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The aim of the research presented in this paper is to expand current understandings of how 

preschool teachers in Sweden work with and talk about intercultural issues in preschool, 

and how they interpret the curriculum working with respect to issues of cultural diversity. 

The study is based on data from two semi-structured focus groups with preschool teachers 

from preschools where the majority of the children were foreign born or were first 

generation Swedes. Transcriptions from these focus groups were subjected to content 

analyses based on a norm critical perspective. Our results showed that the preschool 

teachers had difficulty distinguishing the terms multicultural and intercultural. However, 

based on the way the teachers discussed their approaches to engaging with actual and 

hypothetical cultural dilemmas it was evident that the teachers had competence in the 

intercultural area and worked with an intercultural pedagogy but without reflecting about 

it.  While our study showed that teachers believe that they need more formal training in 

intercultural pedagogy, it also highlighted the fact that teachers develop legitimate 

competencies in these areas on their own. These ”learning-by-doing” competencies are 

valuable as well and should be accounted for as the preschool teacher training sector 

works to develop training methods for preschool teaches in intercultural education. A lot 

of things are left for the preschool teacher to handle and interpret by themselves.  The 

curriculum is an example for one of these tools that a lot of teachers have a hard time 

interpreting. Our results showed that the goals in the curriculum within the aspect of 

intercultural issues and diversity is contradictory and hard to understand. 
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Over the past 150 years Sweden has gone from being a country of emigration to a country 

of immigration. In November 2015, Sweden had 149 000 people seeking asylum, that is 

74 000 more people than 2014 (Migrationsverket, 2016a). With this flood of refugees 

Swedish society is changing dramatically. These changes are exerting pressure in particular 

on the Education sector: of the 149,000 asylum seekers to Sweden in 2015, 70,384 were 

children (Migrationsverket, 2016b). This raises the question of how teachers in Sweden’s 

educational system are adapting to these changes, especially preschool teachers who are 

responsible for some of the youngest migrants entering the country. 

In the fall of 2015 we had our internship in New York and that really opened up our eyes 

to the intercultural world. We started seeing the world with different eyes and became more 

aware of what norms we have and how they affect how we act. This also made us 

experience a lot of culture clashes that we were not used to. We visited a lot of different 

preschools and became aware of how they celebrate diversity and how they create a 

community in the preschool. Our mentor, Beth Ferholt, challenged us in talking about the 

norms we carry and how they affect our everyday life. We understood that we take our 

own culture for granted and have a hard time realizing people around us does not share the 

same culture and norms of what is considered normal for u. We also had a lot of interesting 

conversations with Takeima Bunche Smith and the struggles she meets every day because 

of her ethnicity. We felt like we need to start talking about these issues in our preschools 

and be more aware of them in our everyday life. We felt that the people we talked to had 

an openness talking about race and ethnicity and it felt like they were proud when talking 

about their ethnicity and that is something we feel there is a lack of here in Sweden. We 

feel that there might be the Swedish norm not to talk about these issues because we are 

afraid of being called racist or stepping on somebody’s toes. This made us want to do our 

thesis about cultural issues in the Swedish preschool. 

The Swedish preschool curriculum (Skolverket, 2010) notes that Sweden has been 

experiencing increased migration across our borders and that creates an increased cultural 

diversity in the Swedish preschools. The curriculum does not specify exactly how teachers 

should work to address this increased diversification in preschools but it says it is important 

that they do so (Runfors, 2013). Furthermore, the curriculum states that Swedish 

1 Introduction 



 

5 
 

preschools are supposed to accommodate different cultures but at the same time teachers 

have to uphold Swedish values and traditions which lead to confusion among the teachers. 

“The task of the preschool involves not only developing the child’s 

ability and cultural creativity, but also passing on a cultural heritage 

– its values, traditions and history, language and knowledge – from 

one generation to the next” (Skolverket, 2010, p.5).  

As the situation in Sweden highlights, the world is shrinking, every day people are meeting 

someone with a different culture or religion (Fjällhed, 2012). It is becoming more common 

to move to new countries. Many people are leaving a country with poverty and 

unemployment, but a lot of people do not choose to leave their country, they have to 

because of war and violence. One consequence of these global cultural movements is a 

change in how we think and talk about culture 

Given the current transformations that Swedish society is undergoing, and their impact on 

the provision of preschool, it is becoming increasingly pressing for preschool teachers in 

Sweden to have the social and pedagogical tools to negotiate this changing cultural climate. 

The study presented in this paper expands current understandings of how preschool 

teachers work with and talk about ethnic diversity and cultural issues in preschool. 

Furthermore more, in this study we identify various ways in which contemporary preschool 

teachers in Sweden who work in culturally diverse preschools interpret and apply the 

curriculum in trying to address cultural issues in the school. For this essay we are defining 

“culturally diverse preschools” as schools were the majority of the children are foreign-

born or second generation immigrants. 

We begin the paper with a review of relevant background research. We will describe 

important terms for our study to give the reader a better understanding of the subject. Next 

we will present our research aims and questions, followed by a description of our methods. 

In the results we assembled and present our data that we got from the focus group. This 

data will be analyzed and discussed in the section below the results. In the conclusion we 

have a final summary and discuss final conclusions from our study and suggestions for 

further research. 
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A quality assurance report made by the Swedish School Inspectorate (Skolinspektionen, 

2012) reported that intercultural pedagogical approaches were lacking in Swedish 

preschools. Skolinspektionen reviewed 42 preschools in 14 different municipalities in 

Sweden. Every preschool was visited for two days where interviews with staff were 

conducted, and daily activities and learning environments were observed. The reviewers 

concluded that an intercultural pedagogy could strengthen the children’s ability to 

understand differences and give the children tools to understand the world around them. 

The reviewers also argued that preschool teachers should develop their knowledge and 

competence on how to work with these intercultural issues in order to support the children 

with both their mother tongue and Swedish (Skolinspektionen, 2012). Furthermore, they 

argued that preschool teachers need to know how to take advantage of the cultural diversity 

and social community so that every child in the preschool can be acknowledged for who 

they are (ibid.). There has not been a lot of research done in a preschool context across the 

world on how this diversity and talking about it matter in children’s everyday life (Aukrust 

& Rydland, 2009).   

As we noted earlier, the Swedish preschool curriculum asks teachers to be mindful of 

cultural issues in their work with children (Puktás, 2013). However, the curriculum does 

not give “concrete tools” for how the preschool teachers should do this work (Runfors, 

2013).  This could lead the preschool teachers to be directed to work from their own 

conceptions and experiences. They have to use their common sense which is formed by 

the individual preschools teachers’ norms and values. The curriculum also gives 

ambiguous assignments (ibid.). Runfors (2013) and Puktás (2013) argues that the 

curriculum gives a doubled mission that is contradictory. 

2.1 Core concepts: intercultural and multicultural 

The term multicultural, is used to refer situations in which people from different cultures 

and backgrounds coexist but with little to no interaction (Fjällhed, 2012; Lahdenperä, 

2004). In other words, there is tolerance without active integration and exchange. Fjällhed 

(2012) argues for an alternative concept: intercultural. The term intercultural refers to the 

2 Background & Prior research 
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idea that people from different cultures and backgrounds should coexist and actively 

interact and cooperate with one another.  

There are several dimensions to the idea of interculturalism (Lahdenperä, 2004). 

Interculturalism involves crossing borders. Mutual respect, tolerance, equality and social 

justice is some of the ethical values that is a goal when you are working with an 

intercultural aspect in education (Lahdenperä, 2004). To create a real meeting between 

people with different cultures and backgrounds we have to meet every individual with 

curiosity, self-reflection and respect for each other’s differences and actively see one 

another (ibid.).  

2.2 Prior research 

There has not been a lot of research concerning pedagogic work in relation to the increasing 

cultural diversity of Sweden (Lunneblad, 2006). A report from Statens Offentliga 

Utredningar (2005:56) states that the Swedish preschool teacher education program does 

not provide sufficient instruction for preschool teachers in intercultural issues common in 

daily preschool practice. Lunneblad (2010) argues that intercultural pedagogy has to be a 

steady feature throughout the preschool teacher education program. He argues that in order 

for intercultural pedagogy to become something beyond multiculturalism - that is, as we 

defined it earlier, cultures co-existing but not interacting - intercultural pedagogy needs to 

be seen as a process, a transboundary between cultures that stresses reciprocity, respect, 

tolerance, equality and social justice.  

The Swedish government has been developing the work with intercultural issues, 

intercultural communication and education since 1980 (Lahdenperä, 2004). In 1985 a 

decision was made by the government that the intercultural issues need to be taken into 

consideration in the development and implementation of all educational activities. As we 

mentioned earlier intercultural is a process or an action over borders and interaction 

(Lahdenperä, 2008). The term is a mix of inter and culture which in general means in 

between cultures. People live in the same community and interact with each other. This is 

different compared to multicultural which indicates that even if there are different cultures 

together they does not interact with each other (ibid.). 
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Berthelsen and Karuppiah (2011) argue that preschool teaching students need more 

education in how to deal with intercultural issues, especially concerning issues related to 

ethnicity. Berthelsen and Karuppiah (2011) conducted a study were they asked students in 

the preschool teaching education program in Singapore about their understanding of 

multicultural education and how comfortable they were talking about race and gender. The 

students felt safer taking about issues concerning gender, physical disabilities and age but 

they felt uncomfortable talking about issues concerning an ethnic diversity because they 

felt they did not have enough knowledge in that area.  

Eklund (2003) analyzed if and how the Swedish school system provides students with tools 

for handling cultural diversity. Eklund (2003) argues that multiculturalism concerns 

everybody no matter which culture you have. Previous research on issues of both 

multiculturalism and interculturalism has focused primarily on children from a minority 

background and/or with an immigrant background, rather than on all children (Eklund, 

2003; Lahdenperä, 2004). Consequently this creates a problem when teachers try and adapt 

these theories without reflecting on if there applicably in the school context (Eklund, 

2003). The more intercultural competence teachers have, the more they may be able to 

develop an intercultural community in the schools and later on in the society (ibid.).  

When bringing people from different cultures together there is a possibility of conflicts 

and misunderstandings (Han & Thomas, 2010). They argues that to show knowledge and 

respect for every culture, have the ability to interact with people from different ethnic or 

racial backgrounds and recognize unfair treatment towards them is multicultural 

responsiveness. Han and Thomas writes that if you do not have multicultural 

responsiveness in your work it might lead to significant misunderstandings. They say to 

start developing this multicultural awareness you need to try to understand the complicity 

of it and understand that it is a lifelong process working with yourself, your values and 

your self-reflection. Individual reflection includes how one sees its own culture as well as 

someone else’s and how they affect each other. If you live with the mainstream culture it 

might be hard to even realize that you have a culture. Furthermore it is important to gain 

knowledge about cultures, their values and what social norms each culture has. If a 

multicultural classroom is to be successful the people in it needs to learn from one another 

and understand the connection between social competence and culture identity (Han & 
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Thomas, 2010). There needs to be respect and understanding between the children and they 

need to support each other (ibid.). 

Bunar (2008) states that more information about the multicultural communities needs to 

be told by the people who are living in these communities. Bunar did research where he 

interviewed young people from multicultural suburbs to some of Sweden’s larger cities. 

His conclusion from his research was that we need to create meeting places where children 

from different cultures can meet on a daily bases to make our differences normal and to 

make a multicultural community more intercultural. This also leads to the children 

developing common norms, values and attitudes which are important for the future of our 

country. One thing Bunar found in his research is that young people in multicultural 

neighborhoods expressed that more Swedes in their neighborhood would help them with 

their language development and get the common norms and values we need to create an 

intercultural society. There needs to be an interplay between people from different ethnic 

backgrounds in order to achieve these norms and values. 

Nordin & Schölin (2011) argues that within the social sciences the word culture has 

hundreds of definitions. The term itself is very important but it is hard to get a grip on. 

Several have argued that preschool teachers in Sweden should strive to develop cultural 

competence (Sandström, 2010; Borgström, 2004). Sandström (2010) defines it as being 

able to question your own values as a cultural person, and that is not an easy task. Every 

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

matter which background or culture they have and Sandström argues there is a lack of 

knowledge in how to do so. It is easier for people in general to talk to people with similar 

background and culture. It is when people are forced out of the comfort zone when talking 

to people from another culture or background that insecurities comes up. Sandström argues 

that if there is too much insecurity people do not know how to act which can often lead to 

a negative generalization and misconceptions.  

2.3 Norms and power structures within intercultural issues  

Han and Thomas (2010) states that it is important to gain knowledge about cultural values 

and social norms each culture has. In this section we will describe how the norms are 

dividing our society and why they play an important role in the intercultural pedagogy.  
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Cultural norms play a normalizing function in society (Dalgren, 2012). Norms are a kind 

of metaphorical box: everything that does not fit in that box is strange or different to those 

who identify with the norms. Dalgren (2012) examines Swedish norms and how they are 

used to distinguish Swedes and non-Swedes. In this case, according to Dalgren, it is 

immigrants to Sweden and minorities that are looked upon by the society as something 

negative or harmful from an ethnocentric perspective. Leòn Rosales (2001) notes the fact 

that Swedish schools are tasked with the responsibility of promoting children’s social 

development and make them feel a part in our society. He argues that every child must feel 

like they are full members in the society, not someone that stands outside the community 

because of their ethnicity, religion or how they look. However, Leòn Rosales points out 

that often in Sweden children grow up being labeled a “Swede” or an immigrant. 

Immigrant is not a specific term, it is a term for all the groups that do not fit in the Swedish 

norm (Leòn Rosales, 2001). The feeling of being a minority and not having a place where 

you fit in brings up a need to identify yourself (ibid.). The preschool is a part of the lifelong 

learning and it is important to start working with these norms from the start (Skolverket, 

2010). 

As noted, Swedish preschools are becoming more and more diverse due to the influx of 

immigrant families into the country. Tesfahuney (1999) discusses how schools with a 

majority of immigrant families are portrayed in the media and in politics as different and 

disconnected from the education system and the society. That is, they are seen as deviant 

from the norm. This conclusion was arrived at by Lunneblad (2010) who argues that 

multicultural schools which are linguistically and culturally diverse are considered by the 

society as different and problematic schools. Working with cultural and linguistic diversity 

is seen by the society as something that is outside of the preschool teachers’ normal 

activities. The everyday routines and traditions of the preschool are highly valued and 

portrayed as something very hard to change. Lunneblad states that how preschool teachers 

see the society, the cultural and social relations in it plays a big part in how the cultural 

diversity is shown as a natural part in the everyday activities in the preschool. If the 

preschool should work as a social meeting place among cultures it needs to be linked 

together with the rest of the community (ibid.).  
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2.4 Talking about ethnicity and race in Nordic Preschools  

Given how much need there is for developing intercultural education in Swedish 

preschools, it is important to understand what research, however little, does exist that 

examines these questions in Swedish preschools. One key example of this kind of research 

is the work by Forsman and Hummelstedt-Djedou (2014). They followed two children, 

one with an African ethnicity and one with an Asian ethnicity, in a Swedish-Finnish 

preschool in Finland using a video camera to examine how the children talked about ethnic 

diversity. Forsman and Hummelstedt-Djedou did transcriptions of the children’s talk. They 

found that many children use their ethnicity as a resource when they try to identify 

themselves and investigate themselves in relation to others. Children also drew on their 

ethnicity to find their place in the group, to negotiate and to see power relations (Forsman 

& Hummelstedt-Djedou, 2014; Aukrust & Rydland, 2009). Furthermore Forsman and 

Hummelstedt-Djedou (2014) found that ethnic diversity as a topic was often brought up 

by the children themselves. When the children talk about these ethnic differences they 

discover similarities and differences between themselves and the other children and can 

find common experiences from having another ethnical background than the mainstream 

group in the preschool. Using these methods in their everyday interactions at preschool 

can give the children a sense of belonging or exclusion.  

Similar to Forsman and Hummelstedt-Djedou, Aukrust and Rydland (2009) conducted 

research in Norway in which they used video observations to examine how children in 

preschool talked about ethnicity in their everyday activities. When they did their recording 

there were at least one child present with another ethnic background than the norm, 

Norwegian. Aukrust and Rydland (2009) found that when children talk about ethnicity it 

is usually among peers and without any teachers. Aukrust and Rydland argue that when 

teachers do not talk about ethnicity with the children it might lead the children to view the 

topic as more thrilling and exciting, in turn leading the children to talk about and explore 

the topic further on their own. They found in their study that this subject is very loaded and 

delicate for both children and adults in the preschool. Preschool teachers can play an 

important role in mediating discussions and perceptions of ethnicity by affirming the 

children’s personal backgrounds (Forsman & Hummelstedt-Djedou, 2014). Forsman and 

Hummelstedt-Djedou’s (2014) study show that the children’s ethnicity is not static but how 

we see our ethnicity can change depending on who we interact with. In order to help the 

children discover who they are and finding their identity it is important that the preschool 
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teachers discuss these issues and have an open environment that supports their ethnic 

identity and feeling of belonging in our everyday activities.  

Talking about ethnicity in school, however, is something that is generally seen as a 

challenge. Pollock (2004) notes the importance and difficulty of taking about race in 

school. The way we talk or our silence in the talk about race is the result in what we do 

and do not do about racial inequality. Pollock found that when teachers do not talk about 

race or racial dilemmas within the school they risk harming the children. There is a tension 

in talking about race in our private conversation, we often think about how, whether, and 

when we should talk racially about one another and about race’s role in the school life. 

Some argue that the race talk itself can be seen as racist, some are unsure of how to talk 

about it. Pollock argues that it would be beneficial for the children if we talk in racial terms 

about school people, programs, policies and patterns. We have to wrestle with our own 

habits of talking about and analyzing race (ibid.). 

 

 

To summarize, the Swedish preschool curriculum asks preschool teachers to work with 

cultural issues in the classroom without providing concrete tools for how the preschool 

teachers should work to reach the goals in the curriculum. This potentially leads teachers 

to be confused about and paralyzed by the seemingly contradictory demands of the 

curriculum in which preschool teachers are asked to promote national values while at same 

time mediating these values through a framework of cultural diversity (Runfors, 2013). 

Given the tension in calls for a culturally inclusive pedagogy, our aim with this research is 

to expand current understandings of how preschool teachers work with and talk about 

ethnic diversity and intercultural issues in preschool. We also wish to study how preschool 

teachers interpret the curriculum working with respect to issues of cultural while at the 

same time attempting to uphold Swedish traditions.  

In order to expand these understandings our research is guided by the following questions: 

1. How does knowledge of intercultural issues affect how preschool teachers talk 

about intercultural issues?  

3 Research aims & Questions 
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2. How do preschool teachers interpret and use conceptual tools designed to help 

them integrate intercultural issues in their daily preschool activities? 

3. How do preschool teachers interpret the curriculum when working with issues 

of cultural diversity?  

 

 

Norm criticism is a way of understanding norms and is used as a tool to challenge the 

norms we have (Iglyo, 2016; Martinsson & Reimers, 2008). Using norms criticism we can 

raise awareness of the power imbalances and exclusion of some norms we carry (Iglyo, 

2016). Norm criticism is about raising awareness about how norms are developed and 

maintained; at the same time it is about questioning, transforming, and about the possibility 

of creating new norms (Svaleryd & Hjertson, 2012). Svaleryd and Hjertson state that a goal 

of norm criticism is to counteract similarities and to move beyond tolerance as the standard 

of inclusion. A norm critical perspective challenges borders for power and normalcy. The 

norms creates structures in our society of what is normal and what is not (Elmeroth, 2008). 

Since our norms affect all of us and what we see as normal we have to be aware of them 

and break the norms to create a preschool were everyone is accepted for who they are 

(ibid.). An important tool in working with intercultural issues is to break the hierarchy in 

the society and make the things that are different, normal (Dalgren, 2012).  

The norm critical aspect will be a tool for us to highlight the preschool teacher’s norms 

and values in how they talk.  

 
 
 
 

Our study was based on information gathered from two focus group sessions conducted in 

two multicultural preschools.  

5.1 Field sites 

Two preschools were selected for participation in our study. The first school (School one) 

was a municipal, urban preschool for children and families that are seeking asylum. The 

majority of the children at this school were born in another country. The second school 

4 Conceptual Framework 

5 Methods 
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(School two) was also a municipal, urban preschool in a multicultural neighborhood. The 

majority of the children in this preschool has another first language than Swedish. The 

majority of them are born in Sweden as second generation immigrants.   

No formal observations were conducted at the preschools; however, both of the study 

researchers conducted their seven-week teaching practicum at these preschools, one 

researcher at each preschool.  As a result, each researcher had a working familiarity of the 

day to day operations of each preschool. 

5.2 Participants  

The participants in this study were chosen because of their experience working in 

multicultural preschools. Our rationale was that teachers with this kind of experience - that 

is, teachers working in the kind of situations that intercultural education is meant for - 

could provide insight into the degree to which contemporary teachers in Sweden engage 

with intercultural and multicultural perspectives in their work. Furthermore, both 

researchers had significant experience working with the teachers (recall the researchers 

having engaged in their teaching practicum in both the study schools), and believed the 

teachers would feel more comfortable and open talking with them.  

Five preschool teachers participated in the focus group at School one. The first preschool 

teacher has been working for twenty-five years among different multicultural preschools. 

The second had been working for five years. The third has been working for two years as 

a preschool teacher but she has been working in the preschool before. The fourth has been 

working as a preschool teacher ten years but as the third one she has also been working 

before she got her degree. The fifth preschool teacher has been working got her degree 

thirty-five years ago and has been working with in the preschool as well as in the school 

world. Below is a table of the participants and their years of experience. This will be a tool 

for our analysis and the participants are named this way to keep them anonymous. These 

fictitious names will be used in the result section.  

School 1: 

Participants Years of experience 
Preschool teacher 1 25 years 
Preschool teacher 2 5 years 
Preschool teacher 3 2 years 
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Preschool teacher 4 10 years 
Preschool teacher 5 35 years 

 

Two preschool teachers participated in the focus group at School two.1 One of the 

preschool teachers has been working as preschool teacher for twenty-three years and the 

other one has been working as a preschool teacher for six years but she has been 

substituting in preschools before as well. Below is a table to describe the teachers from 

School two. 

School 2: 

Participants Years of experience 

Preschool teacher 6 23 years 

Preschool teacher 7 6 years 

 

5.3 Focus group 

The teachers’ ideas and perspectives regarding the topic of intercultural education and 

preschool were documented through focus groups. The focus groups met at the preschools 

where the teachers work and there where located in an office space with a calm 

environment. 

The choice of focus group as a method was motivated by the following reasons. Wibeck 

(2010) writes about focus groups and she argues that collecting data from focus groups 

gives the moderator an insight of how people are thinking and talking about a curtain 

subject. Focus groups are also a suitable method if you want to know how people talk about 

their actions and the participants can compare their own experiences and they can reach a 

common understanding. In the setting of focus groups, we have chosen to have a semi-

structured approach which means that we have questions that we asked in a loosely 

organized manner. 

Wibeck (2010) also brings up a question about how many participants you should have in 

every focus groups and she argues that the group should not be too large. A group should 

be around 3-4 persons otherwise the participants can have a hard time keeping their focus 

                                                           
1 Our intension was to have the focus group with three or four preschool teachers but when we got to the 
preschool, there were two teachers out sick so we had to settle with having two preschool teachers participate. 
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and it is easier to create a feeling of affinity with a smaller group. Our topic is also a subject 

that can mean different things depending on who you are asking. With focus groups you 

can collect everything and get a broader view (ibid.). 

The focus group session were loosely organized in the following manner: 

5.3.1 Opening question: 
What is your name and what is your background as a preschool teacher? 

5.3.2 Dilemma1: 
During a meeting the preschool teachers are discussing the annual Easter celebrations. A 

discussion starts when a preschool teacher explains her concerns about discriminate 

someone by dressing up as a traditional Swedish Easter woman. She means that it might 

discriminate the Muslim women since some people may think the headpiece might look 

like a burka. Her suggestion is that the does not celebrate Easter at all. Her colleague wants 

to keep the Easter celebration as it is. She means that we should preserve the Swedish 

traditions since it says in the curriculum that we have to preserve the Swedish traditions 

which Easter is a part of. How would you handle this situation?  

5.3.3 Dilemma 2: 
Two girls with a Middle Eastern origin has written a story about themselves as princesses. 

In the story they have painted themselves as a traditional princess with long blond hair, 

light skin and blue eyes. The girls are very proud of their creation and want to tell the story 

to the other children in the preschool. When they tell their story and show the pictures one 

child says: “That’s not you in the pictures. You doesn’t look like that!”. The girls become 

really sad. How would you, as a teacher, handle a situation like this? 

5.3.4 Guiding Questions: 
1. How do you work with cultural diversity in your preschool?  

2. Did you get any skills development or education in the area of diversity and 

cultural clashes? 

3. What kind of experience do you have of the term intercultural? 

4. Do you work with intercultural issues in your preschool and how? 

5. How do you interpret the curriculum? 
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6. Do you feel comfortable with the word intercultural and do you know the 

difference between intercultural and multicultural? 

Both of the study researchers participated in each of the focus groups. The researchers 

introduced the discussion topics and acted as moderators.  In the first school the researchers 

only asked about question number two, three and six because many of the questions were 

already answered when the group were talking about the dilemmas. In the second school 

the researchers asked all the question. Since there were not as many teachers participating 

they did not have the same kind of discussion which made us use more questions in order 

to cover all the areas.   

5.4 Documentation 

The focus groups were audio recorded and transcriptions of the recordings were made. One 

researcher took notes during the focus group to collect contextual and non-verbal 

information.  

5.5 Analysis 

Focus group transcriptions were subjected to a content analysis (Wibeck, 2010). This 

analysis involved compiling all of the transcriptions, and then coding them based on trends 

or patterns that were identified through repeated readings of these texts. This method will 

show us similarities and differences in how preschool teachers talk about intercultural 

issues and how they apply it in the preschool context. 

When doing our content analysis we started reading through both transcriptions like a 

novel and after that we went through the notes together. We started reading it thoroughly 

together to find patterns and codes that we put together under four categories. We chose 

to have a norm critic approach when analyzing our transcriptions.  We are aware that our 

own norms affect us in our analysis of the discussions made by the preschool teachers. 

Martinsson and Reimers (2008) states that the norm critical aspects is mostly used when 

you want to expand understandings of how people talk and what norms you can see from 

that and how people acknowledge and challenge their own norms and values. It is 

important that we are aware of the norms we carry and have a critical mind to how our 

norms affect us. 
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5.6 Validity and reliability  

As a small scale qualitative study of two preschool units, the purpose of the current 

research was to provide an in-depth characterization of the teachers’ views with respect to 

intercultural education in Swedish preschool education in the specific contexts in which 

they work. No generalizations about intercultural education in Swedish preschool can 

therefore be made based on observations drawn from these focus group interviews. 

We chose to have the focus groups in Swedish since that is the language the preschool 

teachers use among themselves. We have chosen to keep the original transcript quotes in 

Swedish as footnotes for a number of reasons. With these footnotes the reader can get the 

full picture of what the participants were saying. Sometimes in the transcripts there were 

several words and sayings that did not have a precise translation so we had to make an 

interpretation of what the preschool teachers were saying to find the most fitting 

translation. We also provide the original quotes in Swedish in order to allow the reader 

access to our translation choices. We recognize that we as researchers unconsciously 

analyze the material from our own norms. 

As we mentioned in the background Pollock (2004) states that there is a tension among 

teachers talking about race and ethnicity. With this in mind we chose to ask preschool 

teachers we have a working relationship with if they were interested in participating in our 

study. We made this decision because we thought it would be easier for the preschool 

teachers to speak their mind with people they felt comfortable with. The preschool teachers 

were asked to participate in person and then contacted by email to confirm the time. The 

participants were notified about the subject of the focus groups but not the specific 

questions and dilemmas. Since we told the preschool teachers the focus groups were going 

to be about intercultural issues they had the possibility to seek information about this 

subject beforehand which could affect our result. Despite this we chose to give them the 

theme so they would have an idea of the theme of the study. We chose not to give the 

preschool teachers the dilemmas beforehand since we wanted a spontaneous discussion. 

 

Wibeck (2010) writes that a focus group should have three to four participants. This was 

something we strived for when we decided to use focus groups. In School two there were 

several preschool teachers out sick the day of the focus group so we had to settle with two 

participating preschool teachers. This could have affected our result. We felt that compared 
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to School one there was not the same complexity in the discussions, they did not feel as 

comfortable and they were relying more on the moderators to ask them questions instead. 

The ultimate option would have been to come back and do the focus group another day 

when more preschool teachers could participate but with our timeframe that was not a 

possibility.  

5.7 Ethical considerations  

From an ethical point of view, we have followed the ethical principles that Vetenskapsrådet 

(2002) published. We have followed the four main categories about the demand of 

information, consent, confidentiality and the demand of use.2 In order for us to follow these 

directions all of the names used in our text are pseudonyms to protect the identities of our 

participants. We obtained written consent for participation in our study from all of the 

teachers (see Appendix 1). They were informed about the aim of the study and that they 

could exit the study whenever they want. Recordings and transcriptions from the focus 

groups were securely stored and deleted upon completion of the study. 

 

 

Analysis of the focus groups data revealed that the teachers felt they had a lack of formal 

education regarding intercultural issues in the preschool. Some of the teachers found it 

important to get more formal knowledge before starting to work in multicultural 

preschools. The data also showed that the teachers independently sought more knowledge 

and tools for how to work with intercultural issues. One tool that the teachers defined as 

unclear in the intercultural area was the Swedish preschool curriculum. Even though the 

preschool teachers expressed that they were unsure about intercultural issues, our data 

showed that they are working intercultural without naming it that way. 

Four themes related to cultural issues and preschool emerged through our analysis of the 

transcript data: Intercultural knowledge, Multicultural vs. Intercultural, The role of teacher 

communication in intercultural education and Interpretation of the curriculum regarding 

culture and diversity. We now examine these themes in turn. 

                                                           
2 Translation: Informationskravet, samtycketskravet, konfidentialitetskravet och nyttjandekravet. 

6 Results 
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6.1 Teacher’s Experiences related to Intercultural Education  

hen analyzing data from the focus group one of the themes that emerged was the kind of 

knowledge that teachers had about an intercultural perspective. This also became a 

connection to the first research question since we could see how the teachers talked about 

intercultural issues from their previous experiences. We broadly define this intercultural 

knowledge as both the formally and informally acquired knowledge on how teachers work 

with and talk about intercultural issues in the everyday activities in the preschool.  

The level of formal training in cultural issues varied widely across the teachers 

interviewed. The majority of the teachers reported that while they received some training 

in cultural issues during the course of their teacher education, this training was, from their 

perspective, inadequate. In their preschool teacher education program preschool teachers 

2, 3 and 4 said that they had one course (7.5 hp3) and it was a very small part of their 

education. Preschool teacher 7 said that she got some education about this during her time 

in school. During her education it was something floating that was a part of almost every 

course just like the core values and meetings between different people. Preschool teacher 

5 said: “We had a book in the reading list that we could read if we wanted to”4. Teacher 1 

did not have any of this intercultural education when she got her degree. Preschool teacher 

6 also said that she did not get any education about this in her preschool teacher education 

program. Both of them got their degrees over twenty years ago. Preschool teacher 6 gave 

an example: 

“In -93 when I was done [with my preschool teacher education], 

there was nothing… and that is a bit strange because in that time 

there was the Balkan war so all of a sudden in 94-95 a lot of people 

came from Bosnia for example… so in the municipality I was 

working in it was a bit of a shocking experience, all of a sudden 

people from other countries were coming that needed somewhere to 

live and preschool spots, and they didn’t know Swedish and… and 

                                                           
3 Credits at a Swedish University (Högskolepoäng) 
4: Original quote: ”Vi hade med en bok på litteraturlistan som vi fick läsa ifall vi ville” 
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then it was a bit of a shock for the many who was in charge how you 

would take care of it”.5 

The majority of the teachers were not offered any compulsory skills development classes 

by their preschools within the intercultural area. In order to get more formal knowledge 

some of the teachers took private classes outside of work.  In School one none of the five 

preschool teachers had gotten any compulsory skills development regarding diversity and 

culture clashes at their current preschool. At School two, preschool teacher 6 had taken a 

skill development course about intercultural issues together with the rest of the preschool 

teachers at their preschool unit. This was before preschool teacher 7 started working there. 

Preschool teachers 1 and 4 had taken private classes outside of work in order to feel more 

competent in the area. Preschool teacher 5 had taken a class about multiculturalism at one 

of her previous preschools. Preschool teachers 2 and 3 have not gotten or taken any classes 

in this area. In School two preschool teacher 7 had an ethnologist education before she got 

her preschool teacher degree so she used to work with analyzing how people live. She has 

not had any skills development at this preschool. Preschool teacher 2 said:  

“You should get some education about this when working in a 

special preschool like this. I think you need the conditions and get a 

background and information to learn a little and get some meat on 

your legs before starting. That I miss here, that we haven’t gotten 

any education in this at all”.6  

6.2 Multicultural vs. Intercultural 

In this section we will present data concerning the teacher’s understandings of 

multicultural and intercultural perspectives. Taken together all of the teachers defined the 

term intercultural as something that happens between people. Multicultural was described 

by the teachers as people living parallel lives. The data showed that the teachers felt unsure 

                                                           
5 Original quote: ”O då skiljer det för 93 var jag ju färdig, det var ju ingenting … o det är ju lite konstigt för 
då var ju balkankriget så det kom ju plötsligt då -94, -95 jättemånga människor från Bosnien till exempel … 
så den kommunen jag jobbade i det var ju lite chockupplevelse plötsligt kom det folk från andra länder som 
skulle bo och ha förskoleplats o dom kunde inte svenska o … o då det var som en liten chock för många som 
styrde och ställde hur man skulle ta hand om det” 
6 Original quote: ”Det borde man få ha nån utbildning i när man jobbar på en sånhär speciell förskola 
så tycker jag att man behöver förutsättningar för det och då behöver man bakgrund man behöver få 
information och lära sig lite och få lite kött på benen innan. Det saknar jag här att vi inte fått nån 
utbildning alls i det här överhuvudtaget” 
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about how to distinguish between the two terms and some of them expressed that the term 

multicultural is often used to describe all cultural issues. In this paragraph we have divided 

data from the focus groups as intercultural even though the teacher does not always specify 

it being intercultural. When coding our data we saw that the teacher actually had a lot of 

intercultural competence but they did not express it as that.  

When the preschool teachers discussed their knowledge about the differences between 

multicultural- and intercultural issues preschool teacher 3 reported that she did not 

understand the difference. She could not define what intercultural work was and she said 

she mixed up the two terms. Preschool teacher 3 said that she feels the word multicultural 

takes over when talking about cultural issues. Preschool teacher 5 said that people in 

general are talking a lot about multicultural and she means that this is when people live 

parallel lives. She said that the term intercultural refers to when you take into consideration 

to one another. Preschool teacher 4 also said that even if she has taken a course about this 

she still feel that these two terms intertwine but she feels a little bit more confident telling 

them apart after the course. She said that the intercultural is about the meetings between 

people but she also said the she feels like we have to become better at the other traditions 

that we do not know so much about. She feels a lack of competence in that area.  

In this section you can read about the teachers’ definition of the term intercultural. With 

regard to the teacher’s understanding of the term intercultural, all of the teachers defined 

the term in ways that indicated they had some knowledge and experience with intercultural 

issues. When the focus group was talking about the term intercultural, preschool teacher 4 

says: “Since I’ve taken a skills development course I know a little bit that it’s about a 

meeting between people, that I had no idea of before the course”7 Preschool teacher 5 also 

said that it is an interaction between cultures and that you bring out the children’s 

background to strengthen their identity. Preschool teacher 7 said that she has heard the 

term intercultural in different research contexts and course literature and preschool teacher 

6 filled in that it is not a word that they use every day in the preschool context. In School 

two preschool teacher 7 said the term intercultural was difficult to describe. She explained 

that the term had to do with ethnic cultures being brought together. Preschool teacher 6 

said that intercultural is referred to putting people together and to lead people to develop 

                                                           
7 Original quote: ”I och med att jag har läst kursen så vet man ju lite att det handlar om möte mellan 
människor, det hade jag ingen aning om innan kursen” 
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diverse understandings based on cultural differences. It is different cultures meeting and it 

is something that happens between people with different cultures. She continued saying 

that intercultural has to do with getting influences from various cultures. 

In the discussion on what sets intercultural and multicultural issues apart preschool teacher 

4 said that intercultural issues and meetings between different ethnic culture groups 

involves more than just language issues. Preschool teacher 7 said that intercultural has a 

lot to do with respect for one another. She argues that you have to work with empathy and 

not just think about your perspective but to really think about how the people we meet are 

affected by what we do. She continued saying that we need to meet every person with an 

openness, tolerance, encouragement and joy. Preschool teacher 6 described the differences 

saying that multicultural is that it is a lot of cultures gathered in the society but intercultural 

is something happening between people. It is about taking and giving. Preschool teacher 7 

said that she thinks more about the process when she thinks about the intercultural.  

Finally, preschool teacher 4 made an important distinction concerning how we 

conventionally think of culture. This teacher noted that we have many traditions that do 

not fall into our conventional understandings of culture which connect to ethnicity and 

religion. She said that the word intercultural is often connected to another background but 

she argues that it also involves the kids with a Swedish ethnicity we meet. They also have 

different backgrounds and experiences that can differ a lot if you are born in the central 

parts of the city or outside. She argues that it is very important to meet all the children and 

all the parents under the same terms and show the same curiosity in the meetings. She 

argues that the term intercultural involves all the children and not just the ones with an 

ethnic background that is not Swedish.  

6.3 The role of teacher communication in intercultural education 

The teachers described communication and a common understanding as the most important 

tools to use when working in a culturally diverse preschool. The teachers argued that 

misunderstandings mostly occurs when there is a lack of communication. They said there 

are always ways to communicate even if two people do not speak the same language.  

Every teacher noted that information, explanation and motivation are very important tools 

when working with intercultural issues in the preschool. They talked about having the 
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curriculum and the Swedish law to support them. They discussed the importance of being 

open and inviting the families and show them how and why they organize specific activities 

in preschool. Preschool teacher 2 said that we invite the families in our preschools to 

celebrate our (Swedish) traditions and holidays but we forget to invite them back to tell us 

about their traditions and holidays. The teachers talked about how these intercultural issues 

is something you always have to work with and it is an ongoing process. In School two 

they talked about the importance of questioning and having discussions on how and why 

we do something. Preschool teacher 6 mentioned that it is important to know a little bit 

about different traditions our children celebrate and when they occur. During the focus 

group in School two they also talked about making their own traditions without any ethnic 

culture and religious background. Preschool teacher 7 brings up a tradition of a “light 

festival” that they had at another Preschool.  

Preschool teacher 2 said that you have to have an openness when explaining something 

new to the parents or the children. She feels that if the receiver gets the right information 

there are usually no misunderstandings. She also brought up the importance of a 

welcoming environment and that you as a preschool teacher are welcoming to the families. 

Preschool teacher 6 said that it is important to be aware of how you relate to children’s 

families with respect to cultural differences. She argues that because of her experience of 

working in multicultural preschools for a long time she is used to meeting people from 

different cultures and she meets every child as an individual and does not reflect what 

culture they have.  She said that it is a skill for a preschool teacher to be able to handle 

cultural clashes directly when they happen. Preschool teacher 7 adds that you have to be 

able to catch conflicts in the moment: 

“With different cultures and then I don’t know in some way so, I 

can get the question sometimes like this yes but how do you work 

with different cultures at your preschool, it becomes so… in 

everyday situations and normal that you have these many different 

cultures, many different people you don’t think about that they are 

different almost, do you understand how I mean a little… because 

where I used to work, before they were used to getting many people 
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from different countries then it was brought up all the time…” 

(Preschool teacher 6).8 

Preschool teacher 1 said that you should meet everybody with respect even if you do not 

share the same values, culture or agree with the other person’s actions. She feels like 

communication is the key to creating a common understanding. Preschool teacher 3 said 

that it is about understanding the families’ way of living. For example, this teacher tries to 

learn some words in the languages they have in the preschool to make the families feel 

welcomed, seen and respected. Preschool teacher 2 said that it is very important for 

preschool teachers to want to learn and try to understand where the families are coming 

from so they feel like we are trying too. She said:  

“And it’s the same thing with a one year old that is learning to talk 

or a two year old: I do not understand you but I’m trying. It’s the 

same thing here I’m trying to listen but I don’t really understand. 

It’s still a meeting we shall meet every parent whichever child it is. 

We shall meet where they are so really it’s not that big of a 

difference it’s more than it’s demanded from us maybe. That we 

have to invite more and take little from us and learn us something 

new something like that”.9  

Preschool teacher 7 said that they also count in different languages during circle time and 

she has made up her own language “Tingelingspråket” that they also use when they count.  

“This I can notice here at this preschool that it’s a joy to get when 

we for example are counting it’s an example like this that we have 

when we’re counting the children in different languages, yes but 

today we are counting in English, no in Arabic Arabic Arabic 

                                                           
8 Original quote: ”med olika kulturer o sen vet jag inte på nått vis så, jag kan få frågan ibland såhär ja men 
hur jobbar ni med olika kulturer hos er, asså det blir ju så … vardagligt och normalt att man har dom här 
många olika kulturer, många olika människor man tänker inte på att dom är olika alla nästan, förstår ni hur 
jag menar lite … för där jag jobbade innan, innan dom vande sig vid att få många människor från olika länder 
då blev det så uppmärksammat hela tiden…” 
9 Original quote: ”Och det är ju samma med en ettåring som lär sig prata eller en tvååring jag förstår tyvärr 
inte dig men jag försöker. Det är samma sak här jag försöker lyssna men jag förstår inte riktigt. Det är ju 
ändå ett möte vi ska mötas vilken förälder vilket barn det än är. Vi ska ju mötas där dem befinner sig så 
egentligen är det inte så stor skillnad det är mer att det krävs kanske mer av oss. Att vi måste bjuda in mer 
och ta lite av oss och lära os lite nytt lite så.” 



 

26 
 

[showed by raising the tone in her voice that this is the children 

yelling their first language] and then first we take it in English and 

then Arabic, Tingelingspråket [again with a higher tone in her voice] 

It’s a joy and then when every child who does not have Arabic, no 

but sure they can count in Arabic anyway”.10 (Preschool teacher 7) 

Preschool teacher 4 gave examples of different tools to organize meetings with the children 

in different ways. Instead of focusing too much on our spoken languages we can create 

interaction in other ways, like singing and play instruments and in everything we do. She 

continued saying a tool for her is that she has the Swedish culture as well as another ethnic 

culture. This she argues is a tool because she has an understanding of the families’ values, 

their way of interacting and their body language. She argues that this makes it easier for 

her since there are not as many misunderstandings. The teachers also mentioned a variety 

of other tools that they found useful like pictures, digital technologies and performance 

activities to create an intercultural community. 

Preschool teacher 4, who is a first generation immigrant, talked about how it was to grow 

up with a culture and with a language that was not the norm in the quote below. We feel 

this is a strong quote because her experience of growing up as a “non-swede” states that 

preschool teachers has to be aware of and acknowledge every child’s culture. We also think 

this tells us about the importance of working with intercultural issues. 

“I grew up in this that you should adapt and be as Swedish as 

possible so you become a part of the group and a little bit like that. 

And so that it has been really tough now in later years you notice 

like your missing like… Something has gone wrong kind of. This is 

something I had really wanted to express myself in and kind of and 

I almost didn’t dare to talk Swedish because I had a big accent and 

still I just had to speak Swedish. It is only now these last years I’ve 

gotten over that I talk the way I talk. [Laughter] I don’t care 

                                                           
10 Original quote: ”det märker man ju att, det kan jag märka här på den här förskolan att det är en glädje att 
få när vi till exempel då räknar det är ett sånt exempel som vi har då när vi räknar alla barnen på olika språk, 
ja men idag räknar vi på engelska, nej arabiska arabiska arabiska [visar det med högre ton som att barnen 
skriker sitt modersmål] och då först tar vi engelska och sen tar vi arabiska tingelingspråket [igen med högre 
ton] Det är kul och sen då alla dom barnen som inte har arabiska nä men tusan kan dom räkna på arabiska 
ändå” 
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anymore. And just in this house in here I can feel that the 

atmosphere is very open here you really gets to be the way you are 

and here we are really sensitive because we are so many from 

different cultures and it’s really nice. And I have been working in 

the preschool world since 2001 and this is the first time that I can 

kind of let is go and can be… in my way without kind of it being 

noticed that you’re different you have these special codes within the 

Swedish that I have learned during this time and here it doesn’t exist 

that you kind of whisper about people behind their back or looking 

strangely at them or treated them differently… eh you are very nice 

and kind I’m not saying this but it is these unclear signals sometimes 

that shows like you kind of can understand that now I’m different 

or I think different and like you can see that you treat the parents 

like this as well. That you do not meet so that eh but here there is I 

don’t feel that as… everybody is very open and that feels really 

nice.” (Preschool teacher 4)11 

When talking about Dilemma Two (with the Middle Eastern girls painting themselves as 

traditional princesses (See 4.3.3 Dilemma 2) Preschool teacher 7 brought up the fact that 

we have different stereotypes that creates a norm of how we should be and we have to be 

aware of the material we give to the children and what norms they bring. She argues that 

in the society we have a structure with norms but we as preschool teachers have the 

responsibility to give the children other perspectives and experiences. She continued 

saying that we have a power structure and a hierarchy in our society. The norms are being 

                                                           
11 Original quote: ”Jag växte ju upp i det här att man skulle anpassa och va så svensk som möjligt så att ee 
man blir en del av gruppen och lite så. Och så att det är ju jätte tufft alltså nu på senare år man märker asså 
man saknar ju asså … Nånting har det ju gått fel liksom. Det här hade jag gärna velat uttrycka mig i och 
liksom och jag vågade ju knappt prata svenska för jag bröt väldigt mycket och ändå skulle jag bara prata 
svenska. Det är bara nu på senare år som jag har kommit över det att jag pratar hur jag än pratar [skratt] jag 
bryr mig inte längre. Och just i det här huset härinne kan jag känna den atmosfären är väldigt öppen här får 
man verkligen va som man är och här är vi verkligen lyhörda för vi är så många från olika kulturer och det 
är jätte skönt. Och jag har jobbat inom förskolan värld sen 2001 och det är första gången där jag kan liksom 
släppa och kan va… på mitt sätt utan att liksom att det märks att man är annorlunda man har de här speciella 
sociala koderna inom det svenska som jag har lärt mig med tiden och här finns det inte att man liksom hyschar 
lite bakom ryggen eller tittar lite snett eller behandlas lite annorlunda… eeh man är väldigt snäll och trevlig 
jag säger inte det men det är de här oklara signalerna lite ibland som syns som man liksom kan förstå att nu 
är jag annorlunda eller jag tänker annorlunda och som man kan se att man behandlar föräldrarna utifrån det 
också. Att man inte möts så att ee men här finns det här känner inte jag av det lika… Alla är väldigt öppna 
och det är ju jätte skönt.” 
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formed by the society and all the children’s experiences and impressions are created after 

them. 

Among the teachers from School one, during the discussion of Dilemma Two preschool 

teacher 4 noted that in this group of children there was need of talking about and discussing 

differences. Preschool teacher 2 added that nothing is right or wrong but we need to bring 

out differences, we are all different but equal.  

6.4 Interpretation of the curriculum regarding culture and diversity  

Another key theme that emerged in our focus group discussions was that of how teachers 

interpret the curriculum with respect to its proposal concerning issues of cultural diversity 

in the preschool. It was the discussion of Dilemma One (the teacher not wanting to 

celebrate Easter (see 4.3.2 Dilemma 1)), that promoted the most discussion on this topic. 

The teachers talked about cultural heritage and how that can be interpreted. They also 

spoke about the curriculum being their version of a law. 

When the focus groups discussed the curriculum regarding culture and diversity, preschool 

teacher 5 said that the curriculum can be unclear because you can have a lot of different 

approaches in how you interpret it. For example, when discussing Dilemma One all of the 

teachers mentioned what is written in the preschool curriculum concerning the term 

cultural heritage and whose heritage they are talking about. Preschool teacher 7 said “The 

curriculum, passing on a cultural heritage, which cultural heritage, ours or which or whose? 

Yours, mine, Swedish? Or is it the children’s cultural heritage. Or what is, what is, that 

you can discuss.”12 This is also something they discussed in School one. Preschool teacher 

5 said: “Does it say that you should pass on one, because the word passing on is a, now 

you are going to celebrate Easter here and now I’m passing this on to you”13. She continued 

talking about what the definition of cultural heritage is because you can never make 

someone celebrate something. She said if it says that we should pass on a cultural heritage 

then maybe we should be passing it on at the other direction as well so we create a meeting. 

                                                           
12 Original quote: ”asså läroplanen, överföra ett kulturarv, vilket kulturarv, vårat eller vilket vems? Din, min, 
svenska? Eller är det barnens kulturarv o vad är eller va är, det kan man ju diskutera” 
13 Original quote: ”Står det i läroplanen att man ska överföra ett, för ordet överföra ett, nu så ska du fira påsk 
här och nu överför jag det på dig” 
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As we mentioned earlier the preschool teachers sees the curriculum as being their version 

of a law that should be followed. Given that the teachers treat the curriculum in this way, 

it is important to think about how the curriculum can be written in a way that is clear so 

that questions of cultural diversity in the classroom can be properly addressed. Preschool 

teacher 6 said that we really have to look at the words in the curriculum and how we 

interpret them. Preschool teacher 7 said that we have to motivate our actions, how and why 

we do something. Preschool teacher 3 also talked about that we have to direct everything 

we do to our pedagogical mission in the curriculum and if something is written in the 

curriculum you cannot skip it. She used an example and said that you cannot just skip math 

because you do not like it and it is the same with cultural diversity.  

 
 

Our aim for this study was to expand current understandings of how preschool teachers 

work with and talk about cultural diversity and intercultural issues in preschool. We also 

sought to examine how preschool teachers interpret the curriculum with respect to issues 

of cultural diversity. We found that the preschool teachers talked about cultural issues 

differently depending on the amount of experience they had with formal training in the 

subject. We also found that the teachers reported a lack of required or institutional skill 

development classes and education concerning intercultural issues in the preschool teacher 

education program. Our study shows that the terms multicultural and intercultural are often 

confused or seen as interchangeable by the teachers. Several of the preschool teachers said 

that the term multicultural often takes over. As shown in our results, it was clear that the 

preschool teachers struggled to define the term intercultural; however when they discussed 

how they would address the two focus group dilemmas and questions they described 

responses that reflected an intercultural approach. Furthermore, our data showed that the 

teachers found the curriculum to be confusing when it came to thinking about and 

organizing for intercultural education. In the focus group there was a lot of confusion when 

talking about the curriculum concerning cultural clashes and ethnicity. Our analyses show 

that the teachers see their mission as unclear since the curriculum is seen as both 

contradictory and ambiguous.  

7 Analysis and Discussion 
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7.1 Practical vs. formal knowledge in intercultural pedagogy 

As we noted at the beginning of the paper, there is research highlighting the lack of 

intercultural education resources in Swedish teacher education programs (Statens 

offentliga handlingar, 2005:56; Lunneblad, 2010; Berthelsen & Karuppiah, 2011). Our 

study confirmed this. For example four of the seven preschool teacher interviewed noted 

that they had gotten some education within the intercultural area when they got their 

degree; however, this education constituted a miniscule portion of their overall training, 

around five weeks in their three to three and a half year education.  In our analysis we 

found that the teachers became self-conscious of what they see as a lack of formal 

knowledge about intercultural education. The teachers reported that this self-consciousness 

lead the teachers to question their own competence as intercultural educators. As we also 

noted the teachers described their manner of working in ways that reflect an intercultural 

way of dealing with issues regarding different cultures interacting but they do not talk 

about their work as intercultural or in terms of interculturalism strictly and explicitly 

defined. This raises the question of how to develop and provide pedagogical tools to give 

the teachers more confidence in this area.  

Our study also shows that the teachers has gained knowledge about intercultural issues 

informally through their day to day work in the preschool.  For example, preschool teacher 

6 described her experience working in a multicultural school as having given her the ability 

to meet the children and the parents as individuals without making culture the solely 

defining characteristics. For her it has become normal to interact with many people of 

different cultures. Our evaluation is that we think they have gained this knowledge working 

in multicultural preschools since they meet different cultures every day and have created 

pedagogical tools in how to create a community and an intercultural meeting place. Several 

preschool teachers reported that they felt they needed to seek skill development classes out 

in order to become more competent in the area. As we noted many of the teachers 

independently sought this training in their spare time. Regardless, the teachers still reported 

feeling unsure about distinctions between multicultural and intercultural perspectives. 

Interestingly, however, we found that despite the teacher’s thinking they needed more 

formal training they made observations about intercultural education in preschool that 

suggested an intuitive understanding of intercultural pedagogy. One question raised for us 

here is if teachers with different degrees of experience working in schools that differ in the 
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number of enrolled foreign-born or foreign background differ in their approach to seeking 

out and pursuing intercultural education. 

Tesfahuney (1999) and Lunneblad (2010) note that schools that are heavily populated with 

children of immigrant families are often seen as different and this lead to these schools 

being treated differently in political decisions which makes the schools even more different 

and deviant from the norm. Lunneblad (2010) states that an intercultural pedagogy should 

be imported in the preschool teacher education program in order to make intercultural 

pedagogy a natural part in the everyday activities in the preschools and not something that 

only applies to some teachers and children.  For us intercultural issues affect all children, 

not just with respect to ethnically based cultural differences. Therefore it is important to 

provide training in intercultural pedagogy for all preschool teachers and not just the ones 

in a multicultural preschool. In our data we saw that the preschool teachers in our focus 

groups often talk about ethnic culture when they talk about intercultural issues. If this is a 

general misunderstanding in the society it might be the reason why they get asked questions 

on how they work with the diversity in their preschool and why people assume they should 

be treated differently.  

Sandström (2010) states that preschool teachers need to be given tools to use for working 

from an intercultural perspective, formal knowledge in particular. This was a perspective 

shared by several of the teachers we interviewed. Preschool teacher 2 expressed that she 

felt you really need some education on intercultural issues before you start working in a 

multicultural preschool to get the right conditions with a better information and 

background on how you can meet and work with different cultures. Preschool teacher 6 

and 7 talked about how it is important to deal with these issues in the moment they happen 

and for that you need skills on how to do so. This is probably something you will achieve 

over time but it would be easier to start if you have some “meat on your legs” like preschool 

teacher 2 said.  

The teachers also discussed approaches to making cultural differences into a positive thing 

and an opportunity to learn from each other. Since the teachers were discussing 

intercultural issues concerning children with different ethnic cultures, knowledge about the 

different cultures and traditions becomes a tool to have in order to be prepared to enlighten 

the different culture holidays and traditions when they appear. Dalgren (2012) states that 

an important tool in working with intercultural issues is to break the hierarchy in the 
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society. She says that we have to make the things that are different, normal. The teachers 

have to create a community within the preschool where we see the diversity as an asset, 

not a problem. This we feel the preschool teachers can do by using the children’s own 

experience in their pedagogic work. The teachers have to talk about and consider the 

external differences and internal similarities, comparing and experimenting. Instead of 

glossing over or even ignoring cultural differences and disparities we highlight them. 

Dalgren also argues that the teachers have to teach the children to feel comfortable when 

talking about differences. The teachers have to break stereotype norms and create a 

meeting ground where all are accepted and seen as individuals instead of something 

deviant from the norm. Dalgren (2012) states that the children see and notice the 

differences that exists but they do not judge. The values and the norms the children get 

from the adults working with intercultural issues also serve to break existing norms (ibid). 

As we noted in the background the lack of knowledge in the intercultural area could lead 

to the teacher feeling uncomfortable talking about issues concerning ethnic diversity 

(Berthelsen and Karuppiah, 2011). Furthermore, given the importance that the teachers in 

our study attributed to communication as a tool for working with issues of cultural 

diversity, it is important to consider how to create more opportunities to talk about ethnic 

diversity with children. Pollock (2004) mentions that we risk harming the children if we 

do not talk about issues regarding ethnic culture and race so it is important to talk about 

these similarities and differences with the children. 

We have so far talked about the consequences for children of failing to develop and 

implement an intercultural pedagogy for preschool. There are consequences for the 

teachers as well. These consequences are highlighted by the experience of preschool 

teacher 4, a first generation swede. During the focus group preschool teacher 4 talked about 

her background growing up in the Swedish society where you had to adapt to fit the 

Swedish norm as much as possible. In the preschool she was not allowed to speak in her 

mother tongue so she had to try and speak Swedish even though she was not comfortable 

doing that. For a long time she felt like something was missing because she did not get to 

express herself and her culture in the way she wanted to when she was younger. She said 

that in the preschool she works in today she is accepted for who she is. This example 

highlights the importance of talking about and highlighting differences in the preschools 

today to make everyone feel comfortable being who they are. Dalgren (2012) argues that 

talking about differences with the children in the preschool will make the differences more 
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acceptable and not as deviant from the norm. We think it is important for preschool 

teachers to start having these conversations with the children in order for it to be more 

accepted for the children to talk about and discuss further on in the future.  

As an example of having an intercultural perspective several of the preschool teachers 

talked about creating their own traditions within the preschools. The teachers expressed 

that to do so would be a good way to include all cultures and to show the children that we 

do not have to follow the norms of what a tradition or celebration is supposed to be and 

this is something we agree on. This can also be a good way to bring the group together and 

creating a tradition without any cultural or religious heritage that is our own. The preschool 

teachers did not say we have to stop celebrating the traditional holidays but to celebrate it 

in a way where everyone can feel comfortable and get the right information about how and 

why the tradition is celebrated. They also talked about inviting the families to share their 

traditions at the preschool in order for it to become more than just a traditional Swedish 

holiday or tradition. The teachers stated that preschools in general are good at inviting their 

families to celebrate different preschool traditions but they forget to invite the families to 

show and help celebrate their traditions that are new to the preschool.  

7.2 The Swedish Preschool Curriculum: When the responsibility is put in 
the preschool teacher’s lap 

The Swedish curriculum promotes a kind of intercultural education but the existing system 

of educating preschool teachers does not provide the quantity and the quality of resources 

needed to develop this kind of education.   

Runfors (2013) notes that the curriculum can in many ways be seen as a tool that has 

unclear and contradictory messages. For example, the curriculum states that that our 

mission is to impart and establish respect for human rights and the fundamental democratic 

values which Swedish society is based on. Runfors argues that the mission of the 

curriculum regarding cultural issues is unclear because we can interpret the goals in many 

different ways and words like culture and diversity is not explained in the curriculum. With 

that the preschool teachers have to rely on their own ability when they interpret the 

curriculum.  

“The preschool should take account of the fact that children have 

different living environments and that they try to create context and 
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meaning out of their own experiences. Adults should give children 

support in developing trust and self-confidence. The child’s 

curiosity, initiative and interests should be encouraged and their will 

and desire to learn should be stimulated. The task of the preschool 

involves not only developing the child’s ability and cultural 

creativity, but also passing on a cultural heritage – its values, 

traditions and history, language and knowledge – from one 

generation to the next” (Skolverket, 2010, p 5). 

We feel this quote above is contradictory. On the one hand teachers are being asked to take 

into account that the children have different living environments and tries to make a context 

and meaning from their experiences. On the other hand, the curriculum is claiming that our 

mission is to pass on a cultural heritage, values, traditions and history but it does not clarify 

whose cultural heritage. As we noted regarding the teachers’ discussion of Dilemma One, 

this quote from the curriculum produce much confusion among the teachers. Preschool 

teacher 7 said: “The curriculum, passing on a cultural heritage, which cultural heritage, 

ours or which or whose? Yours, mine, Swedish? Or is it the children’s cultural heritage. 

Or what is, what is, that you can discuss”. Teachers in both focus groups had similar 

reactions, noting that it was unclear whose cultural heritage they should pass on and it 

makes quite a difference if it is the children’s, the preschool or the Sweden’s traditions.  

Eklund (2003) argues for a distinction between the formal curriculum and the perceived 

curriculum. The formal curriculum is a document that has been officially approved, she 

calls the formal curriculum a compromised product. She argues that this is a compromised 

product because the ones writing the formal curriculum had different ideas and they had to 

compromise when writing the curriculum. The perceived curriculum is the way that 

different groups or individuals interpret the formal curriculum. She argues that parents, 

teachers, students and politicians on a local level interpret the formal curriculum in 

different ways depending on different traditions and experience. If we understand and act 

from our individual norms when we interpret the curriculum, we will have a lot of different 

ways of looking at the quote above from Skolverket.  

Runfors (2013) argue that the mission of diversity and culture is unclear and this gives the 

preschool teachers a lot of challenges. Especially when they just give the teachers the goals 

that they should work towards and do not give them the tools in how to do so. Runfors also 
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brings up the fact that there is a tension between the preschools goals for diversity and the 

way the preschool should represent and reproduce the nation. She argues that the tension 

lies in the goals that the preschool teacher should mediate national values but also the 

values within cultural diversity. In that sense the preschool teachers should work towards 

promoting both cultural diversity and cultural uniformity. Runfors is arguing that they have 

to work with a cultural and a national perspective. The preschool teachers have to wrestle 

with the policy document that has goals that are contradictory. Runfors also brings up the 

fact that a difference from then and now is that today the preschool teachers have less 

policy documents that study and discuss questions of diversity. The question of how to 

implement these goals has been pushed down from a politicians and policymakers to the 

preschool teachers. Runfors notes that the lack of policy documents can been seen as the 

policy makers and politicians has an increased awareness in this area or it can be seen as 

these questions are to complexed and their strategy is to avoid discussing them. Runfors 

ends up saying that the overall policy issues and questions are put in the preschool teachers’ 

lap.  

Our question here is what happens when the mission of culture and diversity is put in the 

preschool teachers’ lap? And when the preschool teacher has all of this responsibility 

should they not be given formal education and conceptual tools in how to work with these 

issues? 

 

In our study we saw that the knowledge preschool teachers have about issue of cultural 

diversity, both informal and formal, helps the teachers in dealing with intercultural issues. 

On the one hand the preschool teachers described their approach to working with issues of 

cultural diversity in ways that connects to an intercultural perspective. On the other hand, 

however, the teachers described themselves as feeling unsure about what exactly an 

intercultural perspective involved. We feel it is important to have both the formal and 

informal knowledge around these issues to create an awareness among the teachers. An 

important tool we found is communication, that is, the teachers being able to talk about 

and highlight intercultural issues and our individual differences amongst themselves, the 

children and their guardians. As the teacher’s observations highlights, lack of formal 

knowledge and the confidence that comes with leads to that it might be hard to talk about.  

8 Conclusion 
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In the focus groups we observed that the teachers were not used to talking about and 

discussing intercultural issues like our dilemmas. We felt they were almost taken by 

surprise when asked. One question raised for us is if the preschool teachers feel 

uncomfortable talking about this how does that affect how they talk about these issues with 

the children? We feel that this is seen by the society as a very sensitive topic and it is not 

talked about as much as gender and special needs in the preschool. Pollock (2004) stated 

that there is a fear of talking about issues of ethnic diversity and race. We think this is 

something very important to talk about and it could be something to continue researching.  

We found that the teachers had a hard time interpreting the curriculum concerning 

intercultural issues. Here we think it is important for the teachers to work together to 

discuss the goals and develop common ground. In order to understand the curriculum, it is 

important for teachers to develop a common ground on the keywords regarding 

intercultural issues, like culture, diversity and ethnicity. 

Another question that we believe merits further research concerns the relationship among 

teacher’s knowledge of cultural issues and their choice of schools to work in. We 

conducted our study in two preschools where the majority of the children were foreign 

born or first generation Swedes. As we noted, the preschool teachers working there had 

much informal experience working with intercultural issues. Have these preschool teachers 

gotten this knowledge since working in ethnic diverse preschools? Would they have gained 

the same informal knowledge if they were working in a homogeneous preschool? Is the 

degree of formal knowledge something that affect if you chose to work in a multicultural 

preschool or not?  

Our study showed that the teachers gained intercultural knowledge from their experiences 

in the preschools but they are still striving for more formal knowledge. The observations 

we made in our study lead us to conclude that some degree of formal education in 

intercultural pedagogy will be an important complement to the informal knowledge that 

teachers may have in this area. Furthermore, this education will contribute to teachers 

feeling competent and to having an awareness of different approaches to handle cultural 

issues in preschool. Given the lack of relevant research, and despite decades of 

pronouncements by the Swedish government advocating for a more culturally sensitive 

system of education, it is time for us to start seriously making an effort to develop the 
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relevant tools from the government, and revising the curricular goals that pertain to cultural 

issues in preschool.  
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Lisa Saarnak och Sofia Nordén genomför en studie i kursen Examensarbete inom ramen 
för förskollärarprogrammet vid Jönköping University. Övergripande fokus i studien är att 
undersöka pedagogiska och didaktiska frågor rörande förskolans policy och praktik. Mer 
specifikt handlar denna studie om att fördjupa kunskap om hur förskollärare pratar om 
interkulturalitet och kulturella dilemman i förskolan. 
 
Lisa Saarnak och Sofia Nordén genomför denna studie i syfte att (a) bidra till kunskap 
om förskolan och dess verksamhet; (b) få erfarenhet av att genomföra empirisk forskning 
inom utbildning och undervisning; och (c) fullgöra kraven för att bli examinerad från 
förskollärarprogrammet på Högskolan för Lärande och Kommunikation vid Jönköping 
University. 
 
Om du accepterar att delta i denna studie kommer du att bli tillfrågad om att delta i en 
eller flera av följande aktiviteter: 

____ Delta i en intervju/intervjuer relaterat till forskningsämnet. 
____ Du ger din tillåtelse att bli observerad under dagliga aktiviteter i förskolan.  
____ Delta i fokusgrupper/gruppintervju relaterat till forskningsämnet. 

All information som genereras kommer att anonymiseras vilket garanterar att du inte kan 
bli identifierad. Dessutom kommer all information som genereras förvaras på ett säkert 
sätt som förhindrar att det försvinner t ex genom stöld.  
 
Du har din fulla rätt att avbryta deltagande samt att ta tillbaka samtycke när som helst 
och utan några påföljder.  
 
Om du har frågor gällande den här undersökningen och/eller ditt deltagande, vänligen 
kontakta kursansvarig,  
Robert Lecusay (robert.lecusay@ju.se), eller examinator, Monica Nilsson 
(monica.nilsson@ju.se)  
 
Om du accepterar att delta, vänligen skriv under nedan. 
Deltagarens kontaktinformation, telefon och/eller email: __________________________ 

____________________________ 

Datum 

____________________________  ___________________________ 

Deltagarens signatur   Studentens signatur 

____________________________  ___________________________ 

Namnförtydligande   Namnförtydligande 
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