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Abstract 

 

The overarching aim of this paper is to highlight second-language pupils’ engagement 

with the Swedish school system, as far as language development and learning are 

concerned. The empirical focus of the paper is directed towards experienced learning 

and is investigated through the interpretation of oral and written learning memories. 

Informants speaking Swedish as a second language participate by recounting their 

school memories. Using a ‘life story’ approach the interpretation of these learning 

memories focuses on lingual skills, education, lingual identity and citizenship. For those 

whose first language is other than Swedish, mother tongue education becomes a focal 

point within the school system. The research shows that participating in mother tongue 

lessons was seen as positive and that taking part made it easier to improve skills not only 

in the mother tongue but in the second language, Swedish, as well. Through widened 

linguistic horizons it then becomes possible to develop a multilingual identity and 

students become aware of their possibilities as active global citizens. 

 

Keywords: lingual skills, education, lingual identity and citizenship 

 

 

Introduction 

 

By improving my skills in the mother tongue, it became much easier for me to 

continue to learn the Swedish language. When I developed good language skills 

in the mother tongue and Swedish I became aware of how often I switch between 

languages and the way I talk depending on the situation. 

  

This quotation from a multilingual teacher student visualizes how he remembers his 

multilingual development in the Swedish school system. I use this as a starting point in 

this paper.  

 

About twenty per cent (National Swedish Agency for Education, 2008) of the children in 

Swedish pre-school education and the nine-year compulsory school system have a 

foreign or immigrant background. For some of these children are skills in one or more 

first languages already developed when they came in contact with the Swedish language. 

Teaching and dialogue takes place by means of language and in order to be able to learn 

and develop into multilingual individuals, the children need knowledge about and in 

their mother tongue, and their second language Swedish. Skills in the first and second 

languages are needed in school and pupils with a first language other than Swedish have 

the right to be taught and instructed in Mother Tongue and in Swedish as a Second 

Language.  
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The right to succeed in school and to be participating pupils as well as citizens, forces 

schools to develop the necessary education and teacher competence. But studies have 

shown that pupils with foreign background are less successful in achieving the 

educational goals both in the nine-year compulsory school and the upper-secondary 

school when one compares them to their classmates with Swedish background (National 

Swedish Agency for Education, 2002; 2004a; 2004b; 2008). 

 

Research shows that students with foreign backgrounds are less successful than students 

with domestic backgrounds in reaching the goals of compulsory education. Failure to 

achieve the basic goals of the school means that students do not have permission to 

continued education and have poor conditions for participation in community life. 

Relative to the average in OECD countries, in Sweden is major difference in reading 

comprehension among students with foreign backgrounds and students with a Swedish 

background. The differences have increased since 2000. Using results from PISA the 

Swedish National Agency for Education shows that fifteen year students of foreign 

origin who were born in Sweden and abroad reach 70 percent respectively 52 percent 

basic reading level. The result can be compared to 86 percent of fifteen year old pupils 

with Swedish background achieving this level. Swedish background means that at least 

one parent born in Sweden. 

 

Bunar (2001), Bunar and Kallstenius (2007), Lahdenperä (2004) and Torpsten (2008) 

has interpreted this phenomenon. They found that one explanation can be that the 

education does not carry out the multicultural society’s demands and the pupils’ 

requirements. Other explanations can be teachers’ lack of awareness about the pupils’ 

right to be taught in the subjects Mother Tongue and Swedish as a Second Language. 

Some more explanations can be teachers uncertainness’ about these subjects and about 

the pupils’ right to instruction or supervision in lessons in their Mother Tongue and 

Swedish as a Second Language. Teachers are uncertain about how they should examine 

and evaluate skills in Mother Tongue as well as in Swedish as a Second Language.  

 

 

1. Mother Tongue, Multilingual Education and Multilingualism 

 

Pupils' continued development of their mother tongue is essential for reaching 

multilingualism, improving knowledge and for success in school. Good skills in 

one's mother tongue make it easier to learn other languages and to develop 

knowledge in other subjects (Ministry of Education and Science, 2011). 

 

Mother Tongue as a subject has a history of thirty year (Torpsten, 2008). There were no 

specific writings concerning children with foreign background, pupils with another 

mother tongue than Swedish or multilingual children in the first curriculum, Lgr62 

(Ministry of Education and Science, 1962). Since the second curriculum, Lgr69 

(Ministry of Education and Science, 1969), there have been formulations that can be 

understood as Swedish as a second language or multilingualism. The importance of 

developing multilingualism was expressed in the supplement from 1985. Developing the 

mother tongue, Swedish as a second language as well as multilingualism have been 

expressed since 1995 (Ministry of Education and Science, 1995). 
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Mother tongue skills and linguistic richness is important for learning, for success in 

school and in life in a multicultural society: 

 

Having access to their native language also facilitates language development and 

learning in different areas" / ... / "To have a rich variety of languages is important 

to understand and operate in a society where cultures, philosophies, generations 

and languages meet" (Ministry of Education, 2011, p 87). Education in mother 

tongue is expected to stimulate students to read and write in their native language, 

develop their cultural identity and become multilingual. "Language is man's 

primary tool to think, communicate and learn. By language people develop their 

identity, express thoughts and feelings and understand how others feel and think" 

(Ministry of Education, 2011, p 87). The tuition is expected to "... help students 

develop a comparative approach to cultures and languages. (Ministry of 

Education, 2011, p 87) 

 

In Sweden Mother tongue lessons can bee organized in different ways. It can bee within 

ordinary time table or outside ordinary time table. Mother tongue can bee organized at 

the children’s ordinary school or another school. Swedish as a second language can bee 

organized parallel to Swedish as a mother tongue lessons or as special needs lessons. 

Education, multilingual students and language development are discussed by Cummins 

and Schecter (2003). These researchers have studied second language acquisition and 

teachers ways to meet the multilingual pupils. They note that motivation, feelings of 

togetherness and the interaction between student and teacher is critical to language 

acquisition. Best results, reach students when they feel they are part of the class and 

learning community. And good skills in ones mother tongue have positive effects on the 

cognitive development.  

 

Cognitive and language development can bee understood in terms of widened horizons 

(Bengtsson, 2001; 2005; Merleau-Ponty, 1997) and widened awareness. When ones 

earlier experiences are made used of her linguistic understanding and knowledge can be 

seen as moved to higher levels and new cognitive horizons. 

 

 

2. Aim, Method and Research Process 

 

Overarching aim of this paper is to highlight second-language pupils’ encountering with 

the Swedish school, mother tongue and multilingual education regarding language 

development and learning.  

 

An empirical context called experienced learning is investigated by interpreting oral and 

written narrated learning memories. In order to achieve the overarching aim following 

questions are specified: 

 

 What aspects are mentioned concerning Mother Tongue, language development 

and learning? 

 What aspects are mentioned concerning lingual skills, lingual identity and 

citizenship? 
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Informants speaking Swedish as a second language participate by telling their school and 

learning memories. By written and verbal communication they related their learning 

memories as aspects of their life stories, their school stories. The life stories are collected 

in the form of three letters and three in-depth group discussions in which I acted as 

discussion leader. An analysis is carried out in terms of deconstructing and constructing. 

Using a life story approach the interpretation focuses on lingual skills, education, lingual 

identity and citizenship. Results from this analysis are presented thematically. 

 

 

3. Presentation of interpretation outcome  

 

The interpretation shows that participating in those lessons was known as positive. 

Taking part made it easier to improve skills in mother tongue as well as in the second 

language Swedish.  Increased language skills were positive for continued learning, 

linguistic development, development of bilingualism and multilingualism. 

 

Through widened linguistic horizons it becomes possible to develop an identity as 

multilingual persons. The informants become aware of their possibilities of being active 

global citizens. Their ability to perform in different lingual settings becomes visible. 

When language skills increase they become aware of their identities as multilingual 

persons.  

 

 

3. 1 Continued linguistic development  

 

In the Swedish school the informants were offered education in and about their Mother 

Tongue. In their stories they highlight Mother Tongue education as positive for their 

continued linguistic development. It became much easier to continue developing their 

second language when skills in their mother tongue improved. In accordance with 

Bengtsson (2001; 2005) and Merleau-Ponty (1997) this can be understood in terms of an 

increase in their total language awareness. In Mother Tongue lessons they met both 

teachers and other pupils who speak the same mother tongue. Their earlier experiences 

were made use of in the classroom. They could understand and be understood. They 

participated and were listened to. 

 

It is easier to express oneself in one's mother tongue than it is in a second language. The 

mother tongue has a foundation of knowledge and another kind of fluency compared 

with the second or foreign language. In the Mother Tongue lessons the teachers' starting 

point was the informants own experiences and skills, their needs and capabilities. In 

these circumstances they recognized Mother Tongue education as important.  

 

 

3. 2 Linguistic development 

 

Skills in languages are transferred when new languages are to be learned. These 

interpreted learning memories visualize mother tongue skills that are transferred to the 

second language. Because of this transference acquisition of the second language 

becomes easier. In accordance with Cummins and Schecter (2003) good skills in the 
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mother tongue have positive effects on cognitive development as well. In this situation, 

informants developing and using their mother tongue enable both a way of preserving 

old skills and a way of feeling a sense of belonging to what is close at hand. 

 

The degree of interaction between pupil and teacher is important for the success or 

failure of pupils in their language acquisition. The most successful situation is one in 

which the teacher's organization and teaching strategies lead to a learning environment 

where the pupils feel accepted by their teacher and everyone has a voice. In this way, the 

pupils can have a strong sense of belonging both to the learning environment and to 

society in general (Cummins & Schecter, 2003). Whether or not language diversity, for 

example, a different mother tongue, is seen as a deficiency, a right or a resource is 

crucial for the second-language pupils' development. In accordance with Cummins and 

Schecter (2003) and from an inclusive perspective, different languages and 

multiculturalism are seen as resources rather than just individual rights or deficiencies. 

 

 

3. 3 Bilingualism in terms of multilingualism 

 

The informants say that their mother tongue was very important for their development of 

bilingualism in terms of multilingualism. In the stories they speak about their feelings as 

being the others. They were looked at as those who were different from their classmates 

and divergent compared with the norm. In accordance with Foucault (2002) what is 

outside the framework for what is usual and therefore normal in school is considered 

inadequate and deviant. In the compulsory school, a different mother tongue was seen as 

something inadequate. However, encountering the Swedish school, having a different 

mother tongue compared to the norm can also be described as possessing a resource. It 

can be described as something complementary. In accordance with Bengtsson (2001; 

2005) and Merleau-Ponty (1997) the informants linguistic awareness resulted in their 

widened linguistic and language horizons. When their skills in their mother tongue 

increased, they became aware of the fact that they could switch between their languages 

dependent on situations. In accordance with Peterson and Åhlund (2007a, 2007b) they 

were able to perform in many different arenas and settings. 

 

 

4. To conclude and for the future 

 
Overarching aim of this paper is to highlight second-language pupils’ encountering with 

the Swedish school, mother tongue and multilingual education regarding language 

development and learning. Informants speaking Swedish as a second language have been 

asked to tell their life histories based on their learning memories. In the interpretation of 

those written and oral told memories, I use a life story approach the interpretation of 

these told learning memories focuses on lingual skills, education, lingual identity and 

citizenship. 

 

In the life stories the informants highlight their multiculturalism in the multicultural 

society. They were not mono-lingual; they were bilingual. They have other mother 

tongues than Swedish and received education in Mother Tongue when they encountered 

the Swedish school system. 
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Speaking about learning and cognitive development, it is important to have good 

knowledge and skills in mother tongue (first language). This is expressed in the 

curriculum through wording such as language development and learning in different 

areas is facilitated when one can speak her native language. Linguistic awareness 

broadens the linguistic horizons and the importance of developing multilingualism has 

been formulated in the policy documents. One can learn a new language through 

teaching. But she also learns when she speaks, reads and writes along with other children 

and young people in school and when she socialize with peers who speak the target 

language. 

 

The degree of interaction between student and teacher has proved to be crucial for 

language acquisition, if one will succeed or fail in language development through 

education. Most successful is if the teacher's organization of and strategies for teaching 

creates learning environments where students both feel accepted by their teachers and all 

student voices are allowed to express themselves. This means that students can both feel 

they are part of a learning community and in the society. The opposite is not to find 

themselves part of a community that is not to belong to the group. 

 

Motivation and togetherness, according to researchers, are other concepts that strongly 

associated with learning and motivation are achieved when students feel they are part of 

a community. In the meeting with the Swedish school and mother tongue, it is important 

to be together with other native-speaking peers and to develop the mother tongue. It is 

important to feel an affiliation with peers who speak the same language. 

 

Participating in Mother Tongue lessons was positive. Those lessons made it easier to 

take steps forward in and make improvements in their language development. Mother 

tongue skills were transferred to the second language improvement, and it became much 

easier to continue developing the second language when skills in mother tongue 

increased. Their skills in their mother tongue and other languages were positive for 

continued learning and linguistic development. It was very important for the 

development of bilingualism and multilingualism. Through widened linguistic horizons 

it became possible to develop an identity as multilingual persons. When skills in 

different languages increased, the informants became aware of their identities as multi-

lingual persons. 
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