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Preschool, Multilingualism and Translanguaging—Linguistic 

Diversity, Language Strategies and Participation  

Ann-Christin Torpsten 
Department of Pedagogy, Linnaeus University, Kalmar, Sweden 

 
This text focuses on multilingual children’s education and language development in the Swedish preschool context 

discussing linguistic strategies, language diversity, native language, and native language support. Speaking Swedish 

in the Swedish preschool is the norm; it is the major language in Sweden and it is also the native language of the 

majority of the children. However, speaking about native language in the Swedish school context, it is often about 

native languages other than Swedish. We are speaking about the children with a native language other than Swedish, 

the multilingual children. Research shows that interaction between the children and the teachers is crucial for the 

children’s learning, language acquisition, and identity development. The interaction, expectations, and attitudes that 

the child, the teacher, and others in the surroundings have both to the language or languages that should be learned 

and to the child who should learn, are also critical for success in language development. When a child in the 

preschool pedagogical practice develops the native language, the child becomes less subordinate, can play together 

in many settings, and get access to the world in the preschool and in the society that is expressed and understood 

through language. 

Keywords: preschool, translanguaging, linguistic diversity, language norm, language development 

Introduction 
When we speak about the pedagogical context in the Swedish preschool, it is often about the preschool’s 

tasks, the child’s perspective and relationship to societal values, and equality for all children. We also discuss 
the children’s development and learning, and that the teachers in preschool have the responsibility to interpret, 
adapt and, convey the values formulated in the preschool policy documents. We can read in the preschool 
curriculum that much emphasis is placed on people and the ability to understand the values inherent in diversity 
(National Agency for Education, 2011). We can also read that fostering equality and democracy is just as 
important as language, learning, and identity formation taking place together (National Agency of Education, 
2010; 2012). There is support for this in research, such as, that children with foreign backgrounds who develop 
their native language have both better opportunities to learn Swedish and opportunities to develop skills in 
several languages, namely, multilingual competence. This promotes learning also in other areas (Cummins & 
Schecter, 2003; Hyltenstam & Tuomela, 1996; Lindberg, 2002; National Agency for Education, 2011). Those 
children both preserve and develop their native language and cultural identity, which becomes a part of their 
civic education that benefits both the individual and society (Benhabib, 2004a). However, it is not only the 
children with a native language other than Swedish who have a chance to develop skills in the preschool 
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practice. Knowledge of one’s own and of other children’s cultural heritage contributes to all children being able 
to develop their ability to understand and experience other children’s different circumstances and values 
(National Agency for Education, 2011). 

Speaking Swedish in preschool is the norm; it is the major language in Sweden. Thus Swedish is 
necessary in order to be able to participate fully in preschool. The Swedish language is also the native language 
of the majority of the children. However, when we speak about native language in the Swedish school context, 
it is often about native languages other than Swedish. We are speaking about the children with a native 
language other than Swedish who are multilingual children. These children learn Swedish as a second language. 
We are aware that children with a native language other than Swedish and multilingual children do not 
constitute a homogenous group, neither do all the children who have Swedish as their native language. All 
children have their experiences and skills with language, but we sometimes speak about children as if it were 
possible to categorize them into homogenous groups, like the multilingual children, the children who receive 
native language support, or the children with foreign background. 

The above discussion forms the basis for the present paper, the purpose of which is to direct focus on 
multilingual children’s education and language development in preschool. I discuss linguistic strategies, 
language diversity, native language, and native language support. By native language support and native 
language instructors, I mean support in the development of native languages other than Swedish and the native 
language instructors who support the children’s language development in a native language within the 
preschool pedagogical practice. 

Linguistic and Cultural Diversity in Preschool 
Many of the children who are enrolled in Swedish preschools are multilingual and have Swedish as their 

second language. The Ministry for Education and Research (2006) shows that over 20% of preschool children 
have a foreign background. Thus the Swedish preschool and its activities emerge as an arena where linguistic 
and cultural diversity are possible. The preschool acts as a cultural meeting place and a stage for the children’s 
future life in a global context. For children with a native language other than Swedish, it is in the preschool that 
opportunities can be created to develop the ability to communicate in both their native language and Swedish. 
For children with Swedish as their native language, it is in the preschool that opportunities can be created to 
develop the ability to communicate in both their native language and in the second language. An ability to 
switch between languages according to what different situations require, is like an individual’s skill to perform 
in different arenas, according to Petersson and Åhlund (2007a, 2007b). 

Because people move around, cross-border cultures and cultural and linguistic variation become more 
common; increased mobility in turn leads to many young people becoming multilingual (Cummins & Schecter, 
2003). In the preschool pedagogical practice, all children can be prepared to participate in an increasingly 
global society (National Agency for Education, 2011). 

Human Mobility and Foreign Background in Historical Perspective 
That people are mobile and move from to Sweden has a long tradition. At the beginning of the 1900s, a 

quarter of Sweden’s population had emigrated, mainly to America and Australia. The population movement 
changed direction during the World Wars when immigration to Sweden was larger than the emigration. In the 
1950s and 1960s, there was a great demand for labor in Swedish industry and people arrived from such 
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countries as Finland, former Yugoslavia, and from other European countries in order to find work. In the late 
1970s, people often fled from countries outside Europe to Sweden in order to seek protection. It was no longer 
labor migrants, but refugees or immigrants who already had relatives in Sweden. Early in the first decade of 
2000, we knew that people fleeing war and persecution sought for refuge in Sweden. The proportion of 
foreign-born during the 1940s was about 1% and in 1970 there was almost 7% born in a country other than 
Sweden. At the end of the 1990s, just over ten percent of the population was foreign-born (Ekberg & Rooth, 
2000). 

When people move between countries, it also means that children move. For the preschool and 
compulsory school in the first years of the new millennium 2000, it means that the proportion of children with 
foreign background is just over one-fifth of all children. 

Equality, Freedom of Choice and Interaction 
Immigration to Sweden was regulated when Parliament formulated the immigrant and minority policy 

goals on equality, freedom of choice and interaction (Prop. 1975:26; SOU, 1974:69). Through the immigration 
policy goals of 1977 (Prop. 1997/98:16), mutual respect, integration and societal diversity were particularly 
stressed. The concept of diversity encompassed class, gender, ethnicity, age, and religion. The goal of equality 
meant equal living conditions and rights for all, the same rules regardless of whether or not one is an immigrant, 
and education in both Swedish and the native language. It also meant information about the Swedish society. 
The goal of freedom of choice meant being able to choose oneself to what extent one would integrate into the 
Swedish cultural identity and to maintain and develop one’s original culture and identity. The goal of 
interaction involved cooperation among the majority population, the immigrants and minority groups, mutual 
respect, and solidarity. The minority groups were equal parties in society who were engaged in societal issues 
and participating in the society’s development. Other objectives of the interaction were education and 
information for understanding among people with different origins. 

The education goals apply to both adults and children and the education is controlled by the national 
curriculum where in writing it is established what is important to learn to be able to function in society. The 
education and instruction intended for immigrants’ children, for children with foreign background, and for all 
children in preschool, are thus covered by one nationally-regulated education which has the aim to be equal. 

Native Language and Native Language Support in Preschool 
In a government proposal to Parliament in 1968, special initiatives were stated for immigrant children’s 

education which involved collaboration between the school and home in order to promote all children’s 
harmonious development and their opportunities to establish themselves in Sweden on equal terms. Immigrant 
children’s needs for special support interventions are also formulated in the Children’s Preschool Review (SOU, 
1972:26-27) and are then expressed as the children’s needs regarding language, communication, and adaptation. 
When the immigrants’ children should adapt to the Swedish culture and acquire the Swedish language and the 
Swedish preschool represented the norm. With the preschool and special support interventions, the immigrants’ 
children could be introduced to the Swedish school culture and be prepared for school. In playing with the 
Swedish-speaking children, the immigrants’ children could acquire the school language in order to be able to 
reach the same language level in Swedish as their Swedish-speaking friends by the time school started. In this 
way, the education conditions should be equal. 
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The society’s and the school’s responsibility to support the development of children’s and young people’s 
bilingualism became law in 1976/1977 through the home language reform. The reform set goals for the 
instruction of immigrant children in compulsory school and for language instruction for pupils with immigrant 
background in the form of home language lessons and home language support in preschool (Government 
Council, 1975). The label “home language” was changed in 1977 to “mother tongue” in order to situate the 
subject in a broader societal perspective. At the same time, the instructors’ education in multi-cultural 
competence became important in order to be able to meet children from different cultures, that is to say, 
cultures other than Swedish. It should be possible in preschool for children to develop an affiliation both with 
their own families, namely, their home culture and language and with the Swedish culture and language 
represented by the preschool. 

The discussion above shows us that the instructional interventions have been directed towards resolving 
the immigrant children’s needs regarding adaption, communication, and introduction to school. It also shows 
that a new mother tongue subject has been developed in order to facilitate these children’s development of 
bilingualism. Instruction, guidance, and support in a native language other than Swedish have been in Swedish 
schools and preschools for almost 40 years. A native language, other than Swedish, is its own subject; and 
Swedish, as the native language, is another subject. Both have their own syllabus. Since 1994, pupils also have 
had the opportunity to choose their native language as a language choice or as the pupil’s choice for the school 
alternative as a native language outside the regular school schedule. This discussion also shows the 
one-directional approach in the policies about equal education conditions, because there are no statements 
expressing that the Swedish-speaking children, in playing with the immigrants’ children, can acquire multiple 
languages. 

Preschool and the Role of Native Language Instructor 
In the preschool curriculum (National Agency for Education, 2008, 2011), we can read that when children 

with a native language other than Swedish are offered native language support in preschool, their fundamental 
language skills in both their native language and the Swedish language can be developed. We can also 
understand that the native language support instructors can stimulate and support the children’s language 
development in a special way so that both their development of multilingualism and of multi-cultural identity 
become easier. In preschool, it is therefore important that children develop an interest and curiosity for written 
language. Together with the other preschool staff, children and parents, the native language instructors can plan, 
carry out, and develop the language development support. From the curriculum text, we can also understand 
that the early support interventions bring gains for both the children and society. 

Multi-literacy Competence—From Monolingual to Translanguaging  
Cummins (2007) emphasizes that teachers mainly base their second language instruction of multilingual 

pupils on three language strategies: The target language is the only language used in the classroom and 
translation between Language 1 and Language 2 does not occur, and the pupils’ Language 1 and Language 2 
are treated as completely separate, which for instruction in the Swedish school means that instruction of 
Swedish as a second language and as a native language are distinguished. The concept translanguaging was 
coined by Cen Williams (1994) who demonstrated that strategic collaboration between the pupils’ first and 
second languages in the classroom led to improvements in both the pupils’ languages as well as deepened 
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subject knowledge. Cummins (2007), Cummins and Persad (2014), Garcia (2012), and Creese and Blackledge 
(2010) show that instruction that builds up on the pupils’ previous linguistic experiences promotes identity and 
knowledge development in school. 

Native Language Support and Positive Consequences 
Research shows that native language instructors especially emphasize native language support in 

preschool and its importance (Torpsten & Betzholtz, 2013). According to native language instructors, the 
children’s opportunities for development of multilingualism increase when they receive native language 
support in preschool and it gives positive consequences for success in school.  

In the short term, it is the native language that is favored, but the children are going to be grateful when they become 
bi/trilingual adults. Very sure that it helps to perceive and understand what the teachers have to offer at school. (Torpsten 
& Betzholtz, 2013, p. 8) 

In the near perspective, the native language benefits the most, but the development of the native language 
and Swedish go hand in hand. The native language instructors believe that when the children become adults, 
they will appreciate that they are bilingual. They also reveal that good cooperation between the different groups 
of instructors is good for the children and that native language instructors function as support for the other 
instructors who desire that. The cooperation with and support of native language instructors can mean various 
kinds of advice, such as tips on books for reading aloud to all children and for individual children (ibid.).  

In a language supportive approach, the school librarians appear as significant persons and the school 
libraries as important places for all children and educators, especially when it comes to all children’s 
understanding of the great value of cultural diversity and awareness of different languages and their ability to 
experience other children’s different circumstances (National Agency for Education, 2011). However, in order 
to get to know and be able to understand others’ circumstances and values through reading, there must be books 
for children in different native languages, both in Swedish and in other languages, and also on different 
cognitive levels. There must be also books that arouse different children’s various interests. For example, either 
with an adult’s assistance or on their own, the children can read aloud in their respective native languages from 
children’s books or children’s magazines that the children themselves have chosen. In this way, all children can 
take part in the linguistic diversity. All the children perhaps do not understand what is read aloud, but with the 
native language instructor’s help, one can tell the story afterwards. One problem that can arise in this context is 
that the school library with its book collection does not meet the need for children’s books from different 
countries in various languages. The school library probably primarily contains children’s literature in Swedish 
that deals with Sweden, Swedish relationships, and Swedish children. 

However, there are good examples of school librarians who work with a language supportive approach. I 
refer here to Ahlstedt (2014) who presents school librarians of world class and their language and identity 
supportive work in a multicultural school. 

Native Language Support at a Disadvantage 
The roles of native language supporter and native language instructor are not always simple (Svensson & 

Torpsten, 2013; Torpsten & Betzholtz, 2013). It seems difficult to be a native language instructor and that 
regards both the preschool and the compulsory school. One difficulty may be that there is no regulated teacher 
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training for native language instructors and native language supporters in accordance with the Ministry of 
Education guidelines. Another problem can be that the education programs that are organized are of varying 
quality and they are organized differently at different colleges and universities. Having teacher training is not 
even required to be employed as a native language instructor or native language supporter. Native language 
instructors and supporters can have other pedagogical and subject-related education and long experience, but 
the employment is not permanent but unstable. It turns out that native language instructors and native language 
supporters thus have difficulties qualifying as teachers and difficulties asserting themselves in the school’s 
pedagogical practice (Svensson & Torpsten, 2013). These problems can for example be due to the instruction or 
support in the native language arranged in the late afternoon or at another school so that the children have to go 
to a school other than their own. This can also mean that the native language teachers travel among several 
preschools or schools, that they are not included in the different schools’ work teams, and that their work 
schedule is organized last when all the other schedules are established. When the native language instructors 
travel among several schools every day, it can happen that they arrive at preschools when the children are 
sleeping, which no one experiences positively. It is also not positive when the native language instructors 
perceive that there are many children who need support, but there is not enough time. 

Research also reveals a negative attitude and lack of understanding for native language support which has 
not been prioritized in the preschool practice. Other categories of teachers have acknowledged neither why 
native language supporters come to preschool (Torpsten & Betzholtz, 2013) nor the significance of native 
language support in the Swedish-speaking preschool context. Teachers judge this cultural delineation as an 
asset when it is practical and when it is as a cultural buffet where one can choose what one tries or refrains from 
trying. This attitude may seem both compulsory and prohibitive for children. When/if the linguistic and cultural 
diversity are made invisible within the preschool pedagogical practice, it becomes difficult to realize the 
preschool’s cultural, linguistic, and identity development tasks (Lunneblad, 2006; Runfors, 2003). 

Language, Learning and Identity Development 
Encountering the preschool language can mean for a child meeting a new linguistic practice. It can be 

likened to meeting a new language arena where the child’s understanding of the world is changed (see 
Petersson & Åhlund, 2007). When the child learns a new language and wonders about her friends’ using 
different languages, she has changed position in her language room and widened her linguistic perspective. 
Research (Cummins & Schecter, 2003; Petersson & Åhlund, 2007a, 2007b) shows that children who have the 
opportunity to create hybrid linguistic and cultural competences can be active in several arenas, both on the 
individual and the societal levels. Mastering a diverse language competence becomes an advantage; it becomes 
a supplement that makes it possible to participate in various contexts. In an earlier study (Torpsten, 2008), I 
showed that the use and development of native language also became a way to experience affiliation with 
related preserved memories. 

…it was only when I acquired good language skills in (my native language) and Swedish that I became aware of how 
often I switch between languages and the way I speak, depending on the situation. But when I talk to Mom, then it is (my 
native language); there is more affinity. (Torpsten, 2008, p. 119) 

When the children in preschool have access to native language instructors who speak the same language as 
the children’s parents, their identities are also strengthened (Torpsten & Betzholtz, 2013). With the multilingual 
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competence, it also becomes possible for the children to make both conscious and unconscious identity changes. 
“It is based on this language switching that I assume different roles depending on the situation and the 
individuals I meet” (Torpsten, 2008, p. 152). When it becomes possible for the children in the multilingual 
preschool practice to choose between speaking their native language and speaking Swedish, the children can 
also choose the identity of being multilingual. 

On the preschool language stage, many different languages can appear. And when the children in 
preschool socialize with friends who speak different languages, they develop competence in several languages. 
These multilinguistic competencies continue to develop when the children play, speak, read, and write together 
with each other. But children also learn language through instruction or support, and the best result is in 
environments where the children feel accepted and experience that they are part of the peer community. In 
addition to the acceptance for language diversity in the preschool pedagogical practice, it means the children 
can be included in both a Swedish-speaking community and a native language-speaking community. 

Researchers (Cummins & Schecter, 2003; Cummins, 2006) who have studied teachers’ ways of interacting 
with multilingual children, also establish that the interaction between the children and the teachers is crucial for 
the children’s learning, language acquisition, and identity development. The interaction, expectations, and 
attitudes that the child, the teacher, and others in the surroundings have both to the language or languages that 
should be learned and to the child who should learn, are also critical for success in language development. Also 
significant are the teachers’ competence and training, the quality of the activity in the preschool, and if the 
teachers work with language development (Ministry for Education and Research, 2006). Through the teachers’ 
acceptance of diversity, the language support work, the collaboration of different teacher categories, and the 
native language supporters who speak the same language as the parents, the children in preschool can have the 
opportunity to expand their vocabulary and use the language they speak at home. 

Participation Conditions and Opportunities in Life 
Within the preschool program, there are thus opportunities to develop both native language and 

multilinguistic affiliation. Capability in the native language appears as a linguistic richness that is good for the 
children’s learning, education, development, and life (Education Department, 2011). From the policies, we can 
also understand that a rich and varied language is a prerequisite for being able to understand and work in a 
society where cultures, world views, generations, and languages meet. A linguistic richness appears as a 
condition for participation and opportunities in life. 

Research shows that different languages and multilingualism, however, are sometimes expressed as 
something different. Linguistic diversity and multilingualism are expressed instead, as somewhat problematic 
both in the school and in the preschool pedagogical practice (Lahdenperä, 1997; Torpsten, 2008). 

If we speak about the children in preschool with a native language other than Swedish as being both less 
knowledgeable and more problematic than their Swedish-speaking peers, then we will create 
superiority/super-ordination and inferiority/subordination (Fanon, 1971). And when the inferior children are 
reflected in the superior teachers’ and children’s expectations of them, their identity is created as subordinate. 
Children who have a native language other than Swedish can be considered as the other, the less capable in 
relation to us or we (who speak Swedish), because they cannot express their thoughts, knowledge and, feelings 
in the preschool language which is Swedish. Mastering a language means an enormous power and that power 
can be exercised over those who have not mastered the language. For example, we who master the language 
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that is spoken by the majority rule the world that we express by means of the language. We have the privilege 
of interpretation. For a child, not to be able to express oneself or not to have access to the preschool language 
can be stated as not to be present or not to exist (Fanon, 1971) for the other children or for the teachers. It can 
also be stated as not having the key to the preschool language-room. In this existence of not being present and 
of lacking the key, low expectations of the child and obstacles are created instead of opportunities. A key to the 
closed language-doors and to opportunities and high expectations can be skills in the preschool language, 
Swedish. Fluency in the native language and high expectations for multilingualism mean being present in a 
native language and multilingual context. The native language thus can be the key that opens doors and creates 
opportunities that are active in a global society, that is to say, increased participation chances in a world-wide 
context. 

The exercise of power and access to different languages can be also spoken of as access to various social 
and cultural capitals. Education, adaptation, and increased cultural capital make it possible for people to raise 
their social positions (Bourdieu, 2005). When a child in the preschool pedagogical practice both develops his or 
her native language and learns the school language, it means that the social and cultural capital increases. The 
child becomes less subordinate, can play together in many settings and get access to the world in the preschool 
and in the society that is expressed and understood through language. 

Conclusion 
With my presentation, I have shown that the concepts of power and linguistic arenas or linguistic contexts 

(Cummins & Schecter, 2003; Fanon, 1971; Petersson & Åhlund, 2007a, 2007b) can be helpful when we are to 
understand the curriculum statements and the preschool pedagogical practice. In the preschool pedagogical 
practice, all children can learn to use several new language keys (Fanon, 1971) with the help of a language 
development approach. In this way, they can also take control over both the preschool language and the native 
language. They become less subordinate and gain good chances to participate, to co-exist, and to learn in both 
the preschool arena and other contexts (Fanon, 1971; Milani, 2007). My discussion reveals that co-existence in 
the preschool may be possible when the children, for example through native language support in preschool, are 
given opportunities to develop their native language. When they also master the preschool common language, 
Swedish, co-existence becomes further possible. 

Knowledge in several languages also makes it possible for all children to learn from each other. In this 
context, a language development approach means allowing all children, perhaps with help, to read to their 
classmates in their native language. The books may be in common, but in different languages or in one 
language where someone or some children can tell the story in Swedish, which is the common language 
afterwards. 

In conclusion, it would be interesting to discuss how many there are whose language is spoken and read by 
children and read by the native language instructors for the children at different preschools. One question is 
about which knowledge and skills are shared between the children and the native language instructors. Other 
questions of interest in this context are how the native language instruction is organized, how the teaching 
teams promote language, and how the instruction contributes to benefiting multilingualism and diversity for all 
children. 
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