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Sammanfattning 
 

Världen blir allt mindre och människor korsar gränser för att hitta nya möjligheter för ett bättre 
liv. När världen blir mer globaliserad blir det vanligare att man lär sig flera språk. För barn som 
följer med sina föräldrar till ett nytt land är språksvårigheter ett uppenbart problem i 
värdkontexten. På grund av språkbegränsningen är det inte lätt för elever att uttrycka sig och 
visa sina kunskaper i värdlandets skolor. Syftet med denna studie fokuserar på hur engelska 
skulle kunna läras ut till nyanlända elever som har begränsade svenskkunskaper. Intervjuer 
användes som metod för denna studie för att bidra med tillförlitliga svar till forskningsfrågorna. 
Deltagarna består av sex lärare baserade i två kommuner i norra Sverige. Studien drar slutsatsen 
att lärandet av engelska som ett tredje språk till nyanlända elever har sina svårigheter. Det är 
möjligt med vissa strategier som att använda visuella hjälpmedel för unga elever och att 
utveckla elevers modersmål/första språk parallellt med andra och tredje språk. 
Andraspråksteorier ger lämpligt stöd för att förbereda strategier för att lära nyanlända elever. 
Resultatet reflekterar lärares uppfattningar gällande vilka strategier som är att föredra vid 
engelskundervisning. 
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Abstract  
The world becomes increasingly smaller and people cross borders to find new opportunities for a better 
life. As the world becomes more globalized, learning several languages becomes more common. For 
children who follow their parents to a new country language issues are challenging. Because of language 
limitations, it is not easy for pupils to express and show their knowledge at school in the host country. 
The aim of this study focuses on how English will be taught to newly arrived pupils who have limited 
knowledge of Swedish. Interviews were used as a method for this study to provide reliable answers to 
the research questions. The participants consisted of six teachers based in two municipalities in the north 
of Sweden. This study concludes that teaching English as a third language to newly arrived pupils 
involves some difficulties, although it is possible with some practical strategies such as using visual 
tools for young learners and developing pupils’ mother tongue parallel to the target language. Second 
language theories provide appropriate support for preparing applicable strategies for teaching newly 
arrived pupils. The results reflect the teachers’ perception regarding what strategies are more preferable 
to apply in English class. 

Keywords: Educational research, Newly arrived pupils, English as a second language acquisition 
(SLA), third language acquisition 
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1 Introduction  
In today’s world language is an important and basic medium of expression. Every language 
bears the burden of the culture and the history connected to it. This is how a language connects 
people who speak it. Speakers of a specific language use a different cultural frame of reference 
and different metaphors compared to other languages (Schwieter, 2013).  

In recent decades, globalization has transformed the world, boosting economic growth, merging 
cultures and connecting developed and developing countries. The age of globalization has 
witnessed some major changes in world migration as well. Although international migration is 
not a new issue, the speed, scope, complexity and volume of world migration in the global era 
is unprecedented. People move across the borders to find new opportunities for a better life. 
Language is a key to discover the new horizon beyond the borders and because of that learning 
a new language seems crucial (Levy & Campbell, 2008).  

Even though migrants come from different regions and have left their countries for different 
reasons they all need a common language to satisfy their needs. Since the first and most 
immediate requirement of cross-cultural interaction is to overcome language barriers, many 
researchers have tried to find new approaches to communication among people with different 
languages. As language is a tool of communication it enables people to exchange knowledge, 
opinions, feelings and imagination. The acquisition of one or more foreign languages in a 
monolingual context has different educational implications than the acquisition of languages 
spoken in the community when one has to learn these languages as well. It means it would be 
a different process of learning when someone voluntarily learn a language in his or her home 
country compared to when someone has migrated to a new country and s/he has to learn this 
country’s language plus some other common languages in the country. Many factors affect the 
learning of a second (L2) and a third language (L3) respectively. Most researchers and teachers 
would agree that motivation is one of the crucial factors that determine learning achievement; 
immigrants, for instance, have enough motivation for learning the language of the country they 
move to, in order to integrate themselves into the new society. They are expected to learn the 
new language in order to understand how this new society works, to look for employment and 
survive in the new culture (Schwieter, 2013). 

In Sweden, newly arrived pupils have had the opportunity to study basic Swedish in a special 
school before beginning their study at Swedish schools. By shutting down these institutes in 
some municipalities, newly arrived pupils miss the opportunity of learning Swedish prior to 
school education and they go directly to the Swedish school where English will be taught 
parallel to Swedish in accordance with the curriculum (Skolverket, 2011). Although most 
schools prepare an introduction class for these pupils, learning Swedish still is a challenge; a 
new school system and difficulties in society all add to the demand of learning English as well. 
There is already research on learning English as a L2 in parallel with major European languages 
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such as French, but lack of knowledge of Swedish as a L2 requires new studies. Nowadays, 
with increasing numbers of immigrants, the necessity for such research is urgent and would be 
beneficial to both teachers and pupils. This study has been accomplished by reviewing previous 
literature in the field of language learning as well as interviewing teachers in multilingual 
schools.  
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2 Aim and research questions 
The aim of this study is to describe the teaching of English to pupils who have Swedish as their 
second language. The following research questions will be addressed: 

A) Given that pupils come to Sweden at different ages, how can teachers teach L3 
English to pupils with limited knowledge of L2 Swedish? 
  

B) How do teachers use second language acquisition (SLA) theories as a tool to help 
pupils learn L3 in practice? 
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3 Previous Research 

3.1 Newly arrived pupils  

Axelsson (2015) shows how the education for newly arrived pupils is organised in Sweden. 
Swedish schools have received many immigrants from different countries since 1970. The 
education for newly arrived pupils is organised in introductory classes which provide a basis 
for transition to the mainstream system. These pupils begin learning Swedish in the introduction 
classes in order to become able to communicate with other pupils at school and understand 
instructions for other subjects. In 2014, Swedish schools received 81000 immigrant pupils in 
different ages. Bunar (2015) explains that newly arrived pupils is the term used in the academic 
and education policy discourse in Sweden for pupils arriving from abroad during the time of 
school and cannot understand the main language of instruction in the TL.  

Newly arrived pupils aiming at integration into the mainstream school system have basic needs 
in general. The Swedish curriculum for the non-compulsory school (Skolverket, 2011) is target-
oriented and leaves methodology to the teachers, only a few general guidelines are presented. 
Bunar (2015) explains some of the main resources for newly arrived pupils.  For instance, the 
mother tongue teachers who can help to develop pupils’ L1 and collaborate with the Swedish 
as a second language teacher. Other examples of resources are the study supervisor who helps 
with study strategies and understanding different subjects at school and the Swedish as a second 
language teachers who develop the new language structure. Central to the education of 
multilingual pupils is a sociocultural supportive environment including cultural and social 
development for life within school and society.  

The pupils stay in the introductory classes until they are ready to move to regular classes, the 
transition to which is usually gradual. “Learners whose maturation process is still under way 
might not be able to cope with the intensity and precision required for the complex learning 
processes of acquiring an L2 and learning to read and understand academic context at the same 
time” (Pica, 2011). The pupils will learn Swedish along with a brief introduction of other 
subjects at school in order to prepare them for the regular classes.  

3.2 Second language acquisition 

The term “second language” applies to any other language acquired after the mother tongue 
and can therefore in some cases also be the third or fourth language acquired. Cenoz (2000) 
shows that there is no distinction between a second language and additional languages. Some 
studies have started to focus on third language acquisition in order to point out the differences 
between the acquisition and processing of two or even more languages.  

Brewster, Ellis and Girard (2012) show that learning a L1 is less struggling than L2 or L3 for 
children. Teachers recognized that understanding more about similarities and differences in the 
L1 and L2 acquisition processes can help them teaching L2 and L3 respectively. Four main 
psychology schools influenced to L2 acquisition. The audio-lingual approach which is 
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influenced by behaviorism. This approach emphasizes repetition in the form of drills, accuracy 
and the avoidance of errors. It is based on the work of Skinner who believes that imitation and 
habit formation are the key processes in language development. This approach relies on 
rewarding learners when the learners’ responses are correct in L1 or L2 acquisition.  

The nativist view is another approach to L2 acquisition. In the nativist view, children are pre-
programmed to learn a language and highly sensitive to the linguistic features of their 
environment. This perspective grants for the child’s creativity as an important part of the L1, a 
factor which has been carried over to the L2 learning. The cognitive-development perspective 
points out language development as an aspect of general cognitive growth. In terms of L2 
learning, the critical period hypothesis suggested that there is a specific and limited time for 
language acquisition. This controversial theory is tested by many researchers who have found 
that there are many significant factors to consider aside from age, such as motivation. The fourth 
perspective, the social-interactional view which emerged in the late 1970s and 1980s 
emphasized the effects of social factor. This focuses on the importance of human resources and 
the role of adult and child relationships in learning. A central aspect in this view is the capability 
of language to modify the level of learners. Jerome Bruner an American psychologist who has 
made contributions to human cognitive psychology and the cognitive learning theory, would 
likely agree with Vygotsky that language serves to mediate between environmental stimuli and 
the individual’s response. In the other words, the different ways of thinking were important at 
different ages. The work of Vygotsky and Bruner has been influential in developing a theory 
of how children think and learn language and has helped to focus the importance of an 
interactional aspect in learning a new language (Brewster et al., 2012).  

Imsen (2000) explained that teachers should modify the teaching approaches in order to make 
them appropriate for each pupil’s need in the classroom. According to Skolverket (2011), 
schools have the responsibility for ensuring that pupils acquire and develop the knowledge that 
is necessary for each individual member of society. It means that school has the responsibility 
of providing proper teaching strategies to help every individual pupil’s need. The Swedish 
curriculum is designed for both Swedish speaking pupils and those who have Swedish as a L2. 
Generally, pupils who learn a L2 which is from the same language family as their L1 have an 
easier task than those who learn a language with a completely different structure. As an 
example, a Swedish child will learn German more quickly than a Chinese child. Bergman 
(2001) stated that the development of the speaking skill is more probable than other skills in 
the earlier ages. Piaget (1997) revealed this fact earlier by the theory of “Cognitive 
constructivism” which claimed knowledge is constructed and not transferred. A teacher should 
let the pupils be active and do tasks that let them construct their own knowledge. Constructivists 
also believe that learning is user-centered. 

A teacher evaluates pupils’ language knowledge by observing the output (Bergman, 2001). By 
this Bergman (2001) means how a pupil is capable of expressing him/herself. Another 
important step is to monitor the cognitive development of a pupil. Children between 7 and 
11years at the stage of concrete operational are open to explore new things. Creativity is innate 
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in children; they just need guidance from adults. The age of 7 to 11 years old would support 
language development.   

 

3.3 Third language acquisition 

Learning a L3 parallel and through a L2 is challenging for newly arrived pupils. Researchers in 
the second language acquisition field agree that input of the target language (TL) is necessary 
for successful second and foreign language learning. The quality of L3 acquisition for pupils 
may depend on their personal experiences at different stages of their life. Piaget’s theory of 
learning is concerned of the process of learning more than the subject of learning. Before 
Piaget’s theory on learning the common assumption in psychology was that children are less 
competent thinkers than adults. Piaget stated that young children think in quite different ways 
compared to adults (Imsen, 2000). As has been mentioned earlier, people need to learn a new 
language as a tool of communication in some circumstances like when they are immigrating to 
a new country. Brown (2000) writes knowledge as a product of experience. So learning the 
language of the host country is for immigrants a product of their new experience of their life. 
There are difficulties for children who follow their parents to a new life in a new place with a 
new language, although children are more flexible to learn a language compare to adults. 
Depending on their age, children have different capacities to develop the new language.  

For more than a decade, scholars working in the multilingual area have argued that the 
acquisition of a L3 is a process fundamentally different from the acquisition of a L2 and that 
mainstream second language acquisition (SLA) research needs to properly account for the 
complexities of multilingualism (Cenoz, 2010). One of the commonly asked questions about 
the education of immigrant pupils is how long they need extra language support, for example, 
for English as a second language. “The research evidence shows that five to seven years are 
needed depending on the educational program, to achieve grade level norms in academic 
subjects taught in English” (Nikolov & Mihaljevic, 2006, p.240).  

Cenoz (2010) stated that linguistic distance is an important factor in L3 acquisition because the 
acquisition of languages that are typologically closer to the L1 or L2 can potentially facilitate 
the process of acquisition but can also favor code-mixing. Cenoz (2000) found that linguistic 
distance plays an important role in code-mixing and cross-linguistic influence. Learners usually 
have the tendency to borrow terms from languages that are typologically closer to the target 
language and linguistic distance seems to be more crucial than the use of the L2 as the default 
supplier. 

Börestam (2001) defines code-mixing in the behavior of shifting between different languages 
in discourse. There are two main types of code-mixing, situational and metaphorical. A 
situational code-mixing refers to the tendency in a bilingual community to use different 
languages in different social situations. A metaphorical code-mixing, on the other hand, refers 
to the tendency in a bilingual community to switch codes in conversation in order to discuss a 
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topic that would normally fall into another conversational domain. According to Cenoz (2010), 
many studies have focused on the analysis of code-mixing in order to explore the mental 
processes taking place in the production of L3. The results of these studies reveal that L3 
learners often rely on their knowledge in the L2 specially if it has similar structure to the TL.  

 

3.4 Teaching strategies for L2 and L3 

Brewster et al. (2012) mention six common approaches to teaching L2 and L3 respectively in 
primary schools. The audio-lingual, which is based on structuralism and behaviorism, 
emphasizes the use of repetition of the new language and it is teaching-centered. It may be 
considered as an outdated method but a modified version can still be seen in many countries. It 
focuses on memorizing, imitation and mechanical exercises. This method is not demanding of 
group and pair work. The total physical response (TPR) is another approach to teaching 
language which is appropriate to younger learners. It is mainly visual-based and focused on 
listening to collect words and phrases. The communicative approach is based on social 
interactions and emphasizes the social nature of language learning. It is in agreement with the 
socio-cultural perspective and follows the same concept of social interactions and culturally 
organized activities. Task-based learning (TBL) is one of the most recent methodological 
approaches in SLA. It involves learners in using language for purposes which are beyond 
practicing the language in order to learn a language. TBL is a pursuit to enhance the 
communicative approach by trying to balance accuracy with fluency and by encouraging more 
authentic output from learners. The story-based methodology is the universal phenomenon, 
central to young learners’ intellectual and cultural development. Many modern course books 
are integrating the use of stories for language development. The cross-curricular approach is 
associated with the activity-based approach and task-based learning. In this approach, the 
development of the L2 is associated with other areas of the curriculum, such as art, natural 
science and mathematics.  

3.5 Different types of cross-linguistic influences  

In the pedagogy of TL, the development of pupils’ metalinguistic and cross-linguistic 
awareness is important. Metalinguistic awareness refers to the ability of objectify language as 
a process and language as an artifact. How the learners’ existing linguistic knowledge impacts 
on the course of L2 development is the main subject in the study of metalinguistic awareness 
(Alastair, 2014).  

Ringbom (2007) illustrates learners’ approach to look for similarities between L1 and TL which 
is an important process in learning a new language. The learning process, including language 
learning, is based on prior knowledge. For establishing something new, one needs to relate that 
to what already existed in his/her mind. When someone learn a language closely related to 
his/her L1, prior knowledge will be consistently useful, meanwhile, if the languages are very 
distant, not much prior knowledge is relevant. The important issue to the language learner is 
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language proximity, similarities, not its negative counterpart, language distance and 
differences. Differences are considered as a negative process in the human’s mind. Generally, 
humans do not establish negative relations until becoming sure that a positive relation does not 
exist. In the study of meaning which is called semantic, there is no fine borderline between 
differences and similarities. While language learners are primarily concerned with what 
similarities they can find between the TL and their L1, linguists have tended to concentrate on 
analyzing differences between languages and uses of languages.  

At the early stages of learning, when the TL knowledge is limited, the L1 is the main source 
for perceiving linguistic similarities, but languages other than the L1 may also play a significant 
role. The learners based on Asian or African countries, mostly rely on their knowledge of L2 
related to the TL much more than on their unrelated L1. It is because most of the Asian or 
African languages have different structures compared to English. Thus, L1 or other languages 
known to the learner provide an important aid for the process of learning a new language 
(Ringbom, 2007).  

There are three cross-linguistic similarity relations: a similarity relation, a contrast relation and 
a zero relation. The similarity relation means that the pattern of the TL is perceived as formally 
similar to the pattern of the L1 or some other language known to the individual. A natural 
tendency in learners, is to trying to build a one-to-one relationship with a unit of the L1. If there 
is grammatical congruence, this means fewer problems for the learners. For example, languages 
which belongs to the same family, i.e., Germanic languages are easier to learn for a German 
speaker. Establishing cross-linguistic similarity relations is mainly relevant for the 
comprehension of a new language. The Germanic and Romance language do not stand in either 
a similarity or a zero relation to each other. They have a tendency to have contrast relations. It 
means that the learner perceives a TL pattern as in important ways differing from the L1 pattern, 
though there is also an underlying similarity between them. Native English speaker learning a 
Germanic or Romance target language will encounter both similarities and differences in 
varying proportions. In other words, there is both positive and negative transfer. The zero 
relation does not mean that nothing is relevant to the learner’s L1. Although there are some 
linguistic universals common to all languages, it is still difficult for most learners to notice these 
universal linguistic elements. It depends on the learner’s language awareness.  A learner who 
knows only Indo-European languages and starts learning Chinese will find it difficult to relate 
anything to his/her previous linguistic knowledge. The zero relation of Chinese to English poses 
great frustration at the early stages of learning. Thus, it is important for teachers to consider 
these cross-linguistics relations in teaching L2 or L3. The study of pupil’s L1 structure and 
communicate with the L1 teacher may help teachers to develop their skills in teaching L2 and 
L3 (Ringbom, 2007).  
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3.6 The cognitive constructivism theory 

The constructivist framework developed by Piaget (1997) shows the value of collaborative 
learning that encourage learners to use their prior knowledge and experience in language to 
construct new language structures. A pupil’s prior knowledge of language is important for the 
understanding of the TL. Jean Piaget was a biologist who studied mollusks but he moved into 
the study of the development of children’s understanding. He was interested in the study of how 
an organism adapts to its environment, and he called it “intelligence”. Piaget’s two basic 
components used by human in his or her attempt to adapt are assimilation and accommodation. 
These processes are used in life when a person progressively adapts to the environment. 
Assimilation is a form of adaption in which an experience is incorporated into an existing 
scheme. For instance, if one knows how to ride a bicycle, this knowledge is applicable to all 
two-wheel vehicles. On the contrary, accommodation is a form of adaption in which an existing 
scheme is modified and a new one is created in response to experience. For instance, driving 
stick shift is different from driving automatic and one have to learn to use the gear shift. Piaget 
realized that the ability to assimilate varies from child to child, so the educational material and 
the teaching process should be adjusted to each child’s cognitive structure.  

Piaget followed different stages of language learning and categorized them in four stages; the 
sensorimotor, when one experience the word through senses actions like looking or touching. 
The second stage is the preoperational stage when s/he becomes able to represent things with 
word and images but s/he has still lacking logical reasoning. The third stage is the concrete 
operational stage when one is able to think logically about concrete events. Finally, the stage 
of formal operational which s/he is enable to reason about different phenomena. According to 
Piaget (1997), any accommodation acquisition becomes the material for assimilation, but 
assimilation always resists new accommodations. The process of assimilation would be adapted 
through learning L2 and L3. When an individual learns a new language s/he usually has 
tendency to use the structure of her or his mother language to learn the new language. 

According to Piaget’s cognitive stages, it would take time for a child to adjust a structure of the 
new language and grammar in expressing him or herself. Cognitive communication between 
pupils and teacher will enable the teacher to gain knowledge of how pupils can perceive abstract 
parts of a TL. This knowledge will develop the teacher’s competence for understanding the 
needs of every individual pupil in the classroom.  

 

3.7 The sociocultural theory 

The concept of gaining knowledge from a community of learners is found in Vygotsky’s 
sociocultural theory when the cognitive progress is developed through social interactions 
(Strandberg, 2006). The sociocultural theory emphasizes the role of the person with most 
knowledge usually parents, a teacher, but also often a peer to find a way of helping others in 
the group to learn. This person in the child’s learning is known as a mediator. The process of 
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learning a language is both social and interactive in that oral language is learned through social 
interactions while other language skills like reading and writing are learned through guidance 
from others literate in the TL. Scaffolding refers to different instructional strategies used to 
move pupils toward better understanding and greater independence in the learning process. The 
zone of proximal development, includes helping learners to move into and through the next step 
of knowledge understanding. According to Imsen (2000), the zone of proximal development is 
the stage between known and unknown knowledge for pupils. At this stage, skills are too 
difficult for a child to master on his or her own but these skills will be learned by the child with 
the guidance and encouragement from a more knowledgeable person. 

When a pupil already knows his/her L1 structures appropriately, s/he will need help to progress 
in his/her zone of proximal development through the language learning process. In other words, 
s/he needs help to apply his or her knowledge about language structure to learn L2 or L3 
respectively. This is a stage between what s/he already knows and what s/he is going to learn.  
When a pupil knows the grammatical function of a word, like subject and verb, it will be easier 
for her/him to understand the grammar of the new language. Thus, a competent teacher can 
show a pupil what the structure of the new language is like, and also help the pupil to adapt the 
knowledge of her/his L1 or L2 to the TL. 

3.8 Learning to learn 

Brewster et al. (2012) explain how the term “learning to learn” refers to activities designed to 
develop metacognitive awareness and learning strategies for pupils. Metacognitive awareness 
in teaching relies on planning, monitoring and evaluating teaching. Humans do not learn from 
experience; they learn from reflecting on experience. Learning to learn is based on a philosophy 
of constructivism and social interactionism. It is mainly concerned the process of learning and 
aims to focus pupils’ attention on how they learn and what they learn. The process of learning 
a new language demands metalinguistic awareness of pupils and it is not similar for all pupils 
since there are several factors, such as the amount of knowledge in other languages and anxiety 
about speaking. The learners’ attitude toward the learning process has also been identified as 
being critically important to SLA. The learning to learn view values diversity and takes into 
account that pupils develop and learn in different ways and in the different rates. Language 
awareness, social awareness and cultural awareness are other important factors which all 
overlap to some extent in the category of young learner’s discourse. 

3.9 Genre pedagogy  

According to Börestam (2001), genre refers to abstract, socially identified ways of using 
language. The introduction of genre pedagogies is concerned with providing learners access to 
what are perceived as the written and spoken text. When pupils come from abroad teachers 
usually do not give them enough credit for what they know in their own language. Genre 
pedagogy is an approach which may give pupils the possibility to express their knowledge 
mainly in the written form with the teacher’s support and assistance. Instead of focusing on the 
grammar and sentence composition or the content of text, genre pedagogies enable pupils to 
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develop context in the TL with support from the teacher. It is an appropriate way for pupils to 
realize how target texts are structured and why they are written in the ways they are. By this 
method the teacher would consider how texts actually work as communication. 

Genre pedagogy is comprised of three main parts: Vygotsky’s theory on learning, Halliday’s 
theory on language and Martin and Rothery’s pedagogical model. Vygotsky’s theory proposed 
scaffolding as a support that pupils receive in order to learn. Scaffolding is a method of teaching 
that involves providing support to pupils as they learn new subjects. Scaffolding as a process 
means that the teacher helps the pupil master a task that the pupil is initially unable to grasp on 
their own and then gradually remove the support as the pupil improves. It refers to a variety of 
instructional methods used to move pupils progressively toward better understanding and 
learning independently. Teacher provide temporary support to help pupils reach the next level 
of skill acquisition which they would not able to manage without help. Scaffolding is a central 
part of genre pedagogy. The teacher will act as an assistance in the scaffolding process. 
Scaffolding is a relevant process for the zone of proximal development, as presented earlier. 
Holliday’s systematic-functional grammar is a language theory which shows how a language 
would be learned in a social context. The third factor of genre pedagogy is the teaching learning 
cycle (TLC), which is developed by Martin and Rothery. This model shows the teaching 
process in the classroom. The teacher and pupils use a language to structure knowledge, to 
understand and give feedback. This circle is divided into four phases: Planning or choose 
resources and approach, instruction, assessment and reflection (Johansson & Sandell Ring, 
2010). 
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4 Method 

4.1 Justification of method 

In order to answer the previous stated research questions, interviewing was chosen to gather as 
much data and information about the subject as possible.  

A quantitative study mostly conveys numerical data and static analyses, while a qualitative 
study focuses on words. Therefore, the qualitative study is more common in humanity studies. 
A qualitative approach seemed suitable for this study. According to Backman, Gardelli, 
Gardelli, and Persson (2012), interview is a data collection method in qualitative studies, which 
are often based on information about a larger variety of factors. A qualitative method aims to 
study people’s perceptions of the outside to gain the opportunity to understand why they feel 
that way. The authors also mention that interpretation is a central part of qualitative studies. 
Interviewing as a method provides a deeper understanding of a subject compared to quantitative 
methods, such as a questionnaire. This survey is conducted as a semi-structured interview. 
Backman et al. (2012) explain the semi-structured interview as an interview with questions 
which are well prepared but flexible enough to change based on the interviewees’ answers and 
perspective. It is also open to follow-up questions, so the interview is accomplished as a 
dialogue between interviewer and interviewee. The semi-structured interview presents people’s 
different perspectives, while the structured interview provides comparative results, since 
structured interviews try to present different interviews with the same questions in the same 
order. On the other hand, semi-structured interviews may have some difficulties; it may cause 
data overload, which means that the open questions can sometimes create a big amount of data 
and it may take a long time to analyze (Trost, 2010). According to Trost (2010), the sample of 
collection for a qualitative study, such as interviews, should be limited to few interviews. It is 
because it is easier to manage interviews if a researcher uses a limited number of interviews, 
which enables him/her to analyze all details. The risk of missing details is decreased by such a 
method.  

This study was carried out through interviews with teachers about their experiences in 
multilingual classrooms and how they teach pupils English as their L3 parallel to Swedish as 
their L2. Data for this study was collected by interviewing six teachers all working in two 
municipalities in the north of Sweden. These teachers have diverse backgrounds and 
nationalities but they are all currently working at elementary schools. The interviews have been 
recorded for ease of access and further analysis. According to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), 
documenting is an important part of an interview and is often possible by recording the 
interview. This will enable the interviewer to focus on the answers of the interviewee.  
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4.2 Implementation  

For the purpose of this study six teachers from different schools participated. Some criteria had 
to be fulfilled by these teachers in order for them to participate in this study. These teachers 
have experience in teaching English to newly arrived pupils especially in the earlier grades.  

In order to capture the highly varied conditions for reception and introduction of newly arrived 
pupils in Sweden, the study was conducted in two municipalities of different sizes in the north 
of Sweden. There were six teachers interviewed. The interviews were conducted in different 
schools and all interviews were recorded. They were conducted in Swedish and then translated 
into English. Each interview lasted for between 30 and 40 minutes. After a short pause to think 
about each question, every interviewee answered the questions openly and we discussed around 
the subjects. When the researcher contacted the respondents to set up the interview, she 
explained about herself and the purpose of the interview and made all clear before she met 
them. All respondents knew in general what sort of questions they would be asked and 
approximately how long the interview would last. The researcher met the interviewees at their 
offices because they felt more comfortable and less distracted there.  

The researcher also asked for permission in writing to quote from the respondents and to use a 
tape-recorder during the session. The researcher started to ask about the interviewee’s 
qualification and experiences in teaching, which helped to put the interviewees at ease and 
make them more talkative for later questions. The last question in all interviews was whether 
the interviewees wanted to add any final comments of his or her own. 

4.3 Validity and reliability  

The validity and reliability of a qualitative research study are, according to Kvale and 
Brinkmann (2009), not the same as in quantitative research. The traditional criteria for validity 
find their root in positivism and this has been defined as a systematic theory of validity. Within 
positivism terminology, validity is the result of other empirical conceptions, such as evidence, 
truth, reasons and mathematical data. This statement is in agreement with Bryman (2001), as 
he claimed that validity deals with whether the researcher is measuring what one believes is 
being measured. Therefore, validity in qualitative research could be replaced by the term 
credibility, that is how likely and probable the results are. Bryman (2001) stated that qualitative 
research uses a naturalistic approach which aims for a better understanding of a phenomenon 
in the research context. In other words, the researcher does not attempt to manipulate the 
phenomenon of interest.  

Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) state that validity and reliability are two essential factors in any 
qualitative research. The researcher thus, is considering these factors while s/he designs a study, 
analysis results, and evaluates the quality of the study. Reliability answers to questions such as, 
is the data trustworthy or replicable? Validity, on the other hand, will show if the data is valid 
for what a researcher intended to study. The research can be either internally valid or externally 
valid. The accuracy of the study, how well the study is conducted, is measured by internal 
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validity. It will also show how confidently one can conclude that the change in the dependent 
variable was produced by the independent variable and not extraneous ones. The dependent 
variable is the one which is affected by another while the independent variable is not affected 
by another. The extent to which a study’s results can be generalized is consider as external 
validity.  

4.4 Addressing codes of ethics in educational research   

Attention to the ethical implications of research for research subjects and researchers is an 
intrinsic part of good research practice. In general, ethics is an activity and area of inquiry. It is 
the activity of understanding moral values, resolving moral issues, and justifying moral 
judgment, and the discipline or area of study resulting from that activity (Walliman, 2010). 
Even if the researcher is not using human participants, there is still a question of honesty in the 
way the researcher treats the data. Thus research ethics is a general framework covering 
research conduct and all of its content. Research ethics apply to the purpose of moral rules and 
professional codes of conduct to the planning, collection, analysis, reporting, and publication 
of information about research subjects, observations, results, and application. 

Open-ended interviews, as already discussed, are usually semi-structured or unstructured which 
are usually carried out on a one-to-one basis; the interviewer has topics and in-depth questions 
on which to focus the discussion rather than a list of questions. The open-ended nature of the 
interviews lies in the intention of the interviewer to uncover details of the interviewee's 
experience that would be undisclosed in, for instance, a questionnaire. 

Generally speaking, there are two main aspects in research that address ethical issues: The 
researcher’s treatment of other people involved in research, relating to informed consent, 
confidentiality, anonymity and courtesy; and the researcher’s values of honesty and integrity. 
For example, strict adherence to the research design, protocol and analytic plan is critical to 
data integrity. These aspects of research behavior, along with scientific validity, researchers’ 
obligations such as honesty in authorship, data collection, avoiding conflicts of interest, and 
misbehavior, all contribute to whether research is ethical. Some of the issues discussed here are 
fairly specific to interview research, although other forms of qualitative research may share 
them to some extent. Being generic to research, one has to note that some of those, such as 
confidentiality, often are particular manifestations in this type of research (Walliman, 2010). 

Privacy 

The right to privacy of participants may be violated during the course of a research study and 
interview, or afterwards and making them vulnerable. Privacy is much more than only 
confidentiality; it is indeed the responsibility to inform participants about the right to refuse to 
answer some of questions in the interview. Mertens (2014) provides definitions for two terms 
to the protection of participants: “Anonymity means that no uniquely identifying information 
is attached to the data and thus no one, not even the researcher, can trace the data back to the 
individual providing them. Confidentiality means that the privacy of individuals will be 
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protected in that the data they provide will be handled and reported in such a way that they 
cannot be associated with them personally” (Martens, 2014, p. 342). 

Scientific validity 

To be ethical, research must be valid and practically feasible: the research must have a clear 
scientific objective; be designed using accepted principles, methods, and reliable practices, 
have enough power to test the aim, and offer a plausible data analysis plan. The development 
and approval of a valid method is of little use if the research is conducted in a sloppy or 
inaccurate way; careless research that produces uninterpretable data is not just a waste of time 
and resources, it is unethical (Freedman, 1987). Without validity the research cannot generate 
the intended knowledge or produce any benefit. 

Integrity  

The guiding value for researchers is integrity, which is expressed in a commitment to the search 
for knowledge, to recognized principles of research conduct and dissemination and 
communication of results. Academic integrity thus may be defined in terms of the commitment 
to the values of trust, fairness, respect, dignity, responsibility, legality and dissemination 
(Grace, 2002) and therefore the researcher shall accept responsibility of equality and diversity 
considerations about the scientific and ethical conduct of their research.  

Avoiding misconduct 

Within the research community, researchers trust each other to report the procedures and results 
from their research accurately and completely. It is the critical personal responsibility of authors 
to assure the integrity of their descriptions of research whether as proposals, thesis, or 
presentations. “Research misconduct” is a term to define “falsification”, “fabrication” and 
“plagiarism” in proposing, performing, or reviewing research, or in reporting research results, 
when committed intentionally, knowingly, or recklessly. 

4.5 Method of analysis  

According to Backman et al. (2012), hermeneutics is the theory of interpretation and enables 
the researcher to achieve and understanding of texts. The main goal of hermeneutic approach 
is to look for understanding rather than to provide an explanation of a text. The process of 
understanding a text hermeneutically refers to the understanding of the text as a whole which 
is established by reference to the individual parts of the text, respectively, the understanding of 
each individual part of the text by reference to the whole. When an individual moves her/his 
thoughts through a text, s/he will understand a concept deeply and the whole concept will be 
clear. During the process of interview analysis, the hermeneutical spiral helps the researcher to 
build a pattern between the interview and the whole concept of study. Thus, the result and the 
research serve as the context for the interpretation of the research approach. Therefore, one has 
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to consider three key assumption that inform hermeneutics as a research approach to create a 
hermeneutics spiral (Paterson & Higgs, 2005). 

• Fusion of horizons (output): Hermeneutics address common understandings through 
language. Fusion of horizons means “whereby different interpretations of the 
phenomenon under investigation are brought together through dialogue to produce 
shared understanding” (Paterson & Higgs, 2005, p.343). 

• Dialogue of questions and answers: Knowledge emerges through a conversation or 
hermeneutic dialogue between the text and the inquirer. 

• The hermeneutic circle: The inquirer is part of a circle “moving repeatedly between 
interpretations of parts of the text and interpretations of the whole text, representing an 
emerging understanding of the phenomenon” (Paterson & Higgs, 2005, p.343). 

Here, hermeneutics is selected as a proper research strategy, since the research goal is to 
interpret how teachers practice the process of teaching L3 and L2 respectively. The analysis of 
the collected data in this study followed the mentioned approach. In the next section, six spirals 
will be discussed in details in the figure 1. The author thus tried to enable readers to understand 
the connection between the process and the product of the conducted interviews and to view 
the reliability of this approach in the output (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Data Analysis: A Hermeneutic Spiral (Paterson & Higgs, 2005). 
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5 Presentation and analysis 
Interviewees of the current study are presented as follows. All teachers have been given 
fictitious names in order to preserve their anonymity. There is an analysis of the interviews 
which shows the differences and the similarities of the teachers’ perspectives.  

5.1 Participants  

Teacher 1, Tim: 

Tim is 42 years old and from the United States. He worked in Spain as an English teacher for 
8 years and then moved to Sweden. Swedish is his third language after English and Spanish. 
He worked as an English teacher for three years at a high school in a municipality in the south 
of Sweden. Tim studied the teaching training program for elementary school at the university 
of Uppsala. He got his teaching certificate six years ago. After moving to the north of Sweden, 
he works in the second grade at an elementary school now. Tim is a motivated and energetic 
teacher and he finds teaching young children more interesting than other ages. 

Teacher 2, Åsa: 

Åsa is a 58-year-old teacher who has more than 28 years of experience as an elementary teacher 
and she is devoted to her job. Åsa has been working full time ever since her graduation from 
university. Åsa works with multilingual pupils at school and helps them to develop their 
English.  

Teacher 3, Tom: 

Tom is a 45-year-old English teacher and he is from Finland. He worked as a mother tongue 
teacher for five years and then he got his degree in English teaching. Tom teaches a mixed 
second and third grade class. He has 18 years’ of experience of teaching in different grades. He 
has four newly arrived pupils with different mother tongues in his class. He thinks it is different 
and challenging to teach English to pupils who have Swedish as the L2 or even the L3.  

Teacher 4, Jim: 

Jim is 38 and he has been working as an elementary teacher since 2006. He has worked in 
classes from first up to sixth grade. He worked as a librarian before. He believes children’s 
literature is a treasure for teachers as a teaching tool and a good resource for language 
development in any languages. He usually designs his teaching based on short novels and 
stories.  

Teacher 5, Sara: 

Sara is 40 years old. She has been working as a teacher since 2004. For Sara, teaching newly 
arrived pupils is a new experience and she has her first group of immigrant pupils this semester. 
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Sara has found working with these pupils so challenging. She tries to keep herself updated with 
teaching strategies regarding multilingual pupils.  

Teacher 6, Mona: 

Mona is a 58-year-old experienced teacher and she has worked as a teacher since 1973. She has 
experience of working with different groups of immigrant pupils and she thinks it is one the 
most interesting parts of her job. She plays the guitar and uses music and songs in her teaching.  

Figure 2 shows a summary of the interview respondents based on their gender, teaching 
experience, age and multilinguality. 

 

	

Figure	2.	Respondent	characteristics	(rounded	to	the	nearest	percentage	point). 

  

5.2 Analysis 

The hermeneutics theory which is described in the method helps to analyze the interviews in 
six spirals (see Figure 1). During the process of interview analysis, the hermeneutical spirals 
enable the researcher to build a pattern between the interviews and the research questions.   

 

Spiral 1: Difficulties in teaching English as the L3 

The awareness of the need to gain a better understanding of the relationship between the L2 
and the L3 at the outset of the study grew from the increasing population of newly arrived pupils 
in Sweden. Collected material from previous research and experience during the literature 
review confirmed the importance of understanding the existing knowledge, particularly in 
regard to newly arrived pupils. By mapping potential enablers and barriers in relation to 
teaching English as the L2 and L3, the newly gained knowledge was used to articulate the nine 
specific interview questions that together would frame the dialogue necessary to address the 
research questions (see Table 1). 
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Table	1.	Questions	used	in	hermeneutic	spiral	

Interview questions Research questions 

1- Is there any difference between teaching English to pupils with 

Swedish as the L1 and those pupils who have other mother language? 

 A, B 

2- Is it possible to use pupils as the resource for each other in English 

classes?  

A 

3- What is the roll of newly arrived pupils’ knowledge of Swedish in 

order to teach them English?  

B 

4- How can you evaluate newly arrived pupils’ previous knowledge of 

English to help them develop English? 

A, B 

5- Do you use English as a medium to teach other subjects? If yes, 

which subjects? 

A, B 

6- What is the role of oral communication in English classes?  A 

7- What is the role of pupils’ L1 in teaching English?  A, B 

8- How do you use group work or other group projects to develop 

English?  

A, B 

9- What language do you usually use when you teach English? B 

A majority of the teachers stated that the best way of teaching English to younger learners is by 
using visual tools, such as pictures. Four of the teachers in this study use body language, 
gestures, songs and games including computer games to conduct teaching. According to Åsa: 
“Younger pupils like visual, they assimilate and associate with pictures, they can retrieve 
information among pictures and connect them with words”. Åsa has five pupils in her class 
with different mother tongues. When talking about language acquisition and learning the L3 for 
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newly arrived pupils, the other respondent declared: “Showing pupils is more beneficial for 
them rather than saying to them”. 

Tom who has 18 years of teaching experience believes in the role of digital tools in teaching 
English, he said: “Our job as English teachers is to make English as cool as PlayStation!”. It is 
the valuable point of view from a teacher who adopt digital tools in his teaching and he is very 
open to new teaching methods. 

The majority of teachers believed that the challenging part of teaching is to help pupils to 
become critical and independent learners. It is not an easy task to get pupils feel that they need 
to learn a new language which is not their own and how they can benefit from this new 
language. What is the purpose of learning of a second language or a third language?  

In Figure 3, teachers’ perceptions of teaching English to newly arrived pupils are illustrated. 

	

Figure	3.	Level	of	difficulty	in	teaching	English	as	L3. 

50% of the respondents in this study experienced teaching English to newly arrived pupils 
complicated. It depends on different factors, i.e., differences between pupils’ L1 and TL 
(English) structures and pupils’ limited knowledge of L2 (Swedish) since the teaching language 
is Swedish. Another factor is lack of motivation for learning another new language for these 
pupils. Two out of six teachers believed that teaching English to pupils who have Swedish as a 
L2 is an easy task and not different from teaching English to Swedish-speaking pupils. They 
use English as the teaching language and try to expose pupils to English in the class room. One 
of the teachers in this study has no clear idea of the differences between teaching English to 
pupils with Swedish as a L2 and those who have Swedish as a L1.   
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Spiral 2: The importance of pupils’ L1 

To analyze the data provided from language acquisition theories in the second spiral, the 
interview transcripts were read and re-read to gain an understanding of the overall message 
conveyed by the interviewees. This sorting was applied for each of the questions. Studying the 
interview questions in this manner provided the opportunity to look for confirmation and 
deviation among the different sources of information. The interpretation of the data in this phase 
identifies the importance of newly arrived pupils’ mother tongue in the acquisition of English. 
According to 50% of the respondents, differences between pupils’ L1 and the TL may cause 
problems in teaching the TL. Pupils usually search for similarities between their L1 and TL, 
the distance between these two languages’ structures can cause difficulty in learning a TL. On 
the other hand, the other half of the teachers in this study stated that the pupils’ mother tongue 
does not affect the learning of a L3. 

One of the respondents believes that the grammar part in any language learning process may be 
tricky and problematic when the L2’s structure is different from the pupils’ L1, but she realizes 
that it is possible to use similarities in both languages. Another respondent explains the 
difficulty of different alphabets of two languages, when the pupils’ L1 has a different alphabet, 
learning the TL is well worth the effort, since there is a risk that the writing skill becomes 
challenging for pupils. Some alphabets such as Turkish is relatively easy to learn as it is similar 
to the Latin alphabet. Others, such as Chinese and Arabic, are more challenging. At the same 
time, the respondent assumes that the idea of the role of L1’s alphabet’s system to the learning 
of the TL should not generalize by teachers, since most of the immigrant pupils are so motivated 
to learn and they are interested in education and school. 

 

Spiral 3: Pupils’ motivation in learning English L3 

Evaluating respondents’ answers regarding the role of pupils’ L1 in the third spiral, led to an 
output that provided a broader understanding of issues influenced by pupils’ pre-knowledge 
and previous experiences. The majority of the teachers interviewed here discussed newly 
arrived pupils’ knowledge of their L1 which should be developed in parallel with the L3. 
According to the majority of teachers interviewed, understanding the structure of the TL will 
become easier if the pupils can develop their L1’s structure. Other topics which is discussed by 
the respondent were pupils’ motivation to learn a L3, and their previous experience of learning 
English. The majority of the teachers believed that the challenging part of teaching is it to help 
pupils to become critical and independent learners. It is difficult to motivate pupils to learn a 
new language and show them how they can benefit from learning a language. What is the 
purpose of learning a second language or a third language? Regardless of the pupil’s L1, 
teachers should take care of every individual’s need according to a teacher who has 18 years of 
experience of teaching English at elementary school. Teachers must help pupils to maintain 
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their native language while helping them to learn a new language which must be motivating 
and challenging for them. Another important aspect is using mother language teachers as a 
resource to help pupils learn a new language. In the national curriculum, the Ministry of 
Education is demanding English learning at school in order to use it in vocational and daily life 
and for further studies when pupils graduate from schools (Skolverket, 2011). 

 

Spiral 4: Pupils as a resource in the teaching  

By study of the transcripts of the interviews about teaching English as the L2 vs. English as the 
L3 determines the differences between learners and the role of group work in the learning of 
English. Most of the teachers in this study use pupils as the resource in the classroom. They 
even use newly arrived pupils as a resource to teach subjects, such as geography or biology. 
According to Mona: “These pupils are a good resource in the classroom, they have different 
experience of life”. 

Most of the interviewees in this research use pupils as a resource in the teaching. The minority 
of the teachers believed that using pupils as a resource can be risky but it is still useful when 
the pupils cooperate in small groups. Mona who has 43 years of experience of teaching in a 
multicultural classroom states: “there are several risks in using pupils as a resource in the 
classroom. One common risk is using a pupil with English knowledge as a translation machine 
in the classroom”. 

Two out of six teachers in this study assume that considering pupils as a resource in the English 
class will not help them to learn new words or phrases and neither is considered the appropriate 
way to use their memory. The newly arrived pupils have different level of English and it is 
difficult to explicit their knowledge. Another risk, according to Åsa, is: “the risk of hesitation 
and embracement for those pupils which cannot speak English as good as others. Some pupils 
are reluctant to use English in the classroom because they are afraid to make mistakes and 
perhaps to criticized by teachers or those who can speak better English.” 

There is one teacher in this study who has a different idea about using a pupil as a resource in 
the classroom. He considers the teacher as a person who builds motivation in the classroom and 
would let the pupils do the rest of the work themselves.  

 

Spiral 5: Group work in the classroom  

The data from analyzing of respondents’ answers about pupils as a resource for each other in 
an English class highlighted English as a medium for teaching. All respondents agree with the 
idea of learning a language while all pupils collaborate in the learning process. Some of the 
teachers suggested to practice group working for newly arrived pupils. “Group working” and 
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“pupils as a resource for each other” are not common in all countries’ education system and the 
concept of group work should be introduced in practice with newly arrived pupils. 

Four out of six interviewees believe that group work and projects should be adjusted to the 
pupils’ age and their level in English. Some pupils work more effectively in a pair or in a group 
and some learn better when they work individually. Meanwhile, the other two teachers consider 
group working as a method that all pupils should get used to and practice to work in a team 
regardless of their knowledge of English. The teachers point to the fact that newly arrived pupils 
need to practice cooperation and teachers should motivate and inspire them to teamwork. 

 

Spiral 6: English as a medium for teaching other subjects  

The analysis of English as a medium for teaching other subjects in the classroom establish the 
fact of using different strategies to teach English to newly arrived pupils. The respondents 
discussed teaching English through different subjects.  

Two out of six teachers in this study believe in using different versions of the same text in order 
to modify in teaching for all pupils with different level of English. There should be a version 
of a text for those who are very good at English, another version for those who have some 
knowledge and a third version for those who are struggling learners. 

Figure 4 shows subjects which are more common to teach in English. 

	

Figure	4.	English	as	a	medium	for	teaching	other	subjects. 

Mona states that many subjects can be taught through the medium of a L3. English could be 
taught through different subjects, for example, music and it would be beneficial especially for 
younger learners. “Music and songs are good connection tools for working with newly arrived 
pupils”. The younger learners enjoy singing songs and listening to English songs and learn 
them. Social science is an interesting subject to teach in English according to two of the teachers 
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interviewed. All of the respondents agree to teach English through other subjects because it is 
good way to make pupils realize how they need English and how they can use it in different 
contexts. Two of the interviewees suggested to teach English through speaking about something 
pupils are interested in and in the natural way. Natural science and history are other subjects 
which interviewees in this research presume as being appropriate subjects for teaching English. 
Natural science is the most popular subject among respondents. They discussed using natural 
science in teaching English for younger learners. Another subject according to one of the 
respondents could be Swedish when pupils feel more secure with their Swedish. One of the 
respondent states that flexibility is important but also that there should be a structure otherwise 
it is not functional.  

According to six teachers’ answers to the question about the usage of English at English classes, 
50% of the respondents recognized the inherent importance of using English in practice, 
whereas 50% of the teachers used a limited amount of TL in their classes. Depending on how 
much pupils know English and are able to communicate in English, teachers would modify 
their teaching language. Teachers use English all the time during English teaching classes but 
most of the teachers use both Swedish and English in the classroom. Being creative is important 
in teaching English to younger learners because they may get bored easily compared to older 
pupils, one of the teachers replied. He realizes that when he is speaking English in the classroom 
he grabs more attention from pupils and it would be a good method for them to collect English 
words, phrases and intonation even though they will not understand the meaning of words. He 
assumes that all pupils should be surrounded by language in the English class. All respondents 
have interesting ideas about different activities for pupils to help them interact and learn 
English. 
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6 Discussion  
The main aim of this study was to discover the quality of teaching English to newly arrived 
pupils with limited knowledge of Swedish and the possibility of applying second language 
acquisition theories as a tool for teaching English as the L3.   

 

6.1 English as L2 vs English as L3 

Since Sweden is a part of the European Union and the borders between countries are open, 
people travel and move to other countries easily. For this reason, they require knowledge of 
English to communicate with others. Swedish pupils begin to learn English in the early age 
through watching TV or playing computer games. It is also stated in the curriculum (Skolverket, 
2011) that teachers should take account of each individual’s needs, circumstances, experiences 
and thinking. Thus, every pupil’s needs should be considered through teaching. Those who 
have Swedish as their second language may need more or different support and help from 
teachers. The knowledge requirements for English or other subjects in school are basically the 
same for all pupils. Newly arrived pupils need further support to cover demands in all subjects 
at school. Teachers use different strategies to overcome the challenge of teaching English as 
the L3 to younger pupils with the L2 Swedish. The process of teaching English as a subject in 
the classroom is basically similar regardless the pupils’ L1. Meanwhile, newly arrived pupils 
demand extra support to learn a new language and teachers can adopt materials and teaching 
for every individual’s need. The majority of the teachers in this study state the importance of 
visual tools in teaching English. This is in agreement with Brewster et al. (2012), who stated 
that using gestures, tone of voice and visual aids help pupils feel confident about what is 
important to concentrate on. Using flash cards is popular among teachers who works with 
younger learners. They use these strategies in different ways and different orders but all of them 
have the idea of using visual tools to teach younger learners, regardless of pupils’ L1. The total 
physical response TPR approach of teaching, which is based on developing listening skills and 
exposing pupils to the TL, is compatible with the teachers’ approach of using visual methods 
and exposing pupils to the TL. In TPR the teacher introduces a new language in a very visual, 
contextualized way, using movements and a variety of activities and does not put the pressure 
on learners to speak in the first place. The focus is on learners producing output to display that 
the learning process is accomplished. Teachers use the variety of artefacts to perform teaching 
and focus on exposing pupils to the TL.   

Another important challenge in teaching English as the L3 is the lack of motivation of learning 
a third language for newly arrived pupils with limited knowledge of Swedish. According to the 
curriculum (Skolverket, 2011), language is the primary tool human beings use for thinking, 
communicating and learning. Having knowledge of several languages can provide new 
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perspectives on the surrounding world, enhanced opportunities to create contacts and greater 
understanding of different ways of living. The English language surrounds us in our daily lives 
and is used in such diverse areas as politics, education and economics. Knowledge of English 
thus increases the individuals’ opportunities to participate in different social and cultural 
contexts, as well as in international studies and working life. The English syllabus states that 
English teaching should be well designed in order to develop each pupil’s knowledge and 
English comprehension. Most of the newly arrived pupils feel that learning English is not as 
necessary as learning Swedish. Teachers believed that motivating pupils and supporting those 
who have more difficulty in learning English is necessary. The motivation issue is what 
Brewster et al. (2012) have considered as cultural awareness in young learners’ discourse.  

The teacher has an important role in the motivation of pupils and this is in agreement with the 
term “scaffolding”. Scaffolding, according to Vygotsky, refers to the support that is provided 
by the teacher to enable learners to accomplish tasks which they would not be able to manage 
on their own. Scaffolding is considered to be an inevitable part of effective teaching. Teachers 
provide temporary support to help pupils reach the next levels of comprehension. The zone of 
proximal development (ZPD) includes helping learners to move into and through the next step 
of knowledge understanding. Teachers in this study go through the ZPD in the pupils’ language 
learning awareness and use pupils’ previous knowledge of language to build a structure of TL.  
According to Imsen (2000), the ZPD is the stage between known and unknown knowledge for 
pupils. In this stage, skills are too difficult for a child to master on his or her own but these 
skills will be learned by the guidance and encouragement from a knowledgeable person. 
Teachers have the primary role in evaluating pupils’ learning potential. Each pupil has 
individual learning capacity and by knowing this capacity, it is easier to support him/her in the 
process of learning a new language. According to teachers, it is difficult to evaluate pupils’ 
knowledge of English since there is no material available for evaluating pupils’ knowledge in 
English.  

6.2 The importance of pupils’ L1 

Some of the teachers in this study believed that developing the TL is possible by getting to 
know the pupils’ L1. Teachers should make a connection between pupils L1 and the TL. The 
cognitive and academic development in the L1 has an important and positive impact on second 
language schooling. Teachers may also use similarities between these two languages for 
positive transfer and supporting learners. It is usually difficult for young learners to notice 
universal linguistic elements. The findings of this study shows that being familiar with the 
pupils’ L1 is not issue for all teachers. Brewster et al. (2012) argues that understanding more 
about similarities and differences in the L1 and L2 acquisition processes can help teachers 
teaching L3.  Newly arrived pupils come from diverse families with diverse school 
backgrounds. When a teacher discovers what pupils know about a language structure, s/he can 
build up the TL structure by that, this is in consonance with Piaget (1997) in the constructivist 
perspective. The process of assimilation is adaptable to learning a L2 and L3. When an 
individual learns a new language s/he usually uses the structures of her or his mother language 
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to learn the new language. As pupils develop their vocabulary and written communication skills 
in the L2 they can gradually demonstrate their previous knowledge developed in the L1.  

Ringbom (2007) introduce the search for similarities between the L1 and the TL as an important 
process in learning a new language. When the pupils learn a language closely related to their 
L1, prior knowledge will be consistently useful but if the languages are very distant, not much 
prior knowledge is relevant. So depending on newly arrived pupils’ L1, a teacher can use the 
cross-linguistics transfer as the tool for teaching a TL, in this context L3. Half of the teachers 
stated that the pupils usually search for the similarities between their L1 and the TL and the 
distance between these two languages’ structures can cause difficulty in learning a TL.  Cenoz 
(2010) showed the risk of code-mixing. The linguistic distance is a crucial factor in acquisition 
of a L3, languages that are typologically closer to the L1 or L2 can potentially simplify the 
process of L3 acquisition but there is a risk for code-mixing. This is in agreement with other 
respondents in this study Learners usually have the tendency to borrow terms from languages 
which are typologically closer to the target language. This tendency would lead to delay in 
learning and mastering the TL.  

The relation between L1 and TL (L2 or L3) is also congruent with Imsen (2000) when she 
demonstrates the zone of proximal development as a stage between known language structure 
and the unknown structure of a TL. When a pupil already knows his/her mother language 
structure properly s/he is in the zone of proximal development in the language learning process 
and s/he would need help to implement his or her knowledge to L2 and L3 respectively. The 
role of a mother language teacher is so important in this phase of leaning. According to one of 
the respondents, when teachers help pupils to develop their native language, pupils become 
aware of language components and can determine the structure of the TL.   

After interview analysis assumed that one of the most important part of language learning is 
building principles in pupils’ L1. It is easier for newly arrived pupils to understand the language 
structure of their own mother tongue since they can communicate easier with this language. 
There are some distinctions, for instance those pupils who are analphabet can understand 
neither the TL structure nor the structure of their own L1. The essential part of language 
teaching is to emphasis on developing pupils’ awareness of how the language actually works. 
There is no uniform method for teaching a language and the secret is teachers should be flexible 
to try new things. It is also important to motivate pupils and tell them that they are responsible 
for their own learning process and the teacher’s role is just guiding and motivating them. Pupils’ 
motivation has been discussed several times by the teachers in the interviews. Teachers 
discussed that motivating pupils for learning a L3 is a difficult task since they feel the need of 
learning Swedish L2 to integrate to the classroom and English L3 will be their secondary 
priority.  

6.3 English as a medium for teaching other subjects 

These teachers believe in the availability of material for all pupils with different level of English 
knowledge. This is in agreement with genre pedagogy, the teacher and pupils use a language to 
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structure knowledge, to understand and give feedback. Genre teaching involves being explicit 
about how texts are structured but grammar would be taught through structuring a text and this 
is more effective rather than taught as a component in structuring a sentence (Johansson & 
Sandell Ring, 2010). The primary purpose of any language is communication and teaching 
grammar through mechanical exercises may not be effective. In the process of learning, pupils 
will look for language rules themselves before reapplying them. So teaching grammar is a 
matter of developing pupils’ awareness of the structure of the TL.  

Most of the teachers in this study consider their teaching as a part of the process of learning 
which should be adapted to every individual in the classroom. Imsen (2000) stated that a 
teaching approach should be appropriate for each pupil’s need in the classroom. So the idea of 
teaching English through subjects which pupils are most interested in seems valuable. Some of 
the teachers pointed out to the fact that, teaching English through speaking about something 
pupils are interested in and in the natural way is valuable idea for teaching English as L3. Piaget 
(1997) described the importance of collaborative learning to encourage learners to use their 
prior knowledge and experiences. Since newly arrived pupils have different school 
backgrounds they would have the chance to show their knowledge in other subjects when 
English is used as the medium to teach different subjects. A teacher who was interested in music 
discussed how music could be a proper subject for teaching in English. Teaching music in 
English, for instance, can be a good method for newly arrived pupils. Finding melodies or 
popular songs from different countries is possible with the help of internet. Pupils have 
memories of songs and using the same melody of their home country songs with an English 
text will be so interesting to them, according to one of the respondents. It is a proper method 
for teaching English collaboratively in a delightful manner.  

Task-based learning (TBL) is a methodological approach in SLA. It involves learners in using 
language for purposes which are beyond practicing the language in order to learn a language. 
The process of teaching a TL can be combined with teaching other subjects in the TL. Teaching 
other subjects through a medium of English is compatible with TBL and disussed by all teachers 
in the interviews. TBL would give pupils the opportunity to show their knowledge in other 
subjects in English.  By this method, pupils will learn language aside other subjects at school 
(Brewster et al., 2012). The approach of TBL is one of the effective methods in language 
learning since TBL emphasizes communication and the practical uses of language. Pupils may 
share knowledge to communicate effectively and look for language rules before applying them. 
One of the teachers considered the risk of hesitation in speaking English in the classroom for 
those pupils who do not feel comfortable to speak English in the classroom. So it seems using 
TBL should be adapted also to pupils in the classroom and teachers may consider different 
varieties of tasks and activities.  

6.4 English skills priority 

Language is a communication tool thus most focus is on the speaking skills in Swedish schools, 
according to the respondents. Immigrant pupils have diverse school backgrounds and in many 
countries they have focused on other skills such as reading and writing. It is challenging for 
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both pupils and teachers to adapt pupils to the new perspective on English. Another important 
issue is motivating pupils who have another language as their first language to learn English, 
this is corresponding to Skolverket (2011). Language is the primary tool humans use for 
thinking, communication and learning. Having knowledge of several languages can provide 
new perspectives on the surrounding world, enhances opportunities to create contacts and 
greater understanding of different ways of living. When pupils know how to read but they have 
never been asked to explain, they never become critical and active learners. This is in agreement 
with Bergman (2001), the emergence of the speaking skill is more probable than other skills for 
younger learners. Pupils are exposed by English on the daily basis both at school and at home 
in the Swedish society. So pupils are basically exposed to English in the daily life and if they 
have enough motivation they will learn this new language. Inspiring people is the challenging 
part of being a teacher but it is possible by trying different strategies and being open to new 
ideas. Watching short films in English on YouTube or listening to an English song in the 
classroom will be a good beginning for an English class. According to one of the respondents, 
speaking English in the classroom will be a good source for pupils to collect words and phrases 
and listening to English in the context of classroom.  It is important to change pupils’ approach 
to learning the L3 when their L2 is still developing. Learning a new language is a hobby for 
many people and by explaining this, teacher can inspire pupils. If a teacher starts with 
introducing English as a mandatory subject of school and put pressure on pupils to learn that, 
it may ruin pupils’ motivation for leaning any other language. Thus, taking small pieces of a 
new language and try to build confidence in pupils will help them to dare and learn.  

6.5 Pupils as a resource and group work in teaching English 

Teachers believed in using pupils as a resource in the classroom. They considered group 
working as a social interaction process of learning. Strandberg (2006) describes the 
sociocultural theory which was developed by Lev Vygotsky. This perspective on learning 
highlights the role of the one with most knowledge (a teacher or even a peer) to find a way of 
helping others in the group to learn. The role of this person as a mediator is important in the 
pupil’s learning process.  

Teachers in this study answered the question about the importance of the group work and 
projects differently. Four out of six teachers presume it should be adjusted to pupils’ age and 
their level in English. Some pupils work more effectively in pairs or in a group and others learn 
better when they work individually. Brewster et al. (2012) explained that pair and group work 
incorporates principles and themes from the cooperative and collaborative learning theoretical 
frameworks. The reasons for using pair and group work are to accommodate individual 
differences and provide opportunities for different types of cognitive involvement. This will 
increase learning and motivate learners. Pupils usually feel more confident when they are 
working in a smaller group, two respondents stated. These teachers have discovered that team 
work is not common in many countries and pupils from these countries are used to working 
individually but they are not productive in group. Therefore, pupils should learn how to work 
and participate in a group, it is a good opportunity to encourage pupils to discuss their ideas as 
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part of language learning. By listening and observing groups, the teacher can suggest new areas 
to discuss if s/he feels that her or his pupils need further prompting. The pupils would also 
practice on giving feedback on their learning. This area is where newly arrived pupils have 
problems because they have experienced a different school culture in their home country.  

The audio lingual approach is popular in several countries’ school system. Pupils who come 
from these countries are used to repetition in teaching. Many newly arrived pupils are coming 
from countries where the audio lingual approach is a common approach in teaching. According 
to Brewster et al., (2012), the audio-lingual view is based on structuralism and behaviorism, is 
insisted on the use of repetition of a new language and is teaching-centered. This method is 
focused on memorization, imitation and mechanical exercises and group and pair work are less 
demanded. The audio lingual method is an outdated method in teaching but a modified version 
of it can still be seen in many countries. So teachers need to realize the differences of the school-
background of immigrant pupils in order to find a proper method of teaching. Adapting to the 
new method of teaching in the new country is difficult and a time-consuming process for these 
pupils. Newly arrived pupils have a transitional phase in the host country, everything is new 
and they are experiencing new things at school and in the new society. Both teachers and pupils 
should collaborate in the transition phase of teaching. When a pupil is used to learn individually 
and s/he has focused on his/her learning all the time in the previous school, it would be 
challenging for him/her to believe that s/he will learn in a group.  

6.6 Speaking English in the English classroom or not, this is the problem! 

Most of the participants did not speak English in the classroom. They discussed that by giving 
instructions in Swedish, pupils will feel more confident and teaching would be more clear. 
Brewster et al. (2012) argue that the teachers who speak the TL less than 25% of class time are 
relying too heavily on the mother language and are spoiling pupils’ TL input. Listening is not 
a passive part of teaching especially when a teacher uses activities that actively support 
learners’ understanding and guide their attention to the specific subject. If teachers speak 
English in the English class, they will give pupils the chance to maintain and collect words and 
phrases and recognize them in different contexts. There are a variety of activities for speaking 
English in the classroom. Playing a game in English with simple instruction and using body 
language and gestures will be an amazing activity for younger pupils. The primary skill which 
helps to start communication in English with pupils is the ability to use body gestures and signs. 
Small talk and some simple words will be a good start for an interesting English lecture and 
then by using what pupils have learned, the teacher can build even more knowledge. Pupils 
should feel comfortable in the classroom and not hesitate to make mistakes. According to a 
teacher, participating in short conversations is more comfortable in small groups, while there 
are some pupils that prefer to work individually. When a teacher speaks English in the 
classroom s/he will give the opportunity to pupils to hear the language in a natural discourse.  

This approach is also congruent with Cenoz (2010) in presenting a specific framework for the 
development of language skills in school, “focus on meaning”. The framework insists on the 
pupils’ awareness of language forms and is collaborative learners to establish a critical analyses 
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of language. This framework will give pupils the opportunity to harvest the language by using 
varied language exploration strategies. Some teachers in this study do not speak English in the 
classroom or use it so often. English teachers are the basic resource for pupils and if they 
hesitate to speak English in the class, pupils will lose the opportunity of listening to English in 
a familiar context. Teachers should not underestimate pupils’ capabilities and let them try to 
understand and guess the meaning. Saving time, giving pupils a clear instruction and being 
conservative in teaching are not acceptable excuses to not speaking English in the classroom.   

6.7 Continued research  

This study covers relevant parts of needed research in the field of teaching English to newly 
arrived pupils. Additional research in this field is required in order to understand and advance 
second and third language teaching. This study could not cover the pupils’ perspective on their 
learning since it is written from the teachers’ point of view. Meanwhile, since the sample of 
interviewed teacher was limited, the findings cannot be generalized beyond this selected group. 

In order to develop this research a class observation and interview with a group of pupils could 
have been performed. A bigger response group from other parts of Sweden would contribute to 
creating better validity, additional research questions would also be appropriate to take part of. 
This study can be more developed and the conclusions drawn from it can be made more valid 
with a deepened study. 
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7 Summary and conclusion  
A qualitative study was conducted to explore teaching English to pupils who have Swedish as 
a second language. Six teachers working in two municipalities in the north of Sweden were 
participants in semi-structured interviews. Due to the number of participants, it is not possible 
to generalize the results of this study to the whole population of teachers; however, the findings 
can clarify the diversity of teaching English as a second language versus English as a third 
language. Newly arrived pupils learn English aside Swedish, by virtue of the fact that they are 
learning in and through another language and that they come from backgrounds and families 
with different understandings of education. The challenge facing these pupils is an issue to 
researchers. The results reveal that teachers have some difficulties in teaching newly arrived 
pupils regarding to language and cultural differences. The teachers utilize different means of 
adaption to decrease the gap between the newly arrived pupils’ school backgrounds and the 
Swedish school culture. Changing pupils’ learning approach and adapting it to the new school 
system with different needs may require counseling strategies to be embedded within suitable 
teaching methods. 

The population of English as second language (ESL) learners continues to increase.  Educators 
must continually reflect on their teaching and update their practice to meet the needs of pupils, 
finding effective ways to arrange their learning to help them learn English. The role of teachers 
in pupils’ lives cannot be underestimated. Teachers must create meaningful learning situations 
for newly arrived pupils and never give up on them.  
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Appendix: Interview questions 
1- Finns några skillnader att undervisa engelska till elever som har ett annat modersmål än 

svenska jämfört med de som har svenska som modersmål? 
2- Kan man använda andra elever som resurs för varandra I engelska undervisning? 
3- Hur stor roll spelar elevernas kunskaper i svenska för att de ska kunna lära sig engelska? 
4- Hur brukar du bedöma elevernas förkunskaper i engelska för att hjälpa de utveckla det 

engelska språket? 
5- Integreras engelska med något annat skolämne och I så fall vilket och på vilket sätt? 
6- Hur stor vikt lägger du på muntlig kommunikation med eleverna under engelska 

lektionerna? 
7- Hur stor roll spelar elevernas modersmål för att de ska kunna lära sig engelska? 
8- Vad anser du om grupparbete, andra elevprojekt och debatter för att utveckla det 

engelska språket? 
9- Vilket språk använder du främst i din engelska undervisning? Varför? 

 


