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Abstract

The aim of the study is to investigate how special education teachers talk about their teaching in
relation to bilingual students with dyslexia within Swedish compulsory schools. Data consist of
transcripts from in-depth interviews with 15 special education teachers. According to the teacher
narratives, the special education services appeared to be biased against bilingual students, as the
support provided to bilingual students with dyslexia was revealed to be more or less the same as
that provided to monolingual Swedish-speaking students with dyslexia. This bias is discussed
in relation to the notion of difference blindness as well as in relation to practical constraints.
Nevertheless, the teachers strongly advocated collaborative work with mother tongue teachers in
order to facilitate dyslexia identification in bilingual students and to gain a more comprehensive
picture of their language and literacy competencies, which is a desire that contrasts and contests a
pedagogical monolingual master model within special education services.
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1. Introduction

This study takes its standpoint in the egalitarian perspectives of educational support
vis-a-vis students with reading and writing difficulties as expressed in the Swedish
Education Act, where it is stated that students who do not attain the goals of the
syllabus are entitled to special education support (Utbildningsdepartementet, 2010,
p- 800, Ch. 3, 7-9§). It has most commonly been interpreted as special edu-
cation services delivered by special education teachers within a school context
(Fouganthine, 2012), which implies that a substantial responsibility for the goal
attainment of children with a range of possible learning disabilities, such as dyslexia,
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is assigned to the special education teachers (see Nilholm, 2007, for further
discussions on the role of special education teachers). The current study focuses
on in-depth interviews with special education teachers and their narratives regarding
their own teaching in relation to bilingual students with dyslexia, involving
literacy support as well as dyslexia identification procedures. This is in line with
the concept of reacher cognition (e.g. Borg, 2006), where possible influences of teacher
perceptions and pedagogical decisions upon pedagogical practices are under
consideration. Thus, the study aims to contribute with insights about special
education teachers’ thoughts on educational support for bilingual students with
dyslexia within the compulsory Swedish school — of which we know very little from
research.

1.1. Bilingual education policy in Sweden: Pluralistic intentions versus a
monolingual ideology
In Sweden, there is relatively strong legal support for bilingual children from minority
language backgrounds with ‘mother tongues’ other than Swedish regarding
their rights to bilingual development and language use (the term bilingual here refers
to the use of two or more languages). For example, the Swedish Language Act
(KRulturdepartementet, 2009) states that all Swedish residents have the right to
develop and use, not only Swedish, but also other mother tongues. The curriculum for
compulsory school states that the education should be adapted to the needs of each
individual student and based on his/her languages, background knowledge, and
previous experiences (Utbildningsdepartementet, 2010:800). Bilingual students from
minority language backgrounds form a heterogeneous category and the premises
for language and literacy acquisition and learning vary greatly between individuals
(e.g. Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012). For example, age of arrival, previous schooling,
and literacy in the first language (other than Swedish) as well as socioeconomic
background are important variables for second language learning and school
achievement (e.g. Abrahamsson & Bylund, 2012; Axelsson & Magnusson, 2012).
Furthermore, the Swedish Education Act (Utbildningsdepartementet 2010,
p. 800) regulates the right to mother tongue instruction (MTI), that is, the teaching
of minority languages as a subject in the Swedish school curriculum, based on if
the child has a legal guardian who speaks another mother tongue than Swedish,
if the child uses the mother tongue for communication on a daily basis at home,
and if the child has basic knowledge of the language in question. This legal right was
first introduced with the enactment of the Home Language Reform in 1977 (see
Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012). About 23% of the students in compulsory school
are entitled to MTI (Statistics Sweden, 2014). However, MTT has struggled with
implementation problems over the years and is a marginalized practice within the
Swedish school system (Ganuza & Hedman, 2015). For example, MTI has strict
limited time allotted to it (often only 40 minutes per week) and is most often
scheduled outside the regular school hours. Meanwhile, a form of subject support in
the students’ first language known as study guidance (Swedish: studiehandledning) may
be offered within the mainstream curriculum. This support, although limited with
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regard to the time allotted it, is available to newly arrived students, that is, to students
who have arrived in Sweden within a 4-year period of time (Nilsson & Axelsson,
2013; Utbildningsdepartementet, 2013). In addition, the school subject Swedish as a
second language, a parallel track to the school subject Swedish, is also part of the
Swedish bilingual education policy. The term second language (I.2) here refers to a
language learned later as compared to a first language (L1 or ‘mother tongue’),
which is a language learned from birth (although individuals can develop more than
one L1 and L2). This L1-L.2 distinction has, however, been criticized for being
Eurocentric and based on a monolingual norm (e.g. Bagga-Gupta, 2004).

It is particularly noteworthy that although Swedish language education policy
reflects pluralistic language ideological intentions, the educational field and its
institutions are not necessarily reflective of such a language ideology (cf. Gogolin’s
analysis of school as an institution deeply rooted in a monolingual habitus, Gogolin,
1994, in Busch, 2014, p. 22; cf. also the many implementation problems of the
Swedish language policy, Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012). Hyltenstam and Milani (2012)
argue that there has been a mismatch between pluralistic language ideological
intentions as expressed in Swedish bilingual education policy, and the assimilative,
monolingual language ideology reflected in public and political debate since the
enactment of the Home Language Reform in the 1970s. According to Kroskrity
(2006) a dominant (monolingual norm-based) language ideology may be reflected
both in articulated beliefs and attitudes as well as embedded in people’s behavior and
practices (as shown in a Swedish school context, e.g. Haglund, 2005). A dominant
monolingual ideology may even take the expression of difference blindness (Kubota,
2004). According to Runfors (2009, see also Taylor, 1999), this term derives from a
vision of the welfare state where all citizens are treated equally regardless of origin and
where differences are downplayed in order to avoid creating undesirable social
hierarchies. Lindberg (2009) argues, however, that contrary to its good intention, a
difference blind pedagogical practice is problematic as it is modeled on first-language
speakers of the language of instruction only. Thus, language instructional needs for
bilingual students, in terms of learning and learning through the language of instruction
as a second language, are neglected, and by not providing instruction that more closely
meets the needs of bilingual learners, a school achievement gap may widen. Moreover,
Lindberg (2009) argues that difference blindness is part of the Swedish educational
system in general.

1.2. Identifying dyslexia in bilingual students

As opposed to the broad term reading and writing difficulties, which is associated with
various explanatory causes, the term (developmental) dyslexia refers to more specific
reading and writing difficulties with a neurobiological cause. However, definitions of
dyslexia vary over time and contexts. An early ‘classic’ definition of dyslexia was
coined in 1968 by the World Federation of Neurology, which stated that dyslexia is ‘A
disorder manifested by difficulty in learning to read despite conventional instruction,
adequate intelligence and socio-cultural opportunity. It is dependent on fundamental
cognitive disabilities which are frequently constitutional in origin’. In this definition,
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a reading—1Q performance discrepancy is assumed, which is one reason why IQ
testing has been frequently used in many schools for identifying dyslexia (Stanovich,
1994). This definition specifies, however, neither what characterizes dyslexic
difficulties nor what their underlying causes are. Moreover, the extensive use of
IQ tests has been criticized, particularly in relation to bilingual children from
minority linguistic or cultural backgrounds, who run the risk of having their IQ
underestimated (Cline & Reason, 1993; Phil, 2010) and consequently being denied
appropriate literacy support (e.g. Frederickson & Frith, 1998; Mortimore et al.,
2012).

According to a more recent and widely accepted phonological explanatory
model of dyslexia (see definition from the International Dyslexia Association, IDA,
Lyon, Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2003), IQ testing is not considered to be critical for
determining difficulties with phonological processing (e.g. Gus & Samuelsson,
2002).

Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is
characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by
poor spelling and decoding abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit
in the phonological component of language that is often unexpected in relation to
other cognitive abilities and the provision of effective classroom instruction.
Secondary consequences may include problems in reading comprehension and
reduced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary and background
knowledge. (IDA-definition, Lyon et al., 2003, p. 2).

This definition is in line with a model on reading in which reading comprehension
is proposed to be the product of two main components: word recognition and
listening comprehension (the Simple View of Reading, Gough, Hoover, & Peterson,
1996). According to this model, individuals with dyslexia have specific difficulties
with the word decoding component. Verhoeven and van Leeuwe (2012) analyzed
reading development in both 1.1 and 1.2 learners in relation to the Simple View of
Reading and found that reading comprehension in an 1.2 was more dependent on
oral language proficiency as compared to L1 reading. Thus, from the Simple View of
Reading perspective, both word decoding and comprehension processes are likely to
be challenging for L2 learners with dyslexia.

However, it is not clear to what extent a phonological explanatory model provides
adequate criteria for identification in various languages, as manifestation of dyslexia
may vary across languages (Ziegler & Goswami, 2005). Thus, according to a script-
dependent view, ‘[a]n assessment in one language cannot be used as evidence of
dyslexic difficulties in another’ (Mortimore et al., 2012, p. 30). A Swedish small-
scale study of Spanish- and Swedish-speaking secondary school students arrived at a
similar conclusion that both languages needed to be taken into account for valid
dyslexia identification in the bilingual students (Hedman, 2009). All tests were
carried out in both languages; in addition, the test norms were based on bilingual
students who had been matched based on a number of criteria relevant for literacy
development. However, in accordance with a central processing theory, in which
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underlying phonological processing difficulties are seen as universal, the need for
assessment in L1 is downplayed when it comes to assessment of phonological
processing, phonological short-term memory, speed of processing, and rapid naming
(e.g. Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2003; cf. Mortimore et al., 2012). For example,
Miller Guron and Lundberg (Miller Guron & Lundberg, 2003) found that
phonological assessment in the language being taught (Swedish) was a valid strategy
for identifying dyslexia among bilingual secondary school students who had spent
their entire schooling in Sweden. This conclusion was based on tests in Swedish only.

The motivation to use measures in a students’ L1 may also be decreased by the
lack of tests in the L1 as well as lack of suitable assessors (Geva & Wade-Woolley,
2004; Mortimore et al., 2012). In Norway, however, screening materials that assess
vocabulary, reading fluency, and reading comprehension have been developed in
various minority languages (see Bgyesen, 2008). This material has also become
available in a Swedish context! where the aim is to provide a tool for identifying
dyslexia in bilingual students as well as the learner’s stage of reading development in
the minority language. The material is intended to be used by mother tongue
teachers in collaboration with special education teachers, where the mother tongue
teachers are expected to assess reading in the minority language and the special
education teachers are expected to assess the students’ reading and writing in
Swedish. Dynamic test procedures that are ‘developed and used to assess learning
potential rather than present attainment’ have also been highlighted as advantageous
for valid dyslexia diagnosis in younger children (Gellert & Elbro, in press), as well
as in adults (Elbro, Daugaard, & Gellert, 2012). In these dynamic assessment
procedures, the ability to acquire the alphabetic principle is measured. In Elbro
et al. (2012), the test takers were introduced to a set of (three) new letter shapes and
their sounds. The task was to learn to read the letter shapes as well as non-words
composed of these new ‘letters’. Thus, in the dynamic reading test, the influence of
variables such as .2 vocabulary knowledge is diminished. One limitation is, however,
that the test is not susceptible to non-alphabetic orthographies (Elbro et al., 2012,
p. 183).

In a research report based on a study of British school contexts, Mortimore et al.
(2012, p. 29) express a general concern with a pedagogical ‘monolingual master
model’ found in schools, not only in relation to dyslexia assessment procedures but
also in relation to bilingual students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds in general.
In a pedagogical monolingual master model, the languages and background
knowledge of bilingual students are neglected as the pedagogy is based on a
monolingual majority language—speaking norm (cf. the notion of difference blind-
ness, Kubota, 2004, as well as the notion of a monolingual habitus, Gogolin, 1994).
Mortimore et al. (2012) emphasize the need for another school ethos, where, ideally,
there is space for tests in other languages than the language of instruction and where
more comprehensive assessments are used in order to ensure that information about
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the child’s entire linguistic repertoire is taken into account. Such a school ethos is in
line with the general language policy in the Swedish curriculum (Utbildningsde-
partementet, 2011, p. 8). It is also in line with 1.2 research showing that students
with strong language and literacy competencies in their L1 will benefit from
these when developing such competencies in their L2 (e.g. Cummins, 2000), in
accordance with the language interdependence hypothesis (Cummins, 1979).

1.3. Literacy support for bilingual students with dyslexia

There is a vast collection of research literature on various forms of literacy support
that aim to facilitate the development of basic literacy skills for students with dyslexia
in general; however, not all of the approaches are evaluated in satisfactory ways.
According to the Swedish Council on Health Technology Assessment (Statens
beredning fér medicinsk utvidrdering, 2014, p. 153), evidence has been found for
the efficacy of structured interventions with regard to phoneme—grapheme mapping
on reading, spelling, reading comprehension, reading speed, and phonological
awareness. These conclusions are similar to those found in an earlier report from the
Swedish Research Council (Myrberg, 2007), in which the importance of phonolo-
gical awareness training is emphasized. Information and communication technology
(ICT) is also considered in the aforementioned reports as, for example, computer-
aided programs can be used to compensate for dyslexic difficulties (such as spelling
and reading difficulties) or as didactic tools for the development of certain skills such
as phonological awareness skills (Myrberg, 2007). In order for these computer-aided
programs to be successful, however, teachers need to be actively involved (Myrberg,
2007). In the report from the Swedish Research Council, the special education
teachers’ important role in dyslexic children’s literacy development is highlighted,
particularly the value of dyslexic children’s access to individual or small-group
lessons with special education teachers. There is less research literature regarding the
support for bilingual students with dyslexia that moves beyond the aforementioned
focus on basic literacy skills. However, Sunderland, Klein, Savinson, and Partridge
(1997) point out the importance of using teaching strategies that are meaningful,
structured, multimodal, and explicit, which are important guidelines for all students
learning in a second language, and also the importance of learning materials that take
into account the students’ linguistic and cultural backgrounds (see also Deponio,
Landon, Mullin, & Reid, 2000; cf. work on literacy development in L2 learners in
general, Gibbons, 2002). Likewise, these types of educational guidelines are found in
the British research report by Mortimore et al. (2012, p. 104), where one conclusion
is that literacy support must include meaningful texts and vocabulary in both L1
and L2, comprehension strategies as well as active engagement and interaction.
In this report, it is also recommended that teachers and teacher assistants with
knowledge of minority languages are recruited in order to facilitate literacy
development and learning. That would follow the logic of the interdependence of
language competencies (Cummins, 1979), which implies that the development of
literacy skills in one language positively affects the development of literacy skills in
another. There is evidence of such cross-linguistic relations both concerning basic
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literacy skills (e.g. Shakkour, 2014; see also Ganuza & Hedman, under review) and
the type of literacy knowledge required for learning in various school subjects (e.g.
Cummins, 2000).

2. Aim

The aim of the current study is to investigate how special education teachers talk
about their teaching in relation to bilingual students with Swedish as their second
language within Swedish compulsory schools. Questions to be addressed are:

1. What type of support is offered regarding both literacy support and dyslexia
identification procedures?

2. What are the perceived practical and structural constraints?

3. Does the type of support offered to bilingual L.2 Swedish-speaking students with
dyslexia differ from that provided to ‘monolingual’ L1 Swedish-speaking
students with dyslexia?

Answers to these questions are expected to shed light on how the teachers
relate to the general bilingual education policy expressed in the curriculum
(Utbildningsdepartementet, 2011, p. 8).

3. Materials and methods

3.1. Selection of teachers for the in-depth interviews

In the current study, data include in-depth interviews with 15 special education
teachers who worked in compulsory schools with a high proportion of bilingual
students. The teachers were first approached with an e-mail (originally sent out to
approximately 150 special education teachers in Swedish middle- to large-sized cities)
where the teachers were informed about the study. A short questionnaire was attached
to the e-mail which included open-ended questions about the special education
support in use for students with dyslexia and whether any additional support was
offered to bilingual students with dyslexia, what the objectives behind the educational
support in use were, and the perceived shortcomings of the special education services,
as well as suggested improvements. Of all the teachers, 35 answered the ques-
tionnaire, and 15 of these teachers (12 females and 3 males) agreed to take part in an
in-depth interview, which are the data in focus of this study. All of the 15 teachers had
graduated from Swedish universities and the years they had been working within
special education varied between 2 and 37 years. The study encompassed both types
of special education teachers found in Swedish special education services, that
is, ‘special pedagogues’ (specialpedagoger) and ‘special teachers’® (speciallirare),
where one distinction is that the special pedagogues are trained to have a more

2The same English terms ‘special pedagogue’ and ‘special teacher’ are used as in Takala and Ahl
(2014).
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consulting role as compared with the special teachers (Takala & Ahl, 2014;
Utbildningsdepartementet, 2007:638).

3.2. The in-depth interviews

In the in-depth interviews, the teachers’ views on their current educational practices
vis-a-vis bilingual students with documented dyslexia or students who were thought
to be dyslexic (henceforth referred to as ‘at-risk dyslexic’ students) were further
explored. The interviews were conducted by the first author, who chose to use
English during the interviews, as she felt more comfortable speaking English. The
teachers indicated that they did not feel uncomfortable with the researcher speaking
English as long as they were free to speak Swedish, which they all did. Swedish was
also used by the researcher for clarifications. The interviews were conducted in
the teachers’ schools and lasted about 1 hour. The interviews were focused on
the research questions outlined above, which were prompted with initial questions
such as:

. How do you work with students with dyslexia?

. Do you work with bilingual students (with Swedish as their second language)?
. Do the bilingual students need additional support? What type?

. What type of support do you find to be most efficient for literacy development?
. What do you find to be the shortcomings (of X type of help)?

. What additional type of support would be desirable?

SN Ul VN =

The answers to these questions were then followed up by additional questions.
In the interviews, it was possible for the teachers to specify more closely what they
meant by ‘bilingual students’. The teachers generally used this term to refer to
minority language—speaking students who spoke Swedish as their second language.
The teachers could also specifically refer to ‘newly arrived students’. All teachers
expressed happiness and even gratitude about the opportunity to talk about their
daily work and did not mind the audio recording.

3.3. A qualitative analysis of the narratives

The audio recordings were transcribed and the transcripts were analyzed qualita-
tively employing QSR Nvivo Software, in which the process of grouping single
‘voices’ into larger themes is facilitated. The analysis of the data is influenced by a
narrative inquiry approach (see Clandinin & Connolly, 2001), in which people’s
voices are represented and interpreted. The current analysis is also influenced by
a social constructionist perspective, where societal norms and views on what is
considered to be accepted or not are thought to have bearing on the narratives.
A narrative inquiry approach raises questions about validity, for example, regarding
to what extent the teachers’ narratives represent ‘facts’ (Hunter, 2009, p. 44).
A premise from a social constructionist’s perspective is, however, that the narratives
are viewed as context dependent and not representing one generalizable ‘truth’
(Hunter, 2009). All the same, ‘representing and interpreting another’s voice is not a
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simple task and needs to be done with respect and humility’ (Hunter, 2009, p. 50).
It is important to note that the results from this study are intended to reflect
perceptions of the teacher/s in this particular study and cannot easily be generalized
to the special education services in Sweden as whole. In the following section, the
teachers’ responses are presented and discussed in accordance with the main themes
of interest in the interviews:

1. Theme I: Type of support (addressing research questions 1 and 3)
2. Theme II: Practical and structural constraints (addressing research question 2).

Research question 3 (reported support to the bilingual students as compared to the
monolingual Swedish-speaking students) is discussed in more depth in the final
discussion.

4. Results

4.1. Theme I: Type of support

In the interviews, the teachers did not specifically express their views on dyslexia or
their views on theoretical underpinnings of the condition. However, their thoughts
on intervention and dyslexia testing procedures revealed a clear influence of the
phonological explanatory model. Accordingly, training of phonological awareness
appeared as one of the most prominent and frequently used methods to facilitate
development of basic literacy skills for students with dyslexia. The phonological
awareness training was thought to facilitate the students’ reading and spelling in
Swedish, and the special education teachers found it particularly advantageous to
focus on intensive and early training of phonological awareness (cf. Statens
beredning f6r medicinsk utvirdering, 2014). As mentioned earlier, in the interviews,
the teachers seemed to use the term bilingual students interchangeably with second
language learners of Swedish. The teachers either explicitly talked about second
language learners and/or referred to the bilingual students as learners of Swedish and
even sometimes as lacking Swedish language skills as compared to monolingual
Swedish-speaking students, particularly with regard to reading comprehension (see
Excerpt 1). Thus, bilingual students, as 1.2 learners of Swedish, seemed to be
perceived as a specific pedagogical challenge to the teachers. Although an emphasis
of the special education services was on phonological awareness training and work on
phoneme—grapheme mapping in reading and spelling, it was pointed out by teacher
Johanna (Excerpt 1) that an emphasis on technical aspects of reading was not
sufficient for the bilingual students’ literacy development. As illustrated in Excerpt
1,> teacher Johanna* found that it was unwise to approach a bilingual ‘at-risk’
dyslexic student’s reading as an exclusively technical task.

Interview excerpts have been translated from Swedish into English by the authors with the intent
of preserving the translations close to the original regarding both content and language.
4All names are pseudonyms.
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Excerpt 1, interview with teacher Johanna:

Researcher: What is your impression or idea of how common dyslexic problems
are?

Teacher Johanna: Well it feels very common today, something that is detected much
earlier. [...] For bilingual students, it is more difficult. So it is not enough to see if
you can read technically, as comprehension is also needed. Previously I did not
notice this so clearly. I could see that there were some technical difficulties with the
reading but now I am more attentive.

Instead, teacher Johanna emphasized the importance of working with the bilingual
students’ text comprehension in Swedish, or more specifically with students’ word
knowledge in a deeper sense (cf. the notion of vocabulary depth, e.g. Verhallen &
Schoonen, 1993, and the previous discussion on the Simple View of Reading in
relation to L2 learners with dyslexia). The importance of vocabulary was confirmed
by teacher Rasmus who thought that it might not be enough to work with word
knowledge in Swedish only, particularly not only with the newly arrived bilingual
students but also with word knowledge in the bilingual students’ other languages (cf.
the emphasis on L1-support in Mortimore et al., 2012).

The focus on phonological awareness training did not appear to exclude other
teaching approaches, as the advantages of combining the phonologically based
training with other types of language awareness training were also emphasized, such
as focusing on syntactic aspects of the (Swedish) language. Furthermore, the special
education teachers reported that they helped the students with text reading in
Swedish. For example, the students were asked to read various booklets, or the
teacher read aloud to the students. The text reading exercises could also consist of
the students working with an e-book or with various computer programs. There was
a general emphasis on multimodal approaches to reading, where the idea is to
integrate sensory modalities such as sight and sound.

In addition, a substantial amount of time was reported to be spent on the
administered reading and writing tests, as the special education teachers were
responsible for regular class screenings of basic literacy skills. The advisory part of
the special education services addressed a variety of issues. For example, the special
education teachers gave the class teachers advice about which students would benefit
from longer examination time and/or from working more regularly in quiet rooms
and with what type of material (computer-based or not). Apart from this advisory
work in class, which in most cases was based on previous assessment procedures,
special education support was delivered both individually and in small groups. The
use of preliminary ‘diagnostic tests’ in the lower grades in order to identify the
‘at-risk’ dyslexic children was perceived as a policy embedded in the educational
system. The objective of these screening practices, that is, to facilitate early diagnosis
of dyslexia, was highly supported by the special education teachers, as they firmly
emphasized the value of an early diagnosis as necessary to provide help ‘on time’ (see
Excerpt 2).

10
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Excerpt 2, interview with teacher Jennifer:

Researcher: So what is most efficient?

Teacher Jennifer: The biggest help is to give them help on time, when we see that it
already starts in grade one with the writing that we do there. When we see that
those students stick out, then of course, then I think support must be delivered
immediately.

Yet, teacher Malin problematized these screening practices of reading and writing
development as she thought that the tests were less efficient for bilingual students
with Swedish as a second language (see Excerpt 3), considering the fact that the
language of the tests is Swedish.

Excerpr 3, interview with teacher Malin:

These diagnostic tests we use to measure students’ reading comprehension and
decoding abilities, these are made for speakers of Swedish and when we use them
for students who have Swedish as a second language they do not measure what they
are supposed to measure. Therefore, they [students with Swedish as a second
language] always get worse results and this is not because they have reading and
writing difficulties, but because they have difficulties with the texts.

None of the teachers mentioned the use of IQ tests as a practice in use or as a
possible problem. IQ testing is, however, not part of the special education teachers’
practices because such test procedures are carried out by psychologists.

A general perception was that it took a longer time to discover dyslexia in bilingual
students as compared with monolingual Swedish-speaking students. This was
explained by the perceived difficulties in ascertaining the origins of the bilingual
students’ reading and/or writing problems; whether the difficulties were due to
the fact that the students were second language learners of Swedish or whether
the students actually had underlying dyslexic difficulties (cf. Hedman, 2009;
Hedman, 2012).

4.2. Theme II: Practical and structural constraints

For purposes of early identification of dyslexia in bilingual students, the special
education teachers expressed a strong desire to work more collaboratively with other
teachers and particularly with mother tongue teachers (cf. Meynert, 2014, regarding
positive views on collaboration in special education settings). For example, teacher
Erik thought that the mother tongue teachers’ perspectives and knowledge were
relevant for him to take into consideration. The special education teachers expressed
that collaboration with mother tongue teachers could potentially facilitate earlier
identification of dyslexia in bilingual students and that the mother tongue teachers
could provide a more comprehensive picture of the reading and writing development
of a bilingual student, involving other languages than Swedish (cf. Morgan, 2014).
This collaboration was, however, difficult to achieve in practice. The teachers seldom
collaborated with mother tongue teachers mainly due to practical organizational
reasons, as the mother tongue teachers worked in various schools and often in late

11
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afternoons (cf. Ganuza & Hedman, 2015), which allowed for few opportunities to
meet (see Excerpt 4). In this sense, there was a discrepancy between how the
teachers valued such collaborative work and their actual possibilities to collaborate as
described in the interviews (e.g. Borg, 2006).

Excerpt 4, interview with teacher Karin:

Researcher: So, the schools are then aware of the problems?

Teacher Karin: In general, there is a lack of collaboration with the mother tongue
teachers. There is no good organization to it, mother tongue teachers go here and
there, everywhere, and it is not possible to collaborate with a teacher who goes to
ten different schools.

As the mother tongue teachers (or most of them) are not employed by the schools
but affiliated with other units (cf. Skolverket, 2008), these organizational differences
were found to further discourage collaboration, as expressed in Excerpt 5.

Excerpr 5, interview with teacher Erik:

Researcher: Do you collaborate with mother tongue teachers?

Teacher Erik: They come and copy some things and then disappear. [...]
Mother tongue teachers have another boss in the city, so we do not have the
right to request anything from them and they do not have time to sit and talk
with us.

This is in line with previous findings where MTT has been found to be poorly
integrated within the mainstream school (e.g. Ganuza & Hedman, 2015; Skolverket,
2008). It is noteworthy that none of the teachers reported having any experience
of using the assessment material based on various minority languages, which
presupposes collaboration with a mother tongue teacher. This may be due to the
obstacles to collaboration as outlined above.

Moreover, as no extra time was said to be allocated for bilingual students with
Swedish as a second language, the special education teachers did not think that these
students received the amount of help that they actually needed. For example, teacher
Jennifer expressed that she did not have enough time for her students (Excerpt 6)
and expressed her frustration over the fact that she is the only special education
teacher in a primary school with nearly 200 students.

Excerpr 6, interview with teacher Jennifer:
There is a lack of time. If I want to do something I can, but there is not enough

time. It is only me in the whole school.

Emanuelsson (2001) argues that the issue of lack of time can be interpreted as a sign
of the low status accorded teachers’ work in general. Some of the special education
teachers in the current study believed that increased time was particularly necessary
for the bilingual students (see Excerpt 7).
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Excerpr 7, interview with teacher Alexandra:

The most difficult thing is to invest a lot of extra time because [bilingual] students
with reading and writing difficulties require a lot of extra time.

A recurring explanation was that the special education teachers indicated that it took
a longer time to identify and follow up on the origins of the bilingual students’
reading and writing difficulties, and that it was found to be difficult to manage this
task on their own. Teacher Johanna also found that it took time to motivate the
students and to ‘help them see the future’.

Furthermore, a perceived lack of knowledge regarding reading and writing
difficulties and special education services among school staff in general was viewed
as a substantial obstacle to collaboration (cf. Dockrell & Lindsay, 2001; Thygesen,
Briseid, Tveit, Cameron, & Kovac, 2011), and that bridging this knowledge gap was
considered to be time-consuming. Class teachers’ lack of competency in special
education issues was also commented on, as well as the special education teachers’
own perceived need for further education, particularly concerning research on
bilingualism and bilingual development. Furthermore, the class teachers’ lack of
knowledge concerning special education issues was not found to be easily overcome
by collaborative work, as the special education teachers did not find that they had
sufficient time to provide all teachers with this type of knowledge in satisfactory ways.
This is notable, considering the important role that special education services play in
achieving inclusion for all children (see Thygesen et al., 2011).

In general, bilingualism was seen as something positive and as a resource for the
bilingual students in the teachers’ narratives. For example, the special education
teachers knew that several of their newly arrived students received study guidance
(see previous section on bilingual education policy in Sweden) and the teachers
found that it represented an important language learning practice where the students
could work with vocabulary both in their first language and in Swedish. Teacher
Rasmus also described the role of study guidance as a necessity in order to prepare
the newly arrived students to ‘come into the system’, referring to the Swedish
educational system. Study guidance is, however, a practice separated from special
education services in Swedish schools, and there was no collaboration between study
guidance teachers and special education teachers.

5. Conclusion

Although bilingualism was seen as a resource by the teachers, both bilingual students
and monolingual Swedish-speaking students were considered to be treated more
or less identically in terms of literacy support and dyslexia-screening procedures.
For example, training of phonological awareness, phoneme—grapheme mapping
and reading—in Swedish only—appeared as frequently used methods to facilitate
development of literacy skills. Here, the teachers’ reliance on what constitutes ‘good
practice’ perhaps reflects the dyslexia research literature’s emphasis on training of
phonological awareness, reading fluency, phoneme—grapheme mapping as well as
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reading comprehension; in this literature, possible uses of the bilingual children’s
various languages are seldom discussed or brought into focus. The teachers did
not primarily express qualitative differences concerning their support to bilingual
students but rather referred to lack-of-time issues. With regard to dyslexia iden-
tification procedures, teacher Malin did, however, question the use of diagnostic
reading tests in Swedish that were ‘made for speakers of Swedish’. In addition,
teacher Rasmus acknowledged the need for first-language support for newly arrived
students, referring to the established, although restricted, study guidance for newly
arrived students. However, as this L1 subject support is separated from the special
education services, a ‘language divide’ prevails where the use of the students’
other languages remains limited to certain pedagogical practices and where special
education support is not included. This is problematic considering that it may imply
inadequate language educational and learning opportunities for bilingual students
with dyslexia.

It is important to note that it may have been difficult for the teachers to give
examples of language educational needs for such a heterogeneous group as ‘bilingual
students’, for example, to know or express how to support bilingual students with
various proficiency levels in Swedish, due to the various premises for learning. But
the teachers’ similar focus on their educational support may also be reflective of the
notion of difference blindness (Kubota, 2004; cf. Lindberg, 2009), where a tendency
to downplay differences could reflect a desire to treat the bilingual students equally
regardless of origin and to not stigmatize the students (Runfors, 2009; see also
Taylor, 1999). Teachers who are possibly reluctant to discuss particular language
educational needs of second language learners may therefore act in accordance with
this logic. But a consequence could be, contrary to its good intention—and contrary
to the language education policy expressed in the curriculum—a bias against the
bilingual students with dyslexia regarding literacy support within the special
education services. That is, as such a pedagogical ‘monolingual master model’
(Mortimore et al., 2012) tends to overlook both the particular educational needs of
students for the acquisition of, and learning through, Swedish as a second language
as well as steps to augment literacy development in minority languages. Whether the
teachers’ narratives in this study in fact reflected difference blindness on individual
bases may, however, be put into question. For example, the teachers’ narratives were
most likely governed by practical and structural possibilities and constraints. That is,
although the teachers would have liked to work with texts and words in the students’
first language as well as use additional dyslexia-screening procedures in other
languages than Swedish, they seemed to have very few possibilities to implement
this. It is also important to note that the special education teachers strongly
advocated collaborative work with other teachers, above all with mother tongue
teachers. Collaboration with mother tongue teachers was thought to facilitate and
validate the process of dyslexia identification in bilingual students as well as to gain a
more comprehensive picture of the bilingual students’ language and literacy
competencies and language use. In other words, although the teachers expressed
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significant practical and structural obstacles to collaborating with mother tongue
teachers, this type of teamwork was still identified as necessary.

The teachers’ emphasis on this type of collaboration could be viewed not only
as a practical and pedagogically well-motivated solution to the identified language
educational needs but also as a contestation of a pedagogical ‘monolingual master
model’ and as a vital step to augment biliteracy development in bilingual students
with dyslexia. Furthermore, changes in educational practices, such as the emergence
of assessment and teaching materials in various minority languages, as well as an
increased number of minority language—speaking teachers, would also most likely
have a positive impact on bilingual students’ biliteracy development. Likewise, the
teachers’ narratives indicate that mother tongue teachers need to be better integrated
within schools and special education services. That would increase the potential
benefits of a wider language focus in accordance with the bilingual education policy
expressed in the curriculum as well as in accordance with L2 research on literacy
development and learning (e.g. Cummins, 2000). Such a wider focus would also
ideally encompass an increased awareness of bilingual development and learning, as
well as of special education issues, among teachers in general.

The current study, however, has limitations considering its small-scale and narrow
focus on interview data only. To further clarify and validate the results outlined
above, it would therefore be desirable to conduct studies in which interview data are
supplemented by ethnographic field data, such as classroom observation of
pedagogical activities and interaction, which would allow for more in-depth analyses
of current teaching practices aimed for bilingual students with dyslexia (cf. Borg,
2006). It would also be of interest to design intervention studies or action research
with the potential to generate new knowledge and insights about these teaching
practices as well as to improve them.
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