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Annika Kdck

Migrant teachers in Swedish teacher education and
their re-entry as professionals

Teacher education has the task of preparing teachers for a professional role
suitable within a national context but with respect to a global information
society. In this chapter, research concerning migrant teachers with foreign
teaching degrees studying Swedish teacher education is presented. Findings
identify unfamiliar ways of thinking and practising they experienced in a new
context. Further findings show what educated teachers experience when they
re-enter as professionals in a new school context. Lastly, there will be some
thoughts about further education and what content is needed in order to scaf-
fold migrant teachers upon re-entering their profession.

1 Cultural diversities and unfamiliar ways of thinking and practising

Today, with increased migration and internationalisation, higher education
faces challenges as the educational systems, and the way of thinking and
practising within them, do not always match those of the international popu-
lations. Moloney and Saltmarsh (2016) report that there is a lack of acknowl-
edgement for cultural diversities in teacher education programs. The prevail-
ing approach is monocultural teaching. In higher education, there are unique
traditions and practices concerning teaching and learning. These ways of
thinking and practising have a strong influence on chosen teaching strategies
and activities (cf. Kreber 2009; Hounsell & Anderson 2009). University
teachers teach the way they learned within a certain discipline, department,
culture etc. Hence, it is of significant pedagogical importance to help students
understand those ways of thinking and practising (cf. Meyer & Land 2005;
Meyer, Land & Baillie 2010). Carroll and Ryan (2005) talk about shocks, the
cultural and the academic. In the latter, students lose their knowledge about
how to learn and do well. Cultural bias has been found in assessment meth-
ods, for example, penalising international students beyond the differences in
ability levels.

doi.org/10.35468/5796_17
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2 Swedish education and migrant teachers

Kack, Miannikké Barbutiu and Fors (2018b) conducted a study of migrant
teachers, with former teaching degrees from 57 countries, studying at four
Swedish teacher education programs. The aim was to identify what was expe-
rienced as unfamiliar during their studies. Both quantitative and qualitative
data were collected and analysed, including a web survey completed by 228
respondents, 5 focus groups and 9 individual interviews with 34 migrant
teachers, as well as 30 reflective texts written by 15 participants. The results
identified cultural embeddedness in teacher education in relation to unfamil-
iar teaching and learning methods, learning environments, epistemological
understanding, examination practices and the roles and expectations of socie-
ty and education. For some of the migrant teachers, the similarities between
the teacher education programs were obvious; others had unfamiliar ways of
thinking and practising to deal with.

2.1 Unfamiliar ways of thinking and practising in teacher education

When migrant teachers come into Swedish teacher education, they are both
educated teachers and student teachers at the same time. Expectations from
both the teacher educator and the migrant teacher are culturally determined.
There is a strong focus on the individual student in Sweden, with student-
centred, student-active learning, which some migrant teachers can find unsat-
isfying. Educating students who are so independent is, for some migrant
teachers, a new way of teaching and learning that they must understand and
become accustomed to. Furthermore, as a teacher educator in Sweden, one is
more of a supervisor and mentor than an unapproachable, authoritative, cen-
tral figure. The ways to acquire knowledge, as well as the design of teaching
and learning could also be unfamiliar: for example, with digital environ-
ments, social-learning and group-work (some of them had never worked in
groups), while others were familiar with the concepts. Being critical during
education was considered problematic since some came from an educational
system where this was not valued or promoted. Those migrant teachers ex-
plained that if a student was critical of the university teacher’s teaching, the
literature etc., they might receive a lower grade. In Swedish education, it is
the opposite, and according to §8 and §9 in the Hogskolelagen [Higher Edu-
cation Act 1992:1434] (cf. Ministry of Education and Research 1992), the
university education shall develop the student’s ability to make independent
and critical assessments, to critically reflect, in order to get a higher grade.
Moreover, the examinations could be unfamiliar: blended examinations (oral,
written, a variety of examinations during one course, group examinations)
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and process versus results (that the process is important, often equal to the
final result). There is also additional knowledge concerning a teacher’s work
in Sweden that was unfamiliar, such as writing individual study plans, the
close relationship between parents and teacher, in addition to some of the
different norms and values in Sweden. Migrant teachers talked about a trans-
formed teacher identity with additional skills. It is important to remember
that migrant teachers are not a homogenous group and cannot be treated as
such. The education they have in their former country can be quite like the
Swedish one; however, for some, there are huge differences.

2.2 The use of digital technology and media during the placement
period

The basic goal of professional development is to challenge teachers to reflect
on their beliefs and practices. According to Lee and Schallert (2016), in order
to understand yourself as a teacher, you must identify and coordinate your
past, present and the targeted future self. Also, the practice of integrating and
developing digital competence relates to beliefs, values and teacher change.
During migrant teachers’ placement period in Sweden, unfamiliar ways of
thinking and practising were found regarding the curricula, pedagogical
methods and in their role as teachers. Furthermore, unfamiliar use of digital
technology and media was found, due to country-based reasons such as it was
not demanded in the former country, it was forbidden, there was a lack of
infrastructure, or it was not viewed as part of the practice. Other migrant
teachers thought Sweden was behind their former country when it came to
the pedagogical use of digital technology and media; it was well integrated
into all subjects in their former country. There was a ranged knowledge base,
from being digital illiterate to being a teacher in digital technology. The
placement supervisor is of great importance in enhancing digital competence,
being a role-model and motivator. Migrant teachers expressed that it was
important to be digitally competent working as a teacher in a Swedish school,
since digital technology and media is widely used (cf. Kéck, Ménnikko Bar-
butiu & Fors 2018a).

3 Migrant teachers re-entering as professionals after further education

Bigestans (2015) focused on migrant teachers re-entering the professional
sphere in Swedish schools. Twenty-one migrant teachers, as well as princi-
pals, colleagues, administrators and teacher educators, were interviewed.
Moreover, five of the teachers were observed in the workplace. One chal-
lenge discovered included subject-specific vocabulary, everyday communica-
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tion, and bridging the academic language learned in teacher education be-
tween the two. Another challenge was the teacher’s relationship with the
students, which lacked the previous authoritative role. Occasionally the mi-
grant teacher appeared less competent to parents and colleagues due to his or
her Swedish language ability. Tension decreased if the school principal em-
phasised the recruitment as based on the assessment of the subject knowledge
and teaching qualifications. The resources found included the migrant teach-
ers setting limits in a way that positioned themselves as being someone to
listen to, resisting being seen as less knowledgeable, and showing their pro-
fessionalism (cf. Bigestans 2015). Seven migrant teachers’ life stories about
their professional practices in the Swedish school context, were investigated
in a longitudinal study by Sandlund (2010). Migrant teachers construct, de-
construct and reconstruct their professional legitimacy in relation to the Swe-
dish school. Since there was a struggle to gain legitimacy, several of them
had to adopt a new professional approach. It was obvious that, when the
school setting is uniform, there was no willingness to accept viewpoints or
pedagogical insights from other school cultures. One conclusion is that iden-
tities not only pertain to private and personal qualities but also answers to
contextual circumstances in the schools. In a study by Jonsson and Ru-
benstein Reich (2006) the meeting of migrant teachers with the Swedish
school culture, their construction of a new identity and what school leaders
consider when recruiting to a multi-ethnic teachers’ collegium were investi-
gated. They interviewed 25 migrant teachers, and 11 school leaders (who also
answered a survey). Migrant teachers used different strategies for coping
with the new school context. The adaptation was the most common strategy,
while others tried to create a hybrid between the old and the new. Lastly,
some chose a confrontational strategy. School leaders in multi-cultural areas
highlighted the benefits of hiring migrant teachers, seeing them as resources,
role models and bridge builders. For school leaders in areas with fewer mi-
grants, the ability to collaborate and having a consensus in teaching and
learning was more important.

4 Bridging the further education and the re-entry

Further education can promote inclusion and integration, but only if intercul-
tural aspects are identified and included in teaching and learning. During
their education and their re-entry as professionals, migrant teachers process
and construct a new teacher identity. This is a sensitive, emotional process, in
which they transform competencies they already possess, make modifica-
tions, add new competencies or abandon some of the old ones. The goal is



Migrant teachers in Swedish teacher education | 201

not to be a Swedish teacher, rather develop a new teacher identity with a
strong knowledge base from a different educational system. Education is a
creation of the past, present and predicted future, which makes the identifica-
tion of ways of thinking and practising a process that must be carried out on a
regular basis in order to enhance the quality and equality of teacher education
so that it is suitable for the globalised 21st century.
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