reading and writing. Vygotsky hypothesized that the speech that we use aloud 
and with others is internalized as a strategy for problem solving and therefore it becomes the basis for 
learning. He suggested that language helps children be strategic, rather than purely impulsive, in their 
approach to complex problems, and it helps them to gain control over their own thinking and behavior 
(Vygotsky, 1978, in Dysthe, 2003).  
 
Dysthe (1996) elucidated that Vygotsky pointed out that school had traditionally been focusing on 
testing what the learner can do; instead his approach focused on what learners can do in future, on 
their potential. The teacher’s job should rather be to assess the student’s understanding and locate the 
point in the “zone of proximal development” (ZPD). The author quoted the definition used by 
Vygotsky (1978), which I have translated as “the distance between the actual developmental level as 
determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as determined 
through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with more capable peers “(p. 55). In 
other words the ZPD is the area between what the learner can already do alone and what she could do 
with the help of others, such as more capable peers or/and teachers. As Dysthe (2003) clarified the 
teacher’s job therefore is to identify the learner’s position in that area and provide the assistance that 
the learner needs to develop to the next level; the idea is that what the learner can accomplish with 
assistance today she could do later alone. Dysthe (1996) mentioned that Jerome Bruner used the term 
scaffolding to denote the help that teachers and peers give in the ZPD, where the dialogue with others 
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represented a fundamental part of that help. Clearly, the implication in pedagogical practice of the 
ZPD concept is quite significant, since it implies that teaching should focus on the learner’s potential, 
not on the learner’s shortcoming.  
Vygotsky’ theories had also major implications in special education. In the article Vytgosky’s Vision: 
Reshaping the Practice of Special Education for the 21st Century, Gindis (1999) emphasized that:  
 

Special education was the main empirical domain from which Vygotsky obtained data to support his 
general theoretical conceptions. Being conscious ot the ‘artificiality’ of the data brought about in 
psychological experiments, Vygotsky considered special education as a huge natural laboratory where 
general psychological laws were discovered on the basis of various anomalies. (p. 32) 

 
The author elucidated how Vygotsky identified the social cultural aspect of disability, the 
developmental process of disability and proposed his pioneering model of inclusion, defined  
“inclusion based on positive differentiation” (p. 38). Namely, Vygotsky claimed that the primary 
problem of a disability was the social aspect as it was seen as a social abnormality in behavior. 
Therefore, the environments shaped by society had a powerful impact on the child’s access to socio-
cultural interaction and, hence, opportunity to develop. In fact, Vygotsky underlined the dynamic 
nature of disability, inasmuch following the human developmental socio-genetic processes. Therefore 
he proposed a dynamic and interactive assessment focused on the child’s cognitive strategies and 
emotional reactions rather than on plain traditional tests. Finally, he developed a visionary theory of 
inclusion that he defined ‘inclusion based on positive differentiation’, where he referred to a 
constructive societal approach on a child’s disability from a point of view of strengths and not 
weaknesses.  
 

 

3. Purpose and Research   
Questions 
The purpose of my research is to describe how some learners, with and without disabilities, express 
their experience and view their knowledge development and social situation in an inclusive 
multicultural learning environment. 
My ambition is to generate an accurate image of how some diverse learners in an inclusive 
multicultural middle school describe and perceive the school’s accommodations to their situation. I am 
interested in describing how aware they are of their cultural and linguistic identity; what image they 
have of themselves as learners; how they interact with peers despite their diversity; what situations or 
circumstances they consider favorable or unfavorable to learning; how can diversity contribute to 
inclusion.  
By listening to the learners’ own voices I will try to answer the following research questions: 
 

1. How do diverse learners express and experience their cultural diversity?  
2. How do they describe their learning conditions in a multicultural environment? 
3. What learning opportunities and difficulties do diverse learners describe in school? 
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4. Method 
 

To answer my research questions I have collected and analyzed my data according to a qualitative 
method with the intention to produce a descriptive essay on some learners’ experiences in an inclusive 
multicultural learning environment. With the phrase “inclusive multicultural learning environment” I 
mean a mainstream classroom where learners with diverse cultural and linguistc backgrounds and 
different learning abilities are welcomed in the same learning unit. This is in agreement with the 
principle of “least restrictive environment”, which asserts that learners with special educational needs 
should have the opportunity to receive an education with peers without special educational needs, to 
the greatest extent possible. The essence of an inclusive multicultural learning environment, therefore, 
should be to embrace and respect diversity in all forms.    
 
As Langemar (2009) writes, the qualitative method is particularly suitable when the researcher’s aim is 
to understand concepts and meanings as well as to describe qualitative characteristics of complex 
social and cultural phenomena since it allows to reach a deeper understanding and produce clearer and 
more nuanced pictures of the phenomena explored. In order to describe how my participants express 
their cultural and learning situation, I am interested in accessing the quality of their descriptions, their 
opinions and their stories. Therefore, according to qualitative approach, I have striven to clearly 
delineate a specific research problem and to formulate my interview questions so to encourage 
answers related to the quality, not the quantity, of certain aspects. My descriptions and narratives are 
thus steered by the collected data created by my participants’ perspectives and not by any prior theory. 
Hence my study is inductive and qualitative.  
 
Moreover, according to Carlström and Carlström-Hangman (2007), to use a qualitative method in 
research means to choose an inner perspective that focus on participants’ subjective experiences to 
better understand and interpret how they perceive the world around them. Therefore the researchers’ 
centre of interest is to describe and interpret the diverse experiences that individuals convey, and 
eventually to present new meanings created by communication, interaction and negotiation. Hence 
flexibility and variability are central features of the qualitative method whose aim is to generate new 
theories and truths as opposed to proving pre-existent ones.  
 

4.1 Interviews 
 
My research approach is based on listening directly to the voices of the central characters of the 
school, the learners. Since my focus is on young learners, I reckoned that a conversational approach 
would create more favourable conditions for an open and direct dialogue. Moreover it could also 
provide me the opportunity to access non-verbal aspects of communication such as body language, 
facial expressions and voice intonation as valuable parts of the interviewee’s response. In view of the 
above, I considered appropriate to use semi-structured qualitative interviews with selected learners to 
collect my data. The semi-structured interview would then allow me to facilitate an active and flexible 
dialogue and to get through initial responses by using follow-up questions. 
 
Kvale and Brinkman (2014) define the qualitative interview as a dynamic interactive process between 
the interviewer and the interviewee, which can generate social knowledge. Moreover the process is 
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contextual, linguistic, narrative, pragmatic and inter-subjective, since both the interviewer and the 
interviewed take part in the construction of such knowledge. Principally, the semi-structured interview 
is meant to stimulate descriptions of the interviewee’s own experiences in order to interpret and define 
the meanings of the described phenomena.  The authors acknowledge that certain skills are required to 
conduct qualitative interviews and that the quality of the data collected depends on the ability of the 
interviewer to formulate valuable open questions. However, the abilities required to carry out good 
qualitative interviews are not limited to implementing a practical method and following fixed rules. In 
fact, a certain deal of social and emotional competence is crucial in order to establish good relation 
with interviewees, to create a safe and relaxed climate, and to perceive intonations, pauses and other 
non-verbal aspects, such as eventual sighing, smiles or rolling of the eyes. All these elements can add 
important nuances to the interpretation of the data. 
 
Moreover, the authors emphasize the importance to plan thoroughly an interview study in order to 
avoid potential logistic and emotional problems. Aware of my inexperience in interviewing and of the 
impact that this could have on the quality of my data, I took upon myself to carefully study and 
prepare for the interviews. The first step was to write a comprehensive interview guide and formulate 
appropriate questions keeping in mind the age and background of my young interviewees. It is helpful 
to create a structured scheme of the topics with suggested questions for the interview; however, the 
structure has to be kept flexible and the order of the questions can change according to the flow of the 
interview (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014).  
 
My interview guide starts by clarifying the purpose of the interview, that is, to listen to the 
interviewees’ experiences in a multicultural class in order to understand how students learn and 
interact. To create the conditions for a safe climate which requires a balance of professional distance, 
empathy, attentive listening, and flexibility, I introduce what I call “warm-up-questions”, where I ask 
general questions such as name, age and country where they are from. I then formulate an introductive 
open question asking about the interviewee’s general experience in school. Afterwards, I start asking 
my key questions that I have divided into four topics of interest, own cultural identity, diverse cultural 
backgrounds, peer interaction, and learning in a diverse learning environment. My leading questions 
focus on inducing narrative accounts of experienced situations; they are formulated to stimulate 
answers about the condition and the quality of their experience (how, in which way, can you describe, 
can you tell me more) and are reinforced by follow-up questions (how do you feel about it, what do 
you think about it, what would you expect). Finally, I have a final question where I encourage the 
interviewee to give a brief and spontaneous description of her school situation. During the interview I 
try to follow the interviewee’s pace and rhythm. I then sum up our conversation by naming the main 
points and asking if I have understood correctly, and then ask once more if there is anything the 
interviewee would like to change or add (Langemar, 2009).  
 
Considering the cross-cultural dimension of my interviews, I have paid special attention to cultural 
aspects that could have influenced both the interviewee and myself. Luckily, I can claim a good 
practice and knowledge in the field of intercultural communication since I have been living and 
working in multicultural environments for the past twenty-eight years. I have learned to recognize 
non-verbal elements in a quite wide range of cultures from around the world, being able to understand 
and respond in appropriate ways. For instance, distance between subjects, body posture, eye contact, 
sway of the head, and other facial expressions can be interpreted dissimilarly in different cultures. A 
more practical example is the way in which people from some Asian countries sway their heads when 
they discuss. A natural first reaction from many Westerners is irritation, since it can easily be 
interpreted as a sign of disagreement, denial or carelessness toward the interlocutor while it really 



13 
 

means the opposite. Besides, in interviewing young learners I consider an advantage my experience as 
a teacher in lower and middle grades. Thus, I have been conscientious in formulating age appropriate 
short questions, using uncomplicated words and phrases (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014). As advised by 
my supervisor, I also decided to carry out a pilot interview, which has not been included in my results. 
The initial idea of this interview was to test the suitability of my questions, my fluidity in formulating 
them, my time of reaction to the answers and the promptness to formulate appropriate follow-up 
questions, and, finally, the approximate amount of minutes needed for each interview. Actually, even 
more then all the above, that interview enlightened me about some aspects I had not considered before. 
For instance, I noticed that initially the cell phone I was using to record the interview distracted the 
interviewee who would look at the blinking signal or try to get closer when speaking. Therefore I 
realized it was necessary that, before starting the interview, I would explain the role and the use of the 
cell phone and make sure that the participant got used to its presence during the interview.  
 

 

4.2 Selection of participants 
 
In order to collect a qualitative sample of participants that could be able to describe important aspects 
and perspectives related to my research questions, I have tried to closely follow the criteria presented 
in the research literature.  
 
As Langemar (2009) explains, in qualitative research the term population indicates a group of interest 
for the study that the researchers want to investigate. Among the population, the researcher has to 
carefully select a research sample of participants who will be directly involved in the study. Therefore 
the selection of participants is crucial to attain a rich source of data.  
 
Among my focus population, namely multicultural learners, I have chosen middle school learners in 
multicultural group according to the criteria of suitability and availability as well as an indirect and 
homogeneous factor (Langemar, 2009). I considered middle school students (10-13) a suitable age 
group for my research purpose since they have the ability to express and articulate better their 
experiences and opinions, to remember past events in perspective and reflect upon their knowledge. 
Moreover, they have not yet entered the adolescence when identity and self-awareness can play a more 
significant role in social interaction and learning. Since I work in an international school, I contacted 
one of the middle school teachers in my school and informed her about my research interest in 
multicultural learners. She expressed her and her students’ availability to access her class group; thus 
my selection of a sub-set of population was made by a convenience criterion based on the personal 
contact of an informed colleague (Hartman, 2004). 
 
When I was granted permission by the principal of my school, I could talk to my focus group about 
my interest in studying more about multicultural learners. I explained that I was particularly interested 
in listening to their opinions and experiences and asked if they were interested in being interviewed by 
me. I received an enthusiastic raise of hands from the majority of the group showing a great 
motivation to participate, which is a key factor in determining suitability for good quality of data 
(Langemar, 2009). 
 
Among all the learners, I had to make a more careful and purposeful screening to select specific 
subjects who could provide good qualitative data to best answer my research questions. My idea was 
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to gain access to a wide range of experiences and descriptions within the sample group, in order to 
find a varied and comprehensive representation of data from the selected participants.  
 
In this matter, Hartman (2004) refers to the principle of maximal variation and Langemar (2009) to the 
heterogeneous dimension as a strategy to cover as much as possible and as variously as possible data 
by using extreme or contrasting participants so to trace a nuanced picture of how different people see a 
certain situation, which can provide a deeper understanding of the situation itself. 
 
Keeping the above in consideration, I concluded that to obtain dependable data it was reasonable to 
include a wide range of learners in my study. My first thought was that they all were somehow special 
learners considering their culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds. However within the group 
some learners were in need of extra educational support too. Being quite puzzled about this decision, I 
consulted with my supervisor who encouraged me to include both learners with and without special 
educationl needs. Hence I pondered that in order to gain a more realistic picture of all the diverse 
experiences and, eventually, to detect any arising differences among them, it could be more 
stimulating and rewarding to interview both learners with and without special educational needs. 
 
In view of the limited amount of time for my study and after consulting with my mentor, I selected six 
learners of a multicultural middle school. All the participants were middle school learners between 10-
12 of age and had lived in at least two different countries during their childhood. In all, the six 
participants had lived in eleven different countries; each of them spoke at least two languages. Four of 
them had special educational needs, namely language and/or concentration difficulties. In order to 
protect my informants’ identity, I found appropriate to refer to them as LWSEN (learner with special 
educational needs) 2,3,5, and 6, and LNSEN (learners with “no” special educational needs) 1 and 4. 
Moreover, since gender was not a point of interest in my study, I also decided to use the pronouns she 
and her as gender neutral to avoid any possible identification of the interviewees. I decided to refer to 
the learners mostly as participants, with the intention to emphasize the active role they had as co-
researchers (Siljehag, 2015, in Qvarsell et al.).  
 

4.3 Implementation 
 
To carry out my interviews, I had to find an available multicultural school where to recruit possible 
candidates for my study. Two schools, besides the one I worked in, had a population that seemed 
particularly suitable for my purpose, but because of logistics and accessibility, I chose to carry on my 
project in my work place. This meant that my research plan had to be adapted to a new situation. As 
Widerberg (2011) clarifies, it is not uncommon that researchers do not get access to a group or a field 
they had wished to. In fact, it often happens that for some reasons the “field” is not available or the 
target group is not willing to participate.  
 
Mainly it implied that I had to carefully evaluate the benefits and detriments to be a researcher in my 
own working environment. My first concerns were the ethical aspects I was bound to. First and 
foremost, I took upon myself to guarantee confidentiality and integrity of the participants to the 
highest degree possible. Consequently, the names of the selected participants, school and class group 
had to remain anonymous in my study. I have provided a more detailed account of my research ethical 
aspects on a separate section (see 4.6 Research Ethical Aspects).  
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Another concern was the risk to come across some potential interests’ divergences with my 
colleagues. Considering the good work relationship that I had with most of them, I was confident in 
my professional and ethical abilities, and took upon myself any responsibility to act cautiously 
towards colleagues and learners. 
 
On the other hand, it is important to acknowledge the positive aspects too. As a matter of fact, being a 
familiar figure to the young interviewees had the great advantage to avoid possible apprehension and 
discomfort related to being interviewed by an unknown adult. As mentioned before, the participants 
were open to be interviewed by me in a familiar environment, mostly right after school time. Last but 
not least, it was not problematic to obtain parental consents. 
 
The school that my participants attended was a compulsory communal school in Sweden, which 
welcomed learners from grade 1 to 9. There were three parallel sections in the school: Swedish 
classes, bilingual classes with both English and Swedish as languages of instruction, and international 
classes where the language of instruction was English, and Swedish was taught as a second language. 
The international school population consisted of children from different foreign countries and whose 
parents/guardians, due to work or study reasons, were located in Sweden for a limited and variable 
amount of years. Even Swedish children whose parents/guardians had worked or studied abroad and 
were expected to move again, were received in the international classes. The school had an inclusive 
approach where all the learners were welcomed in mainstream classes. Special support was mainly 
provided in class, according to the least restrictive environment approach. 
 

4.4 Data Analysis 
 
The inductive qualitative method that has supported my data analyzing has roughly been inspired by 
the Grounded Theory (GT), which is mostly used for analyzing data especially when the researcher’s 
focus is on social situations (Feyes & Thornberg, 2015). After discussing with my supervisor, I came 
to the conclusion that this approach could help me in the data analysis process. In particular, it 
supported me by providing a practical framework for organizing my considerable amount of data in a 
way that could allow me to be flexible in processing, sorting and adjusting my data. With this I mean 
that I have only taken advantage of some practical aspects of this approach in sorting my data. The 
Good Research Practice (Swedish Research Council, 2011) clearly recommends, “Projects based on 
empirical material should be characterized by a systematic and critical analysis of carefully collected 
data. Possible sources of errors should be identified and discussed” (p. 40). 
 
When I had transcribed all my interviews and checked that what I had written corresponded to what 
the interviewee had said, I printed enlarged copies of the interviews and read the interviews one by 
one, paying attention to the notes I had written alongside during and right after I had carried out the 
interview. On my side notes I had jotted down any hesitations, pauses, expressions, apprehensions and 
reluctances that had transpired during the interviews. My aim was to look for the main concern, 
defined in Feyes and Thornberg (2015) as referring to the researcher’s attempt to identify the 
informant’s focus, interest, intricacy or problem without taking that for granted or taking a stand. 
During this process I wrote brief summary on the first page of each interview to remind me of central 
aspects in that specific interview and also highlighted in different colors main words, sentences, ideas 
or even long descriptions expressed by the interviewee. Once I had acquired a better knowledge of my 
data by going through the interviews several times, I moved to the next step. Namely I started coding 
the various points of interest in a simple and factual way with the intention to gradually reach more 
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specific themes. At this time I spread all my interviews in front of me and visually looked at all the 
papers, colors and words, thinking of possible logical ways to group my data in meaningful themes. 
This process was very challenging and, at times, even frustrating. As a matter of fact, my first codes 
consisted of seven themes; cultures, countries, languages spoken, mother tongue, learning, school’s 
organization, school’s perception, and peer interaction. I felt puzzled and struggled considerably 
trying to find a sensible way to associate my data. I also realized that some of the themes overlapped 
therefore I had to reread some key answers and regroup my data several times in various possible 
patterns. Moreover I went back to my purpose and research questions, to make sure that the themes 
were consistent with my original starting points. Only after having written down one of the theme and 
discussed it with my supervisor I realized that I could organize my results in main themes and use 
subthemes to add some nuances to the presentation of my results (p. 51).   
 

4.5 Trustworthiness/Validity/Reliability 
 
Langemar (2009) emphasizes that the best way to ensure good validity and reliability in qualitative 
research lies in carefully planning and carrying out the study as well as in maintaining a critical and 
reflective approach throughout the process. The author states that the term validity and reliability in 
qualitative research indicates the aspects of quality, credibility and meaningfulness of the research 
process and outcome. In qualitative research the two terms are not clearly separated, and can combine 
or overlap. At times, validity can be related to the researcher’s perspective; a realistic perspective 
considers possible to attain true knowledge based on the data, while a constructivist or relativist 
approach is oriented towards the meaningfulness. However, two main groups of criteria can be 
identified; a group pertains to the results in terms of truthfulness and empirical fundaments of the data, 
analysis and selection, and the other pertains to the efficiency and utility of the research results 
(Langemar, 2009).  
 
The term reliability, or trustworthiness, refers to the measurable aspect of the results, therefore it is 
mostly related to quantitative research and it can be express as trustworthiness qualitative terminology. 
Therefore it can be used in relation to qualitative data collection where it refers to the steadiness and 
truthfulness of the data collected. In my study, I have tried to insure reliability by tape-recording face-
to-face interviews first and then by transcribing the recorded interviews “in verbatim” i.e. without 
grammatical or tidying up of the language used by the interviewees. During the interviews I paid 
special attention to non-verbal aspects of communication such as sighing at interjections, reported on 
my transcriptions, and facial expressions and postures, which I annotated on paper.  
 
The term validity can be expressed as dependability in qualitative research and usually refers to the 
utility and efficiency of any research results. In order to make sure that my research findings are 
dependable, I have used communicative validity i.e. I have controlled my interpretation and 
understanding with the interviewees by restating and summarising what they had said, so to make sure 
they were congruent with the authentic experience I had decided to focus upon. Besides, in order to 
prepare myself for the interviews, I carried out a pilot interview. My idea was to practice formulating 
the questions in a suitable way, training my fluidity and calculating the approximate amount of 
minutes appropriate for the interview. Since I was interviewing young learners, I reckoned that the 
interviews could not be too long, otherwise the interviewee’s concentration and motivation in 
answering could be affected. Actually, the pilot interview revealed some aspects I had not considered 
before. For instance, I noticed that the cell phone I was using to record the interview created a 
distraction. Therefore I realized that it was essential, before starting the interview, to explain the role 
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and the use of the cell phone during the interview and make sure that the participant got used to its 
presence so the interviewee could be more relaxed. 
 
Finally, reading and studying previous researches, methods and theories has provided a solid support 
in analysing and interpreting my data.  
 

 4.6 Research Ethical Aspects  

 
There are different aspects that a researcher has to take into consideration when approaching a 
research study, when human beings, specifically children, are involved. It is therefore essential for a 
researcher to follow ethical standards elucidated by the scientific research committees. In my study I 
have conformed to the four basic research principles, which are information, consent, confidentiality, 
and usefulness. Above all, though, I have found a significant support in tackling some ethical aspects 
in the recommendations of Good Research Practice (Swedish Research Council, 2011), which offers a 
more comprehensive range of circumstances and deeper explanations of ethical matters. In this case, I 
followed the recommendations indicated in regard to the researcher’s duties, such as: “The codes 
stated what the researcher should do before conducting the research (information, consent), during the 
research (avoidance of risks, design issues) and after the research (publication, retention and archiving 
of material).” (p. 18) 
 
Accordingly, I first sent a formal letter to the principal of the school to inform and ask him for signed 
permission to carry out my interviews to collect data for my final essay on inclusion in a multicultural 
learning environment. Afterwards, I talked to the target class group about my interest in interviewing 
some of them for my studies in special education; I clearly explained that the name of the school and 
participants would remain anonymous and that only I and, if required, my supervisor would have 
access to the data. Once they granted their consent with noticeable enthusiasm, I must add, I wrote 
formal letters to parents to get the signed permission to interview their children since they were under 
15. In my letters, I emphasized that the interview would be discontinued at any moment if the 
interviewee decided so; I would also take upon myself to provide a summary of my results upon 
request. 
 
Furthermore, the script affirms that the main concerns for a researcher “are largely a matter of finding 
a reasonable balance between various interests that are all legitimate” (p. 10). This made me think 
more carefully about the interests of the different parts involved in a research project, namely, my 
interest to collect valuable data to contribute to a better understanding of a certain topic, the principal’s 
interest in protecting the school’s reputation, the parents’ interest in safeguarding their children’s 
integrity and, last but not least, the young individuals vulnerability. In my role of researcher working 
mainly with people, but particularly with young people who could also have special educational needs, 
I had to highly consider what the guidelines state, “A crucial part of research ethics concerns questions 
of how people who participate in research as subjects or informants can be treated. It can seem self-
evident that these people should be protected to the highest degree possible from harms or wrongs in 
connection with their participation in research” (p.16). At times, during my interviews, I found it 
challenging to formulate my questions to my young interviewees in an appropriately objective way, so 
to keep an adequate balance between distancing myself and showing empathy. For instance, I noticed 
that a certain attitude on my side helped them to take the questions more seriously, as if they did not 
know me at all, on the other hand, at times, it was necessary for me to take a more relaxed stand for 
them to participate actively. Another demanding task was to follow what recommended by the 



18 
 

Swedish Research Council (2011), that is “The researcher should strive for objectivity and try not to 
influence research subjects or events” (p. 43). I found it particularly difficult when the participants 
were describing certain situations or events in a way that I did not perceive as sincere, and then I did 
not react and mentally decide that I had to take their words, because mine could have been a bias.   
 
 

4. Results 
 
The purpose of my study was to describe how learners, with and without special educational needs, 
express their experience and view on their knowledge development and social situation in an inclusive 
multicultural learning environment. The research questions I have worked with are: How do diverse 
learners express and experience their cultural diversity? How do they describe their learning 
conditions in a multicultural environment? What opportunities and difficulties do diverse learners 
describe in school? 
 
In order to protect my informants’ identity, I chose to refer to them as LWSEN (learner with special 
educational needs) 2,3,5, and 6, and LNSEN (learners with “no” special educational needs) 1 and 4. 
Moreover, to further avoid any possible identification of the participants, I also decided to use the 
pronouns she and her as gender neutral. 
 
My aim is to present the answers to my research questions by following the participants’ expressive 
descriptions as well as my interpretations and reflections. In my attempt to provide a reliable insight, I 
have been inspired by Kvale and Brinkman (2014), therefore I have striven to focus mostly on 
meanings. This approach consists of concentrating on the interviewee’s opinions, and trying to 
condense them in short wording. However, I have also endeavoured to convey the authenticity of the 
learners’ voices by reporting some significant quotes from the interviews. Besides, I will report in 
cursive the exact words used by the interviewee to add accuracy to my narration.  
 
Based on my analysis I have chosen to elucidate my results in three overarching themes: Multicultural 
Dispositions, Learning and Interacting in Diversity, and School Accommodation. To account for my 
results as clearly as possible, I have divided the themes into sub-themes.  
 

5.1 Multicultural Dispositions 
 
All the participants in my study had lived in at least two different countries and spoke at least two 
different languages; three of them had parents from different countries. As a consequence, they had 
been exposed to diverse cultural and linguistic experiences throughout their young lives. Thus one of 
my research questions was formulated to find out how the participants would describe and experience 
their diversity and how this experience could have affected their perceived cultural identities.  I 
divided this theme into two sub-themes: Recognizing Multiple Identities and Learning English. 
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Recognizing Multiple Identities 
 
Generally, the interviewees expressed a sense of pride in defining themselves as having more than one 
cultural identity and being able to switch between identities. When asked to describe her culture, 
LNSEN1 clarified as follow: 

Well, (…) since my mom, my dad and me are from completely different countries, we take turns for 
each of our countries (…) so we do it different each time (…) I think it is really fun being from different 
places, we don’t really have special things but basically we have lots of things that are special… 
 

Here the participant acknowledged her variegated cultural background and emphasized her privilege to 
choose from a range of possibilities and still feel at easy in her cultural self.  
LWSEN3 and LWSEN6 affirmed that they did not have a specific predominant identity; they both 
declared without hesitation that they felt that both their parents’ cultural backgrounds were part of 
themselves, plus a little bit of the countries in which they had lived before. Even the two participants, 
LWSEN2 and LNSEN4 with parents from the same country described that they felt the impact of the 
cultures of the countries where they had lived as a positive aspect, embedded in their identities forever. 
Yet, only LWSEN5 felt strongly about her cultural identity, “Well, my culture is my (religion)”. Since 
she identified her culture with her religious beliefs she was not open to mediations that could 
undermine her faith. However she placidly added that she enjoyed being in a multicultural school, 
learning about other cultures as well as sharing her own with others. This may indicate that she felt 
included and respected within her diverse group of friends.  
 
Four of the participants reported that discussions about their countries and cultures occurred often in 
class, either by sharing experiences, celebrations and languages in several contexts or by carrying out 
projects to be presented to the class. In fact, five out of six participants mentioned a recent group 
project about world’s religions as a valuable opportunity to learn more and teach more about each 
other culture heritages and traditions.  
 
My reflections 
What emerged from my interviews was the clear awareness of belonging to a special group, which 
could be proud to share some unique opportunities in life. In different ways this sense of being special 
appeared throughout the interviews, it could be by naming the countries of their classmates, just by 
smiling when they were describing countries where they had lived before, or by saying some words or 
phrases in other languages. According to Von Brömssen (in Lorenz and Bergstedt, 2006) the concept 
of cultural identity traditionally expresses a sense of belonging to a certain group by comparing 
similarities and differences with other groups. The author also underlined that identity is not inborn 
but constructed by interacting and reflecting with others. In this case I can think of my participants as 
constructing their unique identity, built by putting together all the pieces of their life experience and 
knowledge. Namely, I referred to the concept of “cultural hybridism” or “third space” as elucidated by 
von Brömssen (2006), that is the ability of an individual who has been exposed to various cultures, to 
be in a continuous process of changing perspective, creating new forms of identities, points of view 
and understandings. The author quotes the original definition proposed by Homi K. Bhabha as follow: 
 

 It is that Third Space, though unrepresentable in itself, which constitutes the discursive conditions of 
enunciation that ensure that the meaning and symbols of culture have no primordial unity of fixity; 
that even the same sign can be appropriate, translated, rehistoricized and read anew. (Bhabha, 1994, 
quoted in von Brömssen, p. 63) 

 



20 
 

The process of developing a “third space” consists in creating a third space, which is a new “space” 
where previous and new views can be developed in a unique combination of stability and 
transformation (p.64). 
An aspect related to this ability was the capacity to accept diversity as a natural part of their life 
experience, which meant for them acceptance and understanding of dissimilarities and a genuine 
propensity to welcome and include diversity in the group. Lahdenperä (2010) has provided me with a 
frame of reference when she clarified that understanding how cultural identities are formed was crucial 
when working in a multicultural environment; in fact, it can be considered as a preventive condition 
against discrimination and marginalization. She meant that ethnicity and identity are central concepts 
for young people who have different cultural backgrounds and grow up in multi ethnical environments 
where a constant intercultural interaction is required. These learners, explained the author, tend to 
develop a sort of  “third identity”, an identity without borders, so to speak, which also meant a unique 
way to incorporate different features in their own identity. Moreover, she continued, they tended to 
acquire an exceptional ability to shift communicative codes when needed; they also developed a 
considerable flexibility to quickly change their perspective and found themselves at easy with people 
of different cultures. Could this really be a significant pre condition to accept new comers and include 
them in a pre-existing group? It seems as if diversity was the norm for these learners, the “other-than-
me” was not a stranger to fear rather a potential friend to discover. Could an increasing exposure to 
diversity be considered a way to promote acceptance and inclusion in schools?   
 

Learning English 
  
As attested before, English was the language of education and socialization in school. So the 
acquisition of English was fundamental not only to accessing education but also to communicating and 
interacting with others. Therefore, all the participants considered speaking English as a central aspect 
of identification in their international group. Two participants were new to English when they started 
school; LNSEN4 and LWSEN5 described their first encounter with the English language in similar 
ways. They both felt embarrassed and frustrated at the beginning but at the same time they 
acknowledged that teachers and, above all, classmates helped them a lot. In particular, LNSEN4 
claimed that playing both indoor and outdoor games was the most helpful way to learn the language. 
LWSEN5, on the other hand, recounted how classmates helped her learning English as follows, “Well 
they did just teach me new words, and I think specially one of them, …since my language and her 
language are like the same, she said like, that word just means this…” Interacting with peers was for 
them a stimulating condition for learning English, which accelerated and made it easier the acquisition 
of the language. Using their native language in class was accepted when new learners needed help in 
understanding concepts. Otherwise, I noticed a certain pressure from my participants to learn English 
as quickly as possible, that it is exemplified by the following quote by LNSEN1: 
 

Well…yes, (they can speak other languages), but I don’t think that it’s fair if you are in a crowd of 
people you start to speak your own language and nobody will understand, mmm… but usually we all 
speak the same, like English so everyone understand and no one feels left out. 

The importance of sharing a common language in order to make everyone feel included in the group is 
the highlight of this quotation. This concept was reinforced by LWSEN6 who considered it a 
downside when sometimes two friends from the same country spoke the same language together, 
“Then I don’t understand it, so I feel a bit left out, yah maybe a bit”.  
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The idea that knowing English could help learners with special needs was another emerging aspect; 
LNSEN4 was very convinced when she was describing the need of a special learner in class, “ (She 
needs) More English so she would understand, but we are helping her … we play with her, we talk to 
her, and we sit next to her at lunch”. Similarly, trying to think of learners who would need more help, 
LWSEN6 related the following, “Well, … we had someone that like I don’t know we were having 
some confusement with her, but … mmm, she maybe needed some extra (English)”.  Both interviewees 
had clearly noticed that their classmates were struggling to come into the group and both perceived 
that the lack of language skills was a major obstacle to the process. 
 
My reflections 
It appears understandable that English represented a common ground and a necessity to feel part of the 
group. Only two of the participants were new to English when they started school, they emphasized 
that they learned the language interacting with peers, and barely mentioned the contribution of the 
teachers in this process. My interpretation was that the main intention in acquiring the necessary 
linguistic skills was considered more a social precondition than an educational necessity; hence the 
pressure of performing was alleviated and the learning came smoothly. According to the social 
cultural perspective, Dysthe (2003) maintained that language and learning develop better by actively 
interacting and communicating with others. The author elucidated that the individual’s identity as a 
learner is formed within a larger community; so learning, rather than being an individual’s process of 
internalization of knowledge, can be considered as a common and social process of construction of 
knowledge. Consequently, a very important objective of learning is to be an active participant in social 
organized activities and develop an identity as learner within the social group, a rather different 
approach if compared to the individual cognitive goal oriented method. It was enlightening to listen to 
how some of the participants described their friends with “some problems”, they identified a possible 
cause of the problem in the lack of English skills, and so the solution for them was helping by playing 
and talking more to them. I reckon that their proactive approach of facilitating the social inclusion 
could be explained as a result of their ability to empathize and their awareness to be active members of 
the group, and thus, partially responsible of the language acquisition of new comers.  
 

5.2 Learning and Interacting in Diversity 
 
My interest was to listen to the participants’ descriptions of their learning conditions in their diverse 
learning environment. In order to report my multifaceted founding in a more intelligible way, I have 
created two sub-categories in this section: Being together, and Learning together. 
 

Being together  
 
The sense of belonging together was described as a driving force. The participants expressed in several 
contexts their shared experience to do things together as a group; being able to both playing and 
working together was valued as their special strength. Even though each in their own way, the 
participants asserted that they felt part of the group and had easily made new friends. Being able to 
play indoor and outdoor games where the whole class was involved was highly appreciated by them. 
LWSEN3 happily answered to my question, “Yes! ... like all of us basically are … friends, it feels like 
a family. It’s warming!” while LWSEN2 replied that she felt an active member of the class by 
“participating very much” in all the activities. The feeling of being a part of the group was a quality 
and a special feature that LNSEN1 described as follow, “Yes, yah … (we are)… well it’s because we 
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have something in common, since we are all from different places and I think everyone is part of the 
class, is member”. LWSEN6 felt so strongly bonded to the group that she declared that if she wouldn’t 
go to school probably she wouldn’t have any friends. My interpretation was that the group had an 
essential function of motivating all learners to become active members of the group, as they could 
easily relate to the experience of being a beginner in a culturally diverse school. This shared 
uncommon experience represented a unifying factor, which promoted a quick and smooth process of 
inclusion in the group.  
 
It seemed that, throughout their young lives, the participants had already developed a deep awareness 
of their exceptional diversity and managed to realize that it facilitated the development of a lasting 
sense of unit. They described the advantages of their condition and considered it as a source of 
opportunities, which were denied to the children who had always lived in the same country, within a 
homogeneous cultural background. LNSEN1 declared as follow: 
 

I think we understand the world like a little bit better than some kids that are in a all (mentioned 
nationality) school because we all know how it is like being in different places and we all know how it 
can be in those places, so we all understand (…) how does it feel when you are moving. We all 
understand if some of us are not as good as … mmm … for example, Physical Education some people 
can’t really do it that well, I think we all understand because we know that some countries don’t have 
Physical Education, so… 
 

The ability to comprehend and accept diversity was clearly stressed by this participant, while other 
participants focused more on the ability to adjust, familiarize with different cultures and increase their 
knowledge. LWSEN2 verbalized her positive attitude by expressing the pleasant feeling to get to learn 
more about other countries from people who had lived there and to travel and find friends around the 
world. LWSEN3 admitted in that school she had learned more Geography than ever before in her 
country, and proclaimed that she would say in one word what they all had in common: It’s talent! 
Finally LWSEN5 announced she felt good since being together meant to learn new languages, songs 
and try food from around the world. Using different expressions, the participants described a common 
downside of their conditions, which was basically the underlying sense of homesickness, namely they 
missed their families and friends from all their other countries, they mostly missed the possibility to 
have daily contacts with them and to talk about the things they had in common there. 
 
My reflections 
The shared experience to frequently moving and adapting to new linguistic, cultural, societal and 
pedagogical changes appeared to exemplify a strong bond among the participants. Each of them 
brought into the group her diversity and tried to make sense of it. They described their time outside the 
classroom as valuable for them; during breaks, before the school day or in the after school club, they 
would find opportunities to play together as a class or engage in discussions with a few friends, in 
other words they would always try to create occasions to socialize and interact. From their descriptions 
it seemed that their interaction was permeated by continuous mediations and negotiations, due to what 
I interpreted as a genuine curiosity to know and understand better each other, to create close 
connections, to find common reference points, and to build together new relevancies and significances.  
Research conducted by Brown, Collins and Duguid (1989) argued that all knowledge is situated, since 
it is a result of the action, situation and culture in which it evolves and is utilized. I assume that these 
spontaneous interactions among peers create authentic conditions for learning as understanding is 
generated through continued and situated use of concepts and meanings, which are always under 
construction. According to a sociocultural perspective, affirmed Säljö (2000), a context was created 
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and reshaped by our actions and interactions with others, and development was socialization in a 
world of actions, performances and interactions, which are cultural and exist within and through 
communication, that being the link between the “thinking” inside and the “interacting” outside (my 
translation, Säljö, 2000, p. 68). 
I refer also to the social constructivist theory as presented by Gjems (2007) according to which the 
development of knowledge depends on social interaction and it is constructed during social practice by 
cooperation and dialogue with others; in fact, when we exchange thoughts, opinions, meanings or 
feelings we have the opportunity to compare our points of view and gain a better understanding of 
others (in Kroksmark & Åberg, 2007). Interpreting their descriptions and responses I noticed that they 
inclined to converge into the mutual intention to emphasize the awareness to be special in similar 
ways, with same benefits and detriments. 
 

Learning together 
 
The results showed that the participants responded well in describing opportunities, preferences and 
different ways to learn. To learn in diversity was for LNSEN1 “… another way to prove that everyone 
is different, so I find it normal; … I guess it’s kind of fun and interesting”. For her, diversity was a 
distinctive trait of humankind to understand and accept. Likewise, the results showed some variation 
in the way the participants described their needs and preferences in learning. When asked if they 
thought they all needed the same things to be successful learner, they convincingly replied that each 
person had different needs and learned in different ways. LWSEN2 was very confident in answering 
as follow: 
 

Well, I think that … there are like … different learning types… some people that learn fast and some 
people that learn a little slowly but more efficiently… I feel that I am pretty good in school but I need to 
work on…mainly writing and…maybe a little mental math. And I can work in fairly different conditions 
… I can work alone but I like working in groups better…I think I perform as well in both of them (…)  
 

In this quote from our interview it appears that she was aware of the different needs in her class and 
had also a positive image of herself as a learner who needed to improve some skills. A similar 
awareness also emerged in other interviews. In the case of LWSEN6, I could access more details on 
how the group worked and learned in class. She explained that in class when they needed some help, 
they had to ask their classmates before asking the teacher; in this way, she thought, they all could get 
the help they needed straight away, either from the teacher or from a classmate. Sometimes the teacher 
took a small group of learners to help them while the rest of the class worked on harder units. 
Describing her needs she added, “I love learning but I don’t think I am a fast learner, I am a pretty 
slow learner, it takes time for me to understand…maybe have a longer time for each lesson, yah that 
will be well for me” The description indicated a peer learning approach that involved much interaction 
among the learners, which was considered beneficial to learning. Another participant, LWSEN3, also 
declared that she preferred to work with others and get help from classmates when she didn’t 
understand something, “I like when the students help because then we understand each other”. 
Besides, she explained that she had access to extra educational tools and added that the teacher’s 
approach was helpful for her learning since “She speaks calmly to you and not like you are in trouble 
or anything…oh, yah and we have lots of different teachers from all over the world”. Apparently she 
associated the teachers’ flexibility to the fact that they were also culturally diverse. LWSEN5 also 
appreciated the way that the teacher helped her by explaining well and giving her some extra time to 
make sure she understood. She said though that she liked to work with others because it was for her an 
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opportunity to get to know more about her classmates, besides it was a fun, better and quicker way for 
her to learn. This was how LWSEN2 described working in a group: 
 

I think it’s fun to work together because we can, like, have many different ideas, we don’t only have 
one, and we can like build upon the ideas more and more, … so you don’t have only one brain thinking 
about everything. 
 

The perspective to build something new by joining different ideas and sharing the load of thinking about 
everything seemed a functional way to increase the motivation to learn and construct new knowledge. 
 

My reflections 
My results indicated that the participants not only perceived themselves as cultural different from each 
other, but they were also able to identify diversity in learning. Some of them affirmed that even though 
they could work well individually or in a group, they preferred working together with others. It 
seemed to me that working in a group facilitated, motivated and sustained learning for each individual 
learner. However, I also noticed that learners with special educational needs were particularly 
favourable to group working, they barely mentioned working on their own but emphasize how they 
could communicate better with peers compared to teachers. Although one participant expressed 
genuine surprise and appreciation when she described the teachers’ serenity and ability to adapt and 
understand learners’ need, she also claimed that her peers were more understanding. The article of 
Kozulin (2004) about Vygotsky’s theory in the modern classroom brought forth some considerations. 
As mentioned earlier, Vygotsky highlighted the sociocultural nature of learning and cognition; in 
particular he argued that the learning process triggered the development of cognitive and learning 
skills and not the other way around. His model was based on creating educational occasions to develop 
the cognitive functions needed for the next educational step (ZPD); in other words, external activities, 
such as reading, writing and computing, are considered as aspects of the sociocultural-based 
development of children. The author revealed how Vygotsky’s concepts of mediation and ZPD have 
been developed in educational practice, in the form of mediated learning experience and collaborative 
and assisted learning, which involve learning interaction between peers or between teachers and 
learners. I thought that my participants’ descriptions could be considered as an exemplification of the 
above in some ways. I found that what my participants appreciated mostly in learning was the 
interaction with peers in order to generate and expand meanings. In particular, learners with 
difficulties found the help of more competent peers beneficial for learning they made them understand 
things better (LWSEN3) and rewarding as they felt included. However, despite the positive aspect of 
learning together I wondered if sometimes the group could also enable some learners the opportunity 
to disguise their difficulties. Could the group become a safe hiding place for those learners who were 
concerned to be identified as being in need of special support?   
 

5.3 School Accommodations 
 
One of my main interests was to try to illustrate how the learners perceived the school as an inclusive 
organization, and hence, if the learners could identify any accommodation of the school to their 
conditions. I tried to formulate questions that could generate descriptive answers in order to detect 
through the learners’ own words any possible hint towards that direction. By asking leading questions 
such as: Can you tell me what do you remember of your first days in this school? How do you think 
that your teachers and principals would like you to behave? How do you feel in school? Can you name 
some of the school’s rules? Could you describe a normal school day?  I could access quite valuable 
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data and get a picture of how the school organization welcomes and eventually adapts to their special 
and diverse needs. I have divided this theme into two sub-themes: Values and Accommodations, and 
Mother Tongue Lessons. 
 

Values and Accommodations 
 
In describing their memories of their first days in school, all participants said that they remembered a 
sense of nervousness and embarrassment mixed with the excitement of starting a new school in a new 
country. LNSEN1 compared her experience of moving to a new homogeneous school in the same 
country to that of moving to a culturally diverse school, she explained that “being in an international 
school is easy because they all (classmates) have done it (moving to new diverse schools)”, she meant 
that sharing a common experience helped empathizing with others who would then feel understood 
and supported. LWSEN3 confessed that it was for her, “a little bit of a challenge because I missed my 
old school a lot”, she added though that when she went for the first time to the after school club 
organized by the school, she felt relieved, “I think it was the funniest place I had ever been!” She was 
inferring that the friendly and welcoming atmosphere she found there helped her to find supportive 
and reassuring friends. 
 
The participants described also a sense of relief and security when they were assigned to a special 
friend in the classroom, who introduced them to the new school’s surroundings and routines, and in 
some cases, facilitated the acquisition of the English language. What they described was the so-called 
“buddy system” a way to pair a newly arrived learner to a senior one who can help to familiarize with 
the new environment. It seemed that for all of them, this approach made the adjustment to the new 
learning environment smoother and quicker. From her point of view, LWSEN2 was “scared” that the 
rest of the class wouldn’t really like her “because sometimes I could be a little…like…crazy or 
something”, she explained with an emotional tone, and when I asked her what she meant, she used the 
word “hyperactive” to define “crazy”. It appears that her awareness to have difficulties was causing 
distress although she clearly acknowledged that things went better as she had a special friend who 
helped at the beginning. Then she had fun and could even concentrate in class, at least that was her 
perception, which made possible for her to overcome the fear to be considered different.  
 
A relevant aspect that emerged from my interviews was the learners’ understanding and 
responsiveness to the defined or perceived values in school. In many ways the participants could 
clearly explain the significance of respecting common rules and sharing common values in order to 
work and learn better. LWSEN3 used the word sensible to describe the way teachers expect learners to 
behave, she explained that it meant: not messing around, not whispering to others, not ignoring others; 
but above all and in more positive expressions, it meant to do good work, improvement, ah…ah… and 
success. From her lively description I perceived that she emphasized improvement and success as the 
focal points of all expectations. LNSEN1 stressed the importance of listening to each other as a core 
value for friendship, motivating it as following,” you should listen so they (your friends) feel that you 
are there for them and also it would be disrespectful if you don’t listen”. It seems to me that these 
simple words denote an insight in mutual support and appreciation. Finally, all the participants 
perceived the school as a safe place to be. LWSEN2 affirmed that not only she felt safe but also she 
trusted that even if some emergency should occur, the school would have handled it very well. I 
understood that by saying this, she fully relied on the school as a functional and caring organization. 
However, LWSEN5 and LWSEN6 described some distressful occurrences when other children in 
school used what they called swearing words with a nonchalant attitude. They were trying to 
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understand the reason behind this behaviour, when, with genuinely puzzled expressions, LWSEN6 
said, “I don’t know why they do that, really”, while LWSEN5 reasoned, “I don’t think they know… 
mmm…they don’t really mind, (…), because if you try to tell them, they don’t care”. I noticed that they 
both perceived that the discrepancy between values, such as respect and courtesy, and their daily 
application in school was as a hindrance for the school’s common good. However, the participants 
claimed that they had the opportunity to discuss issues concerning rules and values during their 
weekly class meeting, where they talked about ways to make the class better, or helping the Earth to 
become a better place.  
 
My Reflections 
According to the Swedish National Curriculum (2011) the school has the central task of transmitting 
the fundamental principles of a democratic society; therefore, respect for human rights, integrity, 
equality, empathy, tolerance, solidarity with the weak and vulnerable, and appreciation for diversity 
are precious values to actively promote. The school as organization is accountable for providing a 
secure environment where the learner can thrive and thus each school has the responsibility to 
encourage discussions and take active measures to fight any kind of discrimination. The accounts of 
my participants indicated that the school had a good policy regarding values and civic principles and 
by scheduling weekly class meetings, it provided time and conditions to discuss issues related to 
safety, physical and mental health, and bullying, as well as respect of the school rules. The 
participants’ responses indicated that they felt they shared common values within their cultural 
community; they supported those values and trusted the school to be a safe place. However they 
showed sincere perplexity when they mentioned other learners in school using foul language, without 
feeling sorry for the disrespectful behaviour toward others. Some explained it with being too young or 
being teenagers; anyway, in both cases they motivated it with the inability to understand the 
consequences of their behaviour and the importance to say sorry. This aspect was actually mentioned 
by Lahdenperä (2010) when she argued about the necessity to create a quiet, friendly and caring 
environment to foster a sense of community and to prevent bullying and harassment; it was often the 
case that multicultural learners were astonished by the lack of discipline in Swedish schools. One 
could also assume that what surprised my participants more was the lack of empathy towards others 
than the misbehaviour, since some of them affirmed that to follow the rules meant to respect the 
others. 
  
A safe school environment is an essential condition to foster learning and motivation among learners. 
To switch from feeling nervous to feeling safe and welcome in a few days was what some participants 
described during the interviews. In fact, they referred to the buddy system as a highly valuable way to 
make the adjustment to the new school smooth and painless for them. The immediate connection with 
caring classmates created a spirit of solidarity among learners, who felt protected and supported. 
Could the practice of helping the weak and the vulnerable be considered as a way to develop high 
civic awareness of democratic and social values? 
 

Mother Tongue Lessons 
 
A main characteristic of my participants was their multilingualism; all of them could speak at least two 
languages, their mother tongue and their instruction language, English, besides they also studied 
Swedish as a second language in school. The school provided also mother tongue lessons (hemspråk), 
according to the Swedish curriculum. Only two participants did not have mother tongue lessons, one 
had to stop because the teacher had left and the other did not give any reason. Another participant had 
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Swedish as mother tongue so she just was in the advanced group of the Swedish as a second language 
lessons. They all said though that they could speak their mother tongue in school with other learners 
who spoke the same language. The mother tongue lessons were all taken places after school, once a 
week for 60 minutes.  
 
It is worth of notice that most of the participants used their native language as a spoken language only, 
i.e. they never studied it at school. Consequently they could speak it but still they had to learn the basic 
grammar and spelling during the mother tongue lessons. However, the three participants who had 
mother tongue lessons reported that they really enjoyed their lessons, where they could meet other 
learners in school who spoke their native language. LWSEN5 said that she was interested in learning 
more about her mother tongue and she explained that reading comprehension was the main activity 
during the class whereas they did not engage in discussions but worked on their own. LWSEN6 
described her lessons as more interactive and positively challenging, with games and discussions 
where the learners were not allowed to speak English or Swedish. LNSEN1 was delighted with her 
mother tongue lessons as she explained, “I basically grew up trying learning it (mother tongue), but it 
was too hard because I was quite young and it’s a complicated language but I think I am, mmm I’m 
getting better at it!” It appears that she appreciated the great opportunity for her to improve her native 
language, something she could not do in her former schools.  
 
My Reflections     
Language is indispensable for communication, interaction and learning as well as an essential 
condition to recognize and continue our cultural heritage. Consequently, teaching the mother tongue 
parallel to the language of education has been one of the main pedagogical approaches used to support 
the development of linguistic skills and to value the learner’s cultural background. Therefore, 
providing access to mother tongue teaching becomes a primary organizational task in multicultural 
schools. The school provided mother tongue lessons once a week after regular teaching hours. The 
participants in my study appreciated the opportunity to practice their native language, as they had 
never had this possibility in any other school they had been. However, studies and research have 
showed that some criteria should be considered when organizing mother tongue lessons. In particular, 
in his research overview, Bunar (2010) focused on mother tongue teaching in Swedish schools. He 
meant that in order to achieve a functional language development it is necessary to work within the 
subject area both with Swedish as a second language and mother tongue. According to Bunar, the 
results reported by research were not as positive as expected mostly because of the way the teaching 
has been organized in schools (p. 69-74). As narrated by my participants, most Swedish schools 
provide the lessons as extra-curricular activities. According to educational research though, a tight 
cooperation among language teachers and subject teachers is fundamental to reach good understanding 
and academic achievement. In her chapter All teachers are language teachers (my translation) 
Elmroth (2010) elucidated that the native language teaching was functional to the development of 
knowledge objectives in all subjects thus it should be promoted in as many contexts as possible by 
keeping in mind to refer to the mother tongue if necessary during all lessons too (in Lahdenperä & 
Lorentz, 2010). To arrange mother tongue lessons in school is not an easy task, anyhow I understood 
from the participants who had mother tongue lessons that they appreciated the lessons as a pure 
opportunity to feel closer to their cultural background, to meet a teacher and other learners who spoke 
the same language, this was the first time they could experience this connection between school and 
their language. I wonder how realistic is to organize such cooperation among teachers in a class 
environment with twelve different mother tongues. 
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6. Discussion 
 
Introduction 
 
The aim of this section is to provide a reflective and critical outlook of my study by analysing benefits 
and detriments of my method and findings. I have divided my discussion in separated headings as 
follow: Method Discussion, Ethical Discussion and Results Discussion. I have furthermore created 
four sub-headings in the Results Discussion, namely Experiencing Cultural Diversity, Describing 
Learning Conditions, Unfolding School Culture, and Conclusion. 
In conducting my study I have followed the ethical guidelines presented in the Good Research Practice 
(2011), in particular I have committed to carrying out the most highly qualitative research possible for 
my capacity, since, as stated in the guidelines, “The researcher is expected to do his or her best to 
conduct research of high quality” (p.12). Likewise in the following discussions, I have striven to 
closely follow another valuable suggestion, which advises that, “The most important thing is to be 
clear, critical and honest in evaluating sources of error” (p. 45). 
 

Method Discussion 
 
My research purpose was to listen to children’s voices in an inclusive multicultural learning 
environment and describe how learners, with and without special educational needs, verbalize their 
school experience and their opinions on their learning and social situation. Since I intended to research 
a social and educational environment, an inductive qualitative method appeared to be suitable to 
answer my research questions and fulfil my purpose in both collecting and analysing my data. 
Moreover, according to Hartman (2004), the qualitative research’s interests are the lived experiences 
of people and the meanings they attach to themselves and their situations. Therefore, in order to access 
a wide spectrum of nuanced descriptions, I chose to conduct six semi-structured interviews with 
middle school learners in an inclusive multicultural environment.  The meaning of qualitative 
interviews, in fact, as indicated by Kvale and Brinkamn (2014), is to stimulate faceted descriptions of 
different aspects of the interviewee’s experiences, and, by using genuine words and expressions, try to 
scrupulously interpret emerging meanings and knowledge. I have meticulously transcribed all the 
interviews in verbatim to ensure authenticity to the voices of the children. However, I found the 
process of transcription particularly rewarding since it gave me the opportunity to re-listen several 
times not only what the participants had expressed but also how they had expressed it: I was able to 
pay close attention to aspects, such as pauses, hesitations, sig hs, stumbles, and laughs that could have 
functioned as important markers in interpreting the results. For instance, pauses and hesitations could 
just be a way to take time to formulate a thought, but they could also have indicated a refuse to give an 
open answer. At times I had to reconsider or modify some questions in order to facilitate the 
participant’s responsiveness. On two occasions I had to reformulate some concepts that sounded too 
abstract for two specific participants, I managed to remove the linguistic barrier with one of them but I 
had to rethink the task in the other situation when I realized there was an emotional barrier, which 
hindered the response. In this case I diverted the conversation to a less sensitive subject, introducing 
the question later on a less personal level.  
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Overall, the semi-structured interviews proved very functional to my research objective. Yet, I think 
that to combine them with a participant class observation could have offered me a significant 
opportunity to witness live interaction among learners, to gain access to more spontaneous 
expressions, and to formulate more accurate contextual questions. I reckon that this could have 
provided a more insightful picture of their learning and social situation.  
 
As I mentioned before, I found it challenging to do my research in my work environment. I was 
perfectly aware that I had to strive to critically distance myself, or, more precisely, I had to wear “my 
special glasses”, which I had acquired during my latest studies as special education student, to observe 
something familiar from a completely different perspective. Indeed, it required intense and continuous 
self-awareness as well as reflection and reconsideration. 

 
Ethical Discussion 
  
As Widerberg (2011) pointed out, “to choose a qualitative method, however, does not ensure a 
qualitative research” (My translation, p.29); in fact, it is a necessary but not sufficient prerequisite. 
One of the fundamental factors for a qualitative research is the continual reference to ethical aspects 
that permeates the whole research process. Approaching my temporary role as a researcher, I have 
been cautious in following Ahlberg’s (2009) suggestions to take into serious consideration the 
dimension of power entailed in research, and to reflect upon how it could affect my young 
participants’ integrity not only in the interacting during the interviews but also in collecting and 
processing my data. The author encouraged me to ponder on a specific ethical dilemma that concerned 
the involvement of learners with special educational needs. While identification and categorisation of 
learners with different educational needs could be important for a scientific study, “they must be used 
with caution and under rigorous ethical control” (My translation, p.15). Therefore, two fundamental 
ethical principles, respect and care, have guided my study. When I had to select my participants I had 
decided to include learners with and without special educational needs to have a more authentic 
perspective and yet, I was concerned that put emphasis on the differences could have been detrimental 
for the more vulnerable participants. A way of managing the situation was to present my data as a 
narrative flow by reporting the descriptions in cohesive variations and alternations. I assigned to each 
participant an acronym consisting of initials and numbers and I referred to each of them as learners, 
using feminine pronouns to avoid any possible form of recognition of the interviewees.  
 
Overall, I think that the previous relationship with the participants had a significant impact on my 
research. I reckon it facilitated the foundation of favourable conditions for the development of the 
partnership between the learners and myself. As Siljehag (2015) clarifies, this partnership consists 
mainly in trying to find a common ground of understanding between the participants; thus, the 
researcher’s role is to facilitate young learners in making sense of complex concepts by creating 
meaningful connections to their daily life (in Qvarsell et al, 2015). However, I acknowledge that, 
occasionally, my previous relation with the participants might have inhibited the expression of some 
sensitive views or opinions. In fact, even if I overly repeated that our conversations were confidential, 
I noticed that some participants were careful in avoiding to name teachers and they were very tactful in 
describing situations where teachers were involved.  
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Results Discussion 
 
During the past twenty years, international and national policies have endorsed the inclusion of 
learners with special educational needs into mainstream classrooms and stressed the importance that 
schools had to actively work to eliminate barriers that hindered this inclusion (Skolverket, 2011; 
UNESCO, 1994; 2005; 2009). Educational research has focused on studying the concept of inclusion 
and its implementation in school practice (Ainscow, 2000; Helldin, 2007; Nilholm, 2006; Skidmore, 
2004; Skritc, 2005; Westling Allodi, 2010).  At the same time, significant waves of immigration 
occurring in Europe during the last two decades have drastically changed the schools of many 
European countries into more and more multicultural learning communities (European Agency of 
Special needs Education, 2009). Hence, researchers have explored new pedagogical approaches in 
order to face the challenge to meet all learners’ educational needs in multicultural environments 
(Hajisoteriou & Angelides, 2015; Lahdenperä & Lorentz 2010; Lorentz and Bergstedt, 2006). Another 
major factor in educational research is the gradually increasing attention to listening to children’s 
opinions and perspectives as a crucial condition to improve the quality of education and inclusion in 
schools (Messiou, 2006; 2011; Tangen, 2008; Westling Allodi, 2010). Based on the above 
considerations and my own work experience, I have developed a deeper interest in trying to 
understand more about special education needs in diversity. How can diversity foster inclusion? What 
do diverse learners say about their inclusive learning environment?  
 
The purpose of my study was to try to describe an inclusive multicultural environment by listening to 
the learners’ experiences and opinions, since I thought this represented a crucial point to start from in 
educational research. My research questions were:  
 

• How do diverse learners express and experience their cultural diversity? 
• How do they describe their learning conditions in a multicultural environment?  
• What opportunities and difficulties do diverse learners describe in school?  

In my results I tried to enhance the different nuances emerging from the participants’ descriptions and 
presented them into three main themes, Multicultural Identities, Learning and Being Together, and 
School Accommodation. I divided my themes into sub-themes in order to enhance clarity in my 
presentation; besides, each theme and sub-theme was followed by my considerations and thoughts. 
 
The results of the semi-structured interviews show that my research questions were thoroughly 
answered by the participants’ ability to describe their experiences and reflect on important aspects of 
their life and learning. I will therefore discuss my results by referring to my original research 
questions, and creating three themes: Experiencing Cultural Diversity, Describing Learning 
Conditions and Unfolding School Culture. 
 

Experiencing Cultural Diversity 
 
Regarding cultural diversity, the results show a consistent awareness of cultural and linguistic 
diversity. Each participant expressed her personal multicultural experience in detail and was able to 
describe and identify their cultural and linguistic background. The participants who had parents from 
different countries (LNSEN1, LWSEN3, LWSEN6) could not select a predominant cultural 
background while the ones whose parents came from the same country (LNSEN4, LWSEN2, 
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LWSEN5) could refer to their home culture as closely related to their personalities. However, the 
concept of a multifaceted flexible cultural identity emerged noticeably as a substantial and recurrent 
aspect of the participants’ lives and experiences. The descriptions of my participants are compatible 
with the experiences reported by the so-called Third Culture Kids (TCK) who were defined in 
Tannenbaum and Tseng (2015) as young persons who have lived during their developmental age 
outside the parents’ culture and tend to assimilate elements from each culture into their life experience. 
In different and personal ways, they expressed a shared relief in the opportunity to relate to others with 
a similar background, which involved moving often and quickly adapting to new cultures. Constant 
references to their special condition run all through their narrations, as to strengthen their connections 
to all the members of the group as an exclusive feature. In accordance with Moore and Barker (2012), 
my results indicate that the participants are not confused about their multicultural identity; they have a 
clear image of themselves. Namely, results do not show any significant difference between LNSEN 
and LWSEN participants for they identified themselves as all being capable multicultural children, and 
therefore special in different ways.  
 
The language factor plays a significant role in their cultural identity awareness. Even though each 
participant speaks at least two languages, English is the prevailing language for most of them. Besides 
even though for most of them it is not the mother tongue, they claim that they often speak English in 
daily situations with siblings and parents outside school. Being able to speak English is therefore 
considered an essential aspect of their multicultural identity. English has the function of a lingua 
franca, which is an indispensable tool to communicate in their multilingual environment. As 
Tannenbaum and Tseng (2015) have suggested, the identification of English as a recognizable trait of 
multicultural identity can be partly explained by the fact that most of the participants have attended 
international schools before and had already incorporated it as part of themselves, not just as their 
educational language. The two participants, who had not attended international schools before, 
repeatedly refer to their own experience of learning English as a second language as a crucial turning 
point in their lives. The experience of learning English not only represents a significant characteristic 
of their identity, but also the main experience they have in common and to which they can relate. 
Therefore, the process of including learners who come from mono-cultural backgrounds and are new 
to English becomes a shared group task where the first objective is to learn the language. In the 
process to include the new others, one can see exemplified in an authentic situation what Mead 
defined as “taking the perspective of the other “, that is the ability to understand both the unique held 
by the individual and the common held by the group (Vaage, 2003). 
  
From my results, it appears that sharing significant formative experiences within the social group 
could enhance the ability of “taking the role of the other” and “seeing from the other perspective” and 
facilitate the understanding of the others’ reactions, namely what Mead calls “the generalized others’ 
role” (Vaage, 2003). Arguably, in the case of such culturally diverse social group, the learner, by 
“taking the role of the other” and understanding the average and social expectations of the group, 
could internalize diversity into her “self”, as her own perspective. This could imply a more open 
acceptance of diversity in the group with a consequent special competence in welcoming and 
including learners with different abilities.  
On the contrary though, could there be a downside? Namely, could acceptance of diversity somehow 
hinder the identification and comprehension of special educational needs in such a diverse learning 
environment? In particular, I wonder if there is a realistic risk to underestimate the identification of 
special needs in a multicultural learning environment with the possible consequence of delaying 
interventions designed to adapt the environment to the specific educational needs. 
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Describing Learning Conditions 
 
As far as learning conditions are concerned, my results indicate that most of the participants are quite 
verbal about their learning preferences and needs. An evident trait that emerges from the descriptions 
is a common sense of belonging together as a group of learners with similar life experiences, ability to 
understand different languages and cultures, and flexibility to diverse learning environments. Playing 
together in small groups or as a big class group at breaks is mentioned as a valuable opportunity to 
learn and improve English skills. Likewise, socially interacting and discussing with peers is also a way 
to learn more about different countries and traditions and to learn how to see things from another 
perspectives. Most participants describe in various ways the opportunity to be knowledgeable in 
geography and languages; one of them summarizes this competence simply and clearly as 
‘understanding the world better’. In particular, the participants with special educational needs 
emphasize their interest in learning new languages and describe their multilingual competence a 
specific strength, although they have some kind of language disabilities. It surely is a positive input for 
their self-esteem and a foothold to cherish. Moreover, Vygotsky’s sociocultural approach of the 
learning process indicated that there are different types of literacy, not just the mono-cultural one 
traditionally proposed by formal educational system. This perspective of different literacy learned in 
different contexts and for different reasons has gained recognitions with the increasing 
multiculturalism in schools, where the acquisition of diverse language literacy has become reality and 
has questioned the formal academic literacy (Kozulin, 2004). Therefore, I conclude that for my 
participants being knowledgeable in different languages, cultures and traditions represent a special 
strength, but also the acquisition of a more pragmatic everyday life literacy, grounded in their reality, 
thus meaningful for them.  
 
Moreover, the participants particularly mention the clear structure of classroom routines as a condition 
for learning since it helps them to organize their work and remember what to do. The teacher’s ability 
to teach and explain clearly, calmly and wittily is stimulating because makes learning fun and makes 
them curious to learn more. Essentially, they all describe that each learner gets the help she needs in 
different ways and according to the context. Some of them receive individual help by teachers, mostly 
in form of re-teaching. They describe that when someone does not understand some concepts, the 
teacher explains individually while the rest of the class continues to work on more difficult tasks. 
Therefore, they explain, this is an unbiased way to receive help because they reckon that they are 
different and need different kinds of help to learn better. However, teamwork or group work is highly 
valued by the participants as being a conducive and motivating condition to learn and understand 
better.  
 
Working on a project together, asking their classmates for help first, discussing issues together, 
solving problems together, and making decisions together are the different activities described by the 
participants as group work, specifying that they have the same group for class meetings and chores, 
but newly mixed groups for other activities. In particular, four learners with special education needs 
point out that they prefer to work in a group and get help from peers because they not only understand, 
but also feel understood better. This impact of the group on learning is well described by Elmeroth 
(2010). She clarified that, in a collaborative learning approach, the students listen to each other and get 
a different influx than when they listen to teachers. Classmates, in fact, use simpler words and 
construct sentences in simpler ways so that they can access meaning easily. During group work 
though, they narrate that the teacher move around and help each group to come along with the work if 
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they are having difficulties. In a more technical term this supporting structure is referred to as 
scaffolding, and it defines the help that peers and teachers give in the ZPD where the dialog with 
others represents a substantial part of this support for less capable learners (Dysthe, 1996). Moreover, 
Gindis (1999) explains how Vygotsky was the first to theorize the common knowledge that assistance 
from more capable ones can discover the unseen abilities of less capable learners, with clear positive 
consequences for children with special educational needs. This process, in fact, uncovers the 
concealed potential of the learners, which is often difficult to identify in more traditional ways, such as 
formal assessment.  
 
However, some uncertainty could be represented by the actual participation in the group by some 
participants with more evident special educational needs. How much could they authentically 
contribute to the group without any kind of support? According to Chaiklin (in Kozulin et al. 2003) it 
is advisable to focus more on Vygotsky’s concept of development as a dynamic process where 
material (social) aspects and mental (personal) aspects are continuously in action and interaction 
during the child’s different developmental stages. By using Vygotsky own words, the author proposes 
an inside interpretation of Vygotsky’s idea of ZPD. The interactions with others (material and social 
dimension of development) can stimulate the formation of the child’s new functions or the 
improvement of existing ones (mental and personal dimension of development). This model describes 
the child as entirely integrated in a unified structure of relationships some developed and others 
developing more complex psychological functions, which are learned through material interaction 
with others. This framework has provided me with a theoretical support to understand how all children 
interacting in a group can reciprocally incite the development or the improvement of those functions 
needed to move forward to the next developmental stage.    
Yet, a reasonable perplexity remains: Could working in a group represent for some participants just a 
way to divert attention from their difficulties and coping with the anxiety of feeling singled out by 
getting individualized help?  
 

Unfolding School Culture 
  
To meet the participants’ educational needs the school provides after school mother tongue lessons 
according to availability of language teachers. Researchers have argued the way that mother tongue 
lessons are currently organized in schools advocating that mother tongue teachers should be for more 
involved in regular subject lessons (Bunar, 2010; Lahdenperä, 2010; Lorentz, 2006). Nevertheless, the 
three participants who attend mother tongue lessons describe them as an exceptional opportunity to 
practice their mother tongue in school with other peers, as well as to learn more about their culture. So 
from their point of view the lessons are functional and respond to the need of connecting with their 
native cultural background and to be seen and appreciated. 
 
The results show the participants’ ability to soundly articulate the importance of their school culture, 
the need of school rules, and the positive attitudes of their teachers and peers. Basically, they describe 
an environment where routines are created to discuss and promote democratic values, such as respect, 
tolerance, freedom, and solidarity, to solve conflicts, and to share opinions about current important 
topics. As a consequence, the participants consider the school a safe social and learning place. Some 
of the participants also explain that for them it is easy to understand and respect others because they 
are used to living in different countries, meeting people who have different ways of living, and having 
friends and relatives from around the world. Others, however, described how some children in school 
could at times show unfriendly behaviors, use foul language towards others, rudely answer back, and 
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above all refuse to apologize. Rather than emphasizing the negligence of following the rules, the 
participants express sincere concern about the attitude of learners from the mono-linguistic classes. 
Essentially, they are relating their multicultural background with the culturally homogeneous 
background of other learners in the same school. This represents for them an exceptional opportunity 
to compare their experience with that of children who have lived in the same country through their 
lives. According to my results, they identify a main discrepancy in the failing to understand the others’ 
perspective. In this context I turn to Bergstedt (2006) who suggested that a multicultural environment 
allows to identify differences; he added that “until we live within the same national borders, we do not 
question our language, identity and culture; only when we move to another country, culture we 
recognize the differences between cultures and values” (p. 241, my translation). He meant that when 
we meet the ‘foreigner’ we have to confront ourselves and questions our way of being and doing. This 
could offer a possible way to understand the participants’ attitude; since they had long experiences of 
confronting and adjusting with the ‘foreigner’ they had developed the skill of being able to rapidly 
recognize what differenciated them from the “foreigner” and look beyond cultural boundaries. In other 
words, the participants had already attained a remarkable multicultural compentence, which can be 
defined as openness and flexibility in accepting, understanding and enjoying new perspectives without 
feeling threatened by them. I suggest that this shared ability to find themselves comfortable in a 
continuous process of dialogue, negoziation and construction of language, identity and cultural 
meanings can be considered the common core of the group. Moreover, this same process enabled the 
participants to easily identify differences and similarities and to understand “the other”, as well as to 
accept individual diversity as an opportunity to enrich their own cultural baggage.  
 
However, beyond the concept of understanding the others, one can argue that what emerges in this 
context is also a cultural crash between two different perspectives of interpreting and prioritizing 
democratic values, for multicultural learners with experience of diversity the main value is respect, for 
learners who have lived mainly in uniformity freedom is more valuable. The fact that not all the 
learners share the same priority of the values could affect the school community, creating 
miscommunication and, therefore be detrimental for the social and learning climate. According to 
Mead, a community of individuals depend on each other to be able to understand who they are (Vaage, 
2003), therefore the renegotiation of the community values could presumably be a prerequisite to 
restructure the environment and reduce social friction. 
 

Conclusion 
 
To conduct this study in my workplace has been both challenging and rewarding. The main challenges 
were to observe with “different eyes” a familiar environment, detach myself from previuos knowledge 
and focus only on the participants’ descriptions and opinions. Being a teacher in the school, one of my 
biggest concerns was also to consider the risk to influence the participants’ responses; therefore I have 
striven to professionally follow the suggested ethical guidelines and use my best critical and reflective 
skills. Moreover, not all the learners were eager to participate and be interviewed, I then reckon that 
the voices of the more timid, introverted and vulnerable learners are not heard in the interviews; 
therefore, this study can only give a partial picture of that diverse learnering environment. However, 
the learners who volunteered to participate showed a genuine committment and took the interviews 
very seriously. Thus the participants were involved and verbal in asking for eventual clarification of 
meanings and expressing their opinions; they could also describe variuos group situations where other 
learners where involved.    
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The sociocultural framework that has sustained my study has offered the opportunity to detect some 
significant themes that I have presented. The participants’ descriptions of their experiences and 
opinions have revealed a complex and dynamic multicultural learning environment. Some of the 
teaching and learning approaches described by the participants are based on sociocultural theories. 
Collaborative learning methods arise from Vygotsky’s idea that social interaction not only develops 
learning and language, but also supports thinking. The term “scaffolding” defines the help that 
teachers and peers give to less capable learners in the ZPD. The participants’ engagement in playing 
together, as in role-play, is functionally helping them to acquire a structured self by “taking the role of 
the other” while learning to be both subject and object in a constant exchanging of the roles. By 
playing team games every day together they move to a more complex level when they have to learn 
and play by the rules, each of them with a specific role. According to Mead (Vaag, 2003), team games 
entail making rules, activating and using them in cooperating and communicating. During these games 
the learners also train how to use attitudes; hence they start to understand the environment and how 
they can affect it and, in return, be affected by it. Through this process they learn to relate, not to a 
specific other, but to a “generalized other”, which in that circumstance represents the whole team, but 
later can be shifted to any other group or to the whole society (p.126-139). 
 
Overall, the participants’ descriptions depict a functional learning environment characterized by a 
variegated cultural and linguistic diversity where learners with diverse ability enjoy interacting and 
learning together. Certainly, it is quite encouraging to observe how such unity can emerge from 
diversity; one may argue that, by acknowledging their cultural and linguistic differences as mutual 
features of their multilayered identity, the participants nourish a spirit of solidarity and the awareness 
that they need to support each other. However, as I have been trained to do in the past three years, it is 
always crucial to look beyond the surface to find other possibilities and meanings.  
There are some thoughts that resound in my mind. To begin with, I find particularly interesting the 
way multicultural identities are formed in children. What emerges from the participants’ description is 
this incredible ability to absorb and ingrain different cultures and languages and to switch constantly 
and naturally from one to another. This process seems so well grounded that they do not see diversity 
as a problem, it’s their life, and it’s who they are. I argue that stretching diversity to the point that 
becomes almost normality can reveal some concerning side effects for learners with special 
educational needs, whose needs could easily be overlooked. However, I suspect that it could also mean 
that they could not develop awareness of their individual situation and needs. I do agree with 
Vygotsky when he suggests that, “the primary problem of a disability is not the organic impairment 
itself but its social implications” (in Gindis, 1999, p 34) therefore working together has the important 
role of allowing them to form a positive self-image also reflected by the other, and, consequently, to 
develop their self-esteem. However, I also agree with Mead when he suggests that in the formation of 
identities the development of self-awareness and reflective consciousness is necessary to understand 
our existence and to solve problems, it is only when there is a conflict that we become aware of our 
actions and the effect they have on others. Therefore, to be aware means to have a realistic image of 
self (Vaage, 2003). What I suggest is that to acknowledge diversity for an individual could be essential 
to understanding it and accepting the help she needs as a natural part of her educational and personal 
development. 
 
In addition, the identity of multicultural children seems quite fascinating; in particular, investigating 
more multicultural learning environments could provide precious insights into understanding not only 
diversity but also special educational needs in diversity. I endorse the need for more extensive 
research, which could further explore multicultural learners in general, and multicultural learners with 
special educational needs in particular, since they are already the future of our educational system. 
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Some of the possible questions to investigate in depth could be: How does multicultural identity affect 
the identification of special educational needs? How could a social cultural approach, based on 
learners’ perspectives, provide resourceful insights and interpretations needed to face the growing 
multicultural reality of our schools? How does the educational and social future of multicultural 
learners look like? 
 
 

Implications for Special Education Practice 
 
An overview of studies on multiculturalism and special needs published by the European Agency for 
Development in Special Needs Education (2009) shows that there is a consistent discrepancy in the 
participating European countries in the proportions in which learners with an immigrant background 
are represented within special education. Some of the results reported indicate that assessments and 
tests fail to give an authentic picture of the learner’s abilities and potential since they are created for 
monolingual children in the host culture. Therefore, the biased methods used to assess learners with an 
immigrant background could be a logical reason why these learners are either over- or under-
represented in special education. Moreover, results attest that schools and teachers face the continuous 
challenge to differentiate between learners who have a need for linguistic support and learners who 
have special educational needs. Researchers in the participating countries reveal that educational 
homogeneity can cause social difficulties, while an inclusive approach that endorse educational 
diversity can facilitate the development of social competences with all learners. 
 
 The results reported by the European Agency present an alarming profile of the educational situation 
of an increasing number of learners. The Swedish educational system is in line with the other 
countries, as Allodi (2007) confirmed “the increasing number of children in special units and the 
overrepresentation of those from a non-Swedish background indicate that the school system is not 
always adapted to all children” (p.137). Besides, since the publication of the above overview, diversity 
in European schools has increased consistently and is likely to grow at a faster pace in the next 
decades.  
 
Special education embodies the quintessential arena for discussion and advocacy on the rights of 
vulnerable learners, it seems a compelling need for special education to be more involved in 
supporting educators and school in finding suitable ways to modify their practice and structure in 
order to receive and accommodate the raising number of multicultural learners with and without 
special educational needs.  
  

 
Recommendations for Further Research 
 
In my research study I have further reflected on the significance of the learners’ perspective in 
educational research. As a matter of fact, children have an exclusive point of view on education, 
certainly worth of serious consideration since it could inspire and stimulate educators and researchers 
in finding new pedagogical approaches, suitable to improve learning conditions for all learners. Often 
the capacity of children to recognize quality, detect nuances, and grasp meanings is widely 
underestimated. Learners, after all, are the ones who benefit most from a functional, inclusive and 
diverse educational school environment. Therefore more research based on children as co-researchers 
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would allow to access learning environments from the inside. Hence, listening to what children have 
to say by encouraging them to use different expressive means is my foremost recommendation for 
educational research. 
 
Furthermore, multiculturalism is escalating in our society and schools. I would encourage more 
research on special educational needs in diversity since little has been done compared to the proportion 
of the problem. Any attempt to improve education should start by listening to what the learners have to 
say; there cannot be any effective change in education if researchers and policy makers minimalize the 
value of learners’ perspectives in education. 
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Attachments 
 
Attachment 1: Consent letter to Principal 
 

Stockholm, 

 
Dear Mr ___________, 

 

As a Special Education student at Stockholm University, I wish to conduct a research study for my 

essay on social interaction and knowledge development in a multicultural learning environment.  

I am hereby seeking your consent to interview six middle grade students of the international section of 
your school. I undertake to seek the consent of the parents of the students who will be interviewed by 

me.  

In terms of confidentiality and privacy, I am obliged not to reveal anyone’s personal identity; therefore 

I pledge that the name of the school and students will remain anonymous. I take upon myself to inform 

the school of my results upon request. (Good Research Practice, the Swedish Research Concil, 2011). 
Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter.  

 

Yours sincerely, 

Anna-Letizia Calabrese 
Student, 
Special Education Institute 
Stockholm University 
 
 
For any information please contact my supervisor: 
 
Eva Siljehag 
Senior lecturer, Associate Professor 
Department of Special Education 
Stockholm University 
eva.siljehag@specped.su.se 
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Attachment 2: Consent letter to parents/guardians 
 
 
Stockholm,  
 
 
Dear Parents/Guardians 
 
 As a Special Education student at Stockholm University, I wish to conduct a research study for my 

essay on social interaction and knowledge development in a multicultural learning environment. My 
project will be conducted under the supervision of Dr Eva Siljehag, Associate Professor at the Special 

Education Department of Stockholm University. 

I am hereby seeking your consent to interview your child, as part of my research project. My question 

areas are cultural and linguistic identity, and favourable condition for social interaction and learning in 

a multicultural environment. The interview will be held in school right after school hours, and only 
upon both your and your child consent. I reckon that the interview will take about 30-40 minutes. The 

interview will be discontinued if, for any reason, your child decides to end it. 

In terms of confidentiality and privacy, I am obliged not to reveal anyone’s personal identity; therefore 

I pledge that the name of the school and students will remain anonymous. I take upon myself to inform 

you of my results if you wish (Good Research Practice, The Swedish Research Concil, 2011).  
 

Thank you for your time and consideration in this matter.  

 

Yours sincerely, 
 

Anna-Letizia Calabrese 
Student, 
Special Education Institute 
Stockholm University 
 

 
 
 

 

 



 
 

Attachment 3: Interview Guide 
 
Warm-up questions:  

- What’s your name? 
- How old are you? 
- Where do you come from? 
- Have you lived in other countries before moving to Sweden? Which? 

Introductory question 
What does a typical school day look like for you? 
Key questions  
Cultural and Linguistic background 

- How long have you been in this school? 
- Which language do you speak at home?  
- How many languages do you speak? 
- Have you any opportunity to speak your language in school? Any classmate can speak your 

language? 
- Do you have a home language teacher?  
- How would you describe your culture? What do you appreciate most/less about your culture? 

Why?   
- Do you like to talk about your culture with your classmates and teachers?  

Diverse cultural background 
- Can you describe your first days in this school? 
- How do you feel about speaking English?  
- How do you feel about having children from different cultures and languages in your class?  
- Can you tell me what do you think is good and not so good about being in your class?  

Peer interaction 
- Can you tell me about your friends? 
- How do you play together? Which language do you use?  
- How do you like to work with other children in class?  
- What makes you feel part of your class?  
- How would you describe this school?   

School/learning 
- How do your teachers help you learn? 
- What is most helpful? /What is least helpful?  
- What do you think about your home language lessons? 
- How do you think a teacher can be fair so that all the students will have the same help to learn 

well? 
- Do think some kids need different things to learn?  
- How do your teachers tell you about how you are doing in school?  
- How do think your teachers and the school expect to behave?  
- Could you tell me about the school rules? How do feel about it? 

Ending questions  
- Could you tell me what works best for you at school?  

Summary of the main points from the interview  
- Have I missed anything? Is there anything else you would like to tell? 
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