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ABSTRACT
In this qualitative study, we draw on theory and practice in relation to the
concepts of fixity and fluidity in language education (i.e. the simultaneity
of bounded, named languages; and the need to transcend language
boundaries). We use data from focus group interviews to investigate
the entangled ideological dilemmas facing four teachers in a Language
Introduction Programme in an upper secondary school in Sweden, as
they enacted literacy pedagogies (fluidity) against the backdrop of high
stakes standardised tests, age-out limits, and residency criteria (fixity)
for youth from refugee backgrounds. We asked: What ideological
dilemmas do language teachers in an introductory programme perceive
relative to the language needs of youth from refugee backgrounds as
they strive to implement promising practices? Our thematic analysis
revealed three dilemmatic themes concerning ‘what’ to teach, ‘what’
resource materials to use, and ‘how’ to implement literacy pedagogies.
From the lessons learned in our findings, we conclude with six thoughts
for future consideration as teachers attempt to reconcile seemingly
disparate perspectives on language teaching and learning in their local
contexts.
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In 2015, 39,000 youth between the ages of 16–18 years arrived in Sweden, largely born in Syria,
Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia and Eritrea (Migrationsverket 2015). The Skolverket [Swedish National
Agency for Education] reported enrolment in Language Introduction Programmes of youth seeking
asylum and refuge steadily climbed from 2014 (10,200) to 2016 (23,100) – an increase of 126%
(Skolverket 2014, 2016). Compulsory schooling in Sweden begins from ages 7–16 (Sylvén 2019).
At the end of compulsory school in grade 9, students complete national exams in Swedish, English
and math, before most students continue to upper secondary school for grades 10 through 12 (Syl-
vén 2019). Language Introduction Programmes (LIPs) in upper secondary schools, introduced in
2011, are the most common point of entry to the education system for newly arrived youth
(Fejes and Dahlstedt 2020). Prioritising Swedish language instruction, the LIP serves as a transi-
tional programme that aims to construct and support individual educational pathways for youth
to meet the requirements of the mainstream, national programmes, and proceed through the sys-
tem to further education or job market success (Skolverket 2021). With no knowledge-based pre-
requisites to enter the programme, the Skolverket, in a process known as ‘mapping’ [‘kartläggning’],
provides materials to map skill levels in reading, writing, and speaking in Swedish, English, and
math to initially place the youth, help design learning activities, and select pathways (Fejes and
Dahlstedt 2020; Tajic and Bunar 2020). Municipalities are responsible for designing goals, time
frames, and recommending content for the LIPs in their communities (Fejes and Dahlstedt
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2020), however, the school’s principal and teachers design and follow up with individual youth’s
study plans (Skolverket 2022a).

The challenges to meet the mandated requirements before youth age-out of upper secondary
school at age 20 are immense, particularly for those youth from refugee backgrounds with limited
or interrupted schooling. These challenges were further complicated by 2018 revisions to the upper
secondary school law that put pressure on teachers and asylum-seeking youth to complete upper
secondary requirements and find permanent employment within six months of completion in
order to attain residency (Righard, Emilsson, and Öberg 2019).

The study we report on is part of a larger project that sought to understand what language tea-
chers in a Swedish LIP identified as the language needs and challenges (particularly in English) of
youth from refugee backgrounds, and most promising pedagogical responses. In this article, we
focus on findings from focus group interviews with four LIP teachers.

Following the procedure recommended by Braun and Clarke (2012), we carried out a prelimi-
nary thematic analysis of the focus group data. The findings revealed that the challenges the teachers
faced were in keeping with those found by Stewart (2012) and fell into interweaving categories
related to the youth’s educational, environmental, economic, and social emotional needs. As
language and literacies researchers and educators, we were particularly interested in how these cat-
egories intersected with educational needs, especially in relation to language education. As we tried
to interpret these complex intersections, what we sensed and what intrigued us to investigate
further, were dilemmas arising as the teachers grappled with the implementation of official language
policies, curricula (that value an individual’s linguistic repertoire), and the demands of the assess-
ments and examinations that are based on monoglossic, language standards. Although such edu-
cational ideologies may seem contradictory and characterised as alternatives or defined in
opposition to other positions, they are in fact variants of more general ideologies. Billig et al.
(1988) point out that from a teaching and learning perspective, contradictory thinking aligns
with formal education’s dual ideological purposes. Namely, it is both the process by which ideology
is transmitted but it is also something people have ideologies about. For teachers, these ideologies
include directives for what and how to teach.

Relatedly, as Jaspers (2022) points out in a special issue of this journal, research on language-in-
education policy commonly either focuses on exemplary educators who resist monolingual policies,
thus demonstrating transformative possibilities, or on educators who enforce these policies with
disregard for learners’multilingual repertoires. Much less attention has been given to the many tea-
chers who do not fall neatly into these dichotomous categorizations and who, as with the case of our
participants, appear to see value in variously creating classroom spaces for both fixed monolingual
and fluid multilingual pedagogies. While Jasper and colleagues have begun to address research con-
cerning teachers who combine monolingual and multilingual pedagogies, this remains an under-
researched gap in the literature. In line with Jaspers’s (2022) argument, we maintain further studies
are needed because they illuminate: (1) the challenges faced by educators when required to navigate
co-existing, competing language (and teaching) ideologies in policy; (2) that ambivalent responses
to policy are a constant characteristic of teaching, rather than an interim phase; and promote (3) a
better (less judgmental) understanding of educators’ dilemmas and considered responses.

To gain insight into how teachers come to terms with these dilemmas about language curricula
and policies, what they do in the classroom, and the purpose this contrary thinking might serve, we
turned to the literature on ideological dilemmas. Billig et al. (1988) describe the phenomenon
this way:

[Ordinary people’s] thinking is frequently characterized by the presence of opposing themes. These are not the
oppositions which might be associated with a careless lack of thought. Rather they are the opposing themes
which enable ordinary people to find the familiar puzzling and therefore worthy of thought. (143)

Engel (2014) points out that teachers are often challenged with simultaneously holding contra-
dictory understandings and beliefs in their everyday practices and thinking. He views these ‘internal
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arguments’ (6) as productive in that they allow people to actively contemplate what they know. We
view the dilemmas that resulted from the complexity of the teachers’ and youths’ values and beliefs
as critical spaces for debating, contemplating, and thinking about practice.

Our understanding of ideological dilemmas was also informed by related arguments such as
those expressed by Jaspers (2019) concerning Flemish teachers’ dilemmas. In reviewing the litera-
ture on scholarly claims that language policies are not passively or completely adhered to by tea-
chers, Jaspers (2019, 220) cites renowned sociology of education scholar, Ball (1997), who
argued, ‘policies pose problems to their subjects, problems that must be solved in context. Solutions
[…] will be localised and should be expected to display “ad hocery” and messiness’ (Ball 1997, 270).

The focus of the study reported here is to further explore these potential dilemmas concerning
language pedagogies in an LIP. Our findings seek to have implications for directions towards clearer
articulations of existing dilemmas and untangling them to rethink possibilities for future practices
in ways that might in some measure, reconcile the need to teach standard (academic) language in
school with the affirmation and enhancement of youths’ expression of their identities and commu-
nicative repertoires.

In the sections that follow, we present previous research on the linguistic landscape of the Swed-
ish education policy, briefly consider the literature with respect to translanguaging theories and
pedagogies, and relatedly language fixity and fluidity, followed by a description of the methodology,
and then a report of the findings from thematic analysis. We conclude the paper with some lessons
learned from educators’ dilemmatic thinking and how this informs future considerations for
language teaching for newcomer students.

The linguistic landscape of the Swedish education policy

Swedish educational policy currently provides instruction in Swedish, Swedish as a second language
(SSL), English, Modern Languages, Mother Tongue (for both official and other minority languages),
and Languages for the hearing impaired (Skolverket 2022b). Rosén’s (2017) analysis of the linguistic
landscape of Swedish Education Policy and curriculum (1962–2011), revealed Swedish followed by
English are the dominant languages, both as compulsory subjects with skill levels required to meet
national test standards, and necessary prerequisites for advanced education. A number of scholars
(e.g. Gynne 2019; Nilsson and Bunar 2016; Nilsson Folke 2018; Wedin 2021) note the importance of
‘Swedishness’ in the school curriculum. English has a special status with ongoing debates about
whether it is a second or foreign language (Hult 2012). Thus, in the LIP, which as an introductory
programme aligns with the needs of individual learners (Wedin and Aho 2019), English is rec-
ommended to enable more educational choices, but is optional.

Languages most relevant to the LIP include SSL, English, and mother tongue (other than official
minority). Swedish is taught in the LIP using the mainstream SSL curriculum, and comprises the
most instructional hours (Fejes and Dahlstedt 2020). SSL is organised in parallel to Swedish
(SWE) for Grades 1–12 with the same outcomes and grading criteria (Skolverket 2022c). In
upper secondary school, SSL orients more toward learners’ multilingual capacities (Hedman and
Magnusson 2020), as articulated in the SSL curriculum: ‘… students should develop skills in and
knowledge of the Swedish language. Students should also be given the opportunity to reflect on
their own multilingualism…Multilingualism is an asset for both the individual and society… ’
(Skolverket 2022c). While the importance of learning Swedish as a named national language is
clearly stated, so is the importance of diversity as a resource and multilingualism as individual
and societal assets.

Two initiatives in educational legislation officially reinforce the notions of multilingualism and
diversity, Mother Tongue Instruction (MTI) and Multilingual Classroom Assistants (MCAs) (Nils-
son and Bunar 2016). However, MTI, offered as an optional subject for Grades 1–12, has met with
ongoing implementation problems such as a low inventory of qualified teachers and lack of
resources, contributing to ‘struggles for legitimacy’ (Ganuza and Hedman 2015, 128) (Nilsson
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and Axelsson 2013; Nilsson and Bunar 2016; Salö et al. 2018; Wedin and Aho 2019). Moreover with
MCAs, their main task is to bridge the languages of newcomer students with Swedish subject-area
content (Avery 2015; Dávila and Bunar 2020; Warren 2017) among other language support roles,
such as with ‘mapping’. How best to implement MCA support remains confusing however, result-
ing in their roles, hours of support, and translanguaging stance and practices being variable (Dávila
and Bunar 2020).

Rosén (2017) usefully describes the relationship between policy and practice:

On the one hand, language is still framed as countable units with names such as Swedish and English, as well
as ‘first language’ and ‘second language’. On the other hand, language is also framed in terms of an individual’s
repertoire, as the ‘primary tool human beings use for thinking, communicating and learning’ and through
which identities are expressed. (51)

Her analysis elucidates that ‘language’ and ‘languaging’ are represented in complex and potentially
ambivalent ways in the official discourses. Jaspers (2019) informs that ambivalence is not unique to
the linguistic landscape in Sweden arguing, ‘ … that many nation-state language policies value lin-
guistic uniformity (within the nation) and diversity (between nations) reflect[ing] a concern with
both values’ (222).

It is in this context then, that this paper seeks to explore the potential ideological dilemmas aris-
ing in an LIP in a Swedish upper secondary school, as the language teachers and youth navigate
both fluidity (e.g. translinguistic/semiotic pedagogies) and fixity, (e.g. ‘fixed regulations of insti-
tutional identity’) (Otsuji and Pennycook 2010, 247), such as exemplified in education by high-
stakes national examinations.

Translanguaging: fixity and fluidity

In recent years, various terms have emerged to capture users’ fluid and flexible use of their linguistic
resources across named languages (e.g. polylingualism, Jørgensen 2008; translanguaging, García
2009; García and Wei 2014; ubuntu translanguaging, Makalela 2016; metrolingualism, Otsuji and
Pennycook 2010). While the terms have distinct meanings, they share the idea of fixed, separate,
named languages as a linguistic ideology, rather than a social reality, as construction or ‘invention’(-
Makoni and Pennycook 2005) of the nation-state. Otsuji and Pennycook (2010) distinguish metro-
lingualism by explaining:

In their search for more dynamic terms than global and local,…Connell and Gibson (2003, 17) propose fixity
and fluidity which ‘reflect more dynamic ways of describing and understanding processes that move across,
while becoming embedded in, the materiality of localities and social relations’ (Connell and Gibson 2003, 17).
From this point of view, it is important not to construe fixity and fluidity as dichotomous, or even as opposite
ends of a spectrum, but rather to view them as symbiotically (re)constituting each other. (244, emphasis in
original)

Makalela (2016, 2018, 2019) and Ndhlovu andMakalela (2021), drawing on the southern African
notion of ubuntu as a ‘… value system relevant to linguistic discourse through the injunction:… .“a
human is a human because of others” or “I am because you are; you are because we are”’ (Makalela
2016, 188), also make the case for the simultaneous notions of fixity and fluidity as practiced in
ubuntu translanguaging pedagogy. This is an important point as the notion of fluidity has gained
much currency in contemporary theory and practice, with ‘fixity often relegated to antagonist sta-
tus’ (Jaspers and Madsen 2019, 12).

By far the most influential of the theories in the recent movement challenging ideas of language
framed as separate, countable units is translanguaging. Originating in Welsh/English bilingual edu-
cation (Williams 1996), and following García’s (2009) hugely influential publication, translangua-
ging theory and pedagogy have gained global significance, including with relevance to the global
south (Makalela 2016). In subsequent, prolific publications, García and colleagues have expanded
and developed both theoretical and pedagogical aspects (e.g. García and Kleyn 2016; García and
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Lin 2017; García and Wei 2014; García et al. 2021). García and Wei (2018) explain, ‘Today, trans-
languaging refers to the use of language as a dynamic repertoire and not as a system with socially
and politically defined boundaries. With the focus on actual language use, translanguaging necess-
arily goes beyond the named languages… ’ (1).

Additionally they state that, as well as transcending language boundaries, translanguaging trans-
forms language structures, social relations and structures, and ‘individuals’ cognition’ to change ‘the
way language professionals see, use, and teach language’, working in a way that is ‘genuinely
transdisciplinary’ (García andWei 2018, 5, emphasis in original). As has been stated, ‘we are dealing
with a multifaceted and multilayer polysemic term’ (Leung and Valdés 2019, 359); this can result in
ambiguity. Poza (2017) illustrates, in its rapid increase there are many different, some contested,
perspectives for the term. Citing Cameron (1995, 127), Jaspers (2018) notes that popular new con-
cepts such as translanguaging, can run the risk of ‘discursive drift’ wherein their appeal and exten-
sive uptake have ‘… inflated their meaning, to the point that they are now often elusive… ’ (1, 2).

Cummins (2021) takes issue with the concept as it has evolved, as in his view, ‘the term carries
extraneous conceptual baggage and has the potential to diminish its credibility’ (271, emphasis in
original). He distinguished between two versions of translanguaging theory; the one posited by Gar-
cía and colleagues he labels Unitary Translanguaging Theory (UTT), and the other, he labels Cross-
linguistic Translanguaging Theory (CTT). According to Cummins (forthcoming), ‘The core
theoretical division between CTT and UTT is that CTT proposes fluid and porous boundaries
between languages in the multilingual’s linguistic system, whereas UTT proposes no boundaries
and no languages’ (para. 6). We subscribe to the CTT notion of highly fluid and porous boundaries
between languages. Although our interest in this article is translanguaging pedagogies, we recognise
that theory and practice are implicated, and that educators implementing such approaches are likely
to be navigating ambiguous and contentious spaces.

Paradoxically, there are many different terms for translanguaging pedagogies and what appear to
be relatively similar approaches, informed by distinct and, in some cases, contested conceptual
foundations (e.g. a translanguaging pedagogy, García and Kleyn 2016; bilingual pedagogy, Creese
and Blackledge 2010; teaching through a multilingual lens, Cummins and Persad 2014). However,
as Cummins (2021, forthcoming) points out, and with which we are in full agreement, the inspira-
tional UTT materials, resources and guides produced by for example, Celic and Seltzer (2013), Gar-
cía and Kleyn (2016), and colleagues at City University New York and New York State, Initiatives
On Emergent Bilinguals (https://www.cuny-nysieb.org/), are compatible with CTT conceptions that
hold with fluid and porous rather than no boundaries (e.g. Cummins 2007, 2021; Cummins et al.
2015). Cummins (2021) states that translanguaging pedagogies, both UTT and CTT influenced,
promote eight shared instructional strategies (see p. 205) for actively engaging emerging bilingual
students in the learning process, productively harnessing their full communicative repertoires and
supporting their academic success. He details a large number of translanguaging pedagogy projects
that were teacher initiatives or influenced by CCT or UTT that share some or all of the common
instructional strategies.

However, despite the commonality, there remain potential dilemmas for teachers who seek to
employ translanguaging pedagogies, arguably, particularly from a UTT position. Though García
and colleagues (e.g. García and Otheguy 2020) strongly advocate for privileging speaker’s own com-
municative practices, they ‘… recognize that learners need access to and must gain control over
named languages’ (Cummins forthcoming, para. 24). To do this, García and Wei (2018) suggest
that, ‘translanguaging pedagogy insists in keeping both senses of language visible – the external
one, the named language(s) that is the medium of instruction, and the internal one, the language
repertoire of students’ (4). They explain, ‘[translanguaging pedagogy] does so by combining
spaces/times where/when the named language is privileged, and spaces/times where/when students
are given freedom to express themselves using their entire language repertoire’ (4). Importantly,
questions arise beyond interpretations of privilege, concerning how teachers implement trans-
languaging pedagogies in each of these differently privileged spaces (e.g. language needs, objectives,
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syllabus, materials, methods, literacy pedagogy, assessment) and whether or how the two might
correspond.

Methodology

Research site

Stjärna upper secondary school and the language introduction program
The LIP at Stjärna Upper Secondary School was the site of our research study. At the time of
research, the school offered various national introductory, academic and vocational programmes,
including an LIP with approximately 73 youth (22% of the school population). The school was
led by an experienced principal and teachers, supported by a rich inventory of texts and materials
for mainstream and LIP instruction.

The LIP prioritised learning Swedish as a second language (SSL) and, at the time of the study,
included instruction in mother tongue, English, math, social sciences, natural sciences; and a variety
of electives. The teachers used national mapping materials in collaboration with Arabic and Dari
multilingual classroom assistants to assess levels of language competencies in Swedish and English,
and to place the youth in classes. SSL was scheduled for four or five, 50-minute classes weekly, with
teachers adhering to SSL curriculum guidelines according to grading criteria and content. English
instruction was allotted four, 50-minute blocks per week, taught according to mainstream English
curriculum guidelines and assessment. Finally, mother tongue instruction (i.e. Arabic and Dari) was
held weekly for one 50-minute class, with teachers determining the learning environments and skill
levels to meet the syllabus guidelines.

During the time of this research, approximately 25% of the youth were Syrian-born, almost all
the remainder were Afghan-born but had generally lived in Iran, and nearly 90% of the students
were male. Almost all the youth had experienced forced migration, and many were living in Sweden
without any family members.

Our study and participants

The central question of our study was: What dilemmas do language teachers in an introductory pro-
gramme perceive relative to the language needs of youth from refugee backgrounds, as they strive to
implement promising practices? We used the qualitative research method of focus group interviews
to gain rich insights into how four LIP teachers think about the language needs of their students in
relation to their perceptions of promising pedagogical responses. The overall purpose of focus
groups is to facilitate a comfortable environment for sharing ideas, experiences, and attitudes
about a defined topic (Krueger and Casey 2000). By design, participants both influence and are
influenced by the perspectives of others.

Our LIP teacher participants were selected strategically using purposive sampling, ‘according to
the role they play in dynamic processes’ within the LIP (Palys 2008, 697). They included four edu-
cators: two language teachers (i.e. one Swedish and one English), and two multilingual classroom

Table 1. List of Language Introduction Programme (LIP) teacher participants.

Name Languages Role at time of study Background at Stjärna Upper Secondary

Pia Swedish, English Lead teacher for the LIP taught mainstream
Swedish, SSL, English taught LIP SSL

Expert teacher for 12 years, including 7
years in the LIP

Svetlana Russian, Swedish,
English, German

Taught LIP English 4 years in the LIP, expert teacher
certificate received during year 2

Mahdi Dari, Swedish, English Multilingual classroom assistant, taught mother
tongue Dari

In the LIP for 5 years

Rama Arabic, Kurdish,
Swedish

Multilingual classroom assistant, taught mother
tongue Arabic

In the LIP for 5 years

6 M. B. SMITH ET AL.



assistants who also served as mother tongue teachers (i.e. one Dari and one Arabic). Table 1 pro-
vides an overview of the educator participants.

We recruited teacher participants with a letter of invitation and attached consent form in Eng-
lish. The teachers were asked to participate in two, 45-minute focus groups, organised in a school
classroom after regular hours, and conducted by Author 1.

Data generation

The questions used in the focus groups were presented in a manner to encourage open dialogue. For
the teachers, the process included continuous clarification in Swedish when necessary, with inter-
view questions adapted from questions used in a similar, large Social Sciences and Humanities
Research Council of Canada-funded study led by Author 3. The questions addressed three topics:
(1) teachers’ beliefs, (2) assessment and instructional strategies with respect to English language and
literacy education for youth from refugee backgrounds; and (3) ways to encourage engagement with
youth from refugee backgrounds in the classroom. The group discussions were audio-recorded
using the Voice Memos app on the Apple iPhone.

Data analysis

We aligned the ideological dilemmas that initially emerged in and across our conversations with
educators, with Agar’s (1996) concept of ‘rich points’ which he defines as ‘moments of incompre-
hension and unmet expectations’ (4). Taking these rich points as our unit of analysis, we focused on
dilemmas that the educators articulated in relation to language policies and pedagogies in the LIP.

We employed Braun and Clarke’s (2012) six-phase process for thematic data analysis: (1) fam-
iliarise with the data; (2) generate initial codes; (3) search for themes; (4) review potential themes;
(5) define and name themes; and (6) produce the report. In addition, the analysis used a combi-
nation of inductive (i.e. bottom-up) and deductive (i.e. top-down) approaches ‘not uncommon
in a single thematic analysis’ (Braun and Clarke 2012, 57). In other words, codes and themes
were induced from within the data; and also deduced according to preconceived notions (e.g.
fixity and fluidity, translanguaging pedagogies) that we brought to the research. This abductive
analysis allowed for ‘surprises to come up, [to be] taken seriously, and… [to be] explained using
concepts not anticipated when the [study] started’ (Agar 2006, para. 66).

After the data were generated, we used f5 software to transcribe the focus group interviews. We
listened to and read the transcriptions several times, using Atlas.ti to organise the data and generate
initial codes. We then moved to Microsoft Word to collate the codes and search for themes. We
reviewed the potential themes, first independently and then collaboratively to confirm that the
themes related closely to the data. We labelled the themes and noted that two main themes
could be drawn concerning the dilemmas of ‘what’ to teach (including two sub-themes), and
‘how’ best to teach literacies in the LIP.

The thematic analysis was iterative and recursive, with recursiveness the typical merit of this
approach (Braun and Clarke 2012). During the recursive process, we discussed and agreed upon
emerging themes, and continued through ongoing dialogue to clarify, fine-tune, and modify the
thematic categories. Our recursive process finally included in-depth analysis of the data with an
eye for examples that lacked consensus with the themes as a means to ensure robustness. The analy-
sis was iterative with the themes looping back to the research questions.

With respect to our positionality as researchers engaged with educators of youth from refugee
backgrounds, all three authors are experienced teachers and researchers in this area. Author 1 is
a Canadian teacher/researcher who lives in Sweden, translanguaging in English and Swedish; she
was well-known to the participants having previously been an English teacher at the site. Author
1 was the lead researcher responsible for data collection. Authors 2 and 3 are Canadian researchers
with considerable experience working with educators, and multilingual children and youth in
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Canada and East Africa. We bring to the data analysis our shared interests in better understanding
the needs and challenges of youth from refugee backgrounds and promising pedagogical responses.

Teachers’ ideological dilemmas

From our data analysis, three interweaving themes emerged in relation to dilemmatic thinking by
the teachers in relation to: (1) named, standard languages and translanguaging, and (2) effective
syllabus, lessons and materials. These first two themes can be broadly categorised as ‘What’ to
teach in the LIP/classes. The third theme relates to dilemmatic thinking about ‘How’ to teach,
specifically in relation to literacy pedagogies. Across the three themes, we also considered wherever
possible ‘Why’ the teachers held the understandings and beliefs that they expressed. We want to
emphasise that the relationship across the themes is symbiotic in nature, rather than dichotomous,
because simultaneously the teachers must manage fixed national language policies alongside valu-
ing the students’ multilingual backgrounds, knowledge, and experience.

Theme 1: dilemmatic thinking about named, standard languages and translanguaging

It was evident in our focus groups that the teachers held the idea of separate, named national
languages. This was shown in Rama’s response to a question about the youths’ language needs:

All official authorities and all communities here speak and write and communicate with this [Swedish]
language, even if we don’t speak it every day… . Everyone speaks the official language and academic language
so we must be able to speak both languages.

Moreover, the belief was expressed that within a named language (e.g. Swedish), the youth needed
to develop control over different registers. Rama further declared that ‘… the first priority is to learn
Swedish’. Though, the educators reported that even when a youth in the LIP succeeded in learning
‘… perfect, perfect Swedish’, many youth were still ultimately denied residency. Yet despite these
setbacks, developing a high level of standard Swedish to pass national examinations and successfully
resettle in Sweden, was one of the teachers’ key aspirations for their students. This is not surprising
given, as reported earlier, the number of scholars (e.g. Gynne 2019; Nilsson and Bunar 2016; Nils-
son Folke 2018; Wedin 2021) who noted the importance of ‘Swedishness’ in the school curriculum.
The teachers regularly used the ‘mapping’ [kartläggning] activities to assess student progress
through the language standard levels. As Pia explained, ‘… kartläggning is very good and we
have those tools from Skolverket, at least in English and Swedish’ that the teachers used to design
individual instructional supports, according to standardised levels (similar to the Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference for Languages).

Regarding English, the teachers explained that it was more difficult to learn the named language
English than suggested in Sweden’s policy discourse, wherein English is claimed to be widely used
as a second/foreign language (Hult 2012), because as Pia elucidated, ‘… I think English is difficult
here [rural community] in Sweden because… they don’t hear English enough, they don’t watch
films’. This arguably suggests the educators viewed English as a bounded language and a school sub-
ject to be accessed through autonomous learning outside of school. Mother tongue languages (i.e.
Dari and Arabic) were also discussed as separate languages. Further distinctions were made
between Dari (Afghanistan) and Persian/Farsi (Iran), and also, Syrian Arabic and Iraqi Arabic,
demonstrating teachers held notions of language as tied to nation-state.

In keeping with Rosén’s (2017) report on Sweden’s linguistic landscape, the teachers held hier-
archical views about named language use. As previously reported, for Rama, ‘… .the first priority is
to learn Swedish. Moreover, official assessment practices were biased towards Swedish, as Pia
explained, ‘… they [LIP students] get it [extra time] in Swedish [for the national exam], why not
English? It’s crazy… .and in Swedish they are allowed to use a dictionary, and they have spelling
and grammar help, but not in English’. Materials in Swedish and English were bountiful, however
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not so in mother tongue, as Mahdi described, ‘For us as mother language teachers…we don’t have
so much so we use a lot from our homelands’ websites and what the school board [in Afghanistan]
has… ’ These perceived language hierarchies arguably influenced the idea of named languages as
not only separate, but also as differentially privileged and prioritised assets and practices.

On the other hand, while holding fixed language ideologies, educators simultaneously encour-
aged and practiced translanguaging. Unlike findings in Jaspers (2019) and Slembrouck and Rosiers
(2018), the teachers in our study did not hold any negative attitudes towards translanguaging as a
spontaneous or pedagogical practice. There were no punitive consequences for translanguaging,
which was practiced by the teachers and students inside and outside of class. Specifically in subject
area classrooms, the teachers used translanguaging to engage students’multilingual repertoires and
scaffold meaning making, as Mahdi discussed ‘… for students with refugee backgrounds who have
translation of the word [in mother tongue] especially in math and science subjects… they learn the
word [in other languages] with the help of translating and guidance… ’.As Svetlana reported, they
also scheduled ‘läxhjälp’ [study help]. These were classes organised by subject-area and scheduled
once a week with one or two teachers including the multilingual classroom assistantss, to provide
extra help using translanguaging pedagogies. Translanguaging was also employed to build and acti-
vate background knowledge, as Mahdi described:

If a teacher talks about WWII… I find material about this that they can study first in Dari or Persian so they
can have a little knowledge and then when the teacher talks about WWII so it’s very easy for them… if they
have an earlier [schooling in mother tongue when they learn the same thing] then they can connect the two
things.

Additionally, Pia explained how using translanguaging to build relationships and build on what stu-
dents know affirms identities:

[you must demonstrate that]… you are interested and curious in their lives, and then connect that to the
material…when I work with sagas in Swedish, there are sagas in Dari and so on, so what have they learned
earlier, but also their identity or their culture has meaning, it matters, I think it’s very important.

Relatedly, translanguaging was employed in using multilingual/dual language materials, to maxi-
mise literacy engagement and learning. As Svetlana explained, ‘… and then we have inläsningstjänst
[rich multilingual resources] as well, so they can listen if they have some problems with reading or
need to train extra’ In addition, there was extensive use of translanguaging for crosslinguistic and
metalinguistic awareness, exemplified by Pia:

I usually compare Swedish with Dari and you know where do you put the verb in your sentences and this is
typical for… students learning Swedish. They put the verb in the wrong spot. So we talk about the language
and compare it.

Svetlana added:

… if we speak about English lessons, so there are students who can speak Swedish on some level and I can
sometimes compare and say that it’s the same like in Swedish because it’s something we both can we use
all languages which the person has, so when you [Mahdi and Rama] are there so you use mother tongue.

From our analysis of the data, it emerged that the educators simultaneously held contrary themes
of concepts of languages (as bounded/fixed) and (trans)languaging (as fluid/porous). With this in
mind, we now turn to the second theme, also entangled in dilemmas of ‘What’ to teach.

Theme 2: dilemmatic thinking about effective syllabus, lessons and materials

A complicating factor in matching needs to syllabus, lesson design and materials (i.e. the ‘what’) was
that the LIP was intended to align with the needs of individual learners while simultaneously meet-
ing the national Grade 9 examination standards in Swedish and English. Although there was a
plethora of materials in monoglossic named languages and dual languages, the needs of the
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individual learners were wide-ranging, and the educators queried if, and to what extent, the
materials selected should be for individual work or for the benefits that could be accrued from coop-
erative group work. As Pia stated, ‘Sometimes one can cater to each level but one must [teach] the
whole class, because it’s also that one learns together [collaboratively]… ’.

Finding the balance between individual (e.g. privileging named language tasks) and group work
(e.g. privileging communicative translanguaging practices) significantly influenced the lessons and
materials used. For example, the teachers used grammar books with students working indepen-
dently on specific language features as a way to address needs related to (fixed) language forms.
Also, both Svetlana and Pia agreed that they use these grammar books and exercise sheets in
part because, ‘They (youth) like their grammar books’. They also provided multiple links to gram-
mar materials online (e.g. British Council) for the students to use in and out of class for indepen-
dent learning, as they strove to support learner success in fixed language examinations. However,
Mahdi cautioned:

You [need to] have a lot of video film and also some strategy… so they will be very interested, and you see a lot
of improvement in their working because if it’s boring [referring to grammar books]… if they are just work-
ing with themselves and with this strategy [grammar books] I don’t think…we can see any progress.

Textbooks published for the Skolverket organised around language skills (i.e. oral, reading, and
writing) were also well used. However, the teachers were very aware that, contrary to the expec-
tations of the learners, the materials covered in the textbooks did not easily correspond to the
national Grade 9 examinations. Svetlana explained, ‘… sometimes the students ask me which
book should I finish to be ready for the test?’ Mahdi concurred that ‘… they’re thinking like this
that ya I finish this book and then the test will come just from this book and it’s not like this’.
Although the teachers explained this to the youth, they had a dilemma about deciding to organise
the syllabus, lessons and materials around grammar and textbooks, or other rich multilingual and
multimodal materials. Given this dilemma, the teachers drew eclectically frommultiple sources and
as Pia explained, ‘we’re struggling with it (laughing) but it never works, I haven’t found one thing
that will fit everyone. Instead… it’s like trying to do different things, saying it in different ways and
using studiehandledare (multilingual classroom assistants)’.

Next we turn to the third theme regarding ‘How’ to teach, specifically in relation to literacy
pedagogies.

Theme 3: dilemmatic thinking about literacy pedagogies

The third theme reports on how the teachers held contradictory understandings and beliefs about
the most effective literacy pedagogies to implement relative to their selected language objectives,
lesson design, and materials. To provide context, one of the compounding factors in teachers’
dilemmas regarding literacy pedagogies was their concern regarding cultural differences between
the role of teachers and methods of instruction (types of pedagogy) used in Sweden and in the
youths’ countries of origin. As Mahdi explained:

Students expect the teacher will probably lead as much as possible and say exactly, “Do like this and this” and
explain everything, but we expect that [the youth] will be more independent and work on their own. So we
have some [cultural] misunderstanding.

The literacy pedagogy that the teachers characterised most in the data was towards a sociocul-
tural theory of learning (e.g. Vygotsky 1978). This could be seen in Pia’s account of how she moved
through the teaching learning cycle (Gibbons 2015), starting with the whole class to scaffold lear-
ners to independently write an essay in a particular genre:

… you know we start with the essays, what should it contain, the kinds of topics, argumentative, discussion,
and then first you read one together, then we write one together, and then they finally do one and that’s very
typical for Language Introduction.
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As exemplified earlier in the first theme, the educators most commonly used translanguaging/
literacy pedagogies from a sociocultural perspective on learning. They used these pedagogies to acti-
vate and build background knowledge, draw on students’multilingual resources, and work in a stu-
dent-centered way to position the learner as an active participant in the learning process. The focus
was on language (and content) learning more broadly, rather than fixed formalities, rules and con-
ventions, as Mahdi’s example illustrated of teaching about WWII, translanguaging in Dari and
Swedish. The relationship that was created between teacher and learner was less authoritarian
and more democratic, and in our study, infused with a caring approach. However, the teachers
also simultaneously held to relatively authoritarian, transmission teaching that favoured direct
instruction. This was evident in giving teacher-fronted, mini-language lessons, as in Svetlana’s
explanations of task instructions, ‘… one of the most serious problems is that sometimes they
don’t read the instructions and they don’t do the assignment correctly’. Svetlana worked with
the students using direct-instruction (transmission) to ensure they understood the vocabulary
and procedural language before beginning a task. Both Pia and Rama echoed the importance of
direct teaching vis-a-vis language of procedures. Rama also explained language support in the
LIP math class and in the Arabic mother tongue class:

When I come, they’ve learned that every exercise I must go to the whiteboard and explain three times for them,
because I know their culture, they’ve grown up with that kind of thing… so that is how it goes for me in math
and in Arabic… if I sometimes use Swedish method… there is a question… so I must go through it and
explain, explain, explain like the old days… .

More teacher-fronted pedagogies were employed for teaching the rules of grammar. As Svetlana
explained, ‘sometimes I find some grammar exercises… if some student needs it because… there
are gaps in knowledge so I can find something very fast and tell the student… ’. The educators also
saw value in direct instruction of vocabulary through repetition and memorisation. As Pia stated,
‘We challenge the students with vocabulary all the time… if we have a text we explain the words so
that is constant’, and for Mahdi, ‘… .so when they read a text they find for example 10 words that
they learn so there is vocabulary they will learn’. However, Pia commented, ‘ … . but they don’t
write down and they don’t memorize it, they don’t do the repetition’, which suggests a more didac-
tic literacy pedagogy. So, while the teachers appeared to privilege progressive literacy pedagogies
with a sociocultural (and emotional) view of learning that was more learner-centered, they also
used more traditional, transmission literacy pedagogies. Pia summed up the dilemma, in part,
when rhetorically asking, ‘Maybe we serve them too much, we’re too nice?’

Dilemmatic thinking and future considerations

Our focus in this study has been the entwined dilemmas facing a group of dedicated teachers, as
they interpreted language policies and enacted literacy pedagogies in an LIP against the backdrop
of critical factors such as standardised language tests, age-out time limits, and high stakes criteria
for residency approval for youth from refugee backgrounds. We return to the aims of our study: to
contribute to the research regarding the challenges faced by educators when required to navigate
co-existing, competing language (and teaching) ideologies in policy; to increase awareness that
ambivalent responses to policy are commonplace, perpetual, and productive in that they stimulate
educators’ critical reflection and dialogue; and to promote a better (less judgmental) understanding
of educator’s dilemmas and considered responses as they strive to meet multiple competing out-
comes. Taking inspiration from Ball (1997) who reminds us, ‘policies pose problems for their sub-
jects, problems that must be solved in context’ 270), we reflect on the three interweaving themes
that emerged from our thematic analysis of the teachers’ focus group interviews. We summarise
each in turn to point out the teachers’ dilemmatic thinking, the symbiotic nature of fixity and fluid-
ity, and discuss lessons learned and future considerations for educators as they seek to reconcile
seemingly alternative positions in their local context.
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The first and second themes (i.e. ‘what’ to teach and relatedly using ‘what’ resource materials)
were dilemmas that were clearly entangled. Possessing contrary values and beliefs about standar-
dised, separate languages and translanguaging in relation to effective syllabus, lessons, and
materials, it was evident the educators held both fixed and fluid perceptions of language in setting
language objectives and selecting materials. First, as noted earlier, as the notion of fluidity has
gained much currency in contemporary sociolinguistic and language pedagogy theory and practice,
‘fixity [is] often relegated to antagonist status’ (Jaspers and Madsen 2019, 12). Indeed, one reason
that Jaspers and Madsen critically reviewed the recent interest in fluid language, ‘… is that it con-
tributes to abnormalising an investment in its opposite, despite the reasonable epistemic and ideo-
logical grounds for doing so, and to downplaying the dilemmas that arise from living in a
considerably “languagised” world’ (11). Scholars can and do take up various positions either
along the spectrum or on either side of the fluidity/fixity dichotomy. Teachers, however, have to
resolve or make compromises to navigate from theories to their everyday practice in particular con-
texts. One lesson learned from our study is to clarify for teachers, that in keeping with their own
grounded theories and some influential scholars, rather than construing ‘fixity and fluidity as
dichotomous’, to view them as symbiotically (re)constituting each other (Otsuji and Pennycook
2010, 244). And to keep in mind, in a broader context regarding dilemmatic thinking, that this edu-
cational ideological dilemma is a variation of a more general ideology, such as ‘… that many nation-
state language policies value linguistic uniformity (within the nation) and diversity (between
nations) reflect[ing] a concern with both values’ (Jaspers 2019, 222) as they work, ideally with
new awareness, towards compromise.

Second, ‘what’ to teach was complicated by individual needs related to how named language profi-
ciency levels were assessed, and recommendations to harness and promote multilingualism as an
identity affirming pedagogy. This dilemma was further complicated by decisions about ‘what’
materials to use, with the educators perceiving that available materials were not as effective as they
would want them to be in helping students progress through the individual mapping activities and
meeting the demands of the national examinations. The lesson learned from this theme is the chal-
lenges presented for experienced and invested language teachers when they are required to design and
implement individualised pathways simultaneously for large numbers of newly arrived students,
many of whom have interrupted or limited formal schooling, a wide range of competencies and
life experiences, and limited time before they age-out of the programme. Interestingly, an abundance
of materials did not suffice in resolving ongoing dilemmas related to syllabus, and project and lesson
design towards multiple language and content learning objectives, however, all materials were ulti-
mately directed towards passing the high-stakes, gatekeeper national examinations.

Third, we were struck by the commitment and investment the LIP teachers demonstrated as they
grappled with the complex dilemmas they faced while teaching language and literacy to youth from
refugee backgrounds. One of the primary dilemmas, as Pia’s comment above references, is the ten-
sion between the principles of democracy and those of authority. This was realised in establishing a
balance between transmission and progressive pedagogies, as the teachers saw value in both impart-
ing knowledge, and in drawing out youths’ background knowledge and lived experiences in order to
link the known and the new. Related was the dilemma of teaching to learner-centered individual
linguistic needs, or teaching to sociolinguistic, communicative needs (through small group colla-
borative activities). The lesson learned is that while teachers may have a preferred pedagogy,
they are likely to experience challenges and barriers to remaining faithful to one fixed pedagogy.
They will likely need to reflect on redressing the balance at times and assess becoming more flexible
(fluid) depending on the language objective/s they aim for, as well as the youths’ beliefs and values
relative to pedagogical practices.

From the lessons learned in relation to the teachers’ ideological dilemmas, we identified six
points for future considerations for educators, as they navigate and attempt to reconcile seemingly
disparate perspectives on language teaching and learning in their local contexts.
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(1) Ideally, the national, Grade 9 examinations in Swedish and English could be broadened to
include multilingual assessment (e.g. Gorter and Cenoz 2017; Schissel et al. 2018), in keeping
with the goals of Swedish education policy to promote linguistic diversity.

(2) Time could be allocated for language teachers to work collaboratively to design interdisciplin-
ary content-based units to be taught simultaneously in each of the language classes (i.e. Swed-
ish, English, mother tongue), with language support. This would afford reinforcement, allow
for repetition, and also provide critical cross-linguistic transfer and meta-awareness while ser-
ving as adjunct courses for content classes.

(3) Action-research could be conducted, exploring spaces/times where/when named languages are
privileged, and different spaces/times where/when students are encouraged to use their entire
language repertoire. As one example, based on mapping activities, some youth may be initially
placed in sheltered classes where Swedish is privileged with the focus on important content to
support school and societal resettlement.

(4) Inläsningstjänst materials (i.e. multilingual, online materials across grade levels) could be used
by students in class with teacher guidance rather than outside of class as support material. Tea-
chers could privilege their language of instruction (i.e. Swedish, English, mother tongue), have
control over teaching lessons to the class as a whole, while individual students could, at the
same time, take advantage of the translanguaging features.

(5) Teachers could organise lessons so that the first lessons of the week (or month) use teacher-
directed, transmission practices, focusing on grammar and vocabulary, privileging the language
of instruction. The second set of weekly (or monthly) lessons could be implemented using
translanguaging pedagogies, including progressive, collaborative lessons and topics of interest,
with the aim of applying concepts and vocabulary learned earlier in the week (or month) in
context or vice versa.

(6) Using multilingual classroom assistant support and translanguaging/multimodality, content in
language classes could regularly focus on the youths’ skills, talents, interests and experiences to
select unit topics to be further developed as resources, acknowledging diversity and multilin-
gualism as assets and affirming the youths’ identities. In this context, explicitly learning about
language and developing critical multilingual awareness could be promoted.
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