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 Cultural diversity as a generic part of teaching profession 
 
 
Abstract 
The aim of the project is to study teacher trainees, teacher trainers and teachers intercultural 
competence. Cultural diversities are of manifest relevance for teachers in teaching and 
learning processes at schools. Gender, power and intercultural relations are in focus. An 
important issue is to discuss how the professional community can be educating towards 
cultural diversity as a generic part of the teaching profession in terms of growing, 
connecting and maintaining traditions through education. Northern educators and students 
continue the work to reshape their educational systems, especially the postsecondary 
educational institutions. In Northern contexts Indigenous knowledge can be an example of 
how culture continues to play a significant role in educating the next generation in living a 
good life. In northern college and university classrooms traditional teachings and languages 
are playing an increasing role in existing and emerging educational approaches. The goal is 
use participatory action research to analyze intercultural competence might be developed, 
how northern Indigenous values and cultures are respectfully and responsibly included in 
postsecondary education and to learn in developing teachers’ intercultural competence in 
general. How malleable are postsecondary institutions to inter cultural and inter contextual 
knowledge? 
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Introduction 
 
The Swedish project is a part of “Teachers Intercultural Competences as Keystones for 
Learning in Europe” running during 2007 – 2009. The other partners are Tallin University, 
Estonia, Esterhazy Karoly College, Hungary, University of West Hungary, Institute 
Universitaire de Formation des Maitres, France, PABO, Netherlands and  the coordinating 
unit Staatliches Seminar fur Lehrerbildung und Didaktik, Offenburg, Germany.  Luleå 
University is situated in the north of Sweden in an area of Scandinavia where the different 
languages and cultures as Swedish, Sámi, Meän kieli, and Finnish have been living closely 
together.  
 
Access to high quality teacher education is considered to be seen as one of key indicators of 
educational development in Europe. In the Swedish project, the earlier project concerning 
teacher competence in the European Union Socrates program project - Appraisal of 
Potential of Teaching - gave basic knowledge about the need to develop the area of teacher 
competence.  The project - Teachers Intercultural Competences as Keystones for Learning 
in Europe – is analyzing some artefacts of intercultural competence in terms of self-
awareness and self responsibility during teacher education.  A variety of approaches during 
the teacher education is in mind. How are teacher students conceptualizing intercultural 
competence in teacher education? Johansson (2007) called for more research based teacher 



education in order to involve knowledge from the intercultural societies, especially from 
minorities. Johansson elaborates that post modern society may cause confusion, especially 
for minority groups. Paci , Johansson, Lepine and Balanoff  ( 2008)  asserted that Sámi 
schools in Sápmi in Sweden and the Teacher Education Program at Aurora College, Canada 
with Dene, Métis and Inuvialuit benefit from the inclusion of cultural practices, such as 
reindeer branding and herding, story telling and fish culture camps. They asked what the 
possibilities and limits were for integrating cultural knowledge to the school practice. 
Hannibal – Paci (2000; 2008) discussed in his thesis the relation between his knowledge 
and my knowledge, in terms of education and teacher education.  Johansson (2007) also 
questioned the sensitivity of teacher education concerning the needs of minorities and also 
how knowledge is developed in teacher education in articulating curricula for strengthening 
cultural understanding, identity and understanding of colonizing processes.  Balto and 
Johansson (2007) carried through a longitudinal action research project within the Sámi 
schools in Sweden and pointed out the lack of intercultural competence in teacher 
education, as well as cultural understanding. They stated the dominance of mainstreamed 
teacher education, a teacher education especially not at all taking account the Sámi schools 
and the professional work in these schools. They asked for a profiled teacher education for 
indigenous peoples. Sunnari and Rasanen (2000) perpetuated the importance of ethical 
challenges for teacher education and teaching with special focus on gender and intercultural 
issues. Boukaz (2007) argued that what children learn at home is given little value once the 
children are at school. Teachers seem not to be interested in this kind of background 
knowledge. Johansson (2008) summarized a longitudinal work in Sámi schools concluding 
and advocating that parent and teachers were interested in and able to develop a culturally 
based school curriculum.   
 
Teacher’s profession in compulsory schools and teacher education is outlined to be of 
interest in the participating countries in a European perspective.  One issue is to describe 
and analyze the concepts and requirements in each country concerning teachers’ 
intercultural competence. Basic values and beliefs concerning teacher competence will be 
discussed and analyzed during the project period, both philosophically and practically. The 
critical reflection of teacher competence incorporates gender, power, intercultural relations 
and ethical dilemmas.  Participatory action research and action learning is a vehicle in this 
project for development of teachers intercultural competence. Comparisons are going on 
both on national and international level, especially European. Seminars have been pointed 
out as important tool for the further work in each of the seven participating teacher training 
institutions. Seminars between the participating countries are also organized even if national 
studies not are easily comparable. The Swedish study want to share some perspectives and 
develop some tools for future understanding of teacher students’ professional development 
of intercultural competence also in terms of profiles in teacher education.  The study does 
not attempt to make assessment of intercultural competence for all participating countries. 
Instead of assessing the field the study will explore some perspectives in describing and 
analyzing teacher education.  The study provides an initial discussion of self awareness in 
intercultural understanding. The purpose is also to make an attempt to problematize and 
discuss some possible consequences for Teacher Education in Europe.  
 
 
 
 
 



Theoretical point of departure for an inquiry oriented program in development of 
potential for teaching  
 
Theoretical point of departure for the Swedish project is based on a paradigm of 
understanding of the epistemological question of how student teachers understand teacher 
competence and why they understand it in that perspective. Schostak & Shostak, 2007 asks 
why research seldom contributes to democratic questioning of those who have power. The 
radical reflection incorporates gender, power, intercultural relations and ethical dilemmas 
(Sunnari and Räsänen, 2000).  Involvement in terms of self awareness and self 
responsibility perspectives are included in radical research and critical reflection. Radical 
research has a political dimension; it questions previously stable or dominant orders of 
knowing, believing and acting.  Johansson, Paci, Hovdenak ( 2004) wrote  
 

Education contributes to the development of human capital. It is most appearing in 
its institutional forms as schools. Education is not a neutral enterprise. It is the 
promotion of skills, values, history, languages and ways of thinking and behaving.  
(p. 169).  
 

How do student teachers actively learn about their future profession? Learning requires 
among other things self awareness and self responsibility of the student teachers, and that is 
the heading of this study. Conversations are used as driving forces especially defined as 
reflective conversations within the community of teacher students and teachers and 
researchers in teacher education. Dialogues through log books and face to face peers are 
considered as crucial tools.  Practice is analyzed through meeting points with teachers in 
practice on compulsory schools. Considerations and reflections together with student 
teachers on cognitive structures and critical thinking frameworks for professional 
development are consequently used.  
 

In my teaching and research on education and place, I’m constantly coming back to 
questions of purpose. What am I trying to get at, really? What happened here in this 
place? What is happening here in this place? We need to understand where we are 
and what it is we are trying to accomplish before we can gauge “what works”.  
(Gruenewald, 2003:3)   

  
Teachers’ development into the profession of teaching and learning is probably influenced 
from many perspectives. One might be their own experiences from school and interest of 
working with education and children in teaching and learning processes. Empowerment 
processes of student teachers during the teacher education are on the agenda during this 
longitudinal study. In the community of teachers, in theory and practice during the teacher 
education reflections on learning and teaching is crucial and possibilities to have dialogues 
also with peers is considered important in constructing the base for becoming a teacher. 
Dialogues based on logbooks and face to face meetings can be used as tools.  To move 
forward in the basic values concerning appraisal of potential of teaching it is probably 
important to build cognitive structures and use critical thinking to integrate ideas of 
teaching and learning in the teacher profession (Fosnot, 1996). The student teacher will 
construct her or his view of what teaching can be both in a social and individual situation in 
an integrated view. Due to the development and content of the curriculum for compulsory 
schools the student teacher has to find her or his basic attitudes to the future profession. 
Zeichner & Tabanicick (1991) introduced reflections and reflective thinking in inquiry 
oriented teacher education. Education overall, especially of teachers is not a neutral 



enterprise, why critical analyzes of education and teacher education as such is crucial.  
Teacher’s profession is important for the society, perhaps one of the most valuable 
professions for the society in shaping the future.   
 
How can we introduce the becoming teachers in this quite complex profession, to be aware 
of what it means to be a teacher?  For capacity building there is an importance of taking in 
account the local and regional human capital needs in the educational context of next 
generation. In a broader context there is a vested interest of education on both national and 
European perspectives but also in a global perspective. In light of the seven countries 
initiatives it was considered important to study and develop understanding of similarities 
and differences in teacher education programs in European Union. To share the best 
practices has been one of the important working methods during the project period, though 
each country has developed tools and programs in connection of the culture and the 
historical background.  Gender and intercultural   perspectives is a part of radical research 
and development tool.   
 
In the North the teacher might meet quite common characteristics in education as:  
regionalized education, education involving small populations in remote communities, 
cultural diversities and the erosion of the small languages, as Sámi. Regional variations 
create complexity and dichotomies. These circumstances create high quality request on 
teacher education, especially on the personal professional level and a challenge is to have 
quality research on education for all levels in compulsory school. 
 

Education is driven by values and interests. Local and regional human capital needs 
are involved in the broader context of national needs and globalization factors. 
Nations perpetuate their values and beliefs from one generation to the next, 
including science, art sport and other facets of culture ( Johansson, Paci  et.al, 
2004)  

 
With this background in mind we decided to introduce our student teachers to an inquiry 
oriented group dynamic program. They are asked to actively take part through this approach 
and they are introduced to a working method including seminars which are group oriented. 
They are told to be reflecting on their own process of constructing the professional 
knowledge for their future profession as a teacher. Theory and practice in teacher education 
are natural ingredients in an academic education as teacher education, but time and 
possibilities for teacher students to work inquiry oriented, to start to construct their own 
view of professional competence due to the demands from the society and in coordination 
with the other student teachers, teachers and researchers in theory and practice is often 
considered not to exist or not to be on the priority list.  
  
Is their a basic philosophy of the life working as a teacher? The philosophical and 
pedagogical perspective in teacher education has offered a contradiction in terms of 
marginal focusing on social and cultural understanding. The democratic school has in a way 
been based on a ground aiming to see to that of all pupils are to be equally treated. 
Mainstreaming of teacher education has not optimized situations to work with cultural 
understanding and social dimensions. Instead researchers (Tuhiwai Smith, 2000, Barnhard 
and Kawagley, 2004) have found a dominance of non democratic processes in terms of lack 
of cultural understanding and tone of colonizing perspectives and methods. Student teachers 
need to build up a philosophy, connected to a structure of her or his own culture, basic 
beliefs and knowledge of the philosophy of being a teacher. Teacher education is quite 



often critized. If we look upon teacher education what possibilities and responsibilities have 
the individual student teacher in reflecting and discussing the philosophical base, the 
paradigm she or he finds important in her or his professional competence? How is teacher 
education preventing student teachers to reflect upon there personal views of the profession 
and also in deepening questions of intercultural post modern society and globalization of 
the teacher profession?   

 
Teachers’ thinking is often based on the experience from practice. Dewey (1928) argued 
that teachers were not gained of an assumption quoting what knowledge teachers need to 
know in advance. Dewey (1931) rejected the idea of mind isolated from persons and things. 
In 1958 Dewey argued... poetic meanings and moral meanings, a large part of the gods of 
our life are matter richness and freedom of meanings, rather than truth; a large part of our 
life is carried on in a realm of meanings to which truth and  falsity as such are irrelevant( 
Dewey, 1958, p 411). 
 
Teachers’ intercultural competence is of interest in terms of trying to understand how 
student teachers do experience the phenomena during both the theoretical and practical 
parts of their studies to become a teacher. Johansson (2007) questioned what possibilities 
and what awareness student teachers find on there individual philosophical platform in there 
process to become a teacher. Philosophical reflections and discussions could gain the 
students in an effort to find perspectives in teacher profession.  Student teachers interpret 
during their theory and practice the meanings of their actions, reflections and interpretations 
both during theory but also during practice. As teachers they are to support learning 
processes, but also to promote social and cultural development.  
 
One of the main issues for the teacher is to understand how pupils understand, interprets 
and reflects upon experiences at school in connection to their daily life.  In the work at 
school pupils find it important to think about what they have learned, in what way this 
knowledge is important for them and there future. This is also considered important for the 
learning process. Teachers work has met criticism and Carlgren (1999) formulated this in 
terms of mental colonization of student teachers. What the teacher student learn during 
education is often questioned from many who has interest in education, both on individual, 
political, local and national level. These perspectives are intricately related and depend also 
on one another to autocratic, authority, individualistic or disengaged personalities. Carlgren 
(1999) argues 
 
Teachers´ work is reduced to didactics, which in turn lead to misconceptions of several 
aspects of teaching.  Since pedagogical theoretical knowledge dominates also teacher’s 
explicit knowledge, it is possible to talk about a mental colonizing of teachers and teaching. 
As a result an academic knowledge base for teaching has not been developed. While 
mainstream pedagogy has disconnected teachers from research, teacher education 
pedagogy has denied the experience – based knowledge of teaching and critical pedagogy 
has deprived teachers of their hopes by telling them that it is useless try to change anything. 
(Carlgren, 1999, p 223) 
 
Guba and Lincoln (1989) discussed how to construct learning reality and interpret this 
reality based on their earlier experiences of school. For a constructivist there are few 
students that are having the same view of appraisal of potential for teaching or what it is to 
be a teacher. Every student teacher has a unique set of experiences from school and this is 
one base for development of the profession to be a teacher.   



 
The aim of the study.  
 
The aim of the Swedish study is to describe and analyze some artefacts in development of 
teachers’ intercultural competences.  
 
Method 
 
A post modern theory of Burr (1995) recognized the socio constructionist theories 
advantages for this study. Reflection is considered vital for becoming a reflective 
practitioner. Action research and action learning in terms of educational development were 
used of Elliot, 1991, Johansson & Orving (1993), Zeichner (2001) and Rönnerman (2003). 
They also summarized action research and action learning in terms of a democratic 
development of teacher competence. Action research model was also seen as a possible 
emancipator of teacher education of Noffke (1995).Dialogues, interviews,   individual 
logbooks, story telling, paintings and group discussions were and will be used as tools of 
teacher students. Action research model including planning, action, and evaluation and 
revising the program have been introduced and used as a vehicle. Theories of reflection of 
Zeichner & Liston (1987) were helpful.  This method was also a basic structure for the 
earlier longitudinal study of teacher competence.  
 
Action research model that was used as a vehicle for teacher students for reflection. 
 

Act, 
data – logs, 

interviews, storytelling,
portofolio 
etcetera

Theory,
Reflect, 

analyze,evaluate,
revise

What are the needs
the aim,

Planing from the ”grassroots”

 
 
Figure 2 Action research and educational development within student teachers 
program for seminars. 
 
The action research process was carried out through a dialogue. Step one was to critical 
reflect upon teacher education concerning teachers´ intercultural competence followed by 
visions of how it might be organized. Step two was to be familiar with research going on 



about teacher profession. Writing of logbooks was introduced as well as field notes, 
interviews, and portfolios. The aim was to find tools to describe develop and get more 
knowledge and strength to describe the process of a growing teacher profession, to argue 
for change and so on. Step 3 included the process to deepen the paths of teachable moments 
during the theoretical and the practical parts in the education during the university studies. 
Some students have proceeded by writing their degree project work on bachelor level in this 
area.  
( Ekenberg & Hammenstig, 2007).  An inquiry oriented approach was discussed together 
with the teacher students and decided (Zeichner & Teitelbaum, 1982).  Tools of reflective 
thinking based on logbooks and teacher students own experiences about teaching and 
learning were the base during the seminars. They were involved in dialogues and reflective 
thinking with peers and in groups.  Zeichner (1991) pointed out contradictions and tensions 
in the professionalism of teaching and democratization of schools. Practical reflection was 
used to explicate and clarify the assumptions and actions also linked to value commitments. 
Finally the critical reflection incorporates moral and ethical criteria into the practical action. 
Involvement in terms of self responsibility included voluntary participating in the seminars. 
  
Validation of the study is done through critical self validation, peer groups validation and 
validation in terms of publicity in teacher stuff conference and public report. Self validation 
is done so students prepare to look and accept evidence that is supportive, palatable and 
confirming their sense and feeling of development. Teacher students are supposed to be 
open minded and try to challenge the education they are joining, also in terms of values and 
practices.   Peer group validation is done through the group and sceptic reflections. 
Dialogues are used in this process.  These are only open for the pair group and not done 
privately. Peers are regarded as a help to analyze and pull each other forward in the process. 
Validation through public discussions and texts is done through seminars, web page, and 
public report.  
 
Implementation 
Implementation of the process of development of potential of teaching is provided through 
describing and analyzing of the process within seminars, logbooks etcetera and also teacher 
students developing their own individual plans for appraisal of the potential for teaching. 
Teacher students construct reality and interpret reality based on each person’s earlier 
experiences. Student teachers look upon development of intercultural competence for 
teaching and for teacher profession in a variety of ways. There is not a single reality, all 
unique set of experiences are respected.  
 
Involving the student  
About 150 student teachers were introduced to the European project and the aims of the 
Swedish project.  They were encouraged to have contact with teacher students in the seven 
institutions in the European Union. Students had an opportunity to apply for participation in 
the project.  Practice is included. 
 
Tools for the project 
 
1. Seminars  
Seminars based on groups with some tools from action research will be the main tool to 
develop. Action research model will be used in terms the seminars, based on reflection in 
and on action (Schön, 1998). Important within the seminars is and will be the expressions of 
experiences of each individual student teacher to be processed in the group. Reflections 



from periods of theoretical studies and practice periods, during the teacher education period 
and earlier in the students´ life were considered important to share with a group. The model 
of working was introduced and accepted in terms of groups. During the seminars the 
student teachers are to work with intercultural knowledge through self awareness, self 
responsibility, communication and cooperation.  Reflection and documentation in logbooks 
will be a central part in the seminars, but also an understanding of processes in small 
groups. The student teachers expressed earlier the small group seminars as helpful for the 
working process and they described stages in their working process that could be compared 
to a study of Tuckman and Jensen, 1977.  In the forming phase the individuals were tense 
and anxious and depending on the leader.  In the next phase it was calculated that tension 
and criticism might show up in a number of ways. What happened were expressions of 
criticism of the existing teacher education.  This was followed by a group setting, and a 
calmer phase of sharing similarity and agreement. The group worked cooperatively and was 
keen to find common ground, to reinforce what others said. In the next stage energy, 
enjoyment and allowing of disagreement and agreement was performed. The group tackled 
the most challenging topics, worked together with synergy and achieved greater depth of 
insight. The earlier groups argued that this kind of seminars should be offered as an option 
in teacher education. Some of the members might be reluctant to leave the group. Group 
dynamics could be referred to the relationship between group members, which can change 
during the period for the study and also influence the energy and direction of the group. 
Members will probably be influenced by processes. This is comparable with results from 
Casey and Kreuger (2000). This project will gain from experiences of the earlier project of 
teacher competence in the following areas:  
 
- Student teachers in our group remember and use a lot of experiences from their time as 
pupils and find these memories as important factors during their teacher education. 
Zeichner et al (1992) and Lortie (1987) considered teacher education to even strengthen the 
established ideas of teacher competence. Critical reflection and the composition of the 
group, the subject matter and the researchers are considered important.  Nonverbal 
communications as well as verbal are pointed out as important clues of individual feelings 
of the participants and a useful tool for further discussions.   
 
- Zeichner & Teitelbaum (1982) introduced a personalized and inquiry oriented teacher 
education. Individual log books and writings will be used also during the seminars, but also 
outside the seminars. Each of the students will have a log, a personal one. The content is 
just for her or him to use in the constructive way she or he preferred.  
 
- In the earlier APT project, teacher students enjoyed the period of silence during the 
reflection periods within the seminars. Many of them pointed out this especially.  This was  
the time when they had started to think about what actually teacher competence is. During 
the discussions some teacher students expressed that they felt some confusion and anxiety 
for the becoming a teacher. These seminars and time with logs gave them time to stop and 
reflect on what they actually were up to.  
 
- The group was of importance. Students expressed that they felt safer than earlier, despite 
of all the chaotic thoughts they now had in mind concerning appraisal of teacher 
competence.  
 
The seminars were sometimes confusing, but the identities to become a teacher have   
strengthened. Our consciousnesses have developed and we are more aware of the 



complexity of appraisal of teacher competence. We would like to have these kinds of 
seminars during the obligatory education, but voluntary. This voluntary group has 
functioned very well and probably students must have a possibility to choose if they want to 
take part in this kind of process. (Student teacher group reflection)  
 
 
 Peer group dialogues during the seminars 
 
Why become an intercultural aware teacher? Our group of student teachers will discuss 
what intercultural competence is and why they did choose this profession and their 
experiences of teacher education so far. These questions can be compared to a study of 
Lortie (1975). He studied how teachers were recruited to education and he pointed out that 
teachers were recruited and socialized to the profession trough the experiences they have 
had as pupils during their compulsory education. Most of student teachers commented 
during the introduction that they do not have any or very little experience of an intercultural 
school. Dialogues during the seminars between the students were used to mirror self 
awareness and in a critical self validation. Teacher students expressed the dialogues to be 
interesting tools for discussion with the mates but also with the teachers. To discuss teacher 
competence is not very often an opportunity. During the seminars we know we will be able 
to do it.  (Student teachers in a dialogue). 
 
Some considered they had grown in self esteem after the seminars. One student expressed 
it:  
Now I have started to think of what teacher competence is! My awareness of me as a 
teacher has grown. (Student teacher in a dialogue)  
 
By discussing teacher competence it is possible to develop teacher competence some of 
teacher students made a comment of. Some expressed confusion and anxiety concerning 
teacher competence and development of it. We feel these discussions about teacher 
competence are a learning situation where we get new perspectives. (Student teachers).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Individual plans in development of intercultural teacher competence  
 

 
 
Figure 1. Individual plans, a possibility for each student to develop during the seminars or 
individually (Designer Eva Granlund).  
 
Each teacher student is encouraged to take the possibility to formulate the individual plan 
for developing intercultural competences by taking individual responsibility and 
involvement and also to use reflective thinking in looking upon the aims, to the input used, 
feedback they received and so on for the process development. Responsibility, involvement, 
communication, cooperation and self awareness are highly ranked in the development of 
individual plans. 
 
 
Where are we now?  
 
The critical reflection incorporates gender, power, intercultural relations and ethical 
dilemmas.   Involvement in terms of self awareness and self responsibility perspectives are 
included in radical research and critical reflection. The voluntary participating in the project 
and the knowledge of each individual in the process has been an important starting point. 
Participatory action research and action learning is a vehicle in this project for development 
of teachers intercultural competence. The project will be finally reported in 2009.  
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