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This doctoral thesis is a policy study about mother tongue educa-
tion policies as they have developed historically in Sweden. In this 
thesis mother tongue education refers to mother tongue as a 
school subject for students whose mother tongue is not Swedish. 
The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate the policies of moth-
er tongue education from 1957 to 2017, focusing on how Swedish 
nation-state politics and societal change characterized the status 
and positioning of mother tongue education in the Swedish school 
system.  
 The empirical material of the thesis consists of policy texts ex-
pressing or shedding light on mother tongue education policies, 
such as Government Official Reports, Curriculum Committee 
Reports, and National Curricula. The thesis is based on the analyt-
ical concepts of order of discourse and recontextualization to in-
vestigate how the mother tongue education discourse(s) as an out-
come of discursive struggle are articulated over time, and whether 
discursive reproduction or change has occurred. An order of dis-
course forms what I have termed a discursive period.   
 The thesis shows that Swedish nation-state politics concerning 
mother tongue education has varied depending on national inter-
ests created in specific historical and political contexts, and on 



different political intentions 1957-2017. Through studying the re-
contextualization of mother tongue education discourse(s) I have 
delineated four discursive periods. The first period, 1957 to 1965, 
is characterized by the ideals of cohesiveness and homogenization 
as a result of consensus between political actors, and a unifying 
language was seen as an essential part of nation building. The na-
tion state’s progressive policies in relation to mother tongue educa-
tion, equality and bilingualism during 1966 and 1988 were under-
mined by the marketization of public schools based on the new 
funding system during the 1990s and 2000s, and by a combination 
of conservative and liberal ideologies, promoting Swedish language 
as a unifying value for the nation.  
 Rhetorically, there is a strong continuity during all discursive 
periods regarding the perception that mother tongue education is 
important for all students whose mother tongue is not Swedish. At 
the same time, mother tongue education, unlike Swedish, is more 
or less continually valued in relation to what is happening in the 
outside world – increased migration, diversity, unemployment, etc. 
– as well as in relation to other school subjects. This thesis has 
shown mother tongue education to be a highly political issue. Po-
litical decision-making as regards mother tongue education func-
tions as a tool for achieving nationalistic interests such as equality 
for all or exclusion, assimilation, homogenization and “Swedifica-
tion”, or a respect for ethnic and linguistic diversity. 
 
Key words: Mother tongue education, policy, discourse, order of 
discourse, nationalism, equality and diversity.  
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1 
Introduction 

 
This thesis is about mother tongue education policy for students 
whose mother tongue is not Swedish. It is written at a time when 
the issue of increased migration to the country, along with the 
challenges of giving all students equal opportunity in education, is 
intense. The numerous newly arrived students whose mother 
tongue is not Swedish arouse the engagement of many people and 
institutions in society. Schools remain heavily responsible for 
providing a supportive learning environment for all students, both 
those with Swedish as their mother tongue and those whose 
mother tongue is not Swedish. It is the policies regarding mother 
tongue education for the latter group that form the research area 
of this thesis. In Sweden, the right to mother tongue education in 
compulsory school is specified in Educational Acts (SFS 1994: 
1194; SFS 2010:800; SFS 2011:185; SFS 2014:458). Mother tongue 
education is also mentioned in a UN Convention: member states 
have agreed that students’ education should aim to develop and 
strengthen respect for each student’s own culture, language and 
religion.1  
 The Swedish school has long been characterized by the ideal of 
one school for all, based on equal opportunity for everyone. This 
ideal is stressed in overall goal formulations and aims as formulat-
ed in steering documents such as curricula. Accordingly, mother 
tongue education for students whose mother tongue is not Swe-
dish takes on a policy dimension. This thesis places the policy on 
mother tongue education in a larger perspective. How can we un-
derstand mother tongue education policies? A starting assumption 

                                                
1 See the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child in the article 30 of the UNICEF. 
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is that any policy on mother tongue education is an outcome of 
negotiations between different stakeholders representing different 
interests within the Swedish nation state, but that it is ultimately 
policy actors that are responsible for the creation of policies on 
mother tongue education.2 Such policy actors are primarily Parla-
ment, government authorities and its representatives, politicians 
and researchers.   
 Societal changes in the past decades have had far-reaching con-
sequences for schools and education. According to Englund 
(1995), the gradual disintegration of the public school for all, to 
the benefit of private alternatives, has resulted in a change of the 
school as a societal institution. In a comparative perspective, Swe-
den as a nation state went “from having one of the most centrally 
planned and uniform school systems in the OECD area into one 
of the most liberal in terms of decentralization and market ele-
ments” and this change “has been faster and more radical than in 
many other places” (Lundahl et al., 2013:498-499). In this decen-
tralization, responsibility was placed on individual students and on 
schools as organizations (rather than on the state). As a result of a 
decentralization of the school in the 1990s, mother tongue educa-
tion has decreased rapidly in several municipalities since then.  
 In the Swedish Curriculum (Skolverket, 2011), mother tongue 
education is associated with the educational opportunities for stu-
dents whose mother tongue is not Swedish and is often presented 
with words that have positive connotations. In this sense, Mother 
tongue education policy signals the right of these students to use 
more than one spoken and written language. “It also supports – 
with a legal framework – immigrant children to maintain their 
mother tongue and culture. But such entitlements are often not 
well known and, naturally, not fully exercised – notwithstanding 
they are intended beneficiaries” (Taguma et al., 2010:7). Mother 
tongue education policy and legislation in Sweden have differed 
                                                
2 For more details regarding policy as struggle see Fulcher (1989:7), Taylor (1997:26), and 

Fairclough (2010). 
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from those in many other Nordic countries since the 1970s. For 
example, in Sweden, mother tongue education is to be offered 
when a suitable teacher is available and when there are at least five 
students with a common mother tongue that is not Swedish and is 
student’s daily language of interaction at home (SFS 2010:800; SFS 
2014:458). However, in Norway, access to mother tongue educa-
tion depends on the student’s level of knowledge in the Norwegian 
language, with mother tongue education provided only when bilin-
gual students do not have sufficient knowledge in the Norwegian 
language; and in Denmark, the right to mother tongue education 
for students from other EU states has been limited since 2002 
(Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012:71). In Sweden, alongside the gener-
ous official policy there is a counter discourse that reproduces 
negative attitudes towards mother tongue education. This negative 
discourse should also be understood in light of a monolingual 
norm that still exists in Sweden, despite the positive rhetoric to-
wards minority rights (Lainio, 1999, 2013: Spetz, 2012). In this 
study I focus on Swedish mother tongue education policies as out-
comes of (discursive) struggles between national interests as have 
developed over time.  

Aim and research questions 
The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate the policies of moth-
er tongue education from 1957 to 2017, focusing on how Swedish 
nation-state politics and societal change characterized the status 
and positioning of mother tongue education in the Swedish school 
system. Policy texts drawn from the period 1957-2017 are analyzed 
in order to delineate the overall education discourse concerning 
mother tongue education for this period. As indicated, the dis-
course on mother tongue education, here termed ‘the mother 
tongue discourse’ is shaped by a political struggle on the topic of 
mother tongue education. In light of this, the following overall 
research questions guide the work: 
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• How have nation-state politics and societal change charac-
terized the positioning of mother tongue education?  

 
This research question has been further operationalized: 
 
• Which discourse or discourses on mother tongue educa-

tion emerge in policy texts 1957-2017? 
• How are students whose mother tongue is not Swedish 

positioned as subjects in policy texts? 
• How is mother tongue education positioned as a school 

subject in policy texts?  

The main objective of the present thesis is to illuminate the Swe-
dish nation-state politics regarding mother tongue education, as 
well as its implications for mother tongue as a subject and bilingual 
students’ opportunities to acquire mother tongue education. I use 
the notion of recontextualization of discourses as my analytical 
tool to point out discursive and policy change. Recontextualization 
occurs when a discourse “selectively appropriates, relocates, refo-
cuses, and relates other discourses to constitute its own order” 
(Bernstein, 2000:33). Discourses are hence articulated differently in 
and through processes of recontextualization, and thus, the order 
of discourse changes. Looking at recontextualization of discourses 
reveals how an order of discourse has structured a discursive peri-
od, and a recontextualization of discourses is a sign of discursive 
and likely also social, change. How mother tongue discourses are 
articulated and related to each other in turn reveals how bilingual 
students are positioned as subjects, and likewise how mother 
tongue is produced as a school subject in the school system. But 
an analysis of (changes in) the mother tongue discourse also re-
veals the Swedish nation-state politics and changes in Swedish 
society when it comes to views about mother tongue education 
and students whose mother tongue is not Swedish more broadly.   
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 An analysis of mother tongue policies from 1957 to 2017 must 
take into account the interests of different stakeholders. There is 
always a struggle between different policy actors about problem 
formulations, causes and solutions, a struggle that may lead to new 
(or changed) policies. In this study, mother tongue education poli-
cy is seen as an arena for different actors and interests; actors that 
draw on different discourses for their own purposes. The policy 
actors are not individuals or schools, but rather Parliament, the 
government and its representatives, politicians and researchers. 
Some of these policy actors have a strong position in creating the 
policy on mother tongue education, but this tends to change over 
time. This thesis is unique in that it maps out a long retrospectively 
historical perspective on mother tongue education policies in Swe-
den. Exploring the policy on mother tongue education from the 
1950s onward will also allow me to convey views about Sweden as 
a nation state and notions of diversity as have developed over 
time.   

The provision of mother tongue education 
In this thesis I study mother tongue education, focusing on impli-
cations of the Swedish State’s politics and social changes on the 
status of mother tongue education from 1957 to 2017. In Sweden, 
the provision of “mother tongue teaching” [modersmålsun-
dervisning], “mother tongue support” [modersmålsstöd] and 
“study guidance in mother tongue” [studiehandledning på mod-
ersmål] together constitute what is commonly known as mother 
tongue education. The provision of “mother tongue teaching” refers 
to language education for students who are entitled to mother 
tongue teaching in primary and secondary schools because they 
have a mother tongue other than Swedish. The local school au-
thorities are responsible for providing mother tongue teaching, 
when a suitable teacher is available and when there are at least five 
students with a common mother tongue that is not Swedish and is 
their daily language at home (SFS 2010:800; SFS 2014:458).  
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 The concept of “mother tongue support” refers to a type of 
language support that municipalities offer in preschools for chil-
dren with a mother tongue other than Swedish. This support is 
provided in the Curriculum for Preschool in order to help pre-
school children communicate in Swedish as well as in their mother 
tongue (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1998:6). “Study guidance in 
mother tongue” is shaped as guidance that is provided to the stu-
dents who have recently arrived in Sweden, and who do not know 
Swedish well enough to follow the education in Swedish. Instead, 
they may have the instruction explained in their mother tongue. 
This means that if the student’s home language is Albanian, he or 
she will be able to study, e.g., mathematics or English in Albanian 
instead of Swedish. It is the school that determines how much, and 
when, study guidance will be provided (SFS 1994:1194).  
 The term “mother tongue teaching” is often used synonymous-
ly with “home language teaching” [hemspråksundervisning]. The 
term home language “is used to describe the languages spoken by 
migrant communities and their descendants living in societies 
where another majority language is spoken” (Reath Warren, 
2017:8). The term “home language teaching”, used in the Swedish 
education system from 1968 to 1997, has implicitly been perceived 
as referring to a language used merely in informal situations and in 
the home environment. Therefore, in 1997 the Government de-
cided to replace this term with “mother tongue teaching” (Prop. 
1996/97:110: 27). Along with this change, the Government also 
replaced the term “home language teacher” [hemspråkslärare] with 
“mother tongue teacher” [modersmålslärare].3  
 By introducing these new terms, the Government wanted to 
signal a strengthened position of mother tongue education towards 
students, parents and the school staff (Prop. 1996/97:110: 27). 
Although it has been more than 25 years since the Home Lan-
guage Reform of 1977, the importance of mother tongue educa-

                                                
3 In my empirical materials, the term “home language” [hemspråk] is likewise used until 1997. 
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tion has not been widely accepted.4 The number of students eligible 
to take part in mother tongue education at primary school in-
creased during the period 1989/90-1994/95. However, the pro-
portion of students who participated in mother tongue education 
during this period decreased (Prop. 1996/97:110: 23-24). Similarly, 
the number of mother tongue teachers in the 1990/91-1994/95 
period decreased by 27 percent, which was a significantly greater 
decrease than that of the total number of teachers (Prop. 
1996/97:110: 24). During the academic year 2008/09, almost 18 
percent of all students in Sweden had another mother tongue than 
Swedish. Six years later, in the academic year 2014/15, the number 
of students whose mother tongue was not Swedish had increased 
to 24 percent.5 It is still a common belief that students whose 
mother tongue is not Swedish benefit more from learning the 
Swedish language than from focusing on maintaining their mother 
tongue.6 This thesis will shed light on different beliefs and assump-
tions about mother tongue education as a school subject and its 
target group. 

Existing research of relevance for this thesis 
In this section, I present existing research relevant to this study, 
focusing on studies on mother tongue education for students 
whose mother tongue is not Swedish.7 I start by discussing mono-
lingual, bilingual, and multilingual conceptualizations of individuals 
and education. I then present some views in existing research on 
multilingualism – as a resource or as a “problem” in educational 
contexts. Thereafter, I discuss the idea of bilingualism as an ideal. 
After this, I focus on mother tongue education, highlighting a brief 
                                                
4 See also National Agency for Education (2002) [Skolverket, 2002] 
5 For more details see National Agency for Education (2017) [Skolverket, 2017] available 

at :https://www.skolverket.se/statistik-och-utvardering/nyhetsarkiv/2015/nyheter-
2015-1.229449/elevokningen-i-grundskolan-fortsatter-1.232753.  

6 See for example Skolverket (2002:47). 
7   I have primarily searched the previous relevant literature using the University Library 

database ERIC (EBSCO) and the database for Swedish publications (Swepub). Availa-
ble at: http://www.ub.gu.se/sok/db/?query=eric; www.swepub.kb.se. 
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retrospective view on the ambitions of mother tongue education 
policies in Sweden. I then discuss Sweden in an international con-
text, focusing on the provision and principles of mother tongue 
education in different welfare states. Finally, I present the support 
for mother tongue education by international organizations such as 
the Organization for European Co-operation and Development 
(OECD), the European Commission (EC), and the United Na-
tions Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO).  

Monolingual, bilingual and multilingual 
Research on mother tongue education commonly distinguishes 
between monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual individuals and 
education. Thus, it is important to discuss the meaning of, and 
relationships between, these concepts. According to Gorter et al. 
(2014), individuals who speak one language are monolingual. 
Those who speak a first and a second language are bilingual. Con-
trary to bilingual individuals, multilingual individuals speak more 
than two languages. Similarly, in an educational environment, if 
instructions are given in a single language the education is termed 
monolingual. Monolingual education refers to the traditional, his-
torical and political conditions by which the language of the major-
ity population is seen as the only choice in school and other socie-
tal domains (Garcia, 2009; Lainio, 2013; Spetz, 2012).  
 The distinction between bilingual and multilingual education is 
the use of two versus more than two languages as tools for instruc-
tion. In terms of multilingual education, in 1999 UNESCO stated 
that this meant the use of three languages in education: the mother 
tongue, the majority language, and an international language (e.g. 
English, French, or German).8 Bilingualism and multilingualism 
can thus be seen as opposed to monolingual education, whereby a 
minority is multilingual and the majority is monolingual. Marácz & 

                                                
8  See UNESCO’s report regarding mother tongue education. Available at: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001297/129728e.pdf. 
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Adamo (2017) discuss multilingualism as a phenomenon that con-
stitute challenges to the nation-state. They argue that linguistic 
diversity is spreading across the globe: “In parallel, the traditional 
nation-state regime cultivating the ‘one nation-one people-one 
language ideology’ is weakening, creating room for the celebration 
of linguistic diversity” (Marácz & Adamo, 2017:1).  
 Gogolin (2001:124) argues that multilingualism is a composition 
of “languages with more or less legitimacy, higher or lower status, 
larger or smaller numbers of users, and other aspects of differ-
ence.” Gogolin (2001:123) claims that the fact that multilingualism 
is a widespread reality in European societies has thus far not been 
recognized – and notes that having a “linguistic and cultural back-
ground different from the respective national one serves as a 
means of exclusion, of prevention from equal access.” Westling 
Allodi (2007:141) argues the state can be viewed “from a ‘top-
down’ perspective, as a controlling authority.” She connects the 
first perspective to nationalism and homogeneity as a value. In 
such contexts, those who are depicted as ‘different’ from the ho-
mogenous majority risk discrimination and segregation. The state 
can also be viewed “from a ‘bottom-up’ perspective.” Such a per-
spective produces policies according to which “individuals and 
groups preserve their rights to be considered equal, even if they are 
different.” (Westling Allodi, 2007:143).  
 In this initial section of previous research, I have discussed 
monolingual, bilingual, and multilingual conceptualizations of indi-
viduals and education. The increasing bilingual and multilingual 
diversity challenge the traditional welfare states, in particular poli-
cies promoting integration of language diversity in an inclusive 
way. In the next section, I present the phenomenon of mother 
tongue education as a possible resource for or barrier to students 
whose mother tongue is not Swedish. 
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Mother tongue – resource or barrier? 
Cummins & Swain (1986) discuss the educational development of 
bilingual children in Canada. They point out that there is no con-
sensus regarding the relationship between mother tongue and cog-
nitive development in research or among the general public, in the 
media or in the literature. “Some have argued that bilingualism will 
necessarily have a negative effect on cognitive development, for 
example, two labels for each concept will be confusing and result 
in retarded conceptual development” (Cummins & Swain, 1986, 
Section I: 3). In contrast to this, “Others have argued that this very 
same phenomenon will enhance cognitive growth: having two 
labels will force an early separation of word from its referent” 
(Cummins & Swain, 1986, Section I: 3). In this context, Cummins 
& Swain (1986:207) argue that “access to two languages in early 
childhood can promote children’s meta-linguistic awareness and 
possibly also broader aspects of cognitive development.” Cum-
mins & Swain (1986:97) describe three important principles that 
should characterize mother tongue education. The principle first 
things first refer to the idea that the development and maintenance 
of a child’s first language is essential to his or her sociocultural 
well-being. The second principle, bilingualism through monolingualism, 
refers to the idea that the languages of instruction should be used 
one by one rather than simultaneously. By way of the third princi-
ple, bilingualism as a bonus, they claim that bilingualism is associated 
with many psychosocial advantages (Cummins & Swain, 1986:97-
98). 
 Hyltenstam & Veli Tuomela (1996:31) claim that mother 
tongue is not a barrier to knowledge development but rather helps 
develop knowledge as it involves the use of two different lan-
guages. Wayne Thomas & Virginia Collier (1997) in the US es-
pouse the same view. They pay close attention to the school envi-
ronment in creating the encouraging learning situation. Their find-
ings indicate that it is a time-consuming and difficult process for 
bilingual students to receive all their schooling in their second lan-
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guage. In this context, Wayne Thomas & Virginia Collier (1997) 
argue that students who have grown up in a bilingual environment 
have an advantage compared to those who are losing their home 
language, especially in group work in which teachers and students 
interact in two languages.  
 Tagumas et al. (2010:7) emphasize that “compared to their na-
tive Swedish peers, immigrant students, on average, have weaker 
education outcomes at all levels of education. Nearing the end of 
compulsory education, at age 15, there are very significant perfor-
mance disadvantages for immigrant students”. According to Tag-
uma et al. (2010), factors explaining this difference are socioeco-
nomic differences, and that bilingual students commonly live in 
segregated suburbs. Commenting on bilingual students’ mother 
tongue vs. the “language of schooling”, Cummins (2011:6) con-
cludes that the benefits of bilingual students’ first language are 
often underestimated: “there are still teachers of the language of 
schooling who recommend that parents of children with a migrant 
background should speak the language of schooling also at home 
or refrain from using another language at home to avoid ‘contami-
nation’ of the language of schooling”.  
 On the issue of English, Stroud (2002:42-43) claims that “west-
ern metropolitan languages have always been regarded as better 
adapted for technological, scientific and educational uses, on the 
belief that indigenous languages are less complex and therefore 
less able to express abstract, referential, and logical thought”. Re-
lating to the same issue, Gorter et al. (2014) claim that the domi-
nance of English over other languages, particularly over minority 
languages at school, and hence the advantages of being fluent in 
English in an increasingly more international society makes stu-
dents and parents become aware of the need to learn more than 
one language. This means, for instance, that minority students 
have to achieve proficiency in Swedish and English besides their 
mother tongue.  
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 Some existing research consider the existence of a mother 
tongue other than Swedish as problematic, while other research 
highlights the benefits of bilingualism. As mentioned earlier in this 
chapter, the view of bilingualism and mother tongue education as 
problematic can be understood as a manifestation of a monolin-
gual norm, characterizing also multilingual societies (Lainio, 1999; 
Garcia, 2009; Spetz, 2012; Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012).  

Bilingual education – a possible ideal? 
In his report to the Swedish International Development Coopera-
tion Agency9, Stroud (2002) argues that policies on mother tongue 
education should not only deal with educational matters of lan-
guage. Rather, attempts should be made to link language develop-
ment to extracurricular issues such as employment, social well-
being, and political participation. For example, “major political 
stakeholders are becoming increasingly more sensitive to the idea 
that the successful adoption and dissemination of new technolo-
gies depends on the use of local languages, as only these can reach 
out to the general population” (Stroud, 2002:49). However, the 
recognition of the values of multilingualism in the local life spheres 
of individuals and communities requires that local communities 
themselves actively partake in the ways in which multilingualism is 
done educationally (Stroud, 2002:52). One important way to 
achieve this still depends on policy implementation, which Stroud 
maintains needs to be opened up to an extensive democratic par-
taking of grassroots organizations (Stroud 2002:54). In this way, 
community members themselves can become involved in the de-
velopment of bilingual programs and can have a say in creating a 
prosperous society; particularly “the marginalized groups which are 
usually not included in the official labor markets” (Stroud, 
2002:50). In this sense, Stroud (2002) concludes that there is an 

                                                
9  “In 1996, SIDA commissioned the Centre for Research on Bilingualism at Stockholm 

University to produce a report on the ‘State-of-the-Art’ in bilingual and mother tongue 
education in developing countries” (Stroud (2002:9). 
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increasing awareness among many people working with bilingual 
and mother tongue education “that issues of language and educa-
tion are fundamentally issues of power and marginalization of mi-
nority language speakers in globally transformed economies” 
(Stroud, 2002:9).  

 Garcia (2009:55) highlights the benefits of bilingualism, not 
only in terms of linguistics but also in a wider context concerning 
policy visions across “cultures and worlds”. She argues that “de-
spite a widespread multilingualism (...) we still live in a society 
dominated by monolingual ideology characterized by limitations, 
barriers and conflicts” (Garcia, 2009:55). She argues that bilingual 
education – contrary to the existing second- or foreign-language 
programs accessible in most schools today – is “the only way to 
educate students in the 21st century”.  
 Contrary to bilingual education, “the monolingual policy offers 
‘the narrower goals’ of foreign language teaching perspective” 
(Garcia, 2009:7). In teaching practice, Garcia (2009) endorses 
“translanguaging”, which in practice can mean that bilingual stu-
dents may, for example, read in one language and write in another. 
In this way, teaching through “translanguaging” enables bilingual 
students to take advantage of their home language. However, “this 
integrated plural vision of bilingualism requires the re-
conceptualization of understandings about the language and bilin-
gualism compared to what exists today” (Garcia, 2009:5). This 
conclusion is supported by Hyltenstam & Milani (2012), who as-
sert that the multilingualism that exists in today’s societies is a sig-
nificant resource – something that is often forgotten in public de-
bate. A society that possesses a large number of languages has 
more opportunities to achieve success in economic and political 
areas, as well as in cultural and scientific exchanges with the out-
side world.  

 Comparing Turkish children’s migrant situation in Germany, 
Austria and Norway, Yazici et al. (2010) conclude that bilingualism 
is needed before the bilingual children start school. Providing bi-
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lingual teaching programs for children before they start school will 
mean that their educational chances will increase, and their se-
cond-language skills will improve. In this way, bilingual teaching 
can contribute to developing stronger self-esteem and self-
confidence for bilingual children. Such a bilingual education would 
increase “mutual respect for the cultural values of the second lan-
guage and play a more positive role in both the home and host 
community” (Yazici et al. 2010:266).  
 In sum, this section has revealed a number of benefits regarding 
mother tongue education that are often forgotten in public debate. 
In this section, bilingual education is presented as the only way to 
educate bilingual students in the 21st century. In the section that 
follows, I present a discussion on the political ambitions and the 
reality for mother tongue education in Sweden. 

The policy on mother tongue education in Sweden – 
ambitions and reality 
In this section I provide a short description of the policy on moth-
er tongue education in Sweden as described in existing research on 
the topic. Based on data from Sweden, Municio (1993) discusses 
the Home Language Reform of 1977, which has been referred to 
as the first policy to include guidelines for mother tongue educa-
tion in compulsory school. Municio (1993) argues that the ambi-
tions presented in this policy have not become reality for the ma-
jority of bilingual students. Since the intentions of this reform were 
formulated too flexibly, they have not been realized, it rather con-
tinued the practice that preceded it, even though the reform was 
directly intended to change this practice. In its formulations, bilin-
gual students were to be given mother tongue instruction as need-
ed (Municio, 1993). The policy also recommended that migrant 
parents were to be involved in decision-making concerning their 
children’s mother tongue education and its organization. In prac-
tice, though, parents only received a form once a year about moth-
er tongue education, asking if they wanted such instruction for 
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their children. The Home Language Reform of 1977 was connect-
ed to two of the three objectives of the migration policy at the 
time, namely equality between Swedes and people of other ethnic 
backgrounds, and cultural freedom. For example, migrants must 
be free to decide for themselves how much they want to embrace 
Swedish culture or preserve their own culture (Hyltenstam & 
Tuomela, 1996:30).  
 According to Reath Warren (2017), the Home Language Re-
form of 1977 gave students whose mother tongue is not Swedish 
the legislative right to mother tongue education. Furthermore, 
students who risked failing subjects in school were to be offered 
additional mother tongue support in the form of study guidance in 
their mother tongue. The Home Language Reform of 1977 had 
unanimous support among the political parties at the time; and in 
today’s political landscape, the Sweden Democrats10 is the only 
political party opposed to tax-funded mother tongue education. 
Such relatively strong support for mother tongue education has 
been crucial, as it has required a serious long-term national com-
mitment. “Teachers and resources for more than 100 languages 
had to be found, educational seminars on the subject of home 
language instruction and multilingual study guidance and courses 
for home language teachers needed to be arranged” (Reath War-
ren, 2017:13).  
 Hegelund (2002) compared the policy on mother tongue educa-
tion in Denmark and Sweden. Hegelund (2002:110) argues that the 
Home Language Reform of 1977 was the policy that laid the 
foundation for minority students’ mother tongue education rights 
in Sweden. The reform “granted the first rights to mother tongue 
education ever given”, and put pressure on schools “to evaluate 
the needs of the immigrant and minority children and offer home 
language teaching accordingly” (Hegelund, 2002:130). The Home 
Language Reform was subsequently changed in 1991, and again in 

                                                
10 Sverigedemokraterna, a nationalist political party in Sweden, was founded in 1988. 
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1997. According to Hegelund (2002), the State wanted to raise the 
status of mother tongue by changing the term “home language” to 
“mother tongue” in 1997. This change was made because “the 
term of ‘mother tongue’ was seen to emphasize the parallels be-
tween mother tongue education for migrant and minority children 
and Swedish mother tongue education for majority children” (He-
gelund, 2002:131).11 
 Cabau (2014:421) notes the incongruity between policy and 
practice in Sweden, connecting the decrease in mother tongue 
education to the decentralization of the Swedish school system in 
the 1990s. According to Cabau (2014), chances for minority stu-
dents to acquire mother tongue education in Sweden still exist 
today, but because authorities regard mother tongue education to 
be of minor importance, students whose native language is not 
Swedish show an unwillingness to receive mother tongue educa-
tion. In this way, mother tongue education has varied more than 
any other school subject. Lainio (2013) argues that there is a great 
deal of documentation showing that municipalities and authorities 
have not provided mother tongue education when it was required. 
In this sense, Lainio (2013:90) has shown that “There is at present 
no structural and long-term implementation of mother tongue 
education policy that would solve the problems of multilingual 
students and their native language in Swedish schools”. Hylten-
stam & Milani (2012:65) identify difficulties in society such as lim-
ited teaching hours, lack of teamwork between mother tongue 
education and other school subjects, and negative attitudes to-
wards mother tongue education.  
 This section has revealed the problematic inconsistency be-
tween political intentions and the actual implementation of mother 
tongue education in reality. Insufficient cooperation between 
mother tongue teachers, school staff and local school actors, as 
well as some kind of negative attitude towards the subject of 

                                                
11 See also Lainio (2013)  
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mother tongue education within and outside schools, are just some 
of the problems identified and discussed in this section. In the 
following two sections I present a discussion of mother tongue 
education in Sweden in relation to an international context, as well 
as the support for mother tongue education in international policy 
documents. 

Sweden in an international context 
The possibility for students whose mother tongue is not Swedish 
to receive instruction in their mother tongue is greater in Sweden 
than in other Nordic countries and most other European coun-
tries. However, in contrast to the officially positive attitude to 
mother tongue education in Sweden, there is a negative public 
opinion, and in schools the subject of mother tongue has low sta-
tus and a marginalized position (Spetz, 2012). In other Nordic 
countries, mother tongue education has an even more marginal-
ized position. In Norway, around ten percent of the total popula-
tion of students has another mother tongue than Norwegian.12 
Students whose mother tongue is not Norwegian have access to 
mother tongue education in school only as a tool for learning well 
enough Norwegian to be able to follow the regular teaching at 
school. During the 1980s there were organized “bilingual classes 
and introduction classes” for students with another mother tongue 
than Norwegian, but these “disappeared because teachers were not 
qualified enough to deal with the situation and teachers from 
abroad did not have appropriate education”.13   
 An initial comparison between Sweden and Denmark seemingly 
shows many aspects of commonality. Both countries today have a 
proclaimed official language, recognize official minority languages, 
and keep data on the number of non-majority mother tongue stu-

                                                
12 For more details see the OECD organization, available at : 

http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-education/43901573.pdf.  
13 The draft version of SIRIUS, available at: http://www.sirius-

migrationeducation.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/02/Policy-brief-policies-language-
support-all-draft-version.pdf  
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dents in primary school. Sweden recognizes the Sami, Meänkieli, 
Romani, Yiddish and Finnish as national minority languages, while 
in Denmark, German is the only recognized national minority lan-
guage. However, besides this obvious difference, the countries also 
differ in terms of the access to mother tongue education for ethnic 
minorities. The Home Language Reform of 1977 gave ethnic mi-
norities in Sweden the right to mother tongue education. In com-
parison, Denmark has a strong emphasis on the aspect of their 
returning to their country of origin. In a wider policy context, this 
difference can be seen as closely connected to the strong emphasis 
by the Danish educational system on the majority language rather 
than the development of the minority mother tongue.  
 Globalization and the increase in immigration have contributed 
to an environment in which neither country advocates monolin-
gualism. Hence, both officially embrace, to different degrees, mul-
tilingualism. However, the embrace of multilingualism is often 
associated with high-status international prestige languages such as 
English, German, French and Spanish, whereas minorities in Swe-
den and Denmark often have a mother tongue that is not a pres-
tige language or the majority language. This can possibly be ex-
plained by the fact that both countries reflect an ideal centered on 
the nation state, with a homogenous population. Officially, Swe-
den views bilingualism as a resource, but mother tongue education 
is still often relegated to outside school hours (Hegelund, 2002). 
Interestingly, Denmark has no specific minority language policy, 
instead relying on minority language issues being dealt with within 
each ministry as necessary. Such a lack of cohesive policy regarding 
minority languages has not been beneficial to minorities, on the 
contrary, it reaffirms the ideal of a homogenous population (Hege-
lund, 2002).  
 In Germany, the most privileged language in schools is German 
itself. It is the highest in the language hierarchy in the country, as 
“everybody uses German – more or less proficiently. It is accepted 
by everybody as functioning in nearly every communicative situa-
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tion; it is the language of education and literacy, the language of 
the public sphere, indubitably legitimate” (Gogolin, 2001:124). The 
next language in the hierarchy (as we have also seen in other coun-
try contexts) is English. As for mother tongue education, Gogolin 
argues that “...Turkish has received what could be named semi-
legitimacy in the German school system, as it is taught in many 
areas as so-called mother-tongue-teaching for immigrants” (Gogo-
lin, 2001:125). The position of ‘semi-legitimacy’ that the Turkish 
language has obtained in Germany is due to the fact that Turkish is 
the home language of the main group of migrants in the country. 
In order to receive mother tongue education in Turkish, students 
need to have official proof of competence or ability, which is usu-
ally in the form of a school certificate. Compared to Sweden, 
mother tongue teaching in Germany is largely dependent on the 
migrant community itself. For example, the Turkish community 
organization helps individual schools by offering mother tongue 
support for students as well as advising parents and teachers, and 
building a bridge between students, parents, and individual 
schools.14  
 Bilingual students in Austria have the right to mother tongue as 
an optional subject in classes after school hours or integrated, with 
the mother tongue teacher present during regular classes. In Aus-
tria, students whose mother tongue is not German represent 16 
percent of the total student population.15 It follows, then, that 
Austrian school authorities are responsible for the employment of 
mother tongue teachers. However, when it comes to the state ide-
ology of languages, “Teachers and schools are obliged to follow 
and act out national state and governmental interests (and power) 
which are still based on latent ideas of homogeneity (uniformi-
ty)...” (Jessner & Mayr-Keiler, 2017:89). In this sense, Jessner & 

                                                
14 See OECD. Available at: http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-

education/44192225.pdf 
15 See also OECD. Available at: http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-

education/44192225.pdf  
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Mayr-Keiler (2017:89) argue that,” Although linguistic diversity 
and intercultural dialogue have been promoted, Austria’s focus is 
still on reinforcing the acquisition of the standardised German 
variety as the single official, national state language”.  
 Teaching in school programmes is based on the traditional as-
pect of the standardized German based on the ideal of one lan-
guage – one nation. In view of this, language skills in Austria are 
strongly associated with the mastery of German and its substantive 
use at school education, in terms of both learning and social inclu-
sion. Language competence in German is thus considered to be a 
significant indicator of educational goals and integration in the 
Austrian school system. Meanwhile, linguistic skills in so-called 
weaker dominated languages are not taken into account (Jessner & 
Mayr-Keiler, 2017:88). In some cases when students have a mother 
tongue with higher status, for example Italian, the situation is dif-
ferent. “Only those bi- and multilinguals that have Italian included 
in their linguistic repertoire actually make use of Italian in the for-
mal educational context” (Jessner & Mayr-Keiler, 2017:94).  
 McKelvey (2017:78) has the same view, asserting that in Scot-
land “language teaching often does not take into account the lin-
guistic diversity present—despite the opportunity for a more inclu-
sive approach offered by Scottish Government strategy”. McKel-
vey (2017:78) claims that “legal instruments and education policy 
in Scotland provide a promising framework in terms of promoting 
language learning and multilingualism”. Nonetheless, at the level of 
implementation policy, according to McKelvey (2017:78) the lan-
guage teaching in Scotland is not “successful and responding to 
linguistic diversity among pupils is beset with challenges”.  
 Comparing the mother tongue education in Sweden and Aus-
tralia, Reath Warren (2017) argues that both countries are multilin-
gual and have multilingual histories. Mother tongue education, 
however, goes under different names in the two countries. For 
example, in Australia the mother tongues of minority people are 
called “community languages”. Unlike Sweden, “in Australia, re-
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sponsibility for the form of education is distributed between dif-
ferent organizations, many of them voluntary and community-
based” (Reath Warren, 2017:27-28). Most teachers at community 
language schools in Australia are volunteers. In this sense, Reath 
Warren (2017.23) argues that Australian language policy has 
moved away from the policy of language diversity towards a more 
monolingual approach in recent years, because “the diversity of 
languages in Australia was problematic, and it was necessary to 
focus on languages which had a broader national interest instead”. 
Although multilingualism is increasing in schools in both Sweden 
and Australia, there is still a widespread monolingual view of 
teaching in many schools in both countries. Mother tongue educa-
tion is often given lower priority than the majority language in 
both countries (Reath Warren, 2017).  
 In conclusion, then, this comparison may illustrate the ideology 
of the nation state being present in many countries. Like the 
mother tongue education in Sweden, other countries’ mother 
tongue education also takes place outside the regular school day or 
weekend and includes a few lessons per week. On the other hand, 
however, in an international perspective it appears to be uncom-
mon for schools as in Sweden to receive state grants for mother 
tongue teaching, for it to follow a National Curriculum, and for it 
to not be based on volunteer work. 

The support for mother tongue education in internation-
al policy documents 
The OECD is the organization that supports policymakers in mak-
ing their policies and in creating their strategies regarding mother 
tongue education in their respective member states. According to 
the OECD, “in Sweden, differences in socio-economic back-
ground and speaking a different language at home account for a 
large part of the performance gap between native and migrant stu-
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dents at age 15”.16 The OECD promotes mother tongue education 
as an important resource for migrant students’ normal school life. 
Mother tongue education is seen as something all migrant students 
should have access to at school. Instead, in reality, in many mem-
ber states mother tongues are often seen as more a problem than a 
resource. Under existing practices, bilingual students are allowed to 
take classes in their mother tongue as an optional language at 
school, but they rarely do, since schools do not encourage students 
to do this. “School leaders and teachers often do not feel qualified 
or sufficiently supported to teach students with multicultural, bi-
lingual and diverse learning needs”.17 For example, in Denmark, 
“schools do not encourage students and it was also reported by 
students and parents that employers do not value knowledge of 
non-European languages”.18  
 Support for mother tongue education is also available at the 
European Union (EU) level. Rhetorically, the European Commis-
sion has expressed itself in numerous documents on multilingual-
ism as an asset, and advocates for the promotion of minority lan-
guages as well as regional languages. The EU’s language policy is 
guided by the motto ‘united in diversity’. This diversity will, ac-
cording to the EU, promote mobility, intercultural understanding 
and competitiveness. Communication in the EU, where linguistic 
diversity is taken for granted, thus holds key importance not only 
for everyday life but also for the cultural respect among all EU 
citizens.19 
 According to UNESCO, the term “mother tongue” is often 
used in policy statements and is often referred to as the language 
an individual identifies with, or the language an individual learns 
                                                
16 Available at: http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-

education/oecdnotesonmigranteducationinparticipatingcountries.html.  
17 For more details see OECD. Available at: 

http://www.oecd.org/edu/school/44870913.pdf.  
18 See also: http://www.oecd.org/education/innovation-education/44855206.pdf.  
19 For more details see The European Commission. Available at: 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/atyourservice/en/displayFtu.html?ftuId=FTU_5.13.6
.html.  
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first either by using it the most or having greater competency in. 
UNESCO states that the use of a student’s mother tongue as the 
vehicle of instruction is an essential component of competency in 
the second language as well. In this sense, “in many cases, instruc-
tion in the mother tongue is beneficial to language competencies in 
the first language, achievement in other subject areas, and second 
language learning”.20 As such, mother tongue education should 
cover both the teaching of and the teaching through this language. In 
its 2001 Universal Declaration on Cultural Diversity, UNESCO 
highly stressed the importance of mother tongue when it comes to 
the promotion of cultural diversity. For example, in Article 6 it is 
stated that there should be “respect for the mother tongue, linguis-
tic diversity at all levels of education”, and that multilingualism 
should be promoted from an early age in education.21   

Concluding discussion 
To sum up, existing research suggests that mother tongue educa-
tion in itself does not necessarily have to be good or bad thing. 
Nevertheless, several studies have concluded that it is beneficial to 
bilingual students. Previous research has also pointed out challeng-
es of mother tongue education policy goals, indicating that the 
ambitions presented in policy on mother tongue education have 
not turned into reality for most bilingual students.  
 There have also been studies on mother tongue education that 
place Sweden in relation to a number of welfare states in Europe 
and Australia. This research shows that mother tongue education 
in these countries also takes place outside the regular school day 
like it does in Sweden. As mentioned, it appears uncommon (as 
opposed to the case in Sweden) for the mother tongue education 
in the other countries to receive state grants, follow a National 

                                                
20 The UNESCO available at: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001297/129728e.pdf. 
21 The UNESCO available at: 

http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001297/129728e.pdf. 
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Curriculum, and not be based on volunteer work. Whereas previ-
ous research lacks a longer retrospective perspective on mother 
tongue education policies in Sweden, this policy study contributes 
to such a perspective on how the political ambitions and social 
changes have impacted the status and positioning of mother 
tongue education in Sweden, based on empirical material stretch-
ing from 1957 to 2017.  
 The extent and span of this study shed light on the Swedish 
nation-state political ambitions and how they have changed over 
time, and to some extent why, as well as the policy implications of 
discourses on mother tongue education and bilingual students’ 
learning opportunities. The long retrospective perspective in this 
thesis also contributes to a greater understanding of mother 
tongue education as an arena of national interest. This thesis will 
make visible the Swedish welfare state’s ways of managing migra-
tion, and integration as a policy goal, language diversity, and educa-
tion policy 1957-2017.  

Outline of the thesis 
Chapter 1 has provided an introduction and an overview of the 
research area, and presented the aim and the research questions. I 
have also discussed existing research of relevance for my study. In 
Chapter 2 I discuss the welfare state’s dilemma between the nation 
state, nation building and the role of an official and unifying lan-
guage on the one hand, and migration, globalization and the need 
for mother tongue education policy on the other. In Chapter 3 I 
present the concept of policy and discourse. In Chapter 4 I discuss 
the study’s methods, empirical materials and implementation.  
 Chapter 5 is the first empirical chapter characterizing the period 
of formation of the unity school, also referred to as ‘one school 
for all’. During the period 1957 to 1965 the societal discourse was 
driven by the idea of the strong society, which aimed to give all 
children and young people equal educational opportunities, regard-
less of their place of residence or other external conditions.  
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 In Chapter 6 I discuss the period 1966 to 1988, when mother 
tongue education gained its first momentum in policy change to-
wards bilingualism and intercultural education as an ideology.  
 In Chapter 7 I analyze mother tongue education policy of the 
years between 1989 and 1999, when the decision was taken regard-
ing the school’s municipalization and decentralization as well as 
free school choice.  
 Chapter 8 is characterized by a discussion on conservative and 
liberal ideology, offering all citizens an integrated official language 
politics as a unifying value for the nation based on fundamental 
standards of democracy and human rights. The new Swedish lan-
guage politics was moreover expected to enable individual integra-
tion, lifelong learning, entrepreneurship and employability, as stat-
ed in the new goals in the National Curriculum of 2011 (Skolver-
ket, 2011).  
 The presentation of results, encompassing four chapters, forms 
the foundation for the final discussion in the ninth and final chap-
ter. 
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2 
The role of language in nation-

state building and the welfare 
state’s dilemma 

 
In this chapter I initially focus on the phenomenon of monolin-
gualism and the role of language in nation-state-building. After 
this, I discuss the nation state and its relation to minorities. This is 
followed by an overview of migration, citizenship, and the role of 
language. As seen in Chapter 1, nation states embrace multilingual-
ism to different degrees but continually emphasize that maintain-
ing the official language is important for nation-state-building. It is 
through the ideology of monolingualism, one people-one language, 
that a homogeneous population is to be constructed, which is seen 
to be an important aspect of nation-state-building. For nation 
states, then, an official language is regarded as a necessary and co-
hesive tool.22 On the other hand, globalization and migration lead 
people to move across nation-state boundaries. Under these condi-
tions, a nation state’s preference to define the role of an official 
and unifying language is challenged by migration, globalization, 
and the increasing multilingualism in society.   
     Subsequently, I discuss globalization and the welfare state’s 
dilemma of adhering to national interests and managing global 
events: on the one hand, the connection between monolingualism 
and nation-state-building; and on the other, the increasing im-
portance of integrating minority languages as a result of globaliza-
tion and multiculturalism. This dilemma brings to the fore the is-

                                                
22 See also Westling Allodi (2007). 
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sue of mother tongue education policies. These are produced while 
balancing the different political forces of nationalist conservatism, 
social democratic ideals of diversity, and market-oriented cosmo-
politanism. Studying mother tongue education as part of a greater 
social context makes visible the political forces as well as the inter-
est(s) of the nation. 

Monolingualism and nation-state building 
The role of language was distinguishably different during the 19th 
century compared to previous centuries. Anderson (2006) empha-
sizes the role language played in nation-building in mid-19th-
century Europe, and especially its significance in building state 
bureaucracies. Prior to the 19th century the role of language fol-
lowed a gradual, ‘bottom-up’, spontaneous development. During 
the 19th century the role of language within a nation became more 
idealistic and self-cautious, and was often driven by nationalism, 
no longer a gradual bottom-up development. The use of adminis-
trative languages highlights this difference (Anderson, 2006:42-46).  
 Prior to the 19th century, authorities, pursued by officials in 
their own communication, only used the administrative language. 
In stark contrast, during the 19th century the administrative lan-
guage was imposed on the population as a whole. This illustration 
bears a resemblance to the printed languages of today’s modern 
nations. In the case of many Anglo-Saxon nations, the printed 
language is the common language among the population, used in 
daily communication and conversation. It was seen to unify peo-
ple, easing conversation in areas where, for example, many varie-
ties of English were spoken. Necessarily, the specific printed lan-
guage remained ‘closer’ to one or more dialects spoken, which in 
turn elevated these above other dialects (Anderson, 2006).  
 For other nations, predominantly African (typically post-
colonial nations), the printed language was not the common lan-
guage among the population but was rather exclusive, used by only 
a few within the nation. Still, the importance of the printed lan-
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guage was that in many ways it was the foundation of the nation-
building efforts. The printed language enables a nation to effec-
tively function politically, economically, and socially. A unified 
language promotes cohesion and the idea of a shared culture 
(Wright, 2004). Speaking the language of a nation is regarded as a 
symbol of the integration within that nation. The unified language 
of the nation distinguishes it from its neighbors. Similarly, Smith 
(1996) argues that the state is not only a geographic territory. The 
notion of the sharing of one and the same language, culture and 
tradition is an important element in building a national identity. 
The idea of the unification of language is hence central to national-
ism.   
 Gellner (1983) looks at nationalism from a historical perspec-
tive, emphasizing the significance of a shared formal education 
system, contributing to cultural homogenization.  Furthermore, a 
shared language also contributes to homogenization. The idea (and 
the goal) of a homogenous population within the boundaries of 
the nation state is based on an assumption that the population 
within a nation state is similar in terms of culture and language. 
However, Gellner (1983:1) shows that nationalist sentiment com-
monly arises when the State’s political unity fails to include all 
members of the nation. Hylland Eriksen (2002) also sees national-
ism as being based on the idea of a cultural homogeneity among 
the members of a nation, and the idea of a marked difference be-
tween its own members in relation to other groups, which then 
become outsiders. In conclusion, then, central to nationalistic sen-
timents as well as nation-state-building is thus the ideal of mono-
lingualism and the idea of a common language functioning as a 
unifying force in general and regarding processes of nation-state-
building in particular.  
‘ 
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Nation states and minority rights 
Theories of nation-state-building discuss the relationship between 
minority and majority ethnic groups within the nation state. The 
basic meaning of the terms “majority” and “minority” is numeri-
cal, of course, but the difference between majorities and minorities 
are primarily a matter of power and influence. According to Oaks 
(2001.81), the relationship between the state and minorities in Eu-
rope has been characterized by different combinations of multicul-
tural and assimilation policies. Nation-state borders were com-
monly drawn with no regard to the minority’s interest in ethnic 
and linguistic cohesion (Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012:22).  
 Kymlicka (1995) points out that citizenship involves treating 
minorities the same as majorities. The problem, according to 
Kymlicka (1995), is that political life has an inescapably national 
dimension, whether it involves the distribution of power or the 
language authorities use when they, for example, make decisions 
on education policy. The ethnic majority group often decides the 
ethnic symbols of the country, based on its language, history or 
tradition. The construction of the national and cultural identity of 
the ethnic majority group is highly intertwined with the building of 
the nation state, which of course benefits the members of the ma-
jority group. It is therefore important to prevent discrimination by 
giving minorities and other disadvantaged groups in society auton-
omy and rights (Kymlicka, 1995). The rights of minority groups 
should be consistent with the rights of the majority within the na-
tion state. Moreover, the stability of welfare states in modern de-
mocracies in Western Europe with an increasingly multicultural 
population is not based solely on justice; it is also based on the 
majority’s attitudes towards citizens with different national, ethnic 
or religious identities.  
 A democratic society, according to Kymlicka, should recognize 
minority rights by promoting the same opportunity to exercise 
one’s own language, culture and religion, in the same way as the 
members of the majority do. Group rights such as territorial au-
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tonomy, veto rights, guaranteed representation in institutions, and 
language rights could help minorities achieve equal rights 
(Kymlicka, 1995:175). On the issue of rights, Hylland Eriksen 
(2002) argues that it is important to distinguish between nationality 
and ethnicity, asserting that ethnicity is not possible without dis-
tinguishing between “us” and “them”, because ethnicity presup-
poses this imagined division; i.e., between groups that regard each 
other as culturally distinctive. In this tension between “us” and 
“them”, the actors of the majority population have the power to 
set the agenda, and hence also shape the language policies and the 
education system. Hylland Eriksen (2002:123) claims that even 
though policies of assimilation are framed as helping minority 
groups achieve equal rights in order to develop their social posi-
tion, such policies often result in suffering and a loss of self-
esteem for minorities, who are taught that their own culture and 
tradition are of no value.  

Migration, citizenship and the role of language  
Migration, in the larger societal context, refers to the movement of 
people, goods and services between states. It obviously has effects 
on people’s language conditions, regardless of whether the migra-
tion has political, economic, or social reasons (Hyltenstam & Mila-
ni, 2012:24). Like many other West European countries, Sweden 
allowed almost free labor migration in the 1950s and 1960s, with 
migrants coming from the neighboring Nordic countries and 
southern Europe. Towards the end of the 1960s, however, the 
immigration policy changed, and non-Nordic labor immigration 
ceased:  

There was also a realization among politicians, policy makers, service pro-
viders and citizens at large that many labor migrants had come to stay re-
gardless of perhaps early intentions to work there a few years and the re-
turn home. (Gruber & Rabo, 2014:59).  
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Migration to Sweden in the post-war period has mainly been a 
function of the Swedish economic and social situation and of the 
Swedish migration policy, which has changed over time (Nilsson, 
2004:7). Brubaker (1994) points out that “states are by nature ex-
clusionary because they are only to a lesser extent open to the citi-
zens of other states. Sweden in this case is not the exception but 
like most others, as we have seen it is a state with a migration con-
trol”.23 Non-Nordic labor migration was regulated in the late 
1960s. The influx of refugees was significantly reduced in the late 
1980s, and the refugee policy became even more restrictive in the 
1990s (Johansson, 2005:17). The regulation of migration into the 
country was perceived as a “protection” of the welfare of its in-
habitants. This may result in, for example, more and more coun-
tries in the Western world increasingly trying to prevent and re-
duce migration in order to preserve the welfare of their own na-
tion. Migration control also carries an increased risk of national-
ism, as a result of migrants being positioned as unwanted individu-
als in society (Johansson, 2005:19). Much of the Swedish nation 
state’s fear regarding the migration issue was migrants’ perceived 
lack of integration into Swedish society. In order to facilitate inte-
gration, a new language policy was established in the 1970s, ena-
bling migrants to learn Swedish (Lundh & Olhsson, 1994).  
 Swedish citizenship confers freedoms and rights, but also obli-
gations. The right of non-citizens to vote and be elected in local 
and regional elections was granted under the Social Democratic 
Government in 1975, but these individuals must have been resi-
dents in the municipality and registered in Sweden for the past 
three years. The Social Democratic ideology is based on a nation 
state as a given entity, and citizens’ rights regarding citizenship are 
connected to the fact that individuals have to live (legally) in the 
country for a certain period of time (Prop.1975/76: 187).  

                                                
23 See Brubaker (1994) in: Johansson (2005:14). 
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 The Moderate Party [Moderaterna] raised the issue of language 
testing as a precondition for attaining citizenship during the 1994 
elections. The same issue was later raised by Lars Leijonborg, lead-
er of the Swedish Liberal Party [Folkpartiet], when he launched his 
politics on integration during the parliamentary elections of 2002 
(SOU 2006: 52). Contrary to this, the Swedish legislation regarding 
attaining citizenship entailed that immigrants should maintain their 
home language rather than be forced into a linguistic adjustment 
when attaining Swedish citizenship (Milani, 2008). In this respect, 
Milani (2008) argues that a requirement of language testing for 
attaining citizenship would legitimize the segregation of certain 
groups from both the public and symbolic spheres in Sweden as a 
nation state. For similar reasons, Parliament did not (and does not) 
require any level of language proficiency as a precondition for at-
taining Swedish citizenship (Lag, 2001: 82). The requirements that 
explicitly emerge in the Act on Swedish Citizenship of 2001 (Lag, 
2001:82) essentially express the premise that a person who has an 
appropriate so-called residence time in Sweden should have the 
opportunity to become a Swedish citizen. Formally, according to 
Swedish Citizenship Act of 2001 (Lag 2001:82), Swedish citizen-
ship is regarded not only as an issue of formally belonging to Swe-
den as a territory and a nation, but also as a matter of civil rights 
and obligations whereby people live and work together.  
 In the Swedish welfare state, citizens have certain rights and 
obligations towards each other, such as the individual’s duty to pay 
taxes and, in exchange, receive a guarantee of free education and 
other social rights. The Swedish nation state is thus seen as the 
only existing legal guarantor of the civil rights of its citizens (SOU 
(2013: 29).  
 To conclude, “Swedish” is defined as important in the sense of 
participation in Swedish society. Proficiency in the Swedish lan-
guage is then viewed as an important aspect of integration into 
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Swedish society that individuals living in Sweden should strive to 
achieve (Lag, 2001:82). 

Globalization and the welfare state’s dilemma 
This subsection comprises an overview of globalization and the 
welfare state’s dilemma. On the one hand, increased migration is 
making almost every state more multiethnic by nature. On the 
other hand, nationalism is also increasing, with more and more 
national groups in all parts of the world mobilizing to emphasize 
nationalistic sentiments and national identities. Kymlicka (1995) 
describes the late 20th century as both the age of migration and the 
age of nationalism. Similarly, Anderson (2006:46) argues that glob-
alization and the diversity of human languages have created a new 
form of imagined community, which in turn forms the foundation 
for the modern nation.  
 Researchers tend to see this new politics of difference as a risk 
to liberal democracy. Kymlicka (1995) claims that demands on 
minority groups are legitimate in liberal democracies emphasizing 
rights of individual freedom and social justice. The basic commit-
ment of liberal democracies should be the freedom and equality of 
its individual citizens, in order to assure political and civil rights for 
all people regardless of their background. Hence, the welfare 
state’s dilemma could, and should, be handled peaceably and justly 
(Kymlicka, 1995:34). Efforts to integrate minorities depend on 
political forces such as nationalist conservatism, market-oriented 
cosmopolitanism, liberal ideology, and traditional social democrat-
ic ideals of language equality and minority rights (Esping-
Andersen, 1990; Lundahl, 2005). Minority language rights there-
fore vary between welfare-state regimes.  

From Conservative values to social democratic ideals 
Esping-Andersen (1990:22) classified modern welfare states based 
on how their welfare regimes work. Social democratic welfare 
states’ objective is to provide equal education for all, and liberal 
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welfare states’ regimes are characterized by a high degree of mar-
ketization of school whereby education is generally treated as a 
product in a market (Esping-Andersen, 1990:22). In social demo-
cratic welfare regimes, certain services such as schools and educa-
tion are transformed from products consumed in a market to so-
cial rights for all (Esping-Andersen, 1990:22). This means that 
everyone has the right to welfare service based on the principle of 
equal opportunities for all individuals. Social rights in conservative 
welfare states are characterized by the preservation of traditional 
values whereby the role of one people-one language is essential. 
The ideology of conservatism is based on maintaining the tradi-
tional values of the language, history and culture of the nation. 
Conservatism is central to the ideas of nationalism. Speaking the 
language of the nation is considered to be a symbol of the integra-
tion within the nation, built on the ideology of monolingualism: 
one people-one language.  
 Traditional values of monolingualism and cultural homogeneity 
are central to national thinking. According to Gellner (1983), the 
idea of the nation entails a population that shares many similarities 
in terms of the unifying and culturally homogenizing roles of the 
educational system. The ambition of nationalist conservatism is to 
promote the values of a shared language and common traditions to 
be transferred from one generation to the next. However, as men-
tioned, such values are gradually being challenged by increasing 
language diversity and cultural plurality (Kymlicka, 1995:193).  
 Mother tongue education policies are developed by nation 
states in relation to different political interests, such as nationalist 
conservatism, market-oriented cosmopolitanism, and social demo-
cratic ideals of diversity. The increase in language diversity within 
the nation states, however, does not mean that they, and their ad-
herent ideas of national language, national identity and nationalism, 
are no longer relevant. Many nation states face difficulties in man-
aging the increase in cultural and language diversity (Oaks, 
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2001:25). Generally, they are facing a dilemma: on the one hand 
the state is enforcing its interest by, e.g., safeguarding its official 
and unifying language, while on the other, globalization and migra-
tion are creating a multicultural population which in turn increases 
the need to manage language diversity in society. In a sense, nation 
states are making efforts to respond to the tension between the 
national and the global.   
 In the social democratic ideology of equality, knowledge of 
several languages tends to be framed as desirable, and as a resource 
for national and international development. However, in social 
democratic welfare practices there is a ranking hierarchy among 
languages. As I will show in this study, during the 1990s the Social 
Democratic Government introduced Swedish as the unifying lan-
guage of the nation. This language policy, according to Lainio 
(2013), contributed to an increasing distance between mother 
tongue for bilingual students and mother tongue for the majority, 
Swedish students. Similarly, Jessner & Mayer-Keyler (2017:94) 
claim that mother tongues have different statuses; for example, 
Italian and German are highly valued languages in Austria. The 
opportunity for integration for students whose mother tongue has 
a low status is heavily reduced.  
 To conclude, in Sweden’s history, the 1950s to the early 2000s 
comprises an interesting period when it comes to the policy on 
minority rights. “For most of the post-war period, Sweden has 
been a salient example of social democratic welfare systems, char-
acterized by general welfare policies and high social solidarity” 
(Lundahl, 2005:12). People have become aware, in a completely 
different way, that we live in a global society where the nation, the 
nation state, is influenced by globalization and the global economy. 
During these decades, Sweden has developed from a relatively 
homogeneous country into the multicultural nation it is today (Ei-
lard, 2008:21).  
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Concluding discussion 
In this chapter I have presented an overview of the role of lan-
guage in relation to the welfare state’s dilemma. Researchers see 
nationalism as a phenomenon based on the idea of a cultural ho-
mogenization of the nation, while at the same time contributing to 
excluding minorities from the nationalistic –in-group identity; the 
“we” of the nation. Nationalist conservatives see language as im-
portant in relation to nation, nation-building and citizenship, since 
the nation state is ideologically based on the ideal of language ho-
mogeneity. Uncontrolled migration is therefore viewed as a threat 
to the welfare state and its ability and capacity to preserve a ho-
mogenous population and a strong common identity.  
 As globalization and migration are assumed to affect and chal-
lenge the welfare state negatively, conservative nation states tend 
to exclude citizens of other states. An increased control over mi-
gration risks mobilizing nationalistic sentiment and positioning 
migrants as undesirable individuals within the state’s borders. An 
increased multicultural population as a result of globalization and 
migration increases the need to manage language diversity in socie-
ty. The traditional social democratic ideals have the objective of 
ensuring diversity and the language rights of all individuals, due to 
its ideological principles of equality and democratic citizenship, 
whereas the ways of accommodating multilingualism in market-
oriented cosmopolitanism are based on the needs of the market 
economy rather than on the goals of traditional social democratic 
policy, which promotes diversity and equality for all. 
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 3
Policy and discourse 

Policy studies  
This thesis is a policy study on mother tongue education policies 
as they have developed historically in Sweden. Critical discourse 
analysis is the methodological approach. As highlighted in Chapter 
2, policies on mother tongue education are ideologically produced 
and are created in specific historical and political contexts, which 
means that policy depends on the time and context in which they 
are produced. Therefore, this policy study is focused on discursive 
aspects, from a historical perspective, with particular focus on how 
politics and social change have impacted mother tongue education 
policies in Sweden. With this perspective, the investigation of poli-
cies on mother tongue education as texts and as discourse be-
comes important as it sheds light on the ideological dimension of 
the development of mother tongue policies, as well as on how 
governing institutions, governments and their representatives, have 
shaped the politics of mother tongue education.   
 Policies are commonly constructed within various levels of an 
education system. Most often, policy studies are carried out from, 
either a top-down, or a bottom-up perspective (Gustafsson, 
2003:30). Ball (2006) suggests a combination of these two perspec-
tives and speaks of the policy circle, whereby policies are negotiat-
ed and transformed like a spiral. Although Ball (2006) makes a 
distinction between policy as text and policy as discourse, he ar-
gues that it is not about choosing one or the other but rather both, 
and that they are embedded in each other (Ball, 2006:44). In my 
study, policy actors such as government and its represenatives, 
politicians and researchers are influential in the creation of mother 
tongue education policies. Policy texts express the ideologies of 
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policy actors and, simultaneously, produce (ideological) discourses. 
At the same time, discourses enable state actors to think and for-
mulate policies on mother tongue education.  
 By looking at policy as discourse by analyzing the language use, 
I intend to illuminate how mother tongue and its target group, 
bilingual students, are ideologically constructed and positioned. In 
turn, this has implications for bilingual students’ opportunities to 
receive mother tongue education at school. Mother tongue educa-
tion can be constructed as a phenomenon that needs to be ac-
commodated within the Swedish welfare state. On the other hand, 
the Swedish nation state also promotes Swedish as the official and 
unifying language, and as important for nation-building and na-
tional identity. The challenges this dilemma poses are balanced 
differently between the various political interests throughout the 
history of mother tongue education in Sweden. The goal of analyz-
ing the texts is thus to delineate discourses in policy texts that 
make possible the production of the mother tongue education 
policies.  

Policy as text 
The empirical material of this thesis consists of policy texts ex-
pressing or shedding light on policy constructions of mother 
tongue education policies with different objectives historically 
from 1957 to 2017. I assume that policy texts on the education of 
students whose mother tongue is not Swedish express political 
goals and objectives. The point in time at which a policy on moth-
er tongue is produced reflects national interests, such as the Swe-
dish state’s views on migration, migrants, integration, diversity and 
globalization, shaping both the content of and the language used in 
policy texts.    
 My understanding of policy as text is based on a social con-
structionist and discursive perspective, on how the language struc-
tures our understanding about mother tongue education; this 
means that I systematically analyze policy texts in light of their 
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historical, cultural, political, and social context (Taylor, 1997). I 
analyze policy texts as contextually dependent, assuming that social 
change has an impact on the status of mother tongue education in 
the Swedish school system. Ozga (2000) distinguishes between 
analysis for policy and analysis of policy. The former concerns creat-
ing a basis for policy and policymakers, while the latter involves 
the analysis of policies. In this study I focus on the analysis of poli-
cy, using theories of discourse.  
 Pointing to the complexity of policy, Ball (1993:11) argues that 
“policies have their own momentum inside the state; purpose and 
intentions are re-worked and re-oriented over time”. The objec-
tives and intentions policymakers express regarding mother tongue 
education in the policy as text are assumed to be more than mere 
information. As such, they are ideological documents created in a 
specific political context and therefore reveal more or less the con-
text in which they are written.   
 At times, political actors emphasize the need of one official and 
unifying language. For example, at such times, speaking the lan-
guage of the nation is highlighted as a symbol of integration into 
society. At other times, the goal of integrating migrant and minori-
ty students by providing mother tongue education is emphasized 
as crucial. On the basis of policy as text, then, it will be possible to 
see the Swedish nation state’s dilemmas in managing language di-
versity as well as the outcomes. Inherent in the development of 
mother tongue education policy is the balancing of different politi-
cal ideologies.   

Policy as discourse 
In this study, discourse refers to a systematic way of thinking and 
talking about a particular subject, which structures practices (ac-
tions) in relation to mother tongue education. According to Ball 
(2006), discourses determine not only what can be said and 
thought, but also who can speak as well as when and with what 
authority. Discourse produces a framework of meaning within 



MOTHER TONGUE EDUCATION – THE INTEREST OF A NATION 

56 
 

which policy is produced, spoken and believed. Fairclough 
(2010:3) describes discourse as a kind of language, which repre-
sents social groups and relations between social groups in a socie-
ty. Discourses must be placed in a social context because discourse 
is something that exists beyond individuals. It exists between peo-
ple, in society, and thus not (only) inside individual heads. When 
discourses shape actors’ interests, they also form these very inter-
ests. According to Fairclough (2010), the relationship between 
policy texts and discourses is dialectical, in a sense that discourses 
both constitute policy texts and are constituted by them.  
 In my study, discourse(s) are the particular ways of writing and 
speaking about, and ways of understanding, mother tongue educa-
tion in Sweden. Looking at policy as discourse includes a discur-
sive understanding of how mother tongue education and bilingual 
students have been constructed as a target group for mother 
tongue education. It means that the constructions that are created 
in a policy as discourse have very real implications for mother 
tongue education as a subject, and for bilingual students in terms 
of their positioning in society and their access to mother tongue 
education. Discourse analysis of mother tongue education policies 
can thus help produce an understanding of the politics and the 
social change that have impacted the status of mother tongue edu-
cation over time. Fairclough (2010) argues that an analytical ap-
proach also implies the assumption of a dialectical relationship 
between power and a discourse:  

The power of, for instance, the people who control a modern state (the 
relations between them and the rest of the people) are partly discursive in 
its character. For example, it depends on sustaining the legitimacy of the 
state and its representatives, which is largely achieved in discourse. 
(Fairclough 2010:4)  

Fairclough (2010:4) speaks about power and discourse as inter-
twined yet different elements. “Yet power is partly discourse, and 
discourse is partly power – they are different but not discrete, they 
flow into each other”. In this study, I include the perspective of 
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power in two senses. Firstly, I regard the production of mother 
tongue policy as an arena for political actors that strategically draw 
on different available discourses in the struggle for power to for-
mulate policies. Secondly, the mother tongue policy formulations 
that are the outcomes of the discursive struggle have very real im-
plications for mother tongue education as a subject and for bilin-
gual students’ opportunity to acquire mother tongue education. 
Fulcher (1989) points out that, in the struggle between different 
actors of competing objectives, discourses are drawn on purpose-
fully (Fulcher, 1989:7). Figure (1) below illustrates policy discourse 
as an arena where groups of actors claiming different interests 
draw on different discourses in the struggle for power.  
 
Figure 1. Policy as struggle. 

 
 
Source: Fulcher, 1989:4 
 
As in the figure above, this struggle between different discourses is 
presumably ongoing at all levels of the education system. Similarly, 
as regards the policy on mother tongue education there are differ-
ent discourses that comment on the same thing, i.e. mother tongue 
education. There is a struggle over which discourse should be 
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drawn on when formulating policy goals. There are many policy 
actors, such as government representatives, politicians and re-
searchers, who claim an interest in formulating policy texts. Dif-
ferent policy actors position mother tongue education and bilin-
gual students in different ways. 
 Discourses on mother tongue education and bilingual students 
can be understood as a complex interaction between the political 
ideologies of traditional conservatism, market-oriented ideologies, 
and social democratic ideals of diversity (Esping-Andersen, 1990; 
Lundhal 2005). Different ideological efforts in times of globaliza-
tion and increased multiculturalism have implications for the shape 
of mother tongue education and the access of its target group – 
bilingual students – to it. Studying policy discourses on mother 
tongue education can thus provide us with valuable knowledge of 
how Swedish welfare-state politics and social changes have im-
pacted the positioning of mother tongue education during differ-
ent historical periods.   

Studying discoursive and social change 
The policies on mother tongue education change over time. As 
mentioned, this can be due to globalization and migration, leading 
people to move across nation-state boundaries. It can also be due 
to sociopolitical change at the government level. The latter makes 
its mark on mother tongue education policy in terms of the type 
and character of the discursive policy formulations available. I 
draw on the concept of recontextualization to investigate how the 
mother tongue education discourse(s) as an outcome of discursive 
struggle are articulated over time, and whether or not discursive 
change has occurred. When several discourses are articulated in the 
mother tongue education policies of a specific period, an order of 
discourse is constituted. In this thesis, an order of discourse forms 
what I have termed a discursive period. Delineating discursive periods 
enabled me to identify periods of reproduction and periods of 
change of mother tongue education policy.  
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 Fairclough (2010) defines an order of discourse as a set of dis-
courses and the relationship between them – how they are interre-
lated is crucial (Fairclough, 2010: 359). In my study, I refer to or-
ders of discourse as discursive periods within which discourses can 
be delineated. The way the discourses are articulated, and how they 
relate to each other, reveals for example how discourses have 
structured a certain discursive period. With the help of the concept 
of recontextualization, I then analyse each discursive period in 
order to draw conclusions about change and reproduction.  
 As mentioned, discursive struggles occur when different dis-
courses are drawn on in formulating policy on and solutions for 
the same thing, i.e. mother tongue education (Taylor, 1997; Ful-
cher 1989). A market discourse, for example, has been articulated 
in markedly new ways, in the educational context. An established 
public school discourse for all has been challenged by a new mar-
ket discourse (Englund, 1995; Lundahl et al. 2013). That discours-
es become marginalized does not mean they have disappeared, but 
that they have played less of a role in a certain context. They may 
however show up in another context, meaning then that they have 
persisted. For example, the traditional discourse of Christian val-
ues that was dominant in the 1960s became marginalized in the 
1970-80s when the discourse of bilingualism grew strong. The 
discourse of Christian values and Western humanism withstood 
this change, and showed up again during the discursive periods of 
1990s and 2000s.  
 I focus on how nation-state politics have had an impact in 
terms of change in policy formulations, as well as how discourses 
have contributed to a change or reproduction of mother tongue 
education policy over time. Fairclough (2010:78), referring to 
Bernstein (1996), argues that “every time a discourse moves, there 
is space for ideology to play”. Fairclough (2010) points out that 
orders of discourse are always to some extent unstable and open to 
change. If discourses within an order of discourse are articulated in 
a similar way in relation to each other and over time, this indicates 
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discursive reproduction. A difference in terms of how discourses 
are articulated, and how they relate to each other, is likely to pro-
duce a new order of discourse and, hence, with it comes both dis-
cursive and social change. When discourses on mother tongue 
education appear in new contexts, they are articulated in either a 
new or a traditional way. Articulations of discourses in new ways 
could be interpreted as signs of social change, whereas traditional 
articulations could be interpreted as signs of (social and discursive) 
reproduction.  

Concluding discussion 
In Chapter 3 I have described my theoretical framework and 
methodological approach. My key concepts are order of discourse 
and recontextualization. The principle interest of this thesis has 
been to analyze the policies of mother tongue education from the 
1950s to the present, focusing on how Swedish nation-state poli-
tics and societal change characterized the status and positioning of 
mother tongue education in the Swedish school system. The dis-
cursive policies’ aspects that Ball (2006) and Fairclough (2010) 
point out are important for my study’s purpose and research ques-
tions. In the following chapters, I will analyze policy texts concern-
ing mother tongue education. In turn, the policy texts simultane-
ously express, are, and produce discourses. 
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4 
Methods and material  

 
In this chapter I present the selection of empirical materials, the 
empirical materials actually sampled, and the analysis procedure. 
Finally, I discuss validity and ethical considerations related to the 
choices made during the research process. The empirical material 
consists of different types of policy texts; these can be described as 
authoritative policy documents, which comprise formulations 
about the objectives of mother tongue education. In order to gain 
a deeper understanding of particular formulations in the curricula 
and the Curriculum Committee Report and the policy discourse on 
the subject of mother tongue education at a particular point in 
time I have analyzed the policy texts that constitute the ideological 
foundation for the National Curricula, namely Government Offi-
cial Reports.  
 This gave me the opportunity to delineate the ideology underly-
ing the steering documents, National Curricula. This helped me to 
investigate how mother tongue education is produced and how 
political ambitions and objectives bear a stamp on its production.  
This way of analyzing my empirical materials also made it possible 
to see whether there were periods of reproduction or social change 
for mother tongue education. 

Data selection and material  
The first step, in order to get familiarized with the available mate-
rial, was to read a great number of policy texts discussing or shed-
ding light on mother tongue education in Sweden since the 1950s. 
I also did this in order to be able to make informed sampling deci-
sions, and after an initial reading I made a systematic selection of 
empirical materials. Based on the primary insights, the starting 
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point for my study became the work of the so-called 1957 School 
Committee.24 Radical school reforms were initiated based on the 
work of this Committee, which produced a number of reports, all 
included in the series of Swedish Government Official Reports 
(SOU) and published in the period 1960-1961. Due to the scope of 
the possible empirical material, it was necessary to make an in-
formed selection of empirical materials, producing a limited 
enough sample to address within the framework of this thesis and 
at the same time extensive enough to gain an in-depth understand-
ing of the topic.  
 To produce such a sample, I excluded materials dealing with 
education for adult migrants. The documents selected for the pur-
pose of analysis include Government official Reports, Curriculum 
Committee Reports, and the National Curricula. I have made this 
selection as curricula do not occur in a vacuum but are preceded 
by ideological documents, which in turn can be seen as the result 
of compromises in Parliament. Curricula are preceded by Curricu-
lum Committee Reports and Government Official Reports, in 
which ideology can be discerned.25 Government Official reports 
and Curriculum texts are analyzed together, as I view these docu-
ments as an integrated part of mother tongue education policy as 
discourse. I have done this purposefully in order to show how 
motives and arguments regarding mother tongue education poli-
cies have changed. In the selection process I have also included 
other types of policy documents, for example Government Direc-
tives (Dir.), Government Propositions (Prop.), Educational Acts, 
and reports published by National Agency for Education as well as 
the School Inspectorate Reports. The ambition has been to include 
a wide range of policy texts that have impacted mother tongue 

                                                
24 The 1957 School Committee published the following Government Official Reports: 

SOU 1960:41; SOU 1960:13; SOU 1961:30, and SOU 1961:31. 
25 According to the University Library of Borås, Sweden (personal communication, 28 

december 2018) there is no available translations (from Swedish into English) regard-
ing the titles of each document. I therefore write the publishing year and the number 
of, i.e Governemnt Official Report as in the Table 1.  
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education and students whose mother tongue is not Swedish. Most 
of the documents included in this study, however, consist of Gov-
ernment Official Reports that, together with Government Proposi-
tions and so-called Department Reports (Ds), are the earliest in the 
policymaking process. As authoritative texts, the text types includ-
ed in my sample play a central part in the political negotiations on 
the status and positioning of mother tongue education in Sweden. 
All Government Official Reports from 1957 to 1999 were taken 
from the National Library of Sweden’s Digitized Archives in PDF 
format.26 The latest Government Official Reports from 1999 to 
2017 was taken from Parliament’s website, also in PDF format.27 
To find the parts that concerned mother tongue education, I used 
the automatic search function and searched for keywords and 
phrases. Once a keyword or a phrase relevant to my research ques-
tions were identified in the text, the passages near the text were 
also read in-depth in order to be analyzed. In this phase I read the 
material in-depth and noted recurring keywords. The question of 
mother tongue was acknowledged the very first time in the Gov-
ernment Official Report of 1966 (SOU 1966:55). Through study-
ing the recontextualization of discourses I have identified four dis-
cursive periods and let the document texts form chronological 
start- and endpoints for each discursive period (Table 1). The pe-
riods are: 1957-1965: 1966-1988: 1989-1999: and 2000-2017.  
 Table 1 below contains two columns: the left one presents the 
types of documents, and the right one contains the names of each 
document that is the focus of analysis. For example, the starting 
point for my data sampling and collection is the 1957 School 
Committee. This Committee published four reports during the 
period 1960-1961. After this I have grouped the Educational Act 
of 1962 (SFS 1962:319) and the National Curriculum for Compul-

                                                
26 Available at: https://regina.kb.se/sou/.   
27 Sveriges riksdag,.available at: https://www.riksdagen.se/sv/dokument-

lagar/dokument/statens-offentliga-utredningar/sou-2004-73-_GSB373.  
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sory School of 1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962), which are 
assumed to lay the basis for compulsory school (1957-1965). 
 
Table 1. The empirical materials of the dissertation from 1957 to 2017.  

Discursive period 1957-1965 

Government Official 
Reports (SOU) 

The 1957 School Committee Reports: 
SOU 1960:13. Bilaga 2 [Swedish Government Official 
Report, Appendix 2]  
SOU 1960:41 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1961:30. Bilaga 6 [The Swedish Government 
Official Report, Appendix 6]  
SOU 1961:31 [Swedish Government Official Report] 

Educational Act SFS 1962:319. Skollag. [Educational Act] 
National Curricula Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962. Läroplan för grund-

skolan, Lgr 62. [National Curriculum for the Compulsory 
School 1962] 

Discursive period 1966-1988 

Government Official 
Reports (SOU) 

SOU 1966:55 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1971:51 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1972:83 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1974:69 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1983:57 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1984:55 [Swedish Government Official Report] 

Government Proposi-
tions 

Prop. 1975:15/26 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 1975/76: 118 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 1985/86:98 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 1988/89:4 [Government Proposition] 

National Curricula 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969. Läroplan för grundskolan, Lgr 
69. [National Curriculum for Compulsory School 1969] 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969 II Reviderad läroplan för grund-
skolan [National Curriculum – II Revised Edition 1973] 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980. Läroplan för grundskolan 
1980. [National Curriculum for compulsory School] 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1988b. Läroplan för grundskolan 
1980. Kommentarmaterial. [National Curriculum for 
Compulsory School – Commentary Material] 

Government Letter Regeringens skrivelse 1981/82:196. Bilaga 2 [Govern-
ment Letter, Appendix 2]  

Discursive period 1989-1999 
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Government Official 
Reports (SOU) 

SOU 1990:44 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1992:94 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 1996:55 [Swedish Government Official Report] 

Government Proposi-
tions 
 

Prop. 1991/92:95 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 1997/98:16 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 1990/91:18 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 1996/97:110 [Government Proposition] 

Government Inaugural 
Speech 

Regeringsförklaring 1991 [Government Inaugural 
Speech 1991] 
Regeringsförklaring 1994 [Government Inaugural 
Speech 1991] 

Educational Acts Skollag SFS 1994:1194 [Educational Act] 
Skollag SKOLFS 1994:1[Educational Act] 

National Curricula Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994. Läroplan för det obliga-
toriska skolväsendet, förskoleklass och fritidshemmet, 
Lpo 94. [National Curriculum for Compulsory School] 
Utbildningsdepartementet, 1998. Läroplan för det obliga-
toriska skolväsendet, förskoleklass och fritidshemmet, 
Lpo 94. [Curriculum for the Compulsory School System, 
the Preschool Class and the Leisure-time Centre – Lpo 
94]  

Discursive period 2000-2017 

Government Official 
Reports (SOU) 

SOU 2002: 27 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 2004: 74 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 2007:28 [Swedish Government Official Report] 
SOU 2013: 29 [Swedish Government Official Report] 

Government Acts  
 

Regeringsdirektiv Dr. 2000: 66 [Government Directive] 
Regeringens skrivelse 2001/02:188 [Government Letter] 
Regeringensdirektiv Dr. 2006:19 [Government Directive] 

Government Inaugural 
Speeches 

Regeringsförklaringen 2000 [Government Inaugural 
Speech] 

Government Proposi-
tions 

Prop. 2005/06:2 [Government Proposition] 
Prop. 2008/09: 87[Government Proposition] 
Prop. 2014/15:45 [Government Proposition] 

National Curricula Skolverket, 2011. Läroplan för grundskolan, förskole-
klassen och fritidshemmet 2011. [Curriculum for the 
Compulsory School System, the Preschool Class and 
the Leisure-time Centre 2011] 

Educational Acts Skollag SFS 2009: 600 [Educational Act] 
Skollag SFS 2009: 724 [Educational Act] 
Skollag SFS 2010:800 [Educational Act] 
Skollag SFS 2011:185 [Educational Act] 
Skollag SFS 2014: 458 [Educational Act] 
Skollag SKOLFS 2016:2 [Educational Act]  
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National Agency for 
Education, The 
Schools Inspectorate 
Reports and Press 
release 

Skolverkets rapport 2002 [National Agency for Educa-
tion] 
Skolverkets rapport 2008 [National Agency for Educa-
tion] 
Skolverkets rapport (2017) [National Agency for Educa-
tion] 
Skolverkets pressmeddelande 01 11 2006 [National 
Agency for Education, Press release o1 11 2006] 
Skolverkets pressmeddelande 15 02 2017 [[National 
Agency for Education, Press release 15 02 2017] 
Skolinspektionens rapport 2009:3 [School Inspectorate] 
Skolinspektionens rapport 2010:16:7 [School Inspec-
torate] 
Skolinspektionens rapport 2016 [School Inspectorate].28 

 
The number of documents analyzed in each chapter varies de-
pending on the specific political, historical and social situation 
characterizing mother tongue education at the time, perhaps due 
to the increasing complexity – either of the subject of mother 
tongue education or of society at large–or both. For the purpose 
of clarity, I have written the titles of each document, translated 
into English and shown in brackets.  
 In total, the empirical materials consist of eighteen Government 
Official Reports, nine Educational Acts, six National Curricula, 
eleven Government Propositions, three reports by National Agen-
cy for Education, and other types of policy documents such as 
Government Directives, Government Inaugural Speeches, Schools 
Inspectorate Reports, and other Government Letters and Press 
Releases.  

Analysis procedure 
The empirical material in this thesis was analyzed in detail, using 
critical discourse analysis by Fairclough (2010) and Mulderrig 
(2008). According to Mulderrig (2008), keywords are essential for 
any type of critical discourse analysis, but particularly when analyz-
ing texts in a historical perspective and a policy perspective. 

                                                
28 The government appointed this Schools Inspectorate based on Diarienummer 01-2016:8479 
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 Mulderrig (2008:152) argues that even though using a keyword 
approach “do not track in detail the fate of particular words, they 
do generate an overall picture of the particular discourses”. 
Mulderrig (2008:151) “examines the trajectory of the most textual-
ly prominent discourses in UK education policy from a historical 
perspective”. In my study, keywords, described as a collocation of 
certain prominent words used recurrently, help delineate discours-
es in texts. From a critical discourse analysis perspective, keywords 
are more than individual words and their meanings. A set of com-
monly used and prominent keywords forms a discourse.  
 In this study, keyword analysis is used for the purpose of trac-
ing shifts in language use over time (Mulderrig, 2008). The 
“keyness” of keywords points not only to frequency but also to 
salience or the prominence of particular sets of words during a 
certain period. I have used keyword analysis, as one aspect of my 
critical discourse analysis, to trace changes over the period of the 
1950s to today in the vocabulary used in mother tongue education 
policy (Mulderrig 2008).   
 In my analysis I focused on keywords expressing the ideology 
of mother tongue education of the time. Then I looked at how 
multilingual students were positioned as subjects and how mother 
tongue was positioned as a school subject. For example, during the 
first discursive period, dating from 1957 to 1965, there was a high 
frequency of and prominence given to terms like social fostering, 
monolingual, cohesiveness, culturally homogenous nation, the Swedish home-
land, Nordic community, Western worldview, individual talents, students as 
national assets, and the “savage stage”, together suggesting, I would 
argue, an assimilation discourse, and indicating ideals of cohesion 
and the unity of the nation. All students were assumed to be ethnic 
Swedes and Swedish was assumed to be their first language 
(Eklund, 2003).  
 By contrast, in the subsequent period from 1966 to 1988, an 
intercultural discourse is suggested, as a result of the use of the 
following set of keywords: active bilingualism, home language, intercul-
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tural exchange in society, equal opportunity, maintain cultural identity, away 
from uniformity, and bilingual students as new citizens. In a similar man-
ner, during the period 1989-1999, keywords such as decentralization, 
free school choice, new language politics, common national fond, Christian 
tradition, cohesive cement, diversity, and integration policy gained promi-
nence, emphasizing a unifying discourse of the nation.  
 Many phrases and keywords in this period were associated 
more generally with the phase of decentralization and free school 
choice. Although various prominent keywords were reproduced in 
the period 2000-2017, many frequent and salient keywords indicat-
ed more economic policy interests such as lifelong learning, entrepre-
neurial teaching, performance, and newly arrived students, suggesting not 
only an emphasis on students’ results at school but also an in-
creased focus on the integration and employability of citizens. 
Globalization and migration were claimed to be pushing aside the 
Swedish language and as a result, a new official language policy 
aimed at strengthening the Swedish language was developed. 
 
Table 2. The keywords in policy documents from 1957 to 2017 

1957-1965 1966-1988 1989-1999 2000-2017 
Fostering, mono-
lingual, cohesive-
ness, homoge-
nous nation, 
Swedish home-
land, Western 
worldview, Nordic 
community indi-
vidual talents, 
students as na-
tional assets, the 
“savage stage” 

Active bilingual-
ism, home lan-
guage, intercul-
tural exchange 
in society, equal 
opportunity, 
maintain cultural 
identity, away 
from uniformity, 
bilingual stu-
dents as new 
citizens  

Decentralization, 
municipalization, 
free school choice, 
new language 
politics, integration 
policy, responsibil-
ity, Christian tradi-
tion, cohesive 
cement, hold to-
gether, diversity, 
unifying the multi-
cultural Swedish 
nation  

Performance, 
clear educational 
goals, lifelong 
learning, entre-
preneurial educa-
tion, 
Swedish being 
pushed aside, 
language diversity, 
newly arrived 
students  

 
Table 2 aims to illustrate keywords in the policy documents ana-
lysed. to the purpose and material of my study. The analysis re-
vealed a recontextualization of dominant discourse(s), along with 
several marginalized discourses, that together have structured the 
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order of discourse in each discursive period. When policy dis-
courses on mother tongue education are recontextualized in a new 
historical context, discourses are either reproduced or changed.  
 As mentioned, texts are in many ways based on previous texts, 
i.e. intertextuality. According to Fairclough (2010), the concept of 
intertextuality is relevant as it can show the language use in policy 
texts over time. For example, in my study intertextuality shows 
how the language use in the National Curriculum of 1962 
(Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962) is based on the 1957 School 
Committee, and that the language use in the National Curriculum 
of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartamentet, 1994) is based on the Curricu-
lum Committee Report of 1992 (SOU 1992:94). Common to the 
analysis of all policy texts is that I have read the texts with a focus 
on sets of keywords that implicitly or explicitly expressed signs of 
social change or reproduction. In this manner, it was possible to 
understand how discourses have changed during the period of 
1957 to 2017.  
 Studying the recontextualization of discourses enabled me to 
delineate four discursive periods. The first period, 1957 to 1965, is 
characterized by cohesiveness and homogenization as a result of 
consensus between political actors. The second period covers 1966 
to 1988, and the third comprises 1989 to 1999. These two periods 
are characterized by social change. The fourth period, comprising 
2000 to 2017, is characterized by a combination between conserva-
tive and liberal ideologies, promoting Swedish language as a unify-
ing value for the nation.  

Validity and ethical concerns 
In social science research, policy texts are often studied in order to 
gain knowledge about society and how this affects people’s 
thoughts and actions. Within the social science tradition, the re-
quirement of ethical considerations is always stressed. In this study 
I have relied on Habermas’ understanding of validity in discourse 
analysis as interpreted by Cukier et al. (2003). According to Cukier 
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et al. (2003:241), Habermas provides four validity claims for the 
interpretation of texts and the analysis of discourses: truthfulness, 
sincerity, clarity and legitimacy. With the claim of truthfulness, it is 
meant that statesment of actors have to be factual and not misrep-
resented.  
 The claim of sincerity presupposes that the author is honest. The 
clarity claim refers to intelligibility, if language is understandable 
and without jargon (Cukier et al. 2003: 241). The claim of legitimacy 
relies on the author making the assumptions guiding the interpre-
tations explicit (Cukier et al. 2003: 241). I have reflected on how I 
can include Habermas’ validity claims in my research process. In 
the text below I present some of the steps I have taken in order to 
increase the truthfulness, sincerity, clarity, and legitimacy of my 
findings. 
 The truthfulness in this study is seen as produced in policy texts 
through various recurring authoritative statesments. From the per-
spective of my research, it is not a matter of interpreting texts in 
terms of ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ but rather of ensuring transparency and 
that statesments are not misrepresented. Truthfulness then re-
quires analysis to be done, based on the principles that the theoret-
ical and methodological approach provides. I have tried to reduce 
the impact of my own values so as to ensure truthfulness in the in-
terpretation of my empirical materials. For example, even though I 
have another mother tongue than Swedish, I aspire to have neither 
any positive nor negative preconceptions about the policy states-
ments interpreted, but I do discuss potential implications of the 
statesments. In my role as researcher, I have also attempted to 
distinguish between my personal values and the knowledge that is 
generated in the research process without being influenced by my 
own foregone conclusions, and to remain impartial towards both 
the data material and the methods themselves.  
 The claim of sincerity has been a focus of mine while carrying 
out the study and its analysis. I have attempted to be honest to the 
reader about my research process by carefully describing and mo-
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tivating the selection of materials, and have shown how the analy-
sis has been carried out. In order to ensure as high sincerity as 
possible, I have explained why some conclusions are drawn or 
results are claimed. Silverman (2010) recommend sincerity and 
transparency in terms of analysis procedure, which I have tried to 
accomplish. 
 According to Cukier et al. (2003:241), there are many ways of 
achieving the claim of clarity, for example by using clear and intelli-
gible language, and avoiding using jargon or terminology that is 
not commonly familiar. In order to increase clarity, I have ex-
plained the meaning of keywords, or sets of keywords, in intelligi-
ble ways, to give the reader an overall picture of particular dis-
courses. As an aspect of clarity, I have also illustrated the analysis 
procedure (Table 2).  
 As for the claim of legitimacy, the texts were read in-depth to 
allow for their analysis. I have aimed to shed light on the underly-
ing ideological meanings in mother tongue education policy and I 
have tried to make the assumptions guiding my interpretations 
explicit. I have also supported my conclusions with citations and 
references, which enables readers to form an opinion of their own 
about the trustworthness of my interpretations. It was also a mat-
ter of arguing for the method I have chosen. I have aspired to 
build my analytical approach on the principle of ethics. Similarly, 
Tracy (2010:247) claims that questions related to ethics in doing 
research “are no easy questions” and requires that we “constantly 
reflect on our methods and the data worth exposing “.  
 To conclude, the difficulty regarding ethical concerns arises, as 
I understand it, when the researcher puts his or her foregone con-
clusions and personal values into the research. Including one’s 
own partial and personal values is defined as “bias”. My role as a 
schoolteacher and a researcher can be said to be distinctive, in the 
sense that I am studying a topic, which I myself am a part of. 
When I write my thesis, I do it as a researcher, which means that I 
am in a sense studying my own school arena, but from a different 
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perspective. My roles as schoolteacher and researcher hopefully 
complement each other. Being both a schoolteacher and a re-
searcher of mother tongue education often raises concerns about 
how to make my analysis results as useful as possible for mother 
tongue education. My hope is that the empirical results of this 
study will contribute to the discussion about mother tongue educa-
tion in a broader social context.  
 In sum, in this chapter I have described the selection of empiri-
cal materials, and the analysis procedure. I also discussed the 
study’s validity and my ethical considerations related to the choices 
made during the research process. In the following I present my 
first empirical chapter, in which I discuss the policies of mother 
tongue education during the discursive period 1957 to 1965, focus-
ing on how Swedish nation-state politics and societal change char-
acterized the status and positioning of mother tongue education.
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5 
The strong society – cohesive-

ness and homogenization as an 
ideal 1957-1965 

 
The overall aim of this thesis is to investigate the policies of moth-
er tongue education 1957-2017, focusing on how Swedish nation-
state politics and societal change characterized the status and posi-
tioning of mother tongue education in the Swedish school system. 
In this chapter I initially describe the process leading up to the 
formation of the unity school, also referred to as ‘one school for 
all’. I then shed light on ideas about the need to foster students in 
Swedish schools during the discursive period of 1957-1965. More-
over, I discuss the characteristics of mother tongue policy during 
this historical period as well as the discursive enhancement of the 
Swedish language as a language for all. Lastly, I present my con-
cluding comments.  

The Formation of the unity school   
In the late 1950s, Social Democratic Prime Minister Tage Erlander 
introduced the concept of the strong society. It was thought that a 
precondition for the strong society was that all citizens in Sweden 
should have access to free education and health care, and enjoy a 
certain degree of social security. Furthermore, the strong society 
was a secular welfare society under a strong state and municipal 
public management (Egidius, 2001). In this society all students and 
young people, regardless of their place of residence, would have 
equal educational opportunities. Prior to 1957, Sweden had a par-
allel school system: one school for the common people and anoth-
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er for the social elite (Marvin, 1973: 208). Because of the inequali-
ties this system reproduced, the state initiated school reform in 
order to unify the school system. The school was to provide stu-
dents with a basic education, which was seen to include such 
knowledge and the kind of values that were assumed to be im-
portant for their personal development and their ability to influ-
ence and take leading positions in society (SOU 1961:30). With 
this school reform, the Government also hoped to raise the gen-
eral level of education and create better educational opportunities 
for previously disadvantaged groups of students (Richardson, 
2010: 114-118).    
 As mentioned in Chapter 2, Lundahl et al. (2013:502) argues 
that in social democratic regimes, traditionally “the state is largely 
responsible for steering and reforming the education system, by 
issuing detailed regulations relating to curricula, teaching funding, 
and evaluation”. In 1957, the Government appointed a committee 
to make proposals for improvements to the educational system 
(Marvin, 1973: 210). The idea was that a new school system would 
bring an end to the deeply divided society of the time. The com-
mittee took the name The 1957 School Committee.  
 The proposals the Committee presented in its 1961 report were 
largely the result of a political compromise between all political 
parties in Swedish Parliament. This was a compromise that the 
Committee had achieved at a meeting in Visby, the so-called Visby 
Agreement of 1960 (Egidius, 2001:84). The compromise was made 
possible by the opposition parties the Moderate Party (Moderater-
na), the Centre Party (Centerpartiet) and the Liberals (Folkpartiet) 
having their interests met, mainly the need for a clear division of 
students between the junior level (lågstadiet) and senior level 
(högstadiet) of compulsory school (Egidius, 2001:84).  
 What all political parties could also agree on was that the unity 
school would be the only compulsory school, both teaching the the-
oretical subjects that students aiming for higher education would 
need, as well as providing the vocationally oriented programs that 
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were necessary for students aiming for employment in an increas-
ingly industrialized Sweden (Egidius, 2001:84). This agreement was 
an outcome of a policy struggle between the actors of Conserva-
tive opposition parties, advocating that the task of the school was 
to enable strong individual knowledge performance, and the new 
Social Democratic Government, which depicted the school as an 
arena for democratic fostering in a strong welfare society (Egidius, 
2001).  
 When the Committee had been appointed, it worked for several 
years to prepare its final reports, which in turn paved the way for 
the introduction of a new nine-year compulsory school for all stu-
dents. The Committee was asked to re-evaluate the purpose of the 
school and schooling in Sweden: “the 1957 school committee was 
to conduct required investigation into the objectives of the school 
and its purposes in society and to re-assess the curriculum con-
tents and methods as to their appropriateness for the introduction 
of the young generation into society” (Marvin, 1973: 210). The 
Committee summarized the results of its final report in a number 
of public Government Official Reports. Its proposals for primary 
schools are included in the series of Swedish Government Official 
Reports published in 1960-1961.  
 The School Committee proposed that the new school form 
would be called the unity school, which was then seen as an im-
portant educational institution for nation-building providing equal 
opportunities for all from 1957 onward. This has been referred to 
as one of the most essential school decisions of the 20th century in 
Sweden (Richardson, 2010). The establishment of the unity school 
was based on the keywords one school for all. It was seen as an im-
portant social institution for the creation of a strong welfare socie-
ty. The overall goal when introducing the unity school was the 
creation of a strong secular society, under a strong state and mu-
nicipal public leadership (Egidius, 2001:84). The Committee also 
reexamined the previous parallel school system since Sweden, like 
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many other West European countries had a parallel school system 
until 1957 (Marvin, 1973: 208).  
 The ideal of one school for all was meant to meet the ideal of 
creating a school where all students’ individual needs – irrespective 
of class or social background – would be met. Previously, differen-
tiation had occurred on a class basis, manifested in the separation 
of students into elementary school and junior secondary school. 
According to Englund (1995), the unification of all school forms 
into one school for all occurred in the light of an emerging mod-
ern society with a pronounced demand for a well-functioning ma-
terial welfare and a strong focus on individualized education (En-
glund, 1995:184).  
 The Government Official Reports of the 1957 School Commit-
tee did not discuss mother tongue education for students whose 
mother tongue was not Swedish. In the unity school, the term 
“mother tongue” referred to Swedish, rather than – as today – 
referring to the languages of students whose mother tongue is not 
Swedish. As Reath Warren (2017:13) has observed: “Mother 
tongue was originally the name of the subject which today is called 
Swedish”. In the documents emanating from the work of the 
Committee, nothing can be found suggesting that there were other 
languages in the country than Swedish. Mother tongue, i.e. learning 
to read and write Swedish, occupied a central position in school 
education policies. Imparting good knowledge and skills in reading 
and writing in Swedish came to be seen as one of the most im-
portant tasks of the Swedish education system: 

In doing so, the schools should not only focus their activities on training 
the individual student’s linguistic expression and encouraging him to take 
part in activities that enable him to use and develop his language skills 
during leisure time; it is also necessary to develop the teaching with 
thought to the fact that the predominant mission of language is social – 
that is, it serves to create contact, communication and community. At the 
same time, it is a means of influence. This must imply that demands 
should be placed on the objectivity, clarity, immediacy, and beauty of the 
linguistic expression. (SOU 1961:30:166)  
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As mentioned, in the earliest documents of this discursive period, 
it is hence not indicated anywhere that there are other languages 
spoken by members of society than that of the majority, i.e., Swe-
dish. It was not made explicit that there were in fact migrants and 
minorities present in Sweden at the time. The goal of the school, 
to provide social upbringing for all students regardless of place of 
residence, was formulated in educational policy documents. The 
aim of the unity school was to “organize education and social up-
bringing for all, regardless of place of residence and other external 
conditions, and effective access to equal educational opportuni-
ties” (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen 1962:14).  
 As already mentioned, accommodating the language diversity in 
society as well as the needs of domestic minorities and migrants to 
continue learning their mother tongue, was not discussed by the 
Committee. However, in two Government Official Reports from 
1961 (SOU 1961: 30; SOU 1961: 31) and the new National Curric-
ulum of 1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962), indirectly made 
clear that there was a Finnish-speaking population in Sweden at 
the time. In Swedish municipalities where the majority population 
was Finnish, it was possible for the Finnish language to be provid-
ed as an optional subject in Grades 7 and 8: 

In a municipality with a Finnish-speaking population, Finnish may be in-
cluded as an optional subject and replace another subject in the optional 
groups 7: 3 by 2-3 hours, and 8: 3 by 2 hours a week. (SOU 1961:30: 339) 

In a municipality with a Finnish-speaking population, Finnish may be in-
cluded as an optional subject and replace another subject in the optional 
groups 7: 3 by 2-3 hours, and 8: 3 by 2 hours (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962:119)  

In the above, a manifest intertextuality emerges, which Fairclough 
(2010) defines as instances in which the previous text is explicitly 
present in the current text. As we can see, the quoted text excerpt 
from Government Official Report is virtually identically repro-
duced in the text of the Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
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Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962). Such manifest intertextuality shows lan-
guage reproduction. The option to learn Finnish hardly meant any 
recognition of the importance of mother tongue education, as it 
could only be studied in Grades 7 and 8 for a couple hours a week. 
The Finnish-speaking population has long been arguing for an 
increased Finnish teaching in order to be recognized as a minority 
group in Sweden (Lainio, 1999). Besides the recognition of the 
Finnish-speaking community, the school situation of nomadic 
Sami students was also given attention.  

Bilingualism as potentially harmful inconvenience 
The language diversity was hence not discussed much in the unity 
school period (1957-1965). I will look more closely at the Gov-
ernment Official Report of 1960 (SOU 1960:41), which was the 
only policy text of the period in question that presented some 
standpoints on bilingualism. The Government Official Report 
(SOU 1960:41) discribes a history of the language situation of the 
Sami, especially emphasizing how minority students would best 
learn Swedish and thus become bilingual (Hyltenstam & Tomela, 
1996:158). The report deal with the question of whether bilingual-
ism is harmful or beneficial to students whose mother tongue is 
not Swedish. Its first part depicts bilingualism as “inconvenient” 
and possibly even harmful, while, positive aspects of bilingualism 
are mentioned in the second part. In terms of the “inconvenience” 
and potential harmfulness of bilingualism, the Government Offi-
cial Report of 1960 (1960:41) states that:  

Bilingualism is, as is known, a reality for many peoples in different parts of 
the world. Its meaning, not least its inconvenience, has been studied in-
depth by psychological, sociological and linguistic research in several 
countries. The question of whether bilingualism seems harmful, i.e. ‘con-
fusing’, to the mindset and holds back the development of intelligence, 
has led to a large number of studies, although no unanimity on this has 
been found (SOU 1960:41: 70) 
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This discourse of bilingualism can be delineated with keywords 
such as inconvenience, and potentially harmful in that it leads to confu-
sion and underdeveloped intelligence. Furthermore, bilingualism is 
portrayed as a phenomenon that affects many nations around the 
world. The phrase above – “Bilingualism is, as known, a reality for 
many peoples” – constructs bilingualism as a complication to be 
dealt with in many parts of the world, including Sweden. The con-
fusion, and possibly even harm, that bilingualism was seen to bring 
about was in turn associated with problems that bilingual students 
were assumed to experience:  

The most substantial concern of bilingualism is the difficulty of keeping 
the two languages distinct. If he does not succeed in this, ‘disturbances’ 
occur; the languages fade into each other. This phenomenon is currently 
called interference, which is defined as ‘deviations from one language’s 
norms, which occur in the speech of bilingual individuals as a result of 
their familiarity with more than one language’ (Weinreich).29 These dis-
turbances, which together constitute the so-called accent, are of many 
types and entail pronunciation, tense, word choice, word sequence, syntax, 
etc. (SOU 1960: 41: 71) 

As the quote above indicates, bilingualism is discussed in terms of 
the deviations and disorders it supposedly brings about in an indi-
vidual. Being bilingual is portrayed almost as a functional impair-
ment among ethnic minority groups in the process of learning to 
speak and write in Swedish: 

The language we speak and write is inextricably linked to our way of 
thinking and feeling that content and expression form an inseparable enti-
ty. It is not just the outer form, which changes from language to language, 
but the concepts themselves that are structured differently depending on 
language conventions and systems. People do not think the same way in 
different languages, as the terms are not identical. Teaching in a foreign 
language means that the entire abstract and cultural thinking we need in 

                                                
29 The authors of this Government Official Report refer to the researcher (Weinreich). 

For more details, see the original reference in the Government Official Report of 1960 
(SOU 1960:41:71).  
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order to raise ourselves over the wild stage is conveyed through a language 
that is foreign to the natural environment of the young people and lacks 
connections in the child’s consciousness and experiences. On the other 
hand, this foreign language lacks an expression of the special needs, condi-
tioned by local conditions, of native traditions and notions. The native 
never gets used to expressing in writing that which is central to his most 
intimate environment. Such people will typically never completely master 
any language, with all the consequences this deficiency has on their intel-
lectual development and opportunities in general. (SOU 1960:41: 74) 

The basic view expressed here is that bilingual students will usually 
“never completely master” Swedish as a second language, and by 
implication will never rise above the “wild stage”. Learning Swe-
dish as a foreign language also implied learning a different and new 
way of thinking and feeling. The noticeable keyword wild stage gen-
erates an overall picture that teaching bilingual students Swedish, 
as a second language is problematic, but necessary for their intelec-
tual development and assimilation. According to Hyltenstam 
(1999: 183), it was characteristic of the 1960s education policy in 
Sweden that “migrants and minority students” were assumed to 
“not have the semantic depth in the same way as Swedish students 
have, or that bilingual students have in their first language”. 
Hylland Eriksen (2002:123) argues that policies of assimilation 
have often been implemented with the best of intentions, as they 
were believed to help minority groups to achieve equivalent rights 
and improve their social position or standing in society. 

Mother tongue as a tuition language 
The Government Official Report of 1960 (SOU 1960:41) also 
points out the positive aspects of education in the student’s moth-
er tongue. This Report (SOU 1960:41) refers to a UNESCO report 
discussing positive aspects of students’ learning in their own 
mother tongue: 

The best tool of teaching is the student’s mother tongue. If a second lan-
guage, due to the circumstances, has to be the language of instruction in 
higher classes, it does not necessarily follow that this should be done from 
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the beginning; it should be introduced gradually. The student’s acquisition 
of this second language is not delayed when the mother tongue is used for 
the initial teaching process. (SOU, 1960:41:74)  

The authors of Government Official Report thus reproduce the 
arguments in the UNESCO report and as such provide, in a sense, 
a more balanced perspective on bilingualism. In the Government 
Official Report of 1960 (SOU 1960:41:74) as a whole, the possibil-
ity of mother tongue education is discussed in a manner that 
serves the purposes of the nation state: assimilation of minority 
students in the Swedish education system. The alleged positive 
aspects of mother tongue education are taken into account, how-
ever: 

Some researchers have found assertions of the disadvantages of bilingual-
ism to be one-sided and exaggerated, and have instead pointed to its posi-
tive aspects. Firstly, the mastery of two languages often gives insight into 
two more or less different cultures, thus widening one’s experience and 
enriching one’s life. It is also emphasized that bilingual people have favor-
able conditions for further language learning; they are practically trained in 
the speaking and thinking of two languages, constantly changing from one 
to the other. So-called ‘moving’ language proficiency makes it easier for 
the bilingual individual to learn a third language than for the monolinguis-
tic one to learn a second (SOU 1960:41:71)  

By pointing out the benefits of bilingualism, it is claimed that the 
disadvantages of bilingualism had been exaggerated. It is suggested 
here that students can learn in both languages in school. Previous 
research on bilingualism, which I accounted for in Chapter 1, em-
phasizes that bilingual students often find it easy to learn even a 
third language30 and that there are, furthermore, “no studies show-
ing that a consistent bilingual education would give negative re-
sults” (Hyltenstam, 1999: 185).  

                                                
30 For broader information regarding the benefits of mother tongue education for bilin-

gual students’ learning see, for example, Cummins (1986, 2011), Garcia (2009), Thom-
as & Colliers (1997), Hyultenstam (1996, 1999), Lainio (1999, 2013), Jessner & Mayr-
Keiler (2017), and McKelvey (2017). 



MOTHER TONGUE EDUCATION – THE INTEREST OF A NATION 

82 
 

 Nevertheless, organizing mother tongue education is regarded 
as difficult. For example, it is claimed that “in some ways, a bilin-
gual group of students poses on society difficult problems”, so 
that the education system needs to figure out how the school is to 
teach bilingual children in the best possible way: 

In some respects, a bilingual group poses difficult problems for society. 
One such problem is how the school should best provide education for 
children who are or will be bilingual. This issue is particularly difficult in 
areas such as the Sami living area in Sweden, where the population is lin-
guistically heterogeneous, i.e., composed of a majority and a minority in 
mixed settlements. (SOU 1960:41: 71) 

Mother tongue education during the first years of schooling was 
considered, but as it would necessarily entail “multiple modifica-
tions to the school programs” it was seen as “obviously out of the 
question”: 

The actual circumstances would of course imply multiple modifications to 
the school program; the Sami language ever becoming a tuition language 
[at school] is obviously out of the question. (SOU 1960:41: 75) 

Giving Sami children the right to use their mother tongue as their 
main tuition language at school was seen as “obviously out of the 
question”. Instead, mother tongue education was to be used as a 
helpful tool at school. In the lowest grades, teaching should be 
provided in the mother tongue. Swedish should not be the main 
tuition language until children were eight to ten years of age (SOU, 
1960:41:74). The ambition was to use the Sami children’s mother 
tongue only until they had learned Swedish. Parents were told that 
such a language arrangement would be beneficial for their children, 
as their mother tongue instruction would not in any way delay 
their learning of Swedish: 

If parents are concerned that the acquisition of the second language [Swe-
dish] will be delayed because of the initial teaching in the mother tongue, 
the school should try to convince them that they need not be afraid, and 
try to persuade them to accept mother tongue education [SOU 
1960:41:74]. The aim should be: Sami in the beginning as a language to aid 
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the newcomer at school; special teaching in the new language, Swedish, 
very early; gradual introduction of Swedish as the language of instruction. 
The parents should be informed that such an arrangement is beneficial to 
the overall outcome of the school education and that it does not have to 
be detrimental to the child’s learning of Swedish. (SOU 1960:41: 75) 

The authors of the 1960 Report (1960:41) further argue that: 

The student’s work with the Swedish language should include a compari-
son moment, focusing on the significant differences between the Swedish 
and Sami languages in order to determine what causes his accent when 
speaking Swedish. He must practice keeping the two languages apart; it is 
only by doing so that he can learn to speak either or both of them (...) The 
best proficiency in Swedish ought to be gained through a ‘qualified bilin-
gualism’, which demands that even the student’s native Sami language is to 
some degree nourished at school. (SOU 1960:41:76) 

Learning Swedish should be done through “a qualified bilingual-
ism”. Successively, students whose mother tongue was not Swe-
dish were to master Swedish as a schooling language in order to 
take part in the mainstream education process. The Sami students’ 
mother tongue was not to be used as a schooling language, rather, 
the goal was the gradual introduction of Swedish as the main lan-
guage of instruction: 

The question of the Sami children’s opportunity to learn Swedish will be 
further explained here. One would like to think that the most efficient way 
is simply to let them attend school with children who do not speak Sami 
and acquire the new language through them. Experience also shows that 
many Sami children who have come to a Swedish-speaking environment 
have managed to learn quite a great deal of Swedish in a short time. How-
ever, two conditions are required for such a result. Partly, the young Sami 
children should be so few and so spread, preferably only a few in each 
class, so that a Sami-speaking group cannot form and isolate itself from 
the majority peers. And partly, the dominant spoken language in the stu-
dents’ community must be Swedish. (SOU 1960:41:75)  

Since the objective was the successive introduction of Swedish as a 
second language, the solution was to “simply let them attend 
school with non-Sami children in order to acquire the new lan-
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guage”. In order to enable this integration of the bilingual stu-
dents, there was to be “only a few in each class” and they should 
live in communities where the majority of Sami would have to “be 
Swedish”. In this way, the school authorities attempted to increase 
the opportunities for Sami students to learn Swedish. There is a 
concern about learning Swedish in the most efficient way, which at 
the same time positions the mother tongue as less valuable than 
Swedish. It is implicitly perceived as a hindrance to the goals of 
inclusion in the ordinary school: 

The fact that some children cannot bring their mother tongue to school 
and into the classroom, either as a school subject or as a conversational 
language it is perceived as less valuable than the new language one’s teach-
er and comrades speak. With such an inferior position of the mother 
tongue, which is such an important element in the childhood environ-
ment, it is likely that a sense of insecurity and rootlessness is created, 
which can hardly be beneficial for personal development (SOU 1960:41: 
72)  

This positioning of the inferior status of mother tongue is seen to 
lead to a sense of inferiority, insecurity and rootlessness for many 
minority students. Anderson (2006) argues that the idea of a nation 
presupposes a community between all citizens, in the past as well 
as the future. The nation state cannot be imagined otherwise. 
Much of the concern of Swedish nation state regarding this lan-
guage policy was the issue of assimilation into the Swedish school 
system, which minority students living in Sweden needed to attain. 
In conclusion, the message to the minority students was that, in a 
long run, they would need to leave their mother tongue behind in 
order to learn Swedish as soon as possible. 

Swedish – one language for all 
The idea of the school as not only a tool for the fulfillment of in-
dividual education goals but also as an important societal institu-
tion for the social upbringing of children into good citizens, how-
ever, did place great emphasis on the importance of a shared Swe-
dish language. The goals to be achieved were thus strongly con-
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nected to a clear and correct usage of Swedish, in terms of both 
speech and the writing process: 

Language is important for the individual’s personality development as well 
as for the communication between people. It can be said to constitute ‘the 
foundation for human growth’. Seeking the promotion of students’ lan-
guage development during school is therefore one of the most important 
tasks of the school. (SOU 1961:30: 166) 31 

Along with this, the Swedish language in teaching contexts is men-
tioned as the first language of all students – irrespective of their 
linguistic background. The mastery of Swedish is depicted as “the 
foundation for human growth”. Swedish is positioned as crucial for the 
fulfillment of educational goals as well as the goal of human 
growth:  

If the language difference reflects a cultural difference, one can expect the 
classroom to become heterogeneous in terms of the students’ experience 
to which the teacher must relate; the basic rule of pedagogy, which states 
that teaching should be based on the accessible and familiar, becomes dif-
ficult to realize in cases in which the whole class does not have a certain 
fundament of shared experience. In cases in which students with a mother 
tongue other than the language of instruction have partly learned Swedish 
before starting school, the situation is of course somewhat better, provid-
ed that the teacher adapts the pace of the lesson to this group of students. 
(SOU 1960: 41: 73, italics added by author) 

Bilingual students did not have the benefits of using their mother 
tongue in fulfilling their educational goals, because the idea was to 
cultivate an environment in which “the whole class” could “have a 
certain fundament of shared experience”. The unifying monolin-
gual policy, emphasizing assimilation, was seen as the only option 
for social upbringing and education in schools in Sweden. “It was 
about a relatively un-reflected approach towards other languages – 
the majority language was considered to be the only natural lan-
guage to be used” (Lainio 2013: 70). Richardsson (2010) claims 

                                                
31 In this quotation the text authors are referring to the Swedish language. 
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that the language needs of migrant students at first was not experi-
enced as a major problem. The attention was thus not at all di-
rected to migrants’ language needs in the curriculum of 1962. “The 
practical efforts were rather aimed at completely teaching children 
to understand and speak Swedish, the objectives were the com-
plete assimilation into the Swedish society” (Richardsson, 2010: 
219). In a related manner, Eklund (2003) argues that “up to the 
middle of the1960s, it was assimilation and Swedification that were 
on the policy agenda for both domestic minorities and migrants, 
although this ideology was not formulated in any migration, mi-
nority, or education policy goals” (Eklund, 2003: 137). The mo-
tives behind this Swedification politics, which has historically been 
aimed at domestic minorities, can be seen as an aspiration to 
strengthen the idea of national unity, but the ambitions of welfare 
politics have also been conducive to these assimilation aspirations 
(Lainio, 1999; Hyltenstam, 1999; Borevi, 1998 in: Eklund, 2003: 
137).  

One school for all – development theory as ideology 
The 1957 School Committee argued that children’s psychological 
development levels and abilities vary with age. The Committee 
furthermore assumed that children differed in terms of intelli-
gence, and wanted this to be investigated. The ideology of the time 
was based on development theory, assuming that individual devel-
opment occurs spontaneously, and independent of the surround-
ing environment (SOU1992: 94: 71). The idea was that schools 
should adapt the teaching according to individual children’s abili-
ties and needs: 

In order to achieve its goal of comprehensively utilizing the individual 
student’s developmental opportunities, the school must adapt its teaching 
to the students’ abilities, conditions and needs. The requirement for dif-
ferentiation derives from the differences between students in these re-
spects. (SOU 1961:30:118) 
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This resulted in recommendations that students be able to study 
different sets of subjects, or courses of varying difficulty within the 
same subject. Students could be taught within the framework of 
their class in groups or individually, according to their abilities and 
interests: 

Regarding the issue of differentiation, several aspects can be distinguished. 
Individual differentiations include the developmental conditions of stu-
dents at different ages, effects of differentiation based on students’ 
knowledge acquisition and general fostering, and differentiation in provid-
ing students guidance in order to achieve the appropriate education goals, 
as well as a number of many other differentiation aspects of a more spe-
cial nature for the school forms that are currently responsible for a differ-
entiated education at this age level of compulsory school. (SOU 
1961:30:117) 

As is evident from the quotations above, the discussion regarding 
the individualization of teaching that occurred was not directed at 
students’ linguistic needs. The text authors above pointed out the 
importance of acknowledging not only the differences between 
individual students but also those within any single student: 

The concept of individual differences contains two essentially different 
types of differences. One kind is called interpersonal and refers to differ-
ences between different individuals in a particular characteristic. The second 
type concerns differences within an individual, in terms of the different in-
dividual characteristics, i.e. intra-individual differences. (SOU 1961:30: 9) 

The Committee thus argued for the need of research on significant 
intra-individual differences, meaning that individuals are often 
more talented in some areas of subjects and less talented in others 
(Lundgren, 2002:236): 

Differences can thus be distinguished not only between individuals, but 
also between different characteristics within one and the same individual. 
The latter kind of differences, the so-called intra-individual differences, is 
also important in designing the differentiation aspect. The more the indi-
vidual’s prerequisites vary between different individual talents and the 
more his interests in different occupations differ, the greater the need to 
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give the differentiation a form that accommodates different interests of 
individual students. (SOU 1961:30: 118) 

The quote above shows that there can be great differences within 
the same individual in terms of motivation and capability for 
knowledge development (SOU 1960:13). The school reform was 
to bring an overall unification to the school system. Despite the 
important role given to the issues concerning students’ individual 
needs in the School Committee, mother tongue education was not 
taken into account.   

Fostering free, independent and harmonious               
individuals 
The 1957 School Committee was to complete its work in good 
time in order to enable a legislative decision at the 1962 parliament 
session. In the Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962) the policy aspirations of one school for all materialized. The 
key objective in this curriculum was that the individual student 
should be at the center of all educational activities, but how can we 
understand “individual” in this context? In the Curriculum of 1962 
(Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962) the individual is positioned as a 
student who has different talents, abilities, and interests. The task 
of the school is seen to be that of enabling each individual’s per-
sonal development, to produce individuals who are “free, inde-
pendent and harmonious”: 

The individual student stands at the center of the school’s fostering activi-
ties. Helping each student to comprehensive development is the focal 
point for the work of the school. This means that, with due regard for the 
student’s human dignity and knowledge about his own individual nature 
and conditions, the school shall strive to promote his personal maturation 
into a free, independent and harmonious person (...) in one school for all, 
where the greatest possible consideration is to be given to the individual 
student’s interest and ability, the performance requirements within one 
and the same class must vary. (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 13- 17)   
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By positioning students using the words “his” and his own individual 
nature, the curriculum implicitly suggests that the individual is male. 
Implicitly, then, the school promotes (only) “his” personal devel-
opment into a free, independent and harmonious citizen. Fur-
thermore, the individual is positioned as an active citizen in socie-
ty. That is, the school should strive to make students complete and 
independent individuals: 

Thus, the notion of fostering includes not only the teaching itself and its 
content but all the different aspects that influence the individual, such as 
the school work and the school life in all its forms, which the school 
should take advantage of. (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 14)  

As such, the educational goals of the school were a combination of 
education and social fostering with the aim of unifying society. 
Education entailed not only the teaching and its content, but also 
all other aspects by which the school and society influenced the 
individual student.  

Fostering good members of the domestic society 
A dominating discourse during the period depicts the school as a 
key institution in society and as responsible for making students 
into productive members of society. By way of education, students 
were to become good citizens of a democratic society:  

The school is a part of society. If it is to succeed in fostering its students 
to become good members of society, it must give them knowledge about 
society and strengthen their affinity with it. (Lgr 62: 14) 

Students are thus positioned as future good citizens of the country. 
The school was furthermore seen as responsible for teaching stu-
dents’ Christian norms and values, each child was to be socialized 
into a Christian worldview: 

The school, by teaching courses on Christianity and subjects of social- and 
nature-oriented studies, will bring students into the surrounding reality, 
and seek in the past an illumination of the relationship between past and 
present, as well as orient them in the issues of life philosophy. (Lgr 62: 15) 
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As the wording above indicates, the school was expected to pro-
vide an overall social fostering and education based on the com-
mon frame of reference for all citizens – irrespective of ethnic 
background. The arguments regarding students’ individual differ-
ences were focused on heterogeneity based on the theory of psy-
chological development regarding students’ individual abilities and 
needs. The formation of the unity school was seen as important 
for the creation of the strong society, providing equal opportuni-
ties for all.  
 This policy was driven by a strong desire to raise the general 
level of education, indicating the creation of better educational 
opportunities for previously disadvantaged social groups of stu-
dents. In the new Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962), the individual student was assumed to be at the center of all 
educational activities. The individual was positioned as a student 
who had different talents, abilities, and interests. The school was 
then given the responsibility of “promoting his personal fostering 
into a free, independent and harmonious citizen” who can operate 
and maintain the democratic society (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962: 13). 

Fostering contacts with far-away people 
As depicted in the Curriculum of 1962, the individual is also to 
relate to the outside world and ‘far-away societies’, and be taught 
the values of having good relations with such societies. By way of 
education, students were to develop “a greater understanding of 
people’s lives and conditions within other, far-away societies, and 
teach them the importance of good relationships between peoples 
and international cooperation.” (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962:18). The curriculum bears a stamp of a monocultural per-
spective, in that it suggests by implication that the importance of 
gaining knowledge and understanding of people’s lives and condi-
tions concerns only people who are far away. It does not apply to, 
e.g., the lives and living conditions of minority groups within the 
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country. It was considered necessary to develop an understanding 
of people who were at a distance. Learning foreign languages was 
also a requirement of the time. Students were expected to impar-
tially gain knowledge about different peoples, their cultures, reli-
gions, traditions, and living conditions:  

Among many other things, this purpose is promoted if the students are 
led to a living knowledge of people’s environments and living conditions 
in different parts of our earth. The teaching should further contribute to 
the creation of actual knowledge based on understanding, tolerance, and 
respect for people with different skin colours, languages, beliefs, customs, 
and concepts of society. (SOU 1961:30: 177)   

The importance of being able to speak more than one language 
was directed at international contact in a global perspective, at 
foreign peoples’ cultures, languages, and living traditions “in dif-
ferent parts of our earth”. Furthermore: “Mobility in society and 
[…] contacts between nations” were seen to characterize Sweden 
at the time, which in turn was seen to “place demands on the abil-
ity to master one or more foreign languages” (SOU 1961:30:104). 
Here, the word “foreign” represents otherness. “They” were as-
sumed to be different in terms of language, culture, norms and 
values, as compared to ethnic Swedish people.  
 Being able to speak more than one language was thus strongly 
linked to students’ presumed future contact with far-away people 
on the planet, while the school’s activities were monoculturally 
oriented. The individual who is absent in the curriculum is the 
student with an ethnic, linguistic, or cultural background other 
than Swedish. When it comes to first-language teaching, this did 
not extend to students with a mother tongue other than Swedish. 
An understanding of the importance of good relations between 
peoples leading different lives and experiencing different condi-
tions was emphasized. However, this was an expressed ambition 
only in contacts with far-away people, which is why this ambition 
in no way challenged the monolingual Swedishness.  
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Fostering students as national assets of the Swedish 
homeland 
In the Government Official Report of 1961 (SOU 1961:30), the 
idea of one common society for all is an expressed goal, and as 
such it was seen to be important that school system provide stu-
dents with both an education and social upbringing. Students’ in-
dividual talents at this time came to be regarded as national assets 
that needed to be safeguarded in the same way as natural re-
sources:  

Talent is beginning to be regarded as a national asset, and is to be used in 
the same way as natural resources. Society has generally become more 
complicated, and therefore requires a longer orientational preparation be-
fore young people can enter into their adult duties. (SOU 1961:30: 104) 

According to the quote above, maintaining students’ talents in the 
long term would entail an investment by society as a whole. The 
Curriculum of 1962 specifies the social fostering of students to 
allow them to embrace the democratic principles of tolerance, co-
operation and equality between the sexes as well as nations and 
ethnic groups:  

The school’s social fostering should therefore establish and further devel-
op such characteristics of students that, in a time of strong development, 
can support and strengthen democracy’s principles of tolerance, coopera-
tion, and equal rights between sexes, nations and peoples. (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen,1962:18)   

In this context, the policymakers at the time did not take into ac-
count that there were students within Sweden with bilingual com-
petence and talent. On the contrary, it was assumed that all stu-
dents in Sweden would reach an understanding of the values of 
being part of the Nordic community and the homeland:   

Based on the study of the home community and Swedish society, teaching 
should aim to create an understanding of the values of the Nordic com-
munity, international cooperation, and peace between nations. (SOU 
1961:30: 177)    
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Sweden and the homeland were linked to the common values of 
the Nordic community. Students in Sweden with an ethnicity other 
than Swedish were not mentioned in the Government Official 
Report of 1961 (SOU 1961:30). This indicates an overall unaware-
ness of policymakers regarding the presence of bilingual students 
in Sweden, as the only aspects mentioned (and that teaching must 
be adapted to) were students’ talent, intellectual ability, and class 
background. In the main, the Government Official Report of 1961 
(SOU 1961:30) and the Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962) position students as national assets of the 
country, to be taught how to become good citizens in a country of 
free, independent, harmonious people – irrespective of their lin-
guistic or cultural background. This gives the school an image as a 
unifying institution that was meant to develop education and social 
upbringing strongly based on monolingual policy in a strong wel-
fare society.  

Social upbringing through a common cultural heritage 
and Christianity 
Within the framework of traditional monocultural arguments, the 
school was positioned as an institution that was strongly connected 
to the nation and its cultural heritage. In this context, cultural her-
itage was considered significant and was seen as a precondition for 
school education and teaching, as is clearly evident in the following 
quote:  

The interaction between school and society must be such that the school 
not only fulfils a social function that corresponds to society’s current 
needs, but also in the long term becomes a positive creative force in social 
development. As a social institution, the school’s task is largely conveying 
the cultural heritage and passing it on. (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 
14)  

The school as a social institution was thus given the responsibility 
to convey and cultivate the Swedish and Nordic cultural heritage 
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based on Christian norms and values. The keywords in this dis-
course are cultural heritage and Christianity. A Swedish cultural 
heritage based on Christian tradition, as it was argued, has an im-
pact on social life. Hylland - Eriksen (2002) also emphasizes na-
tional and cultural homogeneity as an ideal that is connected to 
cultural similarities within the nation state. The common Swedish 
cultural standpoint was to be a (shared) point of reference for all 
members of society:  

Religion belongs to the reality to which the school has to orient and pro-
vide knowledge about. The Christian religion is an essential part of the 
foundation of the ethical and social values of our society on which our co-
existence is based. Knowledge of Christianity is necessary for understand-
ing Western culture and social life, both in the past and in the present. 
The school’s religious education must therefore, in our cultural environ-
ment, primarily be a teaching of Christianity: the content of biblical writ-
ings, the history and denominations of Christianity, and Christian beliefs 
and ethics. Knowledge of the non-Christian religions is also included in 
the orientation the school should provide. (SOU 1961:30: 176) 

The wording regarding teaching the subject of Christian 
knowledge in compulsory school is found in the general part of 
the curriculum (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962): 

Christianity is an essential part for the basis of the religious, ethical, and 
social values on which our culture, society and coexistence are based, and 
knowledge about it is necessary for understanding Western culture and 
social life in past times as well as today. (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen: 221) 

On the other hand, the necessity for students to gain the 
knowledge of the non-Christian religions is also pointed out. Nev-
ertheless, the requirement to understand the Western culture and 
society in a historical context is strongly emphasized:  

The school’s religious teaching must therefore, in our cultural environ-
ment, primarily be a teaching of Christianity, but knowledge of non-
Christian religions is also included in the orientation the school should 
provide. This is particularly important at a time when contacts between 
peoples and cultures are becoming increasingly lively and increasingly nec-
essary. (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 221)  
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Preserving the Swedish cultural heritage became an important edu-
cational goal, for the fostering of common values on which society 
was to be based. This is further emphasized in “Goals and Guide-
lines” in the introduction to the Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962):  

Through its ethical fostering, the school will give him a good idea of the 
moral norms that must apply in the interrelationship between people and 
that uphold the rule of law in a democratic society. (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 16) 

One of the keywords of this policy was the respect of common 
values in terms of society, tradition and cultural heritage. A repro-
duction of a monocultural norm can be found in many contexts, 
here in the view that the Swedish school must foster its students 
into good citizens in order to strengthen cohesion in society. 
Good knowledge of the common national values was seen to be of 
great importance for the individual’s social upbringing and educa-
tion, across the Government Official Report of 1961 (SOU 
1961:31) and the Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962). The concept of the Swedish language in this period is seen 
as static, not influenced by other languages, cultures or societal 
formations. Swedish was also expressed in connection to the 
school’s task of transmitting the (mono) cultural heritage to future 
generations (SOU 1961:30; Eklund, 2003: 179).  

Concluding discussion 
In this chapter I have delineated the overall mother tongue educa-
tion discourse characterized by an order of discourse entailing the 
discourse of the strong society, the discourse of conservative val-
ues, and a monolingual discourse. The discourse of the strong so-
ciety was formed by the keywords social fostering, free, harmonious, and 
students as individual talents and national assets, supported by a dis-
course of conservative values formed by the keywords homogeneous 
nation, cultural heritage, the Swedish homeland, Nordic community, and 
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Christian worldview; this along with a monolingual unity school where-
by the monolingual discourse was formed on keywords such as 
Swedish as unifying language, certain fundament of shared experience, bilin-
gualism as a harmful inconvenience, and wild stage.  
 The discourse of the strong society characterized the period of 
formation of the unity school, also referred to as one school for 
all. According to this discourse, the state politics on the school’s 
mission was to support students’ personal development as a free, 
independent and harmonious people, that is, to educate good 
members of society who can operate in and maintain the demo-
cratic society. Not only was the unity school expected to create 
good members of society, it should also offer connections with 
more distant social formations of far-away people, which in no 
way challenged the monolingual unity school. To promote and 
encourage this, schools must take advantage of individual talents 
since they were seen as an asset to society, as national assets that 
needed to be maintained in the same way as natural resources. 
Preserving the national values would be conveyed by the ethical 
values that are applied in Swedish society. The discourse of con-
servative values based its rhetoric on the importance of Swedish 
cultural heritage and the valuable understanding of the homeland 
and the Nordic community. The basic view expressed by the 
monolingual discourse was a unifying principal of a cohesive lan-
guage in a strong welfare society. Bilingualism was connected to 
the problems bilingual students were assumed to experience, as 
they “never completely master” Swedish as a second language. In 
some way, “bilingual students put society in front of difficult prob-
lems” (SOU 1960:41: 71).  
 For bilingual students, studying Swedish as foreign language was 
seen to imply a new way of thinking and feeling. It was assumed 
that minority students had to learn Swedish so as to be able to 
“rise above the wild stage”. However, educating students in a 
mother tongue other than Swedish during regular school activities 
was seen as obviously out of the question. Instead, mother tongue 



THE STRONG SOCIETY – COHESIVENESS AND  
HOMOGENIZATION AS AN IDEAL 1957-1965 

 

97 
 

education was to be used as an auxiliary tool at school. Parents’ 
concern in this sense was not that minority students wanted more 
mother tongue education, instead, they wanted their students to 
have access to the Swedish language and school system. Bilingual-
ism was thus positioned as an obstacle to the goals of assimilation, 
and Swedish was seen as “the foundation for human growth” for all 
students.32 Like Anderson (2006), Gellner (1983) emphasizes that 
the idea of homogeneity is manifested in terms of similarities in a 
population when it comes to standardization and educating citi-
zens, especially the role of language since industrialization. “Social 
and linguistic inclusion was accounted for in the pre-globalization 
age by the nation-state ideology implementing the one nation-one 
people-one language doctrine into practice” (Marácz & Adamo, 
2017:1).  
 Hence, the role of mother tongue education was viewed with 
suspicion with thought to the strong unifying principal of one na-
tion-one language in a strong society. Instead, mother tongue edu-
cation was to be used as a helpful tool at school for only so long as 
it took to learn Swedish. To sum up, the recontextualization of 
mother tongue education discourse shows that the political dis-
course of the strong society, along with a discourse of conservative 
values, encouraged the creation of a strong welfare society. Similar-
ly, the monolingual and monocultural discourses were based on 
the notion that all students in Sweden were linguistically and cul-
turally ethnic Swedes and that Swedish was their cohesive and uni-
fying language. As a result, this discursive period from 1957 to 
1965 is characterized by cohesiveness and homogenization since 
the monolingual unity school, as an arena of interest, was largely 
the result of a political consensus between all political actors in 
Swedish Parliament. 

                                                
32 SOU 1961:30: 166.  
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6 
Fostering bilingualism and an in-

tercultural society 1966-1988 
 
In this chapter I analyze mother tongue education policy in a peri-
od during which mother tongue education gains its first momen-
tum of policy change. I initially present an introduction regarding 
the increase in labor migration to Sweden, and in the following 
sections I present a discussion characterizing the start of mother 
tongue education in Sweden. Lastly, I present a concluding discus-
sion.  

Labor market migration and the need for mother 
tongue education 
In order to meet the labor market demands, Sweden like many 
other West European countries allowed almost free labor immigra-
tion in the 1950s and 1960s. Migrants came from the neighboring 
Nordic countries and southern Europe. The idea was not that la-
bor migrants would stay in Sweden for a long time, but rather that 
they would return to their home countries when the labor market 
no longer needed workers. The majority of labor migrants during 
this period, however, came to live their working lives in Sweden. 
Many migrants arrived from Yugoslavia, Turkey, Greece, Finland, 
and other Nordic countries. The military coup in Greece, the Vi-
etnam War, the persecution of Polish Jews, and the Prague Spring 
protests of 1968 led to an increase in refugees to Sweden (SOU 
2004: 74: 30). Consequently, the number of people with a mother 
tongue other than Swedish increased. During the period of the 
“1960s and 70s Sweden’s official political and ideological attitudes 
towards migration and the language education response to immi-
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gration shifted” (Reath Warren, 2017: 13). Sweden went from a 
policy of assimilation to one of pluralism and multiculturalism. 
“Multiculturalism has been promoted by way of three types of 
policies (i) the constitution, (ii) language-in-education policies, and 
(iii) citizenship policies” (Milani, 2008:29). According to the Gov-
ernment Official Report of 1996 (SOU 1996:55), when migration 
policy was designed in the early 1970s the state needed to distance 
itself from the previously prevailing view. As a result, new ideas 
about the importance of labor migrants gaining “immediate access 
to welfare state membership on the same basis as natives, so as not 
to undermine core principles of universal egalitarianism” began to 
develop Borevi (2014: 710). That is, the Government Official Re-
port of 1966 (SOU 1966:55) practically marked the start of mother 
tongue education in Sweden.  
 Furthermore, as pointed out by Borevi (2014:710), a fundamen-
tally new Swedish model for migrant integration developed in the 
1970s, according to which “the general ‘integration logic’ of the 
welfare state was valid also for immigrants and their families”. 
Viewed in the broader societal context, the legal right to mother 
tongue education granted to children of migrants in 1966 was a 
result of the increase in foreign workers in society (SOU 1966:55). 
Migrants were now given the opportunity to receive mother 
tongue education. Efforts were aimed at giving them full access to 
schools and facilitate integration in society. This led to an in-
creased demand for mother tongue education for students whose 
mother tongue was not Swedish. The increase in migrant children, 
along with the challenges involved with giving all students equal 
opportunity, affected schools since the welfare state was to pro-
vide equal education for all. Esping-Andersen (1990:22) emphasiz-
es that social democratic welfare states have the objective of 
providing equal education for all individuals in society. The Social 
Democratic Government pushed the introduction of mother 
tongue education in order to include students from different social 
backgrounds. The Swedish welfare state aimed to both facilitate 
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migrant students’ inclusion in Swedish society and, by way of 
providing mother tongue education, enable good contact with 
people in their home country: 

Two different types of measures in the school area can be considered for 
migrant children: partly, measures to ease the children’s adaptation to the 
Swedish school system, e.g. the organization of support in learning Swe-
dish; and partly, measures that would allow the children to maintain con-
tact with their parents’ [home countries’] cultural environment, e.g. the in-
troduction of education in the children’s [respective] mother tongues. 
(SOU 1966:55: 234) 

As mentioned, mother tongue education was now acknowledged 
for the very first time, in a Government Official Report published 
in 1966 (SOU 1966:55). This document was the first to distance 
itself from the previous assimilation school policy, which until 
1965 had been based on the linguistic and cultural assimilation of 
minority students (see Chapter 5) (SOU 1996:55: 72). This policy 
change led to new legislation, which in 1966 gave bilingual stu-
dents in Sweden the right to apply for mother tongue education. 
At the time, mother tongue education was predominantly provided 
to minority students whose mother tongue was Finnish or Estoni-
an, mainly in the municipalities with a majority Finnish-speaking 
population (SOU 1966:55). Mother tongue education for bilingual 
Finnish and Estonian students was given a special position. The 
motivation for this was further described in the Government Offi-
cial Report of 1966 (SOU 1966:55:237): 

There are only two language minorities who have a special position in this 
context and whose problems must therefore be treated in a separate way, 
namely the Finnish- and Estonian-speaking groups in Sweden. The Finn-
ish-speaking group occupies an exceptional position because of its size 
and proximity to Finland. For reasons of reciprocity, consideration should 
also be given to the laws and supports that in Finland satisfy the interests 
of Swedish speakers. The Estonian group has proven to be strongly 
committed to issues of education, and has – largely with its own resources 
but also with support from the Swedish state and municipal authorities – 
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created educational opportunities for its children. Equivalent support for 
other migrant minority groups is however missing. (SOU 1966:55: 237) 

However, at the same time the opportunity to learn mother tongue 
was also made possible for many other bilingual students whose 
mother tongue was, for example, Italian, Latvian, Polish, Hungari-
an, or German. In these cases, churches organized mother tongue 
education, sometimes in the form of “afternoon schools, which 
are also open to Swedish students” (SOU 1966: 55: 246). Both 
churches and various types of ethnic associations “provided sup-
plementary tuition mainly in their respective mother tongue, but 
also in other subjects related to the history and culture of each of 
these countries” (SOU 1966: 55: 246). The organization of mother 
tongue education was different depending on the school and mu-
nicipality. The common form of this education was organized as 
an optional school activity once or twice a week. Commonly, the 
opportunity for migrants to learn mother tongue education was 
scheduled outside the ordinary school timetable: 

Some supplementary education has been organized by parents or various 
minority associations, which have generally funded this education them-
selves. The organization of this activity is very different in different groups 
and in different locations. The most common form of such supplementary 
teaching can be found in so-called complementary schools, which operate 
once or twice a week during the school year, but holiday courses also oc-
cur. (SOU 1966:55: 246) 

This new approach enabled migrant students to participate in their 
mother tongue education outside ordinary school time. Neverthe-
less, minority students gaining sufficient knowledge of Swedish as 
the schooling language was seen as the crucial issue. Measures 
were taken to facilitate “children's adaptation into the Swedish 
school system by organizing and supporting the special education 
in Swedish language”, while at the same time efforts were made to 
teach children in their mother tongue as a way of enabling them 
“to maintain contact with their parents’ home countries and cul-
tures” (SOU 1966:55: 234). As a result, migrants had been given 
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the opportunity to develop their own linguistic and cultural herit-
age, but only within the framework of the basic values of the 
mainstream community (Brantefors, 2011). The organization of 
mother tongue education hardly meant any substantial use of it in 
the students’ daily activities. At least rhetorically, it was a signifi-
cant message to bilingual students and their parents, namely the 
recognition of their home language and their cultural background 
originating in their country’s history, geography and culture, with 
no need to “become Swedish”.  
 Lundahl et al. (2013:501) emphasize that “... free, high quality 
education should be provided, regardless of the student’s back-
ground”. Concretely, this meant that migrants were enabled to 
have the same linguistic and cultural opportunities, rights and obli-
gations as the rest of the population. Compared to the discursive 
period of 1957-1965, the discussion presented in the Government 
Official Report of 1966 (SOU 1966:55) signaled a fundamental 
change, suggesting that there were other students in society than 
merely those with Swedish as their mother tongue. With the seri-
ous discussion of mother tongue education in the Government 
Official Report of 1966 (SOU 1966:55), the government policy 
change towards bilingualism and intercultural society was evident. 

An increased understanding of ‘new’ cultures and 
language 
In the new Curriculum of 1969 one notes that many concepts are 
undergoing changes, not only in terms of their meaning, but also 
in how new formulations that are used indicate something else. 
That is, the new National Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1969) does not discuss social upbringing or Swedish cultural herit-
age in the same way as the previous Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962) does:  
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In its mission, the school as a social institution has to a great degree the 
task of conveying the cultural heritage and passing it on. (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 14) 

These formulations were reformulated in the new curriculum of 
1969 in a way that signals a change in cultural values: 

The school must also provide students with perspective on the changea-
bility of society in order that they may better understand the conditions of 
our time and convey the valuable aspects of the past. (Skolöverstyrelsen 
1969: 11)   

As seen above, the words emphasized in the Curriculum of 1962 
(Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962) – “conveying the cultural herit-
age and passing it on” – are replaced by the new keywords in the 
Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969): “convey the valua-
ble from the past”. This language change signifies another way of 
looking at cultural matters. This new discourse in the Curriculum 
of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969) indicates a change towards a 
comprehensive understanding of our time in relation to the values 
of the past.  
 The new phrasing signals that the school should not only teach 
the majority’s cultural heritage but also increase the understanding 
of other minority groups in society. For example, the Finnish lan-
guage was included in the Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen 
1969). Finnish students were now mentioned, as Finnish-speaking 
students, and it was stated that the aim of teaching them Finnish 
was to help them “preserve and develop their mother tongue” 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969: 216). Finnish students were hence posi-
tioned as individuals who needed to maintain and develop their 
mother tongue in the same way as the majority-speaking students. 
Besides, in the previous Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962), the matters of religious teaching were 
strongly connected to the understandings of Western culture, mean-
ing Christianity was portrayed as the foundation not only of reli-
gious values but also of the “ethical and social values” characteriz-
ing the Swedish culture (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962: 221). 
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The keywords Western culture and cultural heritage no longer exist in 
the Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969). Instead, the 
gaze was directed towards other people’s cultures and values. With 
regard to the teaching, the school: 

should strive to move away from the unilateral national and Western Eu-
ropean perspectives. Instead, it should strive to seek openness, even to the 
views and values of other cultures, in order to achieve a more comprehen-
sive understanding. (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969: 48) 

The new sets of words show a move away from their older objec-
tive of assimilation and the preservation of the uniquely Swedish 
or Nordic. Now, the goal was to give students in Sweden a com-
prehensive understanding of other cultures’ views and values. The 
schools were given the responsibility of trying to move away from 
the uniformly national, Nordic and Western European perspec-
tives. Rather, teachers were to strive to understand, and teach stu-
dents about, the views and values of other cultures (Skolöverstyrel-
sen, 1969: 48).  

Migrant students – as children of new citizens 
In the Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyelsen, 1969), the keywords 
used have the goal of including everyone, irrespective of language 
background. There are numerous differences in several paragraphs 
between the previous Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
Skolöverstylesen, 1962) and the Curriculum of 1969 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969). They both discuss the individual student 
based on development theory, including the school’s role in rela-
tion to the individual student’s development. In the Curriculum of 
1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969) it is stated that it is the task of the 
school “to help and stimulate each student in order to get the best 
education and to develop the student’s essential conditions, both 
as an individual and as a citizen of a democratic society”. Howev-
er, it is also stated that it is of great importance to “widen the stu-
dent’s awareness about the national community and the outside 
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world” (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969: 12). Interestingly, the Curriculum 
of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969) signifies a new approach to mi-
grant students, speaking of them as new citizens. They are now (but 
were not in the past) mentioned in the general part of the Curricu-
lum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969), where they are positioned 
as children of new citizens: 

Since attitudes to the outside world are formed very early in children’s un-
derstanding, already in the first years of education the school should con-
nect the teaching with international conditions in the outside world [...]. 
The school can also assume that more and more students are coming into 
contact with foreign environments and beliefs through the children of new cit-
izens, who have joined Swedish society through immigration. 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969: 48; italics added by author)  

Moreover, the issue of gender was introduced as an important 
social category. In this sense, different aspects of equality between 
men and women in all fields of society, as well as students’ respon-
sibility regarding international cooperation, were emphasized as 
crucial. According to the guidelines and objectives of the Curricu-
lum of 1969, the school was to “promote equality between gen-
ders” as well as “promote students’ sense of international co-
responsibility” (Skolöverstyrelsen 1969: 42). The Curriculum of 
1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969) thus no longer implicitly constructs 
individual students as males with a Swedish ethnic background. 
Also, students with different languages and ethnicities are men-
tioned explicitly and migrant students are referred to as children of 
new citizens. Previously, differences between students were only 
discussed in terms of their different class backgrounds and indi-
vidual abilities.  
 In the new Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969), the 
problem of language development for students whose mother 
tongue was not Swedish was more noticeable. The opportunity for 
supportive teaching in the Swedish language and in their own 
home language was discussed (Richardson 2010: 219).  
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 The recognition of migrant students as children of new citizens was 
as a result of the significant increase in labor migrants in society. In 
the late 1960s there was “...a realisation among politicians, policy-
makers, service providers and citizens at large that many labour 
migrants had come to stay regardless of perhaps early intentions to 
work there and then return home” (Gruber & Rabo, 2014: 59). 
The embrace of their home language and cultural expression oc-
curred subsequently, as the state needed to provide equal educa-
tion for all. According to Esping-Andersen (1990), “Sweden start-
ed to develop a specific policy approach to promoting immigrants’ 
integration into Swedish society already in the 1960s” (Borevi, 
2014:710). The children of new citizens and their presence in Swe-
dish schools were also assumed to contribute to the internationali-
zation of the school so that more (Swedish) students would come 
into contact with foreign individuals and environments. “The late 
1960s is also a period with great interest in and concern about in-
ternationalization and international solidarity.” (Gruber & Rabo, 
2014: 58).  
 In the Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969), an educa-
tional goal was to increase international understanding and coop-
eration among students (Skolöverstyrelsen,1969: 48). All these new 
elements give the impression that students with an ethnicity other 
than Swedish have now begun to be acknowledged in the Curricu-
lum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969). Implicitly, then, the teach-
ing became more related to the broader values and elements of 
new citizens in the country of Sweden. The fact that mother 
tongue education started being introduced in the Government 
Official Report of 1966 (SOU 1966:55) and partly in the new Cur-
riculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969) indicated discursive 
changes regarding the new languages in the schools and society, 
but there was still a long way to go. 
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The new social democratic equality: enabling               
bilingualism and cultural freedom of choice  
From 1966 to 1976, Sweden had Social Democratic Government. 
During this period, according to Englund (1996), a discourse of 
non-segregation and the equality of all people of Sweden as a 
democratic society dominated. The Government, in connection 
with a proposal submitted by Parliament (Prop. 1968: 142), ap-
pointed an investigation committee in order to encourage mi-
grants’ adaptation in various areas of society. The committee deliv-
ered its results in three appendices in 1971, 1972 and 1974 (SOU 
1971:51; SOU 1972:83; SOU 1974:69).33 The Inquiry suggested 
that minority issues would be merged with migrant issues, and the 
Government approved. From then on minority policy came to be 
an integrated part of migration policy, seen in the Swedish state 
basically not distinguishing between migrants and domestic minor-
ities (Borevi, 1998:173). Migrants became new ethnic minorities in 
the new country, similar to the national minorities. According to 
the investigation committee above, an assimilation policy was no 
longer sustainable, as it would increase the risk of cultural conflict 
due to the increased number of migrants in society. Instead, the 
policy of cultural interaction between the minority and majority 
cultures was adopted, based on the view that cultural interaction 
enriches society as a whole (SOU, 1971:51).  
 As I will account for later in this chapter, the migration policy 
was promoted through the keywords equality, freedom of choice, and 
cooperation (Lundh & Olhsson, 1994). Equality meant that migrant 
groups should have living conditions equal to those of the rest of 
the population. This meant that migrants should have a material 
standard of living equivalent to that of Swedes, and be able to in-

                                                
33 The Immigrant Inquiry, appointed in 1968, submitted its partial reports in three ap-

pendices: Appendix 1 addressed education in Swedish for immigrants (SOU 1971: 51); 
Appendix 2 was an interim report on a public interpreting service (SOU 1972: 83); and 
Appendix 3; Was an mmigrant inquiry (3) regarding immigrants and minority issues, 
which  was delivered to the Government in 1974 (SOU 1974:69).  
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tegrate into society through education in the Swedish language. 
But in addition to this, it was considered important that migrants 
and their children be given the opportunity to maintain and prac-
tice their own language and culture in the same way as the majority 
population could preserve and develop theirs. The main focus was 
to promote guidelines for the new integration policy as well as 
mother tongue education: 

In 1968 the state adopted a decision on the teaching of children who be-
long to linguistic minorities. Immigrant children in compulsory school can 
receive special support in education during an introductory period. They 
can also receive some education in their own mother tongue during ordi-
nary school hours. A development project is under way in order to im-
plement the 1968 decision in practice. (SOU 1971:51:9) 

As indicated above, the state wanted to support education for mi-
grant children in primary school already from the initial phase, by 
stimulating students to become bilingual:  

It is essential that the teaching of immigrant children in compulsory 
school, already in the introductory stage, focus on encouraging the chil-
dren to become bilingual. An investment in training in Swedish should be 
made parallel to the training in their own mother tongue. (SOU 1971:51:9) 

Hence, migrant students were to have access to Swedish language 
education and mother tongue education in parallel. It was empha-
sized that:  

Such an investment in Swedish language education neither needs nor shall 
mean to make it impossible for these children to maintain and develop 
their native language. According to the opinion of the Immigrant Inquiry, 
it is also in society’s interest that the immigrant children be given the op-
portunity to become bilingual. (SOU 1971: 51: 59) 

The new mother tongue education policy was outlined in a Gov-
ernment Proposition in 1975 (Prop. 1975: 26). The Social Demo-
cratic Prime Minister at the time, Olof Palme, outlined the overall 
goals and guidelines for future migrant and minority policies. Mi-
gration and minority policy, it was argued, should be characterized 
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by an effort to achieve goals of equality between migrants and 
Swedes (Prop. 1975/26: 1). These equality goals were based on the 
idea that migrants need to be provided with mother tongue educa-
tion. This was seen as a central aspect of the nation state’s obliga-
tion to provide equal opportunities for all groups in society, and 
equality between migrants and Swedes. As Lundahl et al. 
(2013:501) showed, social democratic welfare states emphasize 
“social and cultural functions of education”, and education “is 
expected to make a crucial contribution to social inclusion and 
democratic citizenship”. Efforts were made by the Social Demo-
cratic Government to support migrant students’ equal opportuni-
ties and access to mother tongue education. It was emphasized 
that:   

 Immigration and minority policies should be characterized by an effort to 
achieve equality between immigrants and Swedes. Immigrants and minori-
ties should be given the opportunity to choose the extent to which they 
want to embrace Swedish cultural identity or maintain and develop their 
original identity. (Prop. 1975/26: 1) 

In this Proposition, the replacement of the earlier so-called “Swe-
dification” policy was expressed.34 What clearly emerges is that the 
Government introduced a series of new keywords signaling chang-
es regarding equal opportunities in education, including mother 
tongue education and its organization in schools. The Government 
proposed mother tongue education for every migrant child or mi-
grant student whose parents wanted it: 

Municipalities should be obliged to provide mother tongue education, but 
the education should be optional for the student. A significant increase in 
the current teaching hours (two hours a week) for home language is nec-
essary. Home language teaching should be designed like teaching in a na-
tive language. The eligibility to participate in home language teaching 
should include all children whose parents report that the child’s home lan-
guage is a language other than Swedish, and that they want such an educa-
tion. (Prop. 1975/26: 20) 

                                                
34 See also Veli Tuomela (2002)  
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Each municipality was to consult the so-called migrant organiza-
tions, as well as students and parents, and organize mother tongue 
teaching in the way that best met the students’ development needs. 
The introduction of mother tongue education in the students’ daily 
school activities was intended to promote equality for “all groups 
in society”: 

... all groups in society must have equal opportunities to maintain and de-
velop their mother tongue and to exercise cultural activities. Immigration 
and minority policy should therefore aim to give members of linguistic 
minority groups the opportunity to express their own linguistic and cul-
tural identity within the framework of a community of interest, which 
comprises all of Swedish society. (Prop. 1975:26: 15) 

This new policy included the rights of migrants to maintain and 
develop their native language and cultural identity. Related to the 
same issue, Lundahl et al. (2013: 501) emphasize that “social dem-
ocratic education policy traditionally focuses on fostering equality, 
fairness and public service. Providing equal educational opportuni-
ties is seen as crucial both for promoting social justice and for en-
hancing economic, social and individual development.” For exam-
ple, the set of keywords in the quotation above – “all groups in socie-
ty must have equal opportunities to maintain and develop their mother 
tongue and to exercise cultural activities” – contribute to construct-
ing bilingual students as having the same rights as any other citizen 
in the country to maintain their language and culture.  
 Intercultural goals were intended to create equality between 
migrants and Swedes (Prop.1975: 26: 21). Thus, the new integration 
policy of the early 1970s enabled cultural freedom and the possibil-
ity for mother tongue education for all bilingual individuals who 
wanted such an education, i.e. the possibility to choose one’s own 
language and cultural identity. The encouragement of mother 
tongue education at schools became more open, migrants were 
meant to have opportunities, rights and obligations in the same 
way as the majority population. This educational policy towards an 
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embrace of mother tongue education can also be viewed in rela-
tion to the support of the Council of Europe (1983), which I will 
account for later in this chapter.  

The Home Language Reform 
The Home Language Reform of 1977 was introduced when the 
Social Democratic Government proposals on mother tongue edu-
cation were passed by Parliament (Prop. 1975/76). The proposi-
tion included mother tongue teaching for migrant children if a 
language other than Swedish was a living element in their daily 
home environment (Prop.1975/76:118: 1):  

The right to home language training and home language education is pro-
posed for all students in preschool, compulsory school and upper second-
ary school whose home language other than Swedish is a living element in 
their home environment. It is proposed that the municipality be obliged to 
provide home language education for every migrant student whose par-
ents request it. The municipality shall also be obliged to inform migrant 
students and their parents of the possibility to choose home language in-
struction. (Prop.1975/76:118: 1) 

In connection to this, the Home Language Reform of 1977 was 
launched as an extension of the guidelines previously launched by 
the Social Democratic Government. Coming into force on July 1, 
1977, the Home Language Reform was the first policy to include 
the Social Democratic guidelines for mother tongue education in 
Sweden, and it required a commitment to significant infrastructural 
and pedagogical reform. The Reform was motivated by a discourse 
on students’ opportunity to express themselves both emotionally 
and intellectually, in both languages, and was intended to promote 
their intellectual development, thus, mother tongue education and 
bilingualism were not, as in earlier periods, seen as harmful 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980: 58):  

Children’s psychological development emphasizes strong motivation for 
individuals to develop their own language and culture at this stage of life. 
In addition, a developed first language and a developed cultural affiliation 
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are important for a child’s ability to later learn a new language and under-
stand a new culture. (SOU, 1983:57: 28)  

Students’ individual development was thus seen to be strongly 
associated with children’s ability to learn a new language and later 
understand a new culture (SOU 1983:57: 28). This new migration 
policy was considered important for achieving equality between 
Swedes and people of other ethnic origins, as well as cultural free-
dom of choice (Hyltenstam & Tuomela 1996:30). A clear distinc-
tion regarding the ability to choose was made between adult mi-
grant and child migrant. According to the Government Official 
Report, there is a:  

clear difference between the adult immigrant’s and the immigrant child’s 
ability to choose between Swedish cultural identity, on the one hand, and 
to preserve and develop his or her own language and culture on the other. 
This difference is of great importance for the school’s responsibility re-
garding immigrant children. (SOU, 1983:57: 28) 

According to Government Official Report, then, the responsibility 
for choosing whether or not to develop one’s own mother tongue 
and culture should not be placed on migrant students as children, 
but rather on the school and adults. The school’s responsibility to 
support migrant children in choosing to develop their mother 
tongue and cultural heritage was seen as crucial.  It was assumed 
that, whereas adults are able to make their own active choice, chil-
dren are not. It was thus seen to be the school’s responsibility to 
ensure that children developed their own culture and language 
until they were old enough to make their own choices. A devel-
oped first language and cultural affiliation would increase a child’s 
ability to learn a new language (Swedish) and to understand a new 
culture. The report explains that:  

The immigrant child, in early childhood, is still in a phase of developing 
the first language and a cultural orientation in relation to his or her parents 
and the immidiate environment. The child must be able to communicate 
with his or her parents during the important growing years, and must later 
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be given the opportunity to maintain and develop this language. (SOU 
1983:57: 28)  

State funding was granted to the Swedish municipalities, which 
were then obligated to organize mother tongue education. By way 
of the Reform, the intent was to increase mother tongue education 
in primary and secondary school. As highlighted in chapter one, 
the reform was also in line with the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child. Member states had agreed that children’s education 
should aim to develop and strengthen respect for the child’s own 
cultural identity and language, and promote cultural freedom of 
choice.35 State funding was granted in proportion to the number of 
students and teaching hours in order to promote students’ devel-
opment of their mother tongue(s) to become actively bilingual and 
develop a sense of belonging to more than one language and cul-
ture. This ideology was moreover based on the research outcomes, 
claimed. The Social Democratic Government Proposition of 1975 
(Prop. 1975:26), which indicated that bilingualism promotes the 
student’s educational goals: 

Based on research findings concerning language development and bilin-
gualism, the objective of the education of immigrant children should be to 
promote active bilingualism. This should also be applied in preschool, re-
garding which there is a need for continued research on language training 
for immigrant children. In order to promote active bilingualism, it is also 
important that specially trained home language preschool teachers lead 
home language training. (Prop. 1975/26: 20)  

Contrary to the period of the early 1960s, when bilingualism was 
assumed to be “inconvenient” and even potentially harmful, in the 
discursive period of 1966-1988 it was believed to promote bilin-
gual students’ intellectual and emotional development. In contrast, 
as shown in Chapter 5, nomadic Sami students were positioned as 
natives and as such were portrayed as perhaps forever stuck in a 
                                                
35 “Minority or indigenous children have the right to learn about and practice their own 

culture, language and religion. This right applies to everyone; here, the Convention 
highlights it in instances in which the practices are not shared by the majority of peo-
ple in the country”. (UNCRC Article 30). 
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“savage stage”. The entire abstract and cultural thinking the Sami 
needed in order to learn Swedish was seen as foreign to their natu-
ral environment. Implicitly then, bilingual students were seen as a 
problem insofar as they could not fully master the Swedish lan-
guage. Contrary to the period of the early 1960s, the policymakers 
in the discursive period of 1966-1988, according to the Govern-
ment Proposition above (Prop. 1975:26: 20), encouraged a bilin-
gual education in order to create students with double language 
competence. In this sense, Borevi (2014) argues:  

“... the Swedish immigrant policy of the 1970s (…) contained rather radi-
cal multicultural goals. Aiming to avoid previous forms of ethnic ‘Swedify-
ing’ (directed in particular at the Sa ́mi minority), the policy was now ori-
ented towards affirming and supporting immigrants’ ethnic identities” 
(Borevi, 2014: 711).  

It was increasingly argued that the teaching of migrant students 
should be done in their own home language. According to Rich-
ardson (2010: 219), the lively debate that took place in the late 
1960s over home language generated a new vision regarding bilin-
gualism. It was believed that bilingual education was necessary for 
migrant students’ linguistic and social development as well as so-
cial aspects, and that their education should be equivalent to that 
of Swedish students.  
 In a related manner, Hyltenstam & Tuomela (1996:14-15) argue 
that the public debate over the organization of home language 
education was particularly lively during the 1970s in the daily press, 
migrant newspapers and educational daily press, but “[n]one of the 
participants in these debates was against the home language educa-
tion”. In the end, state funding for mother tongue education was 
granted at all stages of school levels. Before the Home Language 
Reform began being implemented, the municipal school actors 
were able to decide whether they wanted to organize home lan-
guage for students with a mother tongue other than Swedish 
(Skolverket, 2002). As a result of the Home Language Reform, the 
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municipalities received government grants in order to provide 
home language education and to inform teachers, school staff and 
parents about the importance of mother tongue education:   

The state grant should be paid in proportion to the number of teaching 
frameworks. Supportive education for immigrant children should also be 
extended. Extended education for home language and supportive educa-
tion should be considered for students in upper secondary school. 
(Prop.1975/26: 21) 

Subsequently, it was believed that mother tongue education would 
prevent future difficulties and other problems in Swedish schools 
at large. At the same time, however, the state not only wanted to 
ensure that migrants would receive some kind of supportive teaching, 
but also that they would have access to linguistic opportunities 
similar to those of the majority population in general. That is, the 
discussion on mother tongue education took another direction. 
The embrace of this education became important both for the 
cognitive development of bilingual students and for the fostering 
of equality in the education system overall (Hyltenstam & Milani, 
2012). 

Mother tongue education important for achieving the 
goals of equality, cultural freedom and cooperation 
The overall objectives concerning mother tongue education and 
migration policy were established in the Government Propositions 
in 1968 (Prop. 1968: 142; SOU 1968: 196). “Four years later, a 
comprehensive ‘immigrant and minority policy’, which was to be 
guided by ‘equality, freedom of choice and partnership’, was unan-
imously approved by the Swedish Parliament” (Borevi 2014: 710). 
Due to achieving the new reform guidelines set out in its 1975 
Proposition (Prop. 1975: 26), the Social Democratic Government 
formulated its objectives based on three keywords: equality, cultural 
freedom of choice, and cooperation. The keyword equality emphasized 
that members of linguistic minority groups would have the oppor-
tunity to maintain their own linguistic and cultural identity, just like 
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all other members of society. According to Esping-Andersen 
(1990), “The new policy was heavily influenced by the universal 
welfare state principles also renowned as the social democratic 
welfare state regime” (Borevi, 2014: 710). The essential precondi-
tions for achieving the goal of equality entailed that migrants would 
be able to access work, housing, social care, and education on the 
same conditions as the population in general. Hence, the level of 
migration should be adjusted to fit society’s ability to provide 
work, housing, care, and education. In this sense, equality: 

means that immigrants will have the same opportunities, rights and obliga-
tions as the rest of the population (...). A prerequisite for achieving the 
equality goal is that immigration is constantly adapted to society’s oppor-
tunities to provide immigrants with work, housing, social care, and educa-
tion under the same conditions as the rest of the population. Thus, a basic 
point of departure in Swedish immigration policy should be, as has been 
the case to date, that immigration should not counteract desirable devel-
opments in other areas of society. A labor market assessment regarding 
future immigration should therefore take into account whether there are 
unemployed groups in the country that should first be given employment. 
(Prop. 1975/26: 15) 

The second keyword cultural freedom of choice, as described be-
low, entails that members of linguistic minorities have the right to 
choose the extent to which they want to maintain and develop 
their mother tongue and culture of origin: 

The goal of freedom of choice means that members of linguistic minori-
ties residing in Sweden should, through social efforts, be given the oppor-
tunity to choose the extent to which they want to maintain and develop 
their cultural and linguistic identity. This assumes that the various immi-
grant groups receive financial and other support in developing their cul-
tural activities, and that the public cultural life in Sweden better responds 
to the needs that have arisen through immigration. (Prop.1975/26: 15) 

The notion of cooperation is described as mutual tolerance, col-
laboration and solidarity between the minority and majority com-
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munity groups in society, meaning that minorities have not only 
rights but also obligations to actively participate in society: 

The objective of cooperation means that cooperation should be estab-
lished between immigrant and minority groups and the majority popula-
tion. The goal includes mutual tolerance and solidarity between immi-
grants and the Swedish-born population. The cooperation assumes that 
minorities become – and are perceived as – equal partners in society. It al-
so means that immigrants should be committed to societal issues and that 
it should be easier for them to actively participate in political and trade un-
ion work. Immigrants and language minorities must be involved in the de-
sign of decisions that affect their situation. (Prop. 1975/26:15-16)  

The realization of the objective of cooperation meant that mi-
grants were to be given better opportunities to actively participate 
in political life in Sweden, and the possibility to partake in deci-
sion-making on matters affecting their own social situation as well 
as in the organization of language activities targeting them. As 
Borevi (2014:711) argues, “Besides the goal of fostering social 
equality, referred to earlier, the new immigrant policy should also 
promote immigrants’ ethnic identity formation”.  
 By introducing the keywords of equality, cultural freedom of choice 
and cooperation the state aimed to respond to society’s current 
needs, but also in the long term to signal positive changes for the 
development of (the future) society.  

“This new ‘multicultural’ aim guided the introduction of new reforms, in-
cluding support for journals produced in immigrant languages, mother 
tongue instruction in the public school system and financial support for 
ethnic organisations” (Borevi, 2014: 711).  

Consequently, the state invested in mother tongue education to 
ensure that migrant students did not have any less opportunity in 
their education than majority students did (Borevi, 2014). An im-
portant element in achieving this ambition was the solidarity and 
coexistence between the minority and majority students. In a simi-
lar vein, Kymlicka (1995) emphasizes that the freedom and equali-
ty of minority groups in a society should be adequately protected 
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by the state through offering equal opportunity to attain their 
goals. In Sweden, this was seen to be best achieved through “mu-
tual tolerance and solidarity between migrants and the ethnic ma-
jority people” (Prop.1975/26:15-16). The objectives of equality 
and cooperation were also a result of violence in schools and in 
society at large, where aggression, bullying and discrimination oc-
curred:   

Structural violence in school and society often leads to aggressiveness 
against the third party. Too many immigrants and their children can testify 
to harassment, bullying and discrimination, not least in school. That it can, 
and does, also happen to Swedish students is no excuse. It must be a most 
important task of the school to respond to all such manifestations. Fur-
ther, the emergence of prejudices and negative attitudes, which by exten-
sion could lead to bullying and discrimination, should be thwarted and 
prevented. This is a very important part of intercultural education. (SOU 
1983:57: 264) 

With thought to preventing any such manifestations, solidarity and 
coexistence were viewed as an important part of intercultural edu-
cation. As such, the knowledge and understanding about different 
languages and cultures in Swedish society were seen as crucial. It 
was also to be ensured that language and cultural minorities in 
Sweden would be able to maintain and develop their own home 
language and culture, while at the same time having the same social 
and educational standards as any other Swedish citizen 
(Prop.1975/76:118: Prop. 1975:26). To sum up, as Milani 
(2008:29) has observed, in 1975 Sweden underwent what one 
could call a political turn from assimilation policy to pluralism and 
language diversity. 

Bilingual students as resource for intercultural            
cooperation 
During the period of 1976 to 1982, the Conservative Government 
was in power in Sweden. In 1981, the Government appointed an 
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investigation regarding the organization of migrants’ education and 
their mother tongue education. Then in 1982, Sweden elected So-
cial Democratic Government. The Government Official Report of 
1983 (SOU 1983:57) under this new Government suggested the 
application of intercultural teaching in the overall education sys-
tem. Their new linguistic vision was also in line with the educa-
tional strategy for migrants that was supported by the Council of 
Europe (1983):36  

Countries of origin and receiving countries should work together to create 
a rightful place for immigrants and their children in education and culture 
(...) Teaching programs, materials and situations should be increasingly de-
signed to dynamically integrate immigrants’ cultural contributions in the 
various countries of Europe by aiming to achieve an intercultural dimen-
sion in teaching. (SOU 1983:57: 156) 

The resolution recommended that member states, and particularly 
their education ministers, support migrant education based on the 
European policy above. The intercultural approach in the overall 
education system indicated a new trend in terms of migrant educa-
tion, which until 1966 had been unilaterally focused on teaching 
strongly based on a monolingual policy. Instead, the state now 
invested in teaching based on bilingualism and cooperation be-
tween majority and minority students. The school placed great 
emphasis on basic intercultural standpoints for all students. In a 
Government Official Report from 1983, it is stated that:  

Access to different cultures must be developed and made accessible to, 
and for the enjoyment and benefit of, all. In a unified school, the focus on 
the future must be common and the entire study environment character-
ized by cultural interaction. This is a cornerstone of intercultural educa-
tion… (SOU 1983:57: 27)  

Students’ own language and cultural backgrounds could now be 
included as a starting point for school activities in the broader con-
text of the school system. The syllabus of almost every school sub-

                                                
36 At a conference in Dublin in 1983, the European Ministers of Education adopted a 

resolution on immigrant education (SOU 1983:57: 156). 
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ject incorporated intercultural elements (SOU 1983:57: 265). That 
is, migrant students were now positioned as a resource, contrib-
uting to good intercultural relations. Furthermore, these students 
along with their parents were positioned as a great resource as they 
contributed to connections with many other cultures and coun-
tries: “Immigrant students and their parents can be a great asset to 
convey knowledge of other countries’ cultures” (Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1980: 33). The migrant students’ own languages and cultural back-
grounds could now be drawn on in school activities. For instance, 
they were given the opportunity to tell about or show something 
from their country. This also meant that their home language be-
came an object of interest, and not least their backgrounds were 
seen as a resource for Swedish society: 

It is the school’s mission to educate students so that they feel solidarity 
with other countries, peoples and cultures. It is also the school’s mission 
to educate students to understand and feel affinity with minority groups in 
our own country. Intercultural education concerns every child and every 
adult in school – and also outside in the society - even though there may 
not be immigrants in school or outside in the society. (SOU, 1983:57: 265)  

Based on the final proposals of the Social Democratic Govern-
ment, made in the Report of 1983 (SOU 1983:57), in February 
1985 Parliament made the decision to put into practice intercultur-
al teaching at all stages of the education system. That is, a clear 
overall intercultural perspective concerning everyone in school – 
and also outside in the society, and even the right to mother 
tongue education, which was reformulated and reinforced in the 
new National Curriculum of 1980 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980). In 
this sense: 

The school’s work in promoting immigrant students’ bilingualism is de-
manding. In addition to teachers choosing the content and working meth-
ods, they should also plan how the two languages – the home language 
and Swedish – can best be used and developed. (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1988b: 
24) 
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The discourse on bilingualism positions bilingual students and 
their cultural background, as well as mother tongue education as 
an asset in and for the Swedish society. Although promoting bilin-
gualism is depicted as a demanding task, the bilingualism of minor-
ities is claimed to be an asset in Sweden, particularly on the labour 
market or for the labour market purposes. 

...an opportunity for the student to be able to speak two languages and 
have a double cultural competence. It is an asset for society to have peo-
ple with this competence in the country, for example in the public sector 
and the services sector, and not least within the export industries. 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1988b: 16: 40)37 

The intercultural approach was also meant to counteract negative 
attitudes and prejudices towards bilingualism. Teaching should 
thus aim to increase understanding and relations across language 
boundaries. This was, of course, in line with the school’s goals to 
encourage positive attitudes towards migrant (and minority) lan-
guages. (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1988b: 26)  

Mother tongue as resource  
When the revised edition of the Curriculum of 1969 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969) was published in 197338, it depicted 
home language education as a prerequisite for learing Swedish 

...the teaching of home language is essential to these students. The clearer 
the concepts and the larger the vocabulary the pupil has acquired in his 
own language, the better prerequisites he has to learn the new language. 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 69 II: 10-11)  

Moreover, mother tongue education was positioned as a resource 
promoting students’ intellectual development. Previously (see 

                                                
37 Kommentarmaterial (Lgr 80): Hemspråksklasser och sammansatta klasser. av Skolö-

verstyrelsen (Bok) 1988. This commentary material was published by the School Ad-
ministration Board (SÖ), which was appointed by the Government. 

38 Revised Edition of National Curriculum of 1969 (Lgr 69). Läroplan för grundskolan 
består av en allmän del (Lgr 69 I) och en supplementdel (Lgr 69 II), båda utfärdade av 
SÖ enligt förordnande i Kungl Maj:ts brev den 29 maj 1969 [Revised Edition of Nat-
ional Curriculum of 1969, Lgr 69].  
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Chapter 5), mastery of the Swedish language was considered “a 
common ground for human growth” for all individuals – irrespec-
tive of linguistic background. In the Curriculum of 1980 
(Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980), instead, it is stated that mother tongue 
education “provides the basis of the child’s emotional, linguistic 
and intellectual development” (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980: 58). 
Hence: 

Students with another language than Swedish have the right to receive an 
education equivalent to that of other students. While strengthening the 
students’ language development, the school also needs to actively make 
the most of their cultural heritage. (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980: 16) 

By promoting mother tongue education, policy actors wanted to 
create bilingual citizens with double culture competence who 
could take responsibility for the development of society regardless 
of their language background. That is, teaching would now pro-
mote languages and cultures other than the majority (Swedish) 
language. Moreover, bilingual students could also use the text-
books and literature in their own mother tongue:  

In schools with many children from language minorities, it is not least im-
portant that there are teaching materials and literature in these students’ 
home languages as well. (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980: 55) 

This was an important step towards creating bilingual and intercul-
tural schools, and enabling students to feel at home in two cul-
tures. From being mentioned as an obstacle to the goals of integra-
tion, bilingualism is now instead valued as a resource for schools and 
society. According to the commentary material in the Curriculum 
of 1980 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1988:41), “the majority speaking peo-
ple should thus be not merely tolerant towards bilingualism but 
appreciative and positive. All languages are of equal value”. This, 
of course, is not to say that mother tongue education has become 
equal to the majority (Swedish) language, but still, the curricula 
from this period explicitly point out the importance of mother 
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tongue education for bilingual students. In addition, mother 
tongue education was to be taught at schools for the majority’s 
sake as well, as they would therby learn about languages and cul-
tures other than the Swedish.  

The position of mother tongue education questioned?  
From 1976 to 1982 Sweden had Conservative Government. In the 
Government’s Letter of 1981/82 (Regeringens skrivelse, 
1981/82:103), Prime Minister Thorbjörn Fälldin raised several 
concerns about mother tongue education in Sweden. This Letter 
(Regeringens skrivelse, 1981/82:103) emphasized the need to bet-
ter clarify the motives behind the teaching of home language. The 
Prime Minister argued that the associations providing home lan-
guage teaching could improve their work if a distinction were 
made between what was called minority policy and home language 
policy. Besides this, he argued that “one could question whether it 
is good to allow teaching in so-called home language classes to 
continue at upper primary school as it may happen that you leave 
Swedish primary school without having been taught Swedish” 
(Regeringens skrivelse, 1981/82:196).39  In a related manner, Bore-
vi (2014 713-714) argues that “two government-appointed investi-
gations criticized the goal of actively helping immigrants maintain 
their ethno-cultural identities, arguing that this in effect risked 
jeopardizing their swift and successful integration into the Swedish 
labor market and mainstream society”. The concern was that the 
inclusion of mother tongue instruction at school would hamper 
migrant students’ acquisition of the Swedish language:  

In our view, there is good reason to take into account these risks (...). 
Children’s home language education should not, e.g., involve scheduling 
that result in a reduced number of teaching hours in Swedish. (SOU 
1984:55:263)  

                                                
39 For more details see Government Letter (1981/82:196) [Regeringens skrivelse 

1981/82:103; Bilaga 2 – Komittéberättelse 1982, Del II :196]. 
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This discussion, raised by Fälldin, ultimately resulted in a Govern-
ment Bill in 1986, declaring that, “the immigrant policy does not 
aim at supporting immigrants as collective identities. Measures 
should solely target individuals, aiming at promoting their integra-
tion as full members of society” (Borevi, 2014: 714). In the Gov-
ernment Proposition of 1985/86 (Prop.1985/86: 98:1), the then 
Prime Minister Olof Palme argued that the guidelines regarding 
the nation state’s migration policy made by the Social Democratic 
Government in 1975 still remained firm. According to Lundahl et 
al. (2013:501), “social democratic education policy traditionally 
focuses on fostering equality, fairness and public service”. With 
regard to the effects of the Social Democratic policy enabling lan-
guage equality, by way of mother tongue education and the view of 
bilingualism as a resource, the decades 1966-1988 became a period 
in which migrant students and mainstream community students, in 
different ways, became aware of the presence of bilingualism and 
the new citizens in society.  

Concluding discussion 
In Chapter 6 I have delineated the overall mother tongue educa-
tion discourse. This was a new order of discourse structured by a 
strong social democratic equality discourse and a discourse pro-
moting bilingualism and cooperation. The equality discourse was 
formed by the keywords active bilingualism, intercultural exchange in 
society, equal opportunity, maintain cultural identity, away from uniformity, 
and bilingual students as new citizens, supported by a discourse of bi-
lingualism formed by the keywords active bilingualism, bilingual educa-
tion, and bilingual students.   
     The social democratic equality discourse built on arguments of 
equality goals and social inclusion for all individuals in society. 
“Immigrants and their children were to be given a real possibility 
to retain their own language, practice their cultural activities and 
maintain contact with the country of origin” (Borevi, 2014: 711). 



MOTHER TONGUE EDUCATION – THE INTEREST OF A NATION 

126 
 

According to the discourse of bilingualism, mother tongue is con-
sidered important for enabling linguistic equality in education. Bi-
lingualism is presented in curriculum as a resource for students’ 
linguistic and intellectual development (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980: 
58). Explicitly, bilingual students were also seen as a resource inso-
far as they could convey knowledge about other countries and 
languages, to transfer knowledge and experience of other cultures 
and languages to the majority. The discursive change gains mo-
mentum in 1966, when students were given the right to mother 
tongue education.  
 Contrary to the discursive period of 1957-1965, schools were 
given the responsibility to implement an intercultural pedagogy 
and active bilingualism in the overall education system. The state 
politics encouraged migrants to actively participate in society and a 
conflict-free coexistence between ethnic groups. Policy texts in 
this discursive period made clear that there were other students in 
society than simply the native Swedish-speaking majority ones. 
The social democratic welfare state’s politics of this period official-
ly abolished the former assimilation policy (1957-1965) (Prop. 
1975: 26).  
 As Milani (2008), Hyltenstam (1996), and Lundahl et al. (2013) 
have shown, the new policy of equality and language diversity was 
enabled by the historic parliamentary decision of 1975.40 Further 
changes were made due to research on bilingualism. The intercul-
tural approach in the overall education system indicated, then, a 
new strategy, which until 1966 had been unilaterally focused on the 
strong society based on monolingual Swedishness. Towards the 
end of this discursive period more conservative voices were raised, 
claiming that mother tongue education would lead to deficiencies 
in terms of the acquisition of the Swedish language, which in turn 
was seen to jeopardize the successful integration of minority stu-
dents into the Swedish labor market. 

                                                
40 For more details see Prop. (1975:26). 
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 All in all, the recontextualization of mother tongue education 
discourse has henceforth shown that the monolingual and mono-
cultural discourses that characterized the period of 1957-1965 were 
challenged by a new bilingual discourse in the period of 1966-
1989. The strong social democratic equality discourse along with a 
bilingual discourse promoted equality, social inclusion and active 
bilingualism in the overall education system and in society. The 
goals of equality were based on the idea that migrants needed to be 
provided with mother tongue education. This was seen as a central 
aspect of the nation state’s obligation to ensure equal opportunities 
for all groups in society, and equality between migrants and 
Swedes. Hence, it can be concluded that this period, from 1966 to 
1988, is characterized by a marked change in the positioning of 
mother tongue education. 
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7 
Decentralization, marketization, 
integration and the devaluation 

of mother tongue education 
1989-1999 

 
In this chapter I initially describe the school reforms completed 
during the years around 1990. I then describe the decentralization 
of the school, the establishment of the free school, and the new 
National Curriculum for the new (public-) market school. Then, I 
account for the municipalization of the school and the parallel 
change to the state funding of the school system. Thereafter I dis-
cuss the discursive change from home language education to 
mother tongue education and notions of cultural diversity, and the 
accompanying assumption of the need for Swedish as a unifying 
language of the nation. I show that the outcome of this was the 
introduction of a new national policy positioning Swedish as the 
unifying language of the nation, in the name of integration and 
employability. A parallel change was made to the government’s 
migration policy, also motivated by the need for integration and 
employability. Lastly, I present a concluding discussion.    
 Compared to previous periods, that of 1989-1999 was charac-
terized by substantial school reforms. The Government introduced 
the possibility for all parents to choose which school to enroll their 
children in, a new curriculum, and further changes to the educa-
tion policy such as the decentralization of the school and munici-
palization based on a new funding system. During this period, 
Sweden went from having one of the most centrally planned 
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school systems to having the most generous legislation, in terms of 
giving free schools throughout the country the right to public 
funding (Blomqvist & Rothstein, 2000:164). 

Decentralization of the school 
In the parliamentary elections of 1988, Sweden elected a Social 
Democratic Government. The Government’s national school poli-
tics was characterized by optimism. The strong state steering of 
the school system, i.e. a relatively extensive regulation of the 
school, rested on a desire to guarantee nationwide equality in edu-
cation for all (Prop. 1988/89:4:6). However, in its proposition of 
1988/89 (Prop.1988/89:4) the Government emphasized that it 
was necessary to delegate responsibility for the school to munici-
palities and individual schools. An increase in local responsibility 
would, it was argued, foster a (local) commitment to adjusting the 
education to local conditions. In government texts of the time, 
individual schools, students and staff were depicted as the most 
important actors, in terms of making decisions about school activi-
ties (Prop. 1988/89:4).  
 According to the Government, a decentralization of the school 
system was a precondition for better adaptation to local condi-
tions, and would increase individual participation. The Govern-
ment Proposition of 1991/92 (Prop. 1990/91:18) based its pro-
posals on the results of a Government Official Report published 
in 1990 (SOU 1990:44, The Study of Power and Democracy in Sweden). 
This report (SOU 1990:44) paved the way for the change to mu-
nicipal law regarding the school funding system. According to the 
report, a central steering model as well as an ineffective large pub-
lic sector was not compatible with the demands of individual citi-
zens in Swedish society.  
 An individual opportunity for citizens to participate in school 
choice was seen as democratically necessary in order to increase 
individual rights and responsibilities (SOU 1990:44: 15). The pro-
found policy change towards the decentralization of decision-
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making to local authorities was hence motivated and legitimized 
with reference to democratic principles. In the Government Offi-
cial Report of 1990 (SOU 1990:44), it was stated that school is the 
area where citizens feel they have the least ability to participate. 
The Report thus proposed a limitation of public sector services 
and an increase in private ownership when it comes to govern-
ment-funded welfare services.    
 The Social Democratic Government proposed new principles 
for the steering of the school, from central to local government, in 
1990/91 (Prop. 1990/91:18). This entailed that Parliament and the 
Government should steer the school system by setting national 
goals. The municipalities were assigned the responsibility of realiz-
ing the goals set by Parliament and the Government (Prop. 
1990/91:18: 20). The idea was that the responsibility for steering 
would move from the so-called state-regulated school system to 
municipalities and individual schools (Prop. 1990:91/18: 15). It 
was assumed that decentralization would lead to a better use of 
resources and create good quality and equality in education.  
 In a decentralized school system there was not the same need 
for a proactive government steering of the school. Such a decen-
tralized school system would enable a more flexible pluralistic 
school system: a school characterized by different forms of owner-
ship or school providers (Prop. 1991/92:95). Local actors them-
selves could plan activities following national education goals. The 
Government insisted that both free schools and public schools 
needed to maintain satisfactory quality in terms of knowledge and 
skills: 

I believe it is important that parents and children be given as much free-
dom as possible when choosing between different types of schools. How-
ever, a prerequisite is that the education is of the highest quality in terms 
of knowledge and skills. (Prop. 1991/92:95: 11) 
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As in the case of public education, it is important that the quality of the 
pedagogical activities of independent schools be continually monitored 
and evaluated. (Prop. 1991/92:95: 13) 

According to the perspective outlined above, a changing society 
requires a flexible school system by which teachers, principals and 
students have the opportunity to adapt the teaching in accordance 
with local requirements and conditions. Lundahl et al. (2013:497) 
argue that during the last two decades “the Swedish public sector 
and education system have been radically and extensively trans-
formed in a neo-liberal direction, a move that was preceded by 
extensive decentralization of decision-making from the state to 
municipalities and schools”. According to the Government Propo-
sition defined in Prop. (1991/92:95), national requirements regard-
ing the adequate quality of education would be assured through 
government inspections and quality assessment.  
The Swedish way of managing bilingualism from the 1970s to the 
1980s was challenged by the marketization of the school in the 
1990s. As a result, the Swedish school system underwent a rapid 
municipalization, decentralization and free school reform. 

The introduction of the free school choice  
In September 1991, Sweden elected a new Conservative Govern-
ment, a four-party Government in which the Moderate Party 
[Moderaterna], the Christian Democrats [Kristdemokraterna], the 
Centre Party [Centerpariet] and the Liberal Party [Folkpartiet] 
formed a coalition government. In his Government Declaration, 
the new Conservative Prime Minister Carl Bildt focused on the 
strengthening of Sweden “as the nation of knowledge”, as well as 
the right of all individuals to freely choose their school:  

The school and education policy will be focused on strengthening Sweden 
as a nation of knowledge. In the 1990s, we will create Europe’s best 
school. Everyone will be given the right to choose their school freely. The 
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public contributions will in principle follow the student. (Regerings-
förklaringen, 1991) 41 

In addition to the goal of creating Europe’s best school, the Con-
servative Government argued for the (public-) market school, de-
claring that, “the time of collectivism is over”.42 Contrary to the 
Social Democratic actors, which suggested equal access to welfare 
services throughout the country, the most significant change in 
this Conservative Coalition Government was that the the renewal 
of Sweden was to be based on a market principle. In the Govern-
ment Declaration, it was stated that: 

All too often, the state and the public sector have been regarded as the 
same as society. But now the time of collectivism is over. In our Sweden, society 
will always be larger than the state. We strive to make the 1990s a decade 
of change and renewal for Sweden. (Regeringsförklaringen, 1991; italics added 
by author) 

When the new Conservative Government was established, the 
school reforms initiated by the previous Social Democratic Gov-
ernment of 1989-1991 were even more intensely continued. The 
new Minister of Education, Beatrice Ask, introduced the estab-
lishment of free schools and more generous legislation that gave 
free schools right to the public financing on much the same terms 
as the public schools throughout the country. Ask additionally 
proposed a school choice that enabled parents and students to 
“choose between all preschools and compulsory schools within 
their municipality – public as well as free schools, and upper sec-
ondary education, their choice is extended to the whole country” 
(Lundahl et al. 2013:504). The government’s main argument for 
the national, coherent funding of independent schools in the same 

                                                
41 Available in the final paragraph of the Government Declaration (1991). Downloaded 

2017-03-25 from: http://www.svenskatal.se/19911004-carl-bildt-
regeringsforklaringen-1991/.   

42 See Regeringsförklaring (1991)[The Government Inaugural Speech, 1991] 
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way as public schools was that all parents and students should be 
able to participate by making their own individual school choice: 

The ambition should be not only that students and parents shall be able to 
choose between municipal and free schools, but also that the principles of 
freedom of choice and the financial means that follow the student’s choice 
and that are described in this Proposition shall also apply to the greatest 
possible degree within the municipal school system. (Prop. 1991/92:95:7) 

The ability of students and parents to make a free school choice is 
considered necessary in terms of increasing citizens’ participation 
within the education system. According to the government, the 
free school choice and equal conditions between independent 
schools and public schools were necessary in order to create a 
school with a variety of school programs and education profiles. 
With the school choice, the government expected to create com-
petition between schools, with higher quality and improved effi-
ciency within the school system: 

I also believe that a stimulating competition between different schools, 
with different orientations and different ownership forms, can in turn 
contribute to raising the quality throughout the entire school system. In-
creased diversity in the school’s area also enables multiple interests to be 
met (...). With greater freedom of choice and more room for a school’s 
profile, better motivations for cost-efficiency can be created. (Prop. 
1991/92:95: 9) 

The free school reform throughout the school system was a result 
of a market orientation. According to this market discourse, a 
Swedish school system with a variety of school ownerships, indi-
vidual profiling of schools, and different education programs, can 
offer more choices for individual citizens (Prop. 1991/92:95: 9). In 
this way, the new school reforms would be able to better adapt the 
education system to individual requirements and rapid societal 
changes, while at the same time improving cost-efficiency. By es-
tablishing school choice in the school sector, in its Proposition of 
1991/92 (Prop. 1991/92:95) the Government also aimed to satisfy 
the interests of private school actors.  



DECENTRALIZATION, MARKETIZATION, INTEGRATION 
AND THE DEVALUATION OF MOTHER TONGUE  

EDUCATION 1989-1999 
 

135 
 

 As the school choice would furthermore increase the number 
of schools with different confessional beliefs and values compared 
to Swedish society, in its proposition the Government suggested 
that the core values of Swedish society must be strongly respected. 
Local control of individual schools and teachers would support the 
adaptation of teaching according to individual needs. The Curricu-
lum Committee argued that the possibility of school choice is a 
prerequisite for increased individual responsibility of and influence 
by students and parents: 

…people’s increased competence to question and demand influence has 
increased the pressure from citizens to gain local influence over what has 
previously been perceived as an arena of central government decision-
making. This can be seen as a basis for reforms regarding responsibility 
for and governance of the school. Among the most recent examples of re-
forms in schools aimed at more influence are the recent decisions regard-
ing independent schools. (SOU 1992:94: 118)  

As indicated above, the decentralized governance of the school is 
essentially connected to citizen participation by making their own 
school choice. Local control, private choice, flexibility, and cost-
efficiency in the school system in a time of rapid social change 
were assumed to be basic needs. Such a school system, according 
to the Government, would provide better opportunities to increase 
individual responsibility and adapt the school to individual needs 
(Prop.1991/92: 95). Contrary to the perspective outlined in the 
Curriculum Committee Report of 1992 (SOU 1992:94), Westling 
Allodi (2007:137) claims that “The adaptation to the local adminis-
trators may give rise to differences in services that threaten pupils’ 
rights to an equitable education.” 

A new curriculum for the new (public-) market school 
To enable school reforms, the Government appointed a Curricu-
lum Committee (SOU 1992: 94) in February 1991, which was tak-
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en over by the Conservative Government at the change of gov-
ernment in September 1991. In December 1991, additional direc-
tives were given to the Committee (Dir. 1991:117).43 These direc-
tives largely followed the earlier ones given by the Social Demo-
cratic Government, but more modifications were made with the 
purpose of developing “Europe’s best school” (Regerings-
förklaringen, 1991). The Committee summarized the results in its 
final report in September 1992 (SOU 1992:94). It proposed a new 
National Curriculum, which was realized in 1994 (Utbild-
ningsdepartementet, 1994), emphasizing the inviolability of human 
life, individual freedom and integrity, and equality between women 
and men. The Curriculum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 
1994) was intended to set out the national goals for individual 
schools, but not state more precisely the way in which the goals 
were to be achieved or which teaching approaches to choose to 
apply:  

The curriculum shall state the national objectives, but it shall not, unlike in 
the past, give instructions for how to reach the targets, i.e. choice of teach-
ing material, working approach, or method. (SOU 1992:94:17) 

According to the Curriculum Committee, the new curriculum gave 
students the opportunity to have, and thus made them responsible 
for, their own individual work and day-to-day schoolwork. Such 
individualization was considered necessary to allow students to 
discover their unique individuality, and to actively participate in 
their own education. As discussed above, the individual students’ 
opportunity to influence their own education was manifested: 

The participation and influence of students and their parents over the stu-
dents’ education are expressed in, among other things, the right to choose 
the school and the profile of the education. In addition, the possibility for 
students to make individual choices within the framework of the educa-

                                                
43 The new directives include a curriculum, timetables, and syllabi for elementary school, 

as well as curricula for upper secondary school and municipal adult education. The as-
signment thus no longer covers goals and guidelines for childcare (SOU 1992: 94: 
329). For broader details, see Appendix 2 of the Curriculum Committee Report (SOU 
1992:94: 329). 
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tion constitutes an important form of influence which should be strength-
ened. (SOU 1992:94: 15)  

Student and parental responsibility for and influence over their 
schooling included the right to choose their school based on the 
educational profile of schools. As Lindahl et al. (2013:499) 
showed, “the work of schools is now orchestrated by new mana-
garialism, and school curricula and educational assessment have 
been reformed in order to enhance employability, raise academic 
performance and increase effectiveness”. The Conservative Prime 
Minister furthermore argued for a strengthening of the role of 
language throughout the education system:  

Programs will be developed to raise the quality of all levels of the school. 
The position of language throughout the education system will be 
strengthened. A new curriculum for compulsory school with a clear 
knowledge profile will be developed. A new grading system, whereby the 
grades measure knowledge and that has more steps than today, will be in-
troduced as soon as possible. (Regeringsförklaringen, 1991)  

The formulations presented in the Declaration above also indicate 
a clear knowledge profile and a new grading system. The new cur-
riculum was designed based on the idea that there was an urgent 
need to substitute central steering of the school with individual 
responsibility.’ 

A new funding system and its impact on the                
positioning of mother tongue education 
The municipalization of the school was carried out during the 
economic crisis Sweden experienced in the early 1990s. At a time 
of financial savings, the Government believed that its reforms 
would lead to a more cost-efficient education system. Based on 
these ideas, the Government proposed a new funding system. At-
tempts to strengthen the state budget led to sharp cuts in state 
funds dedicated to local governments. This affected the public 
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sector, particularly the public school system. Now all municipalities 
were granted general, instead of targeted, funding. The general 
funding system meant that the state granted each municipality a 
general sum of money in proportion to the number of pupils with-
in the municipality in question. The previous state funding exclu-
sively dedicated to mother tongue education was then incorpo-
rated into the general funding system. The Government would no 
longer steer the use of the public funds through targeted state 
funding. In practice, this led to cuts in spending for the part of the 
teaching, which was not compulsory.  
 As the state funding system went from a targeted system to a 
general funding system, municipalities lost state funding for moth-
er tongue education. Since there was no targeted state funding 
system for the provision of mother tongue education, municipali-
ties were no longer obliged to provide it. At the same time, the 
municipalities were exposed to extensive savings requirements 
(Skolverket, 2002: 29). Taken together, this led to a sharp decrease 
in mother tongue education in the early 1990s.     
 The share of students entitled to mother tongue education and 
participating in it was at its highest in 1986, when 68 percent of 
students entitled to this education participated in it (SOU 
1996:55:185). In this period of 1989-1999, no more than 50 per-
cent of all eligible students attended mother tongue education 
(SOU 1996:55:185). During this period, mother tongue teaching 
hours also decreased. The subject of mother tongue education 
disposed of only 30-60 minutes a week, and attendance was volun-
tary. This means no more than a maximum of 360 hours for a 
student in the course of a year. In comparison, Swedish (or Swe-
dish as a second language) and English in compulsory school dis-
posed of 1,490 and 480 hours per year, respectively. During this 
period, parents and mother tongue students criticized the fact that 
mother tongue as a school subject entailed only a couple of lessons 
per week:  
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In relation to the objective of home language teaching, this criticism is not un-
founded. The subject is also not a part of the syllabus, and the schedule’s 
regulations do not specify a time frame. (SOU 1992:94: 278; italics added 
by author) 44    

Evidently, the Curriculum Committee confirms that this criticism 
was not groundless, since mother tongue education was taught 
outside the regular curriculum, but the Curriculum Committee 
(SOU 1992:94) suggested that schools themselves should be able 
to organize mother tongue education:  

Our suggested timetable contains guaranteed teaching hours for certain 
compulsory subjects. The timetable also specifies hours for local timeta-
bles and students’ personal choices. With such a timetable there are good 
opportunities to organize teaching in home language education and Swe-
dish as a second language that satisfies students’ needs. (SOU 1992:94: 
278)    

To meet students’ needs, the Curriculum Committee proposed a 
number of alternative solutions that may be shaped locally within 
the school schedule, and in agreement with the student’s personal 
choices. The positioning of mother tongue education is formulated 
in the Curriculum Committee Report of 1992 (SOU 1992:94). Ac-
cording to it, mother tongue education, which was at that time 
called home language education was to be provided if a language 
other than Swedish was a living element in a student’s daily com-
munication at home, and if the student had basic knowledge in 
his/her mother tongue: 

For students for whom a language other than Swedish is a daily language 
of communication, home language teaching shall be organized if the stu-
dent has basic knowledge of this language, and needs and wishes to re-
ceive education in it. (SOU 1992:94: 277)  

                                                
44 In this Curriculum Committee Report from 1992 (SOU 1992:94), as well as in all other 

empirical materials, the term “home language” [hemspråk] was used until July 1997. 
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The wording above illustrates that the policy regarding the provi-
sion of mother tongue education was based on three principles: 
the first is connected to the student’s daily use of the language in 
question at home; the second is connected to the student’s indi-
vidual level of knowledge of his/her mother tongue; and the third 
concerns the student’s personal need and aspiration to participate 
in what was, at the time, referred to as home language education. For a 
student to be entitled to this education, all three principles were to 
be fulfilled. In cases in which bilingual students did not satisfy the 
requirements as stated in the provision policy cited above, it was 
likely that they were not allowed to attend mother tongue educa-
tion. Thus, in the Curriculum Committee Report of 1992 (SOU 
1992:94) mother tongue is positioned as the student’s home lan-
guage that was (exclusively) spoken on a daily basis at home, and 
not in school or other social institutions.  

Swedish cultural heritage and language diversity 
All the parties of the Conservative Coalition Government clearly 
wanted to win acceptance for their programs and values. The 
Christian Democrats [Kristdemokraterna] wanted to reintroduce 
the strengthened position of Christian values in education that had 
existed in the 1960s (SOU 1961:30:176; Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelseen, 1962). After a compromise between all coali-
tion parties, the definition of Christian values in the new Curricu-
lum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) was considerably 
toned down (Egidius, 2001). The Christian values were now for-
mulated as following:  

The inviolability of human life, the freedom and integrity of the individual, 
the equal value of all people, gender equality, and solidarity with the weak 
and vulnerable are the values the school shall shape and convey. In ac-
cordance with the ethics borne by Christian tradition and Western human-
ism, this is done through the individual’s fostering to justice, generosity, 
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tolerance and responsibility. (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994:5; SKOLFS 
1994:1)45 

This statement in the Curriculum of 1994 illustrates the return to 
the formulations of the first discursive period in the unity school 
Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962) stressing 
the importance of the Christian tradition in education (see Chapter 
5). In the Curriculum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994), in 
a subsection on the international perspective and the importance 
of international understanding and solidarity, it is at the same time 
stated that students should reach an understanding of the values of 
cultural diversity:  

An international perspective is important in order to see one’s own reality 
in a global context and to create international solidarity as well as prepare 
for a society with frequent contacts across cultural and national borders. 
The international perspective also means developing an understanding of 
the cultural diversity within the country. (SKOLFS, 1994:1: 3)  

Hence, a growing mobility across national borders would help 
individuals understand cultural diversity within Sweden. Nearly the 
same text is reproduced in the curriculum for compulsory school:  

The internationalization of Swedish society and the growing mobility 
across national borders places high demands on people’s ability to live 
with and realize the values that lie in cultural diversity. (Utbildningsdepar-
tementet, 1994: 5)  

Both the Curriculum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) 
and Educational Act (SKOLFS, 1994:1) construct internationaliza-
tion as something that is connected to the individual needs of the 
people within the Swedish nation. Although both the Curriculum 
and the Educational Act (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994; 
SKOLFS, 1994:1) advocate for the importance of knowledge and 
                                                
45 Available at: 

www.skolverket.se/regelverk/skolfs/skolfs?_xurl_=http%3A%2F%2Fwww5skolverk
et.se%2Fwtpub%2Fws%2Fskolfs%2Fwpubext%2Ffs%2FRecord%3Fk%3D258.  
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understanding concerning diversity in society, they mostly concern 
the values of international understanding and solidarity in a global 
perspective. In this discursive period, of 1989 to 1999, there was a 
significant change in the role of language diversity compared to the 
views that characterized the social democratic equality discourse of 
the 1970s-1980s. Previously (Chapter 6), the state actors wanted to 
take responsibility for bilingual citizens with double language 
competence and promote such competences. The state could then 
take the responsibility for the development of language diversity 
that existed in schools regardless of students’ linguistic or cultural 
background. Then, it was stated that students “with a language 
other than Swedish have the right to receive equivalent education 
with other students” and that “the school must actively take ad-
vantage of their cultural heritage” (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980: 19).  
 At the time, the teaching was based on active bilingualism, co-
operation, coexistence and equal opportunities in order to pro-
mote the inclusion of migrants in Sweden. The discourse of equali-
ty and intercultural cooperation, together with the presence of 
many students with different ethnic, linguistic and cultural back-
grounds, had an impact on all staff training (SOU 1983:57:22-23). 
And in the curriculum, it was stated that “The school shall seek to 
establish solidarity with disadvantaged groups within and outside 
the country. It must actively promote the inclusion of the immi-
grants of our country in society” (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980:19). 
 In contrast to the 1980s, during this period of 1989-1999 the 
school is positioned as an institution teaching individual responsi-
bility and choice making, in relation to the market discourse, and 
traditional values based on the ethics borne by Christian tradition 
and Western humanism. In the 1990s, increasing language and 
cultural diversity within Sweden as a nation was seen as a dilemma: 
it was argued such an increase required “a strong anchorage in 
your own culture, history and language” and, at the same time, the 
creation of broader identities, namely “an identity that can include 
and relate to not only the specific Swedish but also to a Nordic, 
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European and extremely global identity” (SOU 1992:94: 89). In the 
Curriculum Committee Report of 1992 (SOU 1992:94) language 
diversity was seen as enabling Swedish citizens to understand oth-
ers’ cultures and values, the increase in language and cultural diver-
sity within Sweden was seen to challenge the nation’s interest in 
maintaining its own culture, history and language (SOU 1992:94). 
This in turn caused the debate on the importance of Swedish cul-
tural heritage to become as prominent as it did during the 1960s. 
Although the documents of the 1990s (SOU 1992: 94; Utbild-
ningsdepartementet, 1994) advocate for the importance of 
knowledge of different cultures, the individual (migrant) student is 
positioned as responsible for maintaining his or her mother tongue 
knowledge and preserving his or her cultural heritage. It is hence 
ultimately not seen as the responsibility of the state: 

The main responsibility for these other cultural heritages, how they are 
managed, developed and transferred to subsequent generations, always lies 
primarily on the individuals themselves and not the state. (SOU 1996:55: 
353) 

In a democracy like Sweden, the government cannot place obstacles in the 
way of people’s desire to live their own lives, as long as no laws or regula-
tions are violated. The right of the individual to join together with others 
also applies when making their own ethnic and cultural expressions. (SOU 
1996:55: 353)  

In this period, the necessity for migrants and minority students to 
express their own cultural values is primarily the concern of the 
individual him- or herself. As in the quote above, the Government 
cannot put obstacles in the way of how people live their own lives, 
as long as no core values or regulations of Swedish society are vio-
lated. This wording gives the impression that migrants have the 
right to, and are free to, express their own culture as long as they 
in no way challenge the majorities culture, norms and values. 
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From migration to integration and employability 
Elections to Sweden’s Parliamentary Assembly were held on Sep-
tember 1994. The outcome was that Sweden, after three years of 
Conservative Coalition Government, established Social Democrat-
ic Government (Aylott & Bolin 2007). In his inaugural speech, the 
new Social Democratic Prime Minister Ingvar Carlsson stressed 
that the core values of Swedish democracy are the ideas of equal 
rights and the integrity of all people. “Therefore, discrimination, 
xenophobia and racism must be combated wherever such tenden-
cies occur” (Regeringsförklaringen, 1994). Carlsson claimed that 
the Sweden of today is a multicultural society: “We must jointly 
prevent society from being split between people from different 
countries and cultures. Everyone in our society must now be mo-
bilized to fight segregation and increase integration” (Regerings-
förklaringen, 1994).  
 In order to improve the integration of all individuals in society, 
in November 1994 the Government appointed a committee to 
analyze Swedish migration policy. In its report (Sweden, the Future 
and Multiculturalism – SOU 1996:55), the committee presented a 
comprehensive overview regarding the migration policy. The 
committee proposed new goals and guidelines for migration poli-
cy, including home language education for students whose mother 
tongue was not Swedish.   
 The Government criticized the previous migration policy for 
singling out a certain category of people in society, and changed 
the policy’s name from migration policy to the policy of integration 
and employability. These new keywords signaled the importance of 
integrating all individuals into Swedish society. The new Social 
Democratic Government furthermore discussed the problem of 
exclusion from the labor market:  

The most extensive problem for both those who are affected and for 
Swedish society as a whole is the weak contact with working life that can 
be found in many groups. An exclusion from the labor market and a per-
manent dependence on welfare is a problematic reality for many. The 
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Committee highlights statistics in the report regarding how especially im-
migrants suffer from unemployment both regularly and structurally. (SOU 
1996:55:12) 

In its Proposition of 1997/98 (Prop. 1997/98:16), the Govern-
ment considered the concept of ‘immigrant’ to be old and it was 
completely rejected. The Government based its Proposition on the 
results of Government Official Report made public in 1996 (SOU 
1996:55). The new integration policy, replacing the previous migra-
tion policy, was intended to include equal rights and opportunities 
for all individuals, regardless of their linguistic background. Integra-
tion should therefore, unlike migration, be the concern of the entire 
population: 

The objectives of integration policy shall be equal rights and opportunities 
for all irrespective of ethnic and cultural background, a community with 
the diversity of society as its foundation, and a social development – char-
acterized by mutual respect and tolerance –  that everyone, no matter their 
background, shall be a part of and responsible for. (Prop. 1997/98:16) 

In the integration policy, the target group would no longer be a 
certain category of people who had earlier immigrated to Sweden. 
Measures of integration should instead be directed at all individuals 
in Sweden with both “natives and migrants” being given “good 
prospects for success in life”, but as it was argued, it was ultimately 
“the individual, and the family, or the group who consciously or 
unconsciously chooses to be integrated” (SOU1996:55: 76). That 
is, integration and employability were ultimately seen as the result 
of one’s own choices.   
 The previous integration politics contained collective solutions 
that positioned migrants as a group without considering their indi-
vidual needs and responsibilities (SOU 1996:55). The motives be-
hind the policy change from migration to integration policy were 
largely due to labor market actors that pointed out certain ethnic 
groups as disadvantaged in the labor market. In this sense, the 
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Government aimed to integrate individual migrants into society – 
irrespective of their language background. Thus, the new idea of 
individual responsibility was believed to increase the employability 
of integrated individuals in a unified society. The new policy was 
still aimed at migrants as a group, but they were to be subjected to a 
general policy directed at the whole of the Swedish population (Prop. 
1997/98:16:19-20). In order for them to be integrated under the 
same conditions as the majority population, the state politics speci-
fied an increased emphasis on school effectiveness, mainly based 
on the Swedish language and its substantial use:  

Being able to speak and understand Swedish facilitates integration. There-
fore, everyone who is a permanent resident of Sweden should have 
knowledge of the Swedish language. (Prop. 1997/98:16: 55) 

Knowledge in Swedish was seen to lead to an increased integration 
of migrant students in Sweden. The Government proposed (Prop. 
1997/98:16) that the integration policy be strongly directed to-
wards individual responsibility to learn Swedish, and become inte-
grated and employable.  

Unifying language important for integration 
The notions of integration and employability place great emphasis 
on a substantial use of the unifying language for integration in so-
ciety. The Government Official Report of 1996 (SOU 1996:55) 
discussed a growing concern regarding the position of the Swedish 
language in areas where many migrants lived. It was argued that 
many students did not speak proper Swedish, as a result of segre-
gation, i.e., because they lived in areas where they only spoke their 
home languages, and had very few contacts with the (ethnic) Swe-
dish society:    

Knowledge in the Swedish language appears to be the issue in the field of 
education that presents the greatest concern today. The ability to speak 
Swedish is the only prerequisite for both participating and earning a living, 
and thus having a stronger position in society (...). Language learning takes 
time, and those who have relatively recently arrived in Sweden naturally 
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cannot have had the time to learn Swedish well; but even those who have 
lived a long time in their new homeland have obvious gaps in their 
knowledge. (SOU 1996:55: 375) 

The mastery of Swedish was seen to provide opportunities for 
active participation in mainstream society and higher education. 
Education in Swedish was seen as a means for national cohesion 
and employability. The degree of one’s mastery of cultural codes 
and knowledge about the majority’s social institutions was seen to 
be of great importance for individuals’ integration in “majority’s 
societal institutions”:  

Minority members must learn to master the majority language. For exam-
ple, it is knowledge of the majority language and knowledge of the majori-
ty society that provide opportunities for participation in society and access 
to higher education. The degree of mastery of cultural codes and the 
knowledge and skills found in the majority societal institutions, school, 
and preschool is therefore of great importance to individuals’ opportuni-
ties. (SOU 1996:55:177) 

As indicated above, a high level of proficiency in Swedish was 
viewed as important to enable the active participation of students 
and young people who have a mother tongue other than Swedish. 
The fulfillment of the goals of integration and participation came 
to be highly connected to sufficient knowledge of a unifying lan-
guage – Swedish – and thereby also to the fulfillment of the inte-
gration goals for the individual. In this sense, the school should 
provide “good” knowledge of Swedish so that migrant students 
would have the opportunity to benefit from school teaching and 
participate in social life:  

Students with a foreign background should be given such a good Swedish 
education that they have the opportunity to take part in school education 
so that they can prepare for adult life; participate in social life, and have 
opportunities to earn a living on the same terms as other students. (SOU 
1996:55:377; italics added by author) 
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Learning good Swedish in order to fulfill one’s educational goals 
and thereby be integrated into society became not only an oppor-
tunity for individual students, but also an obligation, in order “to 
make one’s own living on the same terms as other students”. The 
Government considered that, in cases in which migrants do not 
learn “good” Swedish, this is a serious social concern for the 
whole of society: 

That immigrants living in Sweden learn Swedish appears not only as an 
important goal in itself, but also as a means of reaching other, more over-
all, and goals. Knowledge in Swedish is central to immigrants’ integration 
in Sweden. Immigrants’ not learning Swedish well enough is a serious so-
cial problem and is by no means merely a school or education issue. (SOU 
1996:55:174)  

The discourse on knowledge of Swedish as cohesive for the nation 
emphasized the importance of mastering the language as a precon-
dition for all individuals to integrate in order to be employable and 
gain a stronger position in society. The idea of a common language 
aims to unify the nation by creating a sense of belonging to one 
group (Swedes). As Westling Allodi (2007:143) observed, “The 
definition of nation includes the concept of equality-as-uniformity as a 
value and a goal to work for”. In this context, the need for one 
common language for the whole of society was strongly stressed:   

That everyone living in Sweden has a common language is also a prerequi-
site for holding together the multicultural nation and creating bridges be-
tween different peoples. The Committee therefore wishes to strongly em-
phasize the importance of Swedish education and to strengthen the condi-
tions of the Swedish language as cohesive cement. (SOU 1996:55:375; italics 
added by author) 

The Swedish language as a unifier of the nation is positioned as 
cohesive cement for all people living in Sweden. Thus, it is necessary 
for everyone living in Sweden to have a unifying language in order 
to hold together the multicultural nation and create bridges between 
different communities. According to the perspective outlined 
throughout the Government Official Report of 1996 (SOU 
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1996:55), it is the migrant him- or herself who first needs to learn 
the unifying language in order to be integrated, which in turn 
shows an increased individual responsibility. The basic view ex-
pressed in the Report (SOU 1996:55) is a unifying principle of one 
common language that holds together the Swedish multilingual 
nation. 

The positioning of mother tongue education 
As an effect of the considerable difficulties that emerged as con-
cerns mother tongue education during the early 1990s as a result of 
financial savings and a new funding system. The Government 
raised concerns about what was then referred to as home language 
education and the worsening working conditions for teachers of 
mother tongue education:  

The working conditions for home language teachers have greatly changed. 
Many municipalities apply a system using a central pool of home language 
teachers, whose services are offered to the schools. Teachers often teach 
students from several grades and several schools together. Home language 
teachers are thus usually not included in the school’s work teams, which 
means that co-planning and collaboration with other teachers is impossi-
ble. These conditions have negative consequences for students’ language 
learning and knowledge development in the home language. (SOU 
1996/55:190-191) 

The lack of cooperation between mother tongue teachers and oth-
er teachers at schools caused difficulty in coexistence and coopera-
tion between mother tongue teaching and the rest of the ordinary 
teaching: 

The most serious consequence is that the signals given to the surroundings be-
come negative. The ordinary teaching that is organized during the school day 
is valued more highly than that which is excluded. This makes it clear to 
everyone that home language education is not as important as other school subjects. 
(SOU 1996:55:190; italics added by author) 
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Hence, mother tongue as a subject is positioned as a less im-
portant, low-status school subject in comparison to all other 
school subjects. The formulation I have added in italics above ex-
plicitly indicates that mother tongue education is not viewed as 
important as the rest of the day-to-day activities at school. In its 
Proposition of 1996/97 (Prop. 1996/97:110), the Government 
indicated that mother tongue education was voluntary and was 
therefore scheduled after school hours: “It is natural that voluntary 
education is organized after the regular school day and is perhaps 
the only way to organize teaching groups” (Prop. (1996/97:110, 
23-27). In its Proposition (Prop. 1996/97:110) the Government 
suggests that this is the only way to provide mother tongue educa-
tion. The quotation below illustrates a pedagogic dilemma when it 
comes to home language education in general. The existence of 
positive effects of this education on students’ education is regard-
ed with suspicion: 

Analyses of the advantages and disadvantages of home language in school 
are hard pressed to constantly keep track of all the other factors that con-
tribute to school results. Thus, it is difficult to make science-based statements 
about the effects of home language teaching on other school work. How-
ever, the Committee nonetheless asserts that home language education 
can be motivated partly as a part of the introduction, as a newly arrived 
student may need to receive some teaching in his or her home language 
while learning Swedish, and partly as an aspect of the affirmation of the 
multicultural society. (SOU 1996/55: 375-376; italics added by author) 

Hence, the “effects of home language…in the school” are ques-
tioned. The provision of home language education is motivated 
partly as part of the introduction of newly arrived students. As is 
evident, the Government Proposition (Prop. 1996/97:110) posi-
tions mother tongue education as an auxiliary subject, which facili-
tates the introduction of “newly arrived” students in Swedish, and 
their learning of the Swedish language:  

The research shows, among other things, that home language is needed in 
order to support the development of the student in the home language. 
Home language teaching is also needed in order to support the learning of 
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Swedish, since a qualified development of the first language facilitates the 
learning of the second language. (Prop. 1996/97:110: 25) 

The degree of skill in the Swedish language determined the status 
of the mother tongue. Thus, the fulfillment of the educational 
goals in school and in working life is connected to the importance 
of knowing the Swedish language. The mother tongue is regarded 
as a kind of supportive tool at school.  

From home language to mother tongue 
The Government offers a description of a number of specific initi-
atives within the field of Swedish and mother tongue education. In 
its Proposition (Prop. 1996/97:110), it states that the term “home 
language” has been used in the Swedish school system since 1968. 
This term positions students’ mother tongue as a language spoken 
only at their homes and as a language used merely in informal set-
tings:46 

The term home language has implicitly implied the language spoken in the 
student’s home. This conjures thoughts of a language that can only be 
used in informal contexts. The Government believes that a change in 
terms is in line with the strengthened position of this subject in the new 
curriculum. A name change can also reinforce the importance of the sub-
ject for students, parents, and school staff. The Government therefore in-
tends to replace the term home language with mother tongue. 
(Prop.1996/97:110:27; italics added by author) 

Hence, in its Proposition the Government recommended that the 
term “home language” [hemspråk] be replaced with “mother 
tongue” [modersmål]. It was believed that this change would en-
hance the importance of the subject for students, parents, and 
school staff. The Government made this replacement in July 1997. 
In addition, the Government emphasized the need to raise the 
status of mother tongue education with thought to bilingual stu-

                                                
46 For more details, see Chapter 1 Section 1.1.1. 
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dents’ learning and communication. On the other hand, mother 
tongue education was facing significant financial, organizational 
and administrative problems (SOU1996: 55; Prop. 1996/97:110). 
According to Lindberg (2007:77), the provision of mother tongue 
education is conditioned, it is offered “outside the regular curricu-
lum, at the close of the ordinary school day”, with mother tongue 
teachers “ambulating between different schools” and “marginal-
ised and isolated, due to limited social contact with other teach-
ers”. As Borevi (1998) argues, the issues that are associated with 
the teaching of majority students seem to be regarded as more 
important than those that are associated with minority students.  

Concluding discussion 
In Chapter 7 I have delineated the overall mother tongue educa-
tion discourse, characterizing a new order of discourse structured 
by a market discourse, the discourse of Swedish language, a dis-
course of integration, and traditional values. The so-called (public) 
market discourse that began to be visible already in 1989 was 
formed by the keywords free school choice, decentralization, municipaliza-
tion and individual responsibility, employability, and integration policy. The 
(public) market discourse built on arguments of responsibility, 
competitiveness and effectiveness. The state aimed to achieve a 
school system with fewer regulations and clearer goals based on 
the principles of free choice, competitiveness among schools, cost-
efficiency, and increased individual responsibility. Students and 
their parents were enabled to make free school choices, among 
public as well as free schools. In order to integrate everyone in 
society, the Government changed the so-called migration policy to 
integration policy. The keywords cultural heritage, Christian tradition, 
Western humanism, Nordic community and cultural diversity formed the 
discourse of traditional values. The assumptions of the discourse 
of traditional values were that the values of the Swedish Christian 
tradition and humanism are, or should be, a common national 
“fundament”.  
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 The recontextualization of mother tongue education discourse 
has shown that the discourse of bilingualism of the Social Demo-
cratic welfare regime 1970s-1980s was challenged by a new dis-
course, that of the (public-) market school 1989-1999. The state, as 
the only existing guarantor for education, was no longer responsi-
ble for mother tongue education. This education had lost its for-
mer position and was now faced with significant economic prob-
lems (Prop. 1996/97:110:23-27). As Esping-Andersen (1990:22), 
Lundhal (2013) have shown, welfare states’ market economies are 
characterized by a high degree of responsibilization whereby 
school is generally treated as a market. Hence, the positioning of 
mother tongue education was heavily dependent on the welfare 
state’s economy. When the discourse of the (public-) market 
school gained a strong position, the discourse of mother tongue 
education, which now depended on municipal funds, changed 
along with a devaluation of mother tongue education 
(Prop.1996/97:110:23-27). Mother tongue was positioned as clear-
ly subordinate to the Swedish language (as well as to all other 
school subjects). Swedish was to be the unifying language and cohesive 
cement for holding together the nation. The school as an arena was to 
convey a cultural heritage based on the discourse of traditional 
values upholding the Christian tradition and Western humanism. 
Hence, the discursive period of 1989-1999 was characterized by 
social change Sweden as a nation, a welfare-state market economy 
and the demands of individual citizens, in terms of integration and 
employability.     
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8 
Swedish as a unifying value 2000-

2017 
 
During the period of 2000-2017, the mother tongue education 
discourse entailed a focus on a new cohesive language politics 
characterized by a combination of conservative and liberal ideolo-
gies that together promoted the Swedish language as a unifying 
value. In this chapter, to begin with, I discuss the government’s 
development plan regarding preschool and compulsory school 
education. I then discuss a new official (Swedish) language politics 
characterized by a tension between national interests and global 
events. I furthermore discuss the ideas about Swedish cultural her-
itage inherent in these politics. During this period the keywords 
lifelong learning, entrepreneurship and employability entered the new cur-
riculum, and mother tongue education became a supportive tool 
for the learning of other school subjects. Additionally, mother 
tongue support for newly arrived students, commonly referred to 
as study guidance in mother tongue, became an issue on the politi-
cal agenda. The chapter ends with concluding comments.  

A government plan to improve education equality  
In September 2000, in his inaugural speech Social Democratic 
Prime Minister Göran Persson stressed that the first parliamentary 
session of the new millennium was assembled in a time of confi-
dence and optimism for the future of the nation. Unemployment 
was low, growth was high, and Sweden was claimed to be at the 
forefront of the economic development (Regeringensförklaring, 
2000). Equal rights and equal opportunities for all, regardless of 
ethnic, religious or cultural background, were the core values of 
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the nation, Persson claimed: “In our multicultural nation, the Swe-
dish language is a cohesive factor for human freedom and life 
chances” (Regeringensförklaring,, 2000: 7). Against this back-
ground, the Government wanted a school where all individual 
students would receive a good education, a school where students 
of different backgrounds and experiences could come together. 
The Government presented a development plan regarding pre-
school, school and adult education, with which they hoped to im-
prove the general level of school quality and strengthen everyone’s 
right to knowledge and education (Regeringens skrivelse, 
2001/02:188). Access to a good school and education was claimed 
to be a fundamental right for all; of great importance not only for 
the individual citizen but also for the nation. The Government 
(2001/02:188) furthermore claimed that a well-educated popula-
tion broadened the democracy, enabled prosperity, and strength-
ened Sweden’s competitiveness. The keyword lifelong learning was 
introduced as a symbol of (the importance of) post-secondary ed-
ucation for young people: 

Globalization also means increased demands for change in working life. A 
good and broad basic education provides the prerequisites for quick 
change, learning new things, and advancing. Those who have a short edu-
cation are becoming increasingly vulnerable and have a hard time finding 
or retaining work. (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188: 6)  

More people will benefit from lifelong learning, and at the same time 
broader opportunities will be given to young people to choose to continue 
studying after secondary school. Increased diversity in the supply of post-
secondary education will benefit individuals, the education system, con-
sumers on the labor market, and social development in a broader perspec-
tive. (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188:58) 

Lifelong learning was seen as especially important for municipali-
ties characterized by social and ethnic segregation. In the so-called 
segregated areas there was, according to a Government Letter of 
2001 (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188), an overrepresentation 
of students who had difficulty attaining educational goals. Special 
attention was to be given to the schooling of students with a back-



SWEDISH AS A UNIFYING VALUE 2000-2017 
 

157 
 

ground other than Swedish, and a lack of knowledge in the Swe-
dish language was seen as a cause of a lack of integration. Accord-
ing to the government perspective outlined above, “particular at-
tention [had] been paid” to all students with a mother tongue oth-
er than Swedish to allow them to develop knowledge of Swedish 
in order to improve their grades in all school subjects. Mastery of 
the Swedish language was seen as very important. The government 
actors also intended to increase access to libraries for migrant stu-
dents, in order to encourage their reading and language develop-
ment. The language development was considered significantly im-
portant:   

For children with an immigrant background, language development is cen-
tral in order to later be able to digest teaching in all subjects. A high-
quality Swedish language education, good access to libraries, and incen-
tives for reading are essential measures for the successful development of 
the languages. (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188:34)  

Swedish language teaching of high quality and a substantial use of 
the Swedish language (by speaking and reading it), it was hoped, 
would elevate the position of students with Swedish as their se-
cond language become comparable to those with Swedish as their 
mother tongue. The discourse of mother tongue education was 
based on two basic underlying assumptions: 

Mother tongue education fills an important function for these students as 
a support for both the mother tongue and Swedish. A well-functioning 
mother tongue contributes to a secure identity, which facilitates all learn-
ing. (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188: 34-35) 

The first underlying assumption was that mother tongue education 
supports the learning of the Swedish language. The second under-
lying assumption was that this, in turn, improves all learning and 
helps students with a foreign background achieve the learning 
goals. As a result of the considerable problems during the 1990s, 
as accounted for in the previous chapter, in 2001 the Social Dem-
ocratic Government decided to give National Agency for Educa-
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tion the mandate to investigate mother tongue education in kin-
dergarten, compulsory school, and upper secondary school:  

…to continuously follow the results in elementary school and analyze the 
reasons why students do not reach the goals. Particular focus has been on 
students of foreign background. This work provides support for action at 
both the national and the local level. (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188: 
9) 

The final results of the investigation were made public in May 
2002. In its report (Skolverkets rapport, 2002), National Agency 
for Education recommended improvements to mother tongue 
education and stressed its important role in helping students with a 
mother tongue other than Swedish fulfill their educational goals: 

National Agency for Education concludes that it is necessary to strength-
en the preschool’s opportunity to help students with a mother tongue 
other than Swedish develop active bilingualism. Research and experience 
show that the learning of Swedish is facilitated if the child has been given 
the opportunity to work with conceptualization in the mother tongue 
spoken at home while doing a great deal of work in the Swedish language. 
(Skolverket, 2002: 71) 

According to National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 2002), 
mother tongue education in its current form was being taught in 
different ways across the country. National Agency for Education 
(Skolverkets, 2002) stated that it was necessary to strengthen the 
preschool opportunities to help students with a mother tongue 
other than Swedish develop active bilingualism. Learning Swedish 
would be facilitated if a student developed his or her mother 
tongue first, or in parallel. Mother tongue education was thus seen 
as a supportive tool in the process of learning the Swedish lan-
guage and achieving education goals. This, in turn, was seen as the 
“key to Swedish society”: 

All students and adolescents who grow up in Sweden and attend Swedish 
school have a self-evident right and obligation to learn Swedish. The Swe-
dish language is the key to Swedish society, to participation and to affiliation. 
For learning Swedish, one needs support in one’s mother tongue. All students and 
young people have a self-evident right to their own mother tongue and 
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their own identity. The school shall therefore promote the learning and 
development of every student’s own mother tongue. (Skolverket, 2002:72; 
italics added by author) 

Mother tongue was thus seen as important for bilingual students, 
in that it supports their learning and development. In its Letter, the 
Social Democratic Government stated that:  

…a student should be able to learn other subjects in his or her mother 
tongue before the student has sufficiently good knowledge of the Swedish language to 
be able to attend the ordinary education. The school’s multilinguistic work 
shall be supported. (Regeringens skrivelse, 2001/02:188: 35; italics added 
by author) 

Mother tongue was then explicitly constructed as a tool for the 
learning of other school subjects, to be used only “before the stu-
dent has sufficiently good knowledge of the Swedish language”. 
Learning Swedish was the overall goal for all individual students, 
irrespective of their linguistic background.  

A new (Swedish) language politics 
As a result of political ambitions to raise the general level of quality 
in education, a new (Swedish) language politics was created, in 
which Swedish was positioned as “a cohesive factor for human 
freedom and life chances” in the Government Inaugural Speech of 
2000 (Regeringsförklaringen, 2000: 7).47 A new integrated Swedish 
language politics emphasized the cohesive force of proficient 
knowledge of the Swedish language, as a force to keep cultural 
groups together, not through a shared and common descent or 
lineage but through a good knowledge of the Swedish language. 
Efforts were made to enable everyone living in Sweden to learn 
good Swedish. In the Government Proposition (Prop. 2005/06:2), 
it was stated that:  

The Government considers that a cohesive Swedish language policy is re-
quired to promote the Swedish language, so that everyone in Sweden will 

                                                
47 See also The Government Directive (Dir 2000:66) 
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be given the opportunity to acquire it […]. This language policy should 
take into account the overall language situation in the country. It also in-
cludes that anyone with a language other than Swedish needs to maintain 
and develop their mother tongue. (Prop. 2005/06:2:1) 

The language policy hence aimed to strengthen the position of 
Swedish as a cohesive language for the whole nation without deny-
ing students with a foreign background to develop their mother 
tongue. The Government argued that a unifying Swedish language 
politics would lead to individual integration – irrespective of (cul-
tural or linguistic) background. The need for the new language 
politics positioning Swedish as the official language in the country 
was also motivated by a fear of Swedish being “pushed aside by 
more dominant languages”:  

Swedish is a very well described and documented language, both contem-
porary Swedish and the language of earlier periods. Furthermore, there is a 
rich and lively body of literature in the Swedish language. Swedish is also 
one of the EU’s official languages. However, the Swedish language, like 
many other languages, in the long term, as the Committee points out, risks 
being pushed aside by more dominant languages in certain areas of society in light 
of the development of society. (Prop. 2005/06:2:15; italics added by au-
thor)  

Based on these concerns, the Government proposed that Parlia-
ment further reinforce the position of the Swedish language, as it 
was viewed as a bearer of Swedish identity and culture in general:  

By tradition, the Swedish language the language used in Sweden, and is 
thus the most important identity and culture bearer. Swedish is the domi-
nant language within the country’s borders, and the common language for 
communication and participation. The Swedish language is therefore of 
the greatest significance for Sweden and the people who work and live 
here. Therefore, a starting point for a unifying Swedish language policy is 
that Swedish should be the main language – the common language of so-
ciety. (Prop. 2005/06:2:15)  

In the Government Proposition, it is said that the cohesive force 
of the Swedish language contributed to a common shared identity 
and culture within the national borders. The goal of this new and 
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integrated (Swedish) language politics was not seen to be in oppo-
sition to the development of a globalized society, but would in-
stead provide conditions for taking full advantage of Swedish as 
well as minority languages, as presented in the text below:  

The country’s main language is Swedish, and the national minority lan-
guages are Finnish, Meänkieli, Yiddish, Romani Chib, and Sami. […]. 
Knowledge in and about several languages is a great asset. We assert that a 
strong common language will provide the conditions for taking full ad-
vantage of the diversity of languages and cultures that exist within the 
country. (Prop. 2005/06:2:16) 

The need to accommodate the language diversity in society was 
emphasized, and was viewed as a resource for the multilingual 
Swedish nation. The Swedish language, however, was regarded as 
an official and unifying language for the whole nation. With this 
new (Swedish) language policy, the state was making an effort to 
respond to the tension between the national and the global. Lind-
berg (2009) argues that it was the perceived risk of increased glob-
alization and the increasing mobility over national borders that led 
to the position of the Swedish language being strengthened. Stu-
dents and parents were becoming aware of the need to learn Swe-
dish as it was seen as a precondition for democratic participation 
and communication in public life:  

Losses in the usage areas of the Swedish language can reduce the possibili-
ties for transparency and democratic participation and control. A lack of 
Swedish terms and expressions can create communication problems in so-
ciety and also affect the attitude towards our own language. (Prop. 
2005/06:2:16) 

The perspective delineated in the excerpt above shows the per-
ceived risk of the Swedish language being pushed aside and the 
attempts made by the state to respond to the challenges of having t 
many languages in society, as a result of globalization. According 
to Milani (2007:5), this concern was “symptomatic of nation-state 
dynamics related to the processes of transformation that are often 
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referred to in the concomitant literature under the term of globali-
sation”. 

Swedish as an official and unifying language 
In 2006 Sweden elected a new Conservative Coalition Govern-
ment, promoted as the Alliance for Sweden and focused on job 
creation and tax cuts.48 This election marked the end of a 12-year 
governing period by the Social Democrats. This then enabled the 
four-party alliance to form a coalition government. When this new 
Government was established, it argued that the current Curriculum 
of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) did not provide com-
prehensible goals needed for schools and students (Prop. 2008/09: 
87:7). To improve goals and knowledge requirements, the Gov-
ernment appointed an investigation inquiry (Dir. 2006:19).49 The 
inquiry summarized the results in its final report, made available in 
May 2007 (SOU 2007:28- Clear Goals and Knowledge Requirements in 
Compulsory School). Based on the results of this investigation, the 
Government prepared a Proposition (Prop. 2008/09: 87) regarding 
a new curriculum.  
 The Government believed that the Swedish school could 
achieve significantly better results by designing a new curriculum 
for compulsory school, which should include compulsory national 
tests in Grades 3, 6 and 9 of compulsory school, as well as a new 
grading system. The language policy also emphasized the im-
portance of strengthening the Swedish language as a cohesive lan-
guage for the whole nation. Based on an earlier Social Democratic 
Proposition in 2005/06 (Prop. 2005/06:2), the new Conservative 
Government proposed that Parliament further reinforce the posi-
tion of the Swedish language. This meant that its status was raised 
from that of a national language to that of an official language pro-
tected by law. The law would also include the national minority 
languages and Swedish Sign Language. Swedish was formally 

                                                
48 Downloaded (2018-03-17) from: https://doi.org/10.1080/01402380701276477. 
49 See Appendices 1-2 in SOU 2007:28. 
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awarded the status of an official language in the Language Act 
(2009: 600) of 2009:  
 

4§ Swedish is the main language of Sweden. 
5§ As the main language, Swedish is society’s common lan-
guage, to which everyone living in Sweden should have access, 
and which should be used in all areas of society.  
6§ The public has a special responsibility for the use and devel-
opment of Swedish. 
The national minority languages 
7§ The national minority languages are Finnish, Yiddish, 
Meänkieli, Romani Chib, and Sami. 
8§ The public has a special responsibility to protect and pro-
mote the national minority languages. 
Swedish Sign Language [teckenspråk] 
9§ The public has a special responsibility to protect and pro-
mote Swedish Sign Language (Språklag, 2009:600) 

 
The Language Act (Språklag 2009: 600) declared that Swedish was 
an official language for all citizens, that could be used in all seg-
ments of society. According to Laino (2013:71), “this was the first 
time that Swedish language by law – that is, not only de facto but 
also de jure – was recognized as the main official language in Swe-
den”. The notion that all people within the nation state must share 
a language is common in nationalist thinking, as accounted for by 
Gellner (1983), Smith (2006), and Anderson (2006), stating that 
this is essential to the construction of a shared ethnicity and na-
tion-building. Esping-Andersen (1990) also underlines that con-
servative welfare states commonly emphasize the role of an official 
and unifying language. As in the first discursive period of 1957-
1965, the school subject of the Swedish language for ethnic Swe-
dish students was no longer called home language but rather first 
language. This language policy of 1990-2000 contributed to the 
increasing distance between mother tongue for bilingual students 
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and mother tongue for the majority ethnic students, commonly 
known as first language, i.e. Swedish (Lainio, 2013). This process 
of elevating the status of the Swedish language intensified during 
the discursive period of 2000-2017, appointing Swedish as the 
official language by law. 

Swedish cultural heritage 
What happens in the world also affects national developments 
within nation states’ borders. Despite internationalization and an 
increasing mobility over national borders, the nation state has not 
played out its role (Johansson, 2005). The Swedish Government 
regarded the historical dimension and knowledge about the na-
tion’s democratic values as essential knowledge for all students: 

The Government therefore considers that the historical dimension is nec-
essary to provide all students with a common frame of reference and core 
competence in our democratic society. A common core of historical 
knowledge is important and should apply to all students. (Regeringens 
skrivelse, 2001/02:188: 37) 

Historical knowledge of Sweden would constitute a common 
frame of reference, a common core for all. The school as a social 
institution was given the responsibility to convey the knowledge of 
Swedish language, history, and cultural heritage, and should also 
provide support for families regarding the social upbringing of 
their children. In this new Curriculum of 2011 (Skolverket, 2011), 
the conservative Christian values are built on arguments of cultural 
heritage based on the same particular sets of keywords as in the 
previous Curriculum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) 
and even earlier in the Curriculum of 1962 (Kungliga 
Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962):   

Education and fostering are in a deeper sense a matter of transferring a 
cultural heritage – values, traditions, languages, knowledge – from one 
generation to the next. The school will thus serve as a support for families 
in their responsibility for the children’s education and development. 
(Skolverket, 2011: 9) 
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Education and fostering is in a deeper sense a matter of transferring a cul-
tural heritage – values, traditions, languages knowledge – from one genera-
tion to the next. The school will thus serve as a support for families in 
their responsibility for the children’s education and development. (Utbild-
ningsdepartementet, 1994:7) 

The quotes illustrate how cultural heritage, tradition and language 
(Skolverket, 2011; Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994) are built on 
the same keywords and formulations in both curricula when it 
comes to the responsibility for the social upbringing of children. 
As previously discussed (Chapter 7), the traditional values and 
cultural heritage in the documents referenced above can also be 
found in those of the early 1960s (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 
1962):  

The interaction between school and society must be such that the school, 
through its work, not only fulfils a social function that corresponds to so-
ciety’s current needs but also in the long term becomes a positive creative 
force in social development. As a social institution, the school’s task is 
largely conveying the cultural heritage and passing it on. (Kungliga Skolöverstyrel-
sen, 1962:14; italics added by author)  

Knowledge about Swedish cultural heritage is assumed to further 
one’s social development. Already in the first discursive period of 
the 1960s, it was emphasized that it is the task of the school as a 
social institution to embrace cultural heritage and pass it on to all 
children in Sweden. Apart from the second discursive period of 
the 1970s-1980s, when the social democratic equality ideology 
promoted language diversity and social solidarity, cultural heritage 
was claimed to be important in all the other three discursive peri-
ods (the 1960s, 1990s and 2000s). The ambition of the state poli-
tics to pass on values and traditions from one generation to the 
next appears to be positioned in the same way in the new Curricu-
lum of the 2000s (Skolverket, 2011) as in the previous Curriculum 
of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994). According to this dis-
course:   
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The inviolability of human life, the freedom and integrity of the individual, 
the equal value of all people, gender equality, and solidarity with the vul-
nerable and weak are the values the school shall shape and convey. In ac-
cordance with the ethics borne by Christian tradition and Western humanism, this 
is done through the individual’s fostering to justice, generosity, tolerance 
and responsibility. (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994:5; italics added by au-
thor)  

The inviolability of human life, the freedom and integrity of the individual, 
the equal value of all people, gender equality and solidarity with the vul-
nerable and weak are the values the school shall shape and convey. In ac-
cordance with the ethics borne by Christian tradition and Western human-
ism, this is done through the individual’s fostering to justice, generosity, 
tolerance and responsibility. (Skolverket, 2011:7) 

The description of basic democratic values is exactly the same in 
the Curricula of 1994 and 2011: both emphasize traditional values 
and the Christian tradition. A series of policy documents from the 
1990s onward expressed a strong desire to pass the cultural herit-
age forward to everyone living in Sweden. This can be viewed as a 
phenomenon that shows a political consensus between Conserva-
tive Governments in terms of traditional values for the discursive 
periods of the 1960s, 1990s and 2000s.  

Language and cultural diversity in time of globalization 
Sweden as a multilingual society is discussed in the policy docu-
ments in relation to an increased mobility and globalization.  

Linguistically diverse or multilingual societies are increasing worldwide. 
This has mainly to do with processes of globalization and Europeaniza-
tion. Universal norms and standards in order to protect linguistic and cul-
tural identity are spreading around the globe. (Marácz & Adamo, 2017:1) 

The speaking of many languages by many citizens with roots in 
different parts of the world is regarded as a resource for interna-
tional contacts and global development. Knowledge about being a 
multilingual society is depicted as necessary, and knowledge of 
several languages is likewise highlighted as desirable when it comes 
to international contact more or less in all four discursive periods. 
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The differences among discursive periods (the 1960s, 1970-1980, 
1990 and the 2000s) lie rather in the approach to the diversity in 
society within national borders. Multilingualism in the documents 
of the 2000s appears to be positioned approximately the same as in 
the documents of the 1990s (SOU 1992:94; Utbildningsdeparte-
mentet, 1994; SKOLFS 1994:1). That is, language and cultural 
diversity were for the most part connected to the internationaliza-
tion and globalization of society. The school’s mission is the same 
in the Curriculum of 2011 (Skolverket, 2011) and the Educational 
Act of the 1990s (SKOLFS, 1994:1). Increases in mobility and 
language diversity are depicted as something students should learn 
about in order to gain a global perspective. Students should also 
gain an understanding of the values of the multilingual diversity in 
Swedish society, as is clearly evident in the following quotations: 

An international perspective is important in order to see our own reality in 
a global context, and to create international solidarity as well as prepare 
for a society with frequent contacts across cultural and national borders. 
The international perspective also means developing an understanding of 
the cultural diversity within the country. (Skolverket, 2011: 9-10) 

An international perspective is important in order to see our own reality in 
a global context, and to create international solidarity as well as prepare 
for a society with frequent contacts across cultural and national borders. 
The international perspective also means developing an understanding of 
the cultural diversity within the country.  (SKOLFS 1994:1:3)  

This manifest emphasized international solidarity across nation-
state borders. This can be likened with the first discursive period 
(1957-1965), whereby students were to gain an impartial under-
standing of “living conditions in different parts of our earth” and 
feel solidarity with far-away societies (SOU 1961/30:177). Already 
in the first discursive period of the 1960s, it was emphasized that 
the school as a social institution had an obligation to give students 
an understanding of “peoples’ lives and conditions within other, 
far-away societies” (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962:18).  
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 The motivation of the state politics to create international un-
derstanding and solidarity across cultures and nations in relation to 
the Swedish reality and cultural diversity was likewise seen to be 
necessary in the discursive periods of the 1990s and 2000s as well. 
Although both the Educational Act and the National Curriculum 
(SKOLFS, 1994:1; Skolverket, 2011) advocated knowledge and 
understanding about Sweden as a multicultural society, they con-
stantly stress the importance of the values of international under-
standing and solidarity based on a global perspective outside the 
country.  
 It is thus notable that nation states seem to be in a kind of ten-
sion between the national and the global – regarding nation-
building and the role of a unifying official language on the one 
hand, and globalization, migration, and meeting the needs of lan-
guage diversity in an inclusive way on the other (McKelvey, 2017). 
However, Johansson (2005:32-33) argues that this tension does not 
mean that the national is in opposition to the global, but that these 
should rather be seen as two different ways of looking at global 
development. In order to meet the challenges that increasing in-
ternationalization and globalization present today, the state politics 
aimed to improve communication in Sweden and promote a Swe-
dish identity by elevating Swedish to the position of the country’s 
official language.  

Lifelong learning, entrepreneurship and employability 
in a new curriculum 
The new National Curriculum of 2011 (Skolverket, 2011), contrary 
to that of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994), introduced the 
keywords lifelong learning and entrepreneurship. That is, lifelong learn-
ing and entrepreneurship were mentioned for the very first time in 
the educational goals of the new Curriculum of 2011 (Skolverket, 
2011). The keywords outlined below define the school as an insti-
tution that promotes students’ development and lifelong desire to 
learn. According to this discourse, the desire to learn should not 
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end when one’s school education is completed. Notable examples 
of this can be found in the quotations below: 

The School Act (2010: 800) states that education in the school system 
aims at students acquiring and developing knowledge and values. It is to 
promote all students’ development and learning, as well as a lifelong desire to 
learn. (Skolverket, 2011: 7; italics added by author)  

The school shall stimulate students’ creativity, curiosity and self-
confidence, as well as their desire to test their own ideas and solve prob-
lems. Students shall be given the opportunity to take initiative and respon-
sibility, and to develop their ability to work both independently and with 
others. The school shall thereby help students develop an approach that 
promotes entrepreneurship. (Skolverket, 2011: 9; italics added by author)  

In the second example, the keyword entrepreneurship is described as 
a kind of curiosity, a new way to encourage students. The school’s 
mission should be to encourage students’ “creativity, curiosity and 
self-confidence, as well as their desire to test their own ideas and 
solve problems”. The mission of the school, according to this eco-
nomic discourse, was to develop an entrepreneurial approach. The 
keywords lifelong learning and entrepreneurship emerged here as a way 
to adjust the school system to the labor market (Dahlstedt & 
Hertzberg, 2011:180). In this way, education would teach students 
to move forward in creating their own work and thus contribute to 
their own development and to the economy at large. This process 
was driven by a perceived need to improve school performance, 
increase effectiveness, and enhance employability.  
 To promote this, the school was to create opportunities for 
students to learn new things and become employable. The eco-
nomic keywords were based on the arguments of individual re-
sponsibility for lifelong learning and employability in the labor 
market, as well as social developments within a broader perspec-
tive. With an emphasis on the keywords lifelong learning, entrepreneur-
ship, employability and integration, the responsibility was placed on 
individual students and parents rather than the state and society. 
Dahlstedt & Hertzberg (2011:185) argue that several policy docu-
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ments from the 1990s onward express a strong desire for lifelong 
learning and entrepreneurship as possible alternatives for young 
people to enter the labor market.  
 The gradually increased emphasis on lifelong learning, entre-
preneurship and employability in educational contexts illustrates 
the way policymakers reasoned about the role of education in soci-
ety in the 2000s. School effectiveness, in terms of the fulfillment of 
individual goals, placed great emphasis on the Swedish language. 
Moreover, the new educational goals, in terms of entrepreneurial 
education, lifelong learning and entrepreneurship in Sweden, were 
linked to labor-market and liberal ideology. The terms linked to 
labor-market signaled a strong ideological influence in the curricu-
lum (Dahlstedt & Hertzberg, 2011:185). This market-oriented edu-
cation policy furthermore promoted Swedish as an official and 
unifying language. Thus, the importance of Swedish proficiency 
was emphasized as crucial in the multilingual Swedish society. The 
ways to accommodate bilingualism in Swedish welfare practices 
were now based on the needs of the market economy, rather than 
on the goals of traditional social democratic ideals of diversity, 
multilingualism and equality. 

Mother tongue education as a supportive tool at 
school 
Mother tongue education is positioned as a tool for helping bilin-
gual students get a good start in their second language, Swedish. 
Already in the early 2000s, when the Social Democratic Govern-
ment was still leading the country, mother tongue education was 
seen as a tool for assisting in the learning of other school subjects. 
However, for bilingual students the positioning of mother tongue 
was associated with complications mainly characterized by finan-
cial and planning difficulties, which meant that only half of all bi-
lingual students participated in mother tongue education (Skolver-
ket, 2006). According to the quote below, schools still encountered 
problems in organizing mother tongue education, due to difficulty 
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finding suitable teachers and because the teaching was often pro-
vided after the ordinary school day. For example, a press release by 
National Agency for Education in 2006 stated:   

In the 2005/2006 academic year, 15 percent of all students in compulsory 
school were eligible for mother tongue education. Only half of these stu-
dents participated in mother tongue education. One reason why more are 
not taught in their mother tongue is the difficulty finding suitable teachers. 
Another reason is that the teaching is often provided after the end of the 
ordinary school day, and lacks contact with teaching in other subjects. 
(Skolverkets, 2006)50 

Learning mother tongue, or “allowing students to receive a part of 
their education in their mother tongue”, was assumed to improve 
learning other school subjects, e.g. Mathematics. As the quote be-
low indicates, in its Proposition the Government highlights a 
number of experiences in which the subject of Mathematics has 
been taught via students’ mother tongue: 

Many students with a foreign background who come to Sweden late in 
their school career may possess good subject knowledge from their home 
countries. Before they have enough knowledge in the Swedish language to 
fully digest the teaching in various subjects, it could have positive effects 
to allow students to receive a part of their education, for example Mathe-
matics, in their mother tongue. Efforts in various parts of the country 
have shown good results. (Prop. 2005/06:2: 40) 

The Government believed that learning Swedish was enabled by 
mother tongue education. Previous research has highlighted the 
benefits of teaching in two languages, which practically meant that 
bilingual students would read in one language and write in another 
(Garcia, 2009). In this discursive period, the degree of skill in the 
Swedish language determined multilingual students’ access in their 
mother tongue education.  
 The expressed political ambitions under the Conservative Coa-
lition Government regarding the support and development of 
mother tongue education was still characterized by scarce financial 

                                                
50 Available at: www.skolverket.se/sb/d/203/a/5218. 
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support, few teaching hours, and very limited support for bilingual 
activities. The report made public by National Agency for Educa-
tion in 2008 stated that mother tongue education was largely an 
external activity in relation to other teaching activities at school:  

Mother tongue education as a subject appears to be a highly external activ-
ity in relation to the school, even though it is provided within the school 
building and is dedicated for school students. (Skolverket, 2008:18) 

In being an external activity organized outside the school’s ordi-
nary schedule, mother tongue education did not encourage any 
cooperation between mother tongue education teachers and those 
teaching other subjects. Also, municipalities had difficulties organ-
izing mother tongue education because they did not have suitable 
teachers. The rhetoric of emphasizing the difficulties involved in 
the provision of mother tongue education was based on the same 
arguments as in the 1990s (see Chapter 7). The same dilemma 
concerning the provision of mother tongue education is discussed 
in both the 1990s and the 2000s. More recently, the National 
Schools Inspectorate of 2010 (Skolinspektionen, 2010) concluded 
that mother tongue education was living its own life without a 
connection to other school activities. Rhetorically, there were 
however positive attitudes towards mother tongue education:  

There is certainly a generally positive attitude in both preschools and 
schools regarding students developing a functioning multilingualism, and 
both staff and school management understand the importance of mother 
tongue education for the children’s language and knowledge development. 
(Skolinspektionen, 2010:16:7) 

On the other hand, students’ knowledge in their mother tongue 
was rarely discussed when meeting with parents about the individ-
ual student’s progress in school, and regular staff felt it was diffi-
cult to help students improve their knowledge in their mother 
tongue. As concluded in the report by Ntional School Inspec-
torate, this led to the following goals of mother tongue education 
not being met.  
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The teaching in mother tongue has the aim that students with a language 
other than Swedish will develop their language so that they can build 
strong self-esteem and a clear perception of themselves and their life situa-
tion. (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994:24)  

The teaching in the subject of mother tongue shall have the aim that stu-
dents will develop knowledge in and about their mother tongue (...). The 
teaching will help students acquire knowledge of their mother tongue’s 
structure and become aware of the importance of their mother tongue for 
their own learning in various school subjects. (Skolverket, 2011: 87)  

The positioning of mother tongue in the latest Curriculum of 2011 
(Skolverket, 2011) is formulated differently than in the previous 
Curriculum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994). In the Cur-
riculum of 2011, mother tongue education is positioned as a means 
to learn other school subjects.  

Mother tongue education and newly arrived students 
Recently a new term, or target group, has been introduced in rela-
tion to mother tongue education: “newly arrived students”, i.e. 
students who have recently arrived in Sweden from other parts of 
the world. According to the Conservative Coalition Government 
Memorandum (Ds. 2013:6), the newly arrived student is a student 
who has lived abroad and now resides, or is deemed to reside, in 
Sweden. The Memorandum (Ds. 2013:6) specifies how the recep-
tion and education of newly arrived students in compulsory, sec-
ondary, and upper secondary schools was to be regulated. The 
education of newly arrived students entailed being gradually chan-
neled into an “ordinary” class in the Swedish school, in turn seen 
as crucial for the integration of newly arrived students.  
 In December 2014, Sweden elected a new Social Democratic 
Government, which proposed (Prop. 2014/15:45) that the Educa-
tional Act (SFS 2010:800) be modified so as to include the so-
called newly arrived students and their integration into society. The 
definition of “newly arrived student” was included in the Educa-
tional Act of January 2016:   
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‘Newly arrived’ shall refer to a person who has lived abroad and is now a 
resident of or deemed to be resident of the country, and who has started 
his/her education here later than the autumn term of the calendar year in 
which the person reaches the age of seven years. A person shall no longer 
be considered newly arrived after four years of schooling in this country. 
(Prop. 2014/15:45: 18; SKOLFS 2016:2).   

It was also stated that newly arrived students’ participation in pre-
paratory class should be discontinued as soon as the individual 
student was deemed to have sufficient knowledge to participate in 
the ordinary education. In any case, teaching in the preparatory 
classes should not last longer than two years. A student would no 
longer be considered a newly arrived student after four years of 
schooling in Sweden (Prop. 2014/15:45). The Government argued 
that schools must take into consideration that newly arrived stu-
dents are a heterogeneous group with individual needs. According 
to the Government Proposition of 2014/15 (Prop. 2014/15:45), 
most newly arrived students lack knowledge of the Swedish lan-
guage. Proficiency in Swedish was seen as crucial for the fulfill-
ment of their educational goals in all school subjects. Furthermore, 
a mastery of Swedish would enable active participation in the ordi-
nary school teaching. The students needed to concentrate on the 
schooling language, Swedish, in order to be integrated into the 
ordinary teaching process. The teaching time in their schedule, 
including student’s elective subjects, was redistributed in favor of 
Swedish or Swedish as a second language. The teaching of Swedish 
as a schooling language was obviously more highly prioritized 
compared to the newly arrived students’ education in their mother 
tongue. This subordinated position of mother tongue education 
continued even as regards the study guidance in the mother 
tongue. Mother tongue guidance refers to the that students who 
cannot speak Swedish should be able to receive instruction in their 
own mother tongue:  

The task has also included the investigation of how the school structures 
should best be designed so that newly arrived students and students with a 
mother tongue other than Swedish can best learn Swedish, and how stu-
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dents with another mother tongue than Swedish can best be supported in 
their knowledge development in all school subjects through support in 
their mother tongue. (Prop. 2014/15:45:69)   

Hence, in relation to “newly arrived students” the focus was not 
on their mother tongue education but they could receive support 
in their mother tongue to develop their knowledge in (other) 
school subjects.  

[…] students who it is judged would benefit from focusing particularly on 
the Swedish language for a limited period of time. The reason why specifi-
cally Swedish is the subject that should be given a special position is that 
knowledge in Swedish enables learning in all other school subjects. (Prop. 
2014/15:45:39)   

The learning of the second language, Swedish, was prioritized for 
newly arrived students, as proficiency in Swedish was assumed to 
improve learning in all other school subjects. The idea was that 
newly arrived students would benefit from focusing only on learn-
ing Swedish instead of their mother tongue, as it was believed to 
help newly arrived students integrate into society. However, the 
Government suggests in its Proposition that it was the schools 
themselves that were to create the best possible opportunities for 
newly arrived students to learn Swedish quickly:  

It is the responsibility of the school to organize the teaching of newly ar-
rived students so that they are given the opportunity to develop 
knowledge in all school subjects while at the same time learning the Swe-
dish language. One way to address this need may be to provide study 
guidance for students in their mother tongue; another way might be to use 
a language and knowledge developmental approach in the teaching. Some-
times, however, the assessment is that the student’s needs would best be 
met by to some degree prioritizing teaching in Swedish or Swedish as a se-
cond language. (Prop. 2014/15:45: 38)  

Emphasizing concerns in terms of teaching and learning Swedish 
in the most efficient way is comparable to the views expressed 
already in the first discursive period of the 1960s. Efforts to give 
the Swedish language a special position in schools position newly 
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arrived students’ mother tongue as less valuable than Swedish. The 
positioning of newly arrived students was not always based on 
their individual needs; instead, general solutions were advocated. 
In the latest report from National School Inspectorate, made pub-
lic in 2017, the situation for mother tongue had not been changed. 
Despite the fact that municipalities and schools were obliged to 
provide study guidance in students’ mother tongue, this was obvi-
ously not realized:  

Students who need study guidance in their mother tongue have a right to 
it. This right applies as in the case of special support in general. In 2016, as 
in previous years of supervision and review, the National School Inspec-
torate has found that principals have had difficulty recruiting study super-
visors and providing study guidance to the extent necessary to meet the 
needs of newly arrived students. (Skolinspektionen, 2016:36)51 

In this discursive period of the 2000s, for the purpose of the inte-
gration of newly arrived students, schools were to take into ac-
count each student’s individual language needs. At the same time, 
mother tongue education was not assumed to be as important as 
other school subjects (Skolinspektionen, 2016: 36). Upholding the 
newly arrived students’ right to study their mother tongue or re-
ceive guidance in their mother tongue at school was evidently not 
prioritized. And when mother tongue support was not provided, 
newly arrived students ran the risk of failing in several school sub-
jects (Skolinspektionen, 2016: 36). In sum, realizing the obligation 
for schools and municipalities to provide mother tongue education 
and guidance was not assumed to be as important as educating 
newly arrived students in the Swedish language. According to the 
Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions (SKL, 
2015), it was stated in 2015 that the number of newly arrived stu-
dents in compulsory school was still increasing.  
 During this period, the Social Democratic Government sud-
denly changed its migration policy, significantly reducing the num-

                                                
51 The Government appointed the Schools Inspectorate based on Diarienummer 01-

2016:8479. 
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ber of asylum seekers in the country in 2015. According to a press 
release by National Agency for Education in 2017 (Skolverket, 
2017), the radical increase of newly arrived students in 2015 signif-
icantly reduced in 2016. According to the Government Letter 
made public in 2016 (Regeringens skrivelse, 2016/17:206:7), the 
radical increase in migration into the country was seen as a rapidly 
increasing burden in Sweden, and it was assumed that the situation 
would worsen even more if nothing were done. 

Concluding discussion 
In this discursive period, I have delineated the overall mother 
tongue education discourse characterized by a combination of 
conservative and liberal discourse that together promoted the 
Swedish language as a unifying value. The discourse of mother 
tongue education was formed by keywords such as mother tongue 
education as a supportive tool, focusing on newly arrived students and the 
Swedish language first. 
 The discourse of a new Swedish language politics was formed 
by the keywords an official language, proficiency, cohesive language, interna-
tional perspective and globalization. This discourse was characterized by 
a certain combination of conservatism and liberal ideology. Ac-
cording to the conservative ideas, integration in a multilingual 
Swedish nation state was assumed to be possible by way of a 
common language, Swedish, similar to the 1960s – while at the 
same time some efforts were made to meet the needs of diversity 
in terms of liberal ideology of entrepreneurial education: lifelong 
learning and entrepreneurship. The new keywords lifelong learning, 
entrepreneurship and employability emerged here, both as a contempo-
rary way of learning things and as the adjustment of the school 
system to the labor market and globalization of the 2000s 
(Skolverket, 2011). The discourse of conservative values was 
formed by the keywords Christian ethics and Western humanism, based 
on fundamental values of democracy and human rights (Prop, 
2005/06:2:15). Conservative Christian values were mentioned in 
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the Curriculum of 1994 (Utbildningsdepartementet, 1994), and 
also earlier in the 1960s. Along with this, the liberal rhetoric on 
entrepreneurial education, as an adjustment to the labour market 
situation and globalization, was presented in the Curriculum.  
 To conclude, the recontextualization of mother tongue educa-
tion discourse reveals that in the period of 2000 - 2017 the dis-
course of mother tongue education, as a result of discursive strug-
gle, was marginalized. The new discourse of the Swedish language 
gained an even stronger position in this discursive period, as the 
Swedish language was legislated as an official language. The school 
was to provide study guidance in the mother tongue(s) of the new-
ly arrived students, but had not fulfilled this obligation, and their 
learning of Swedish was highly prioritized, for them to learn other 
school subjects. 
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9 
Discussion and conclusion: Dis-
cursive change and reproduction 
in mother tongue education poli-

cy 
 
The aim of this thesis has been to investigate the policies of moth-
er tongue education from 1957 to 2017, focusing on how Swedish 
nation-state politics and societal change characterized the status 
and positioning of mother tongue education in the Swedish school 
system. I have done this through the delineation of what I term 
the mother tongue education discourse, which explicitly or implic-
itly expresses ideological standpoints in relation to mother tongue 
education in Sweden. The discourse of mother tongue education is 
actually not one discourse, but is rather formed by several. The 
delineation of mother tongue education discourse produces 
knowledge of the dominant conceptions and the ways of under-
standing, thinking and talking about mother tongue education and 
its target group, and about how this understanding has changed 
over time. The analysis of mother tongue education as discourse 
contributed to an understanding of mother tongue policies and 
how, and to some extent why, they have changed over time.  
 The thesis is based on the analytical concepts of order of dis-
course and recontextualization. As mentioned, I draw on the con-
cept of recontextualization to investigate how the mother tongue 
education discourse(s) as an outcome of discursive struggles are 
articulated over time, and whether discursive reproduction or 
change has occurred. An order of discourse forms what I have 
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termed a discursive period. Delineating discursive periods enabled 
me to identify periods of reproduction and periods of change of 
mother tongue education policy. By way of analysis I have identi-
fied four discursive periods, devoting a chapter to each one. Every 
chapter thus points out an order of discourse, and discusses the 
extent to which it has brought about discursive and social change 
or reproduction. Tables 3, 4, 5 and 6 below reveal the process of 
change of mother tongue education discourse over time. In every 
table below, each column presents a set of discourses that have 
structured an order of discourse, as well as the set of keywords 
that have formed each discourse. 
 
Table 3. The order of discourse for mother tongue education during the period 

of 1957 to 1965. 

The discursive period 1957-1965 

The strong 
society – cohe-
siveness and 
homogenization 
as ideal 

The dis-
course of 
the strong 
society 

The discourse 
of conserva-
tive values 

The mono-
lingual 
discourse 

The discourse 
of mother 
tongue educa-
tion 

Keywords Social fos-
tering, free, 
harmonious, 
and stu-
dents as 
individual 
talents and 
national 
assets 

Homogeneous 
nation, cultural 
heritage, the 
Swedish 
homeland, 
Nordic com-
munity and 
Christian 
worldview 

Swedish as 
a cohesive 
and unifying 
language 
and certain 
fundament 
of shared 
experience 
needed 

Natives, bilin-
gualism as a 
harmful incon-
venience, 
savage, and 
Swedification 
of Sami chil-
dren 

 
The discourse of the strong society, the discourse of conservative 
values, and the monolingual discourse structured the order of dis-
course during the first period, 1957-1965. The discourse of the 
strong society, based on a certain idea of a homogenous nation, 
gained a strong position within the order of discourse. The key-
words Swedish as a cohesive and unifying language, certain fundament of 
shared experience and savage indicated a kind of cohesion and unity of 
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the nation, suggesting, I would argue, an assimilation policy. 
Hylland-Eriksen (2002:123) argues that nation states choose to 
implement assimilation policies with the best of intentions, as such 
policies are commonly believed to help minority groups integrate. 
The discourse of mother tongue education, based on Swedifica-
tion, regarded bilingualism as an inconvenience, and even (at least 
potentially) harmful to the intellectual development of the individ-
ual student. This discursive period from 1957 to 1965 is character-
ized by homogeneity and cohesiveness as the discourse of the 
strong society, along with the monolingual unity school, was the 
result of a political consensus between all political actors in Swe-
dish Parliament. 
 
Table 4. The order of discourse for mother tongue education during the period 

of 1966 to 1988. 

The discursive period 1966-1988 

Fostering 
bilingualism 
and intercul-
tural society 

The social 
democratic 
discourse of 
equality 

The discourse 
of bilingualism 

The discourse 
of equality, 
cultural free-
dom and coop-
eration 

The dis-
course of 
mother 
tongue 
education 

Keywords New migrant 
policy, away 
from uniformi-
ty, intercul-
tural society, 
cooperation, 
and equality 

Active bilin-
gualism, bilin-
gual education, 
bilingual stu-
dents, and 
cognitive de-
velopment 
emotionally 
and intellectu-
ally in both 
languages 

All groups in 
society, equal 
opportunities, 
maintain and 
develop cultural 
identity, mutual 
tolerance, 
coexistence, 
and solidarity 

Bilingual 
students as 
children of 
new citi-
zens, and 
home lan-
guage edu-
cation for 
each mi-
grant stu-
dent whose 
parents 
want such 
teaching 
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During the second discursive period, 1966 to 1988, the order of 
discourse changed, with the discourse of the strong society losing 
its dominance in 1966. As labor migration and mobility into the 
country increased, a new order of discourse structured by a strong 
social democratic equality discourse and a discourse of bilingualism 
based on the keywords new migration policy and bilingual education 
grew strong. The opportunity for bilingual students to express 
themselves both emotionally and intellectually in both languages 
was assumed to be important for their language development.52 
Additionally, the results of this reveal, as Milani (2008:29) argues, 
that Sweden went from an assimilation policy in 1957-1965 to a 
pluralistic ideology during the 1970s.  
 
Table 5. The order of discourse for mother tongue education during the period 

of 1989 to 1999. 

The discursive period 1989-1999 

Decentraliza-
tion, marketiza-
tion, integration 
and the deval-
uation of moth-
er tongue 
education 

The 
discourse 
of the 
public-
market 
school 

The di-
course of 
Swedish 
language 

The dis-
course of 
traditional 
values 

The dis-
course of 
integration 

The 
dis-
course 
of moth-
er 
tongue 
educa-
tion 

Keywords Free 
school 
choice, 
decentral-
ization, 
munici-
paliza-
tion, and 
individual 
responsi-
bility 

Unifying 
language, 
cohesive 
cement, 
hold 
together 
the nation 
 

Cultural 
heritage, 
Christian 
tradition, 
Western 
humanism, 
and Nordic 
community 
Cohesive 
cement,  

Migration 
policy, 
integration 
policy, 
employa-
bility, and 
integration 

Mother 
tongue 
as daily 
lan-
guage at 
home – 
a home 
lan-
guage 

 

                                                
52 See the Curriculum of 1980 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1980:58). 
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The social democratic discourse of equality, that was dominant 
during the 1970s and 1980s, was challenged by a new order of 
discourse in the period of 1989 to 1999. In the name of integration 
and employability, the discourse of the public-market school, 
based on the keywords decentralization, municipalization, and free school 
choice, positioned Swedish as a unifying language for holding together 
the nation. The new discourse of cultural heritage was based on 
assumptions about the importance of valuing a Swedish Christian 
tradition and a Western humanism. The discourse of integration 
based on the new keyword employability also became influential. 
Lundahl (2005) argues that the Swedish way of managing the in-
crease in language diversity in Social Democratic welfare practices 
was challenged by the marketization of the school during the 
1990s. Schools in a welfare state’s market economies, according to 
Esping-Andersen (1990:22), are generally treated as a product in a 
market among other goods. The consequence of this, additionally, 
indicates to me that the position of mother tongue education in 
the country was directly related to the needs of the welfare state’s 
economy.  
 
Table 6. The order of discourse for mother tongue education during the period 

of 2000 to 2017. 

The discursive period 2000-2017 

Swedish 
as a 
unifying 
value 

The discourse 
of a new 
Swedish 
language 
politics 

The discourse 
of cultural 
heritage 

The discourse of 
entrepreneurial 
education 

The dis-
course of 
mother 
tongue edu-
cation 

Keywords An official 
language, 
proficiency, 
cohesive 
language, and 
international 

The historical 
values of the 
nation as the 
fundamental 
values of 
democracy 

Lifelong learning, 
entrepreneurship, 
and employability 

Supportive 
tool for learn-
ing all other 
school sub-
jects, and 
focus on 
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and global 
perspective 

and human 
rights  

newly arrived 
students’ 
learning and 
integration 

 
The discursive period of 2000 to 2017 is characterized by a combi-
nation of a conservative and liberal discourse that together pro-
moted the Swedish language as a unifying value. The new key-
words lifelong learning, entrepreneurship and employability emerged here, 
both as a contemporary way of learning things and as the adjust-
ment of the school system to the labor market and globalization of 
the 2000s. The increase in migration and globalization during this 
time highlighted the perceived need to legislate Swedish as an offi-
cial national language, contributing to national cohesion and a 
common identity and culture. Integration in a multilingual Swedish 
nation state was assumed to be possible by way of a common lan-
guage, Swedish. As Kymlicka (1995) and Anderson (2006) argue, 
the age of globalization and human diversity is creating nation 
states more multilingual in nature. With keywords such as mother 
tongue education as a supportive tool, focusing on the newly arrived students 
and the Swedish language first, it is apparent that mother tongue edu-
cation was marginalized. At the same time, the discourse of con-
servative Christian values is built on arguments of the importance 
of the Swedish cultural heritage based on the same particular sets 
of keywords as in the previous Curriculum of 1994 (Utbild-
ningsdepartementet, 1994) and even earlier in the Curriculum of 
1962 (Kungliga Skolöverstyrelsen, 1962). 

Changes in nation-state politics and implications for 
mother tongue education 
This thesis has shown that the Swedish nation-state politics con-
cerning mother tongue education has varied depending on national 
interests created in specific historical and political contexts, and by 
different political regimes. There have been different motives and 
efforts for the integration of mother tongue education through 
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different periods from 1957 to 2017. Empirically, it was possible to 
identify one period, 1957-1965, characterized by the ideals of co-
hesiveness and homogenization as a result of a consensus between 
all political actors. The following two discursive periods indicate 
changes in the status of mother tongue education. The last discur-
sive period of the 2000s is characterized by a certain combination 
of conservatism and liberal ideology promoting Swedish as a unify-
ing value for the nation. 
 The change that has been identified includes the new goals for 
mother tongue education in 1966-1988, the devaluation of mother 
tongue education in 1989-1999, and mother tongue education as a 
supportive tool focusing on newly arrived students’ learning goals 
in the 2000s. As Oaks (2001:25) reveals, welfare states still struggle 
to manage language diversity as a result of an increasingly multicul-
tural population. The period of 1957 to 1965 was characterized by 
the discourse of the strong society, which built on ideas about the 
desirability of strong welfare policy ambitions in the interest of 
building a strong nation. Several theories of nation-building (see 
Chapter 2) highlight the history of the nation and the school sys-
tem, as well as other policies for managing ethnic and religious 
minorities, as crucial instruments for nation-building (Gellner 
1983; Hylland Eriksen 1998; Smith 1996; Anderson 2006). 
 The most explicit example of the school system’s role in nation-
building is the creation of the unity school. In the implementation 
phase of the unity school, it was the students’ social background 
and a presumed Swedishness that form the subject of discussion. 
The unity school, based on the keywords one school for all, was in-
tended to meet the ideal of creating a school where all students’ 
individual needs would be met, irrespective of class or social back-
ground. In this period, the term “mother tongue” thus referred to 
the Swedish language. It did not – unlike today – refer to the lan-
guages of students whose mother tongue was not Swedish. Within 
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the discourse of the strong society, mother tongue education for 
students whose mother tongue was not Swedish was barely dis-
cussed at all. However, Finnish-speaking students were discussed, 
as were the nomadic Sami students.  
 The policy actors of this particular time constructed bilingual-
ism as a “complication” to be dealt with. With the keywords homog-
enous nation, Swedish homeland and unifying language, it became appar-
ent to me that the nation state placed great emphasis on a homog-
enization of society through a unifying common language. Gellner 
(1983) defines homogeneity in terms of national thinking, which 
includes the idea that the population should have great similarities, 
for example by way of a shared formal education system and a 
shared language, together unifying and homogenizing the popula-
tion.  
 The first change happened during the increase in labor migra-
tion to Sweden in the late 1960s and early 1970s. The political mo-
tives as regards mother tongue education changed due to the high-
er numbers of labor migrants’ children in society, and because the 
ideology of the Social Democratic regime, stressing the importance 
of equal education for all, was gaining momentum (Borevi, 
2014:710). Based on a framing of bilingual students as children of 
new citizens, a new mother tongue education politics developed. 
Borevi (2014:711) argues that the immigrant policy of this period 
“contained rather radical multicultural goals”, implemented to 
avoid earlier efforts to ‘Swedify’ minorities. 
 The increase in (labor) migration to Sweden and internationally 
meant that for the first time there was a public debate on bilingual-
ism in the Swedish news media, migrant newspapers and the edu-
cational daily press, in which many researchers also participated. 
Hyltenstam & Tuomela (1996:15) emphasize that “None of the 
participants in these debates was against the home language educa-
tion.” This new debate also runs parallel to the social democratic 
ideas of the 1970s, positioning bilingual students as a resource for 
schools and Swedish society, through their international contacts. 
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Hence, the Swedish state aimed at a more inclusive policy and to-
wards mother tongue education as a school subject for bilingual 
students. 
 The Home Language Reform was introduced in 1977, becom-
ing the first Swedish policy to include guidelines for mother 
tongue education in compulsory school (Municia 1993; Hylten-
stam & Tuomela, 1996; Hegelund, 2002; Reath Warren, 2017). 
This new education policy was explicitly expressed in Government 
Propositions of 1975 (Prop. 1975: 26; Prop.1975/76:118). Despite 
this general trend, in 1983 the Conservative Prime Minister ques-
tioned the policy of mother tongue education at school, based on a 
concern that it would hamper migrant students’ acquisition of the 
Swedish language. Despite this opposition, the Social Democratic 
Government that followed did not change the policy on mother 
tongue education, the social democratic equality politics intro-
duced in the early 1970s remained unchanged. As mentioned, 
Esping-Andersen (1990) has shown that social rights in social 
democratic welfare societies have the objective of providing equal 
education for all. My analysis results reveal that such social demo-
cratic welfare practices were challenged at the beginning of the 
1990s.  
 The second social change became concrete in connection with 
the decentralization of the school in 1991, when the welfare-state 
politics introduced the new school policy based on a new funding 
system. During the 1990s the public-market school and conserva-
tive ideas based on arguments on cultural heritage characterized 
education policies. The Swedish welfare state, with a large public 
sector, was described as an obstacle to economic growth, private 
initiatives and individual citizens’ influence in a welfare society. 
The (public) markets and free school choice were considered es-
sential for Swedish democracy and a more efficient production and 
provision of welfare services. The keywords – decentralization, munic-
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ipalization and free school choice – were very prominent during this 
period. Lundahl et al. (2013:499) show that, by this time, the work 
of the school was “orchestred by new managerialism” with the 
goal, to enhance employability and that this change was faster and 
more systematic compared to many other countries. Here, then, 
the status of mother tongue education moved from being a state 
matter to becoming the responsibility of the individual as well as 
local school authorities. This educational policy was initiated by 
the Social Democratic Government in 1989, but was developed 
more intensively by the Conservative Government in 1991-1994.  
 The municipalization of school, as well as the economic stagna-
tion Sweden experienced in the 1990s, caused problems for moth-
er tongue education. My results indicate that the severe challenges 
to mother tongue education were even more connected to nega-
tive attitudes toward this education, marketization, and the intro-
duction of a new funding system. This new state politics for moth-
er tongue education in the 1990s meant that the focus moved from 
mother tongue being an important school subject in itself (1970-
1980) to the perception that bilingual students’ learning and inte-
gration are best achieved if they learn Swedish. 
 In the last discursive period of the 2000s, mother tongue educa-
tion was positioned as a supportive tool. With the increased migra-
tion and globalization of the 2000s, mother tongue education was 
constructed in a manner that best served the purposes of students’ 
integration goals, focusing on learning for newly arrived students. 
By introducing a new official (Swedish) language politics, the state 
made Swedish an official language by law, along with the national 
minority languages and Swedish Sign Language. The increased 
migration and globalization, which resulted in a decision to legis-
late Swedish as the official national language, meant the marginali-
zation of the mother tongue education. At the same time, Swedish 
for migrants, for particular newly arrived students, was stressed as 
essential in order to achieve Swedish welfare and integration policy 
goals. According to Dahlstedt & Hertzberg (2011:185), equally 
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important during the 2000s were the new keywords lifelong learning 
and entrepreneurship. Through these keywords, an adjustment was 
made of the school system towards the labor market as expressed 
in the new National Curriculum of 2011 (Skolverket, 2011). 

Mother tongue education discourse(s) from 1957 to 2017 
Mother tongue education bears a stamp of policy actors who have 
been the most influential in creating the policy on mother tongue 
education at any particular time. The discourses that emerged in 
policy texts say a great deal about assumptions in Sweden concern-
ing mother tongue as a subject, as well as students whose mother 
tongue is not Swedish. Under the whole investigation period of 
1957 to 2017, it is shown that the nation-state politics regarding 
both migrants’ education and their integration are invoked in 
mother tongue education discourses. As previously pointed out, it 
was not only that the nation-state welfare policy ambitions and the 
homogenization process in 1957-1965 focused on the strong socie-
ty, these processes often led to the ambitions of cohesiveness by 
way of a unifying language.  
 In the documents emanating from the work of the 1957 School 
Committee, nothing can be found to suggest that there were other 
languages than Swedish in the country; mother tongue education 
was not taken into account in the Committee at this time. The 
Swedish language played a major role in the field of nation build-
ing. Smith (1996) argues that not only is a nation state a geographic 
territory, the construction of one people sharing one and the same 
language, culture and tradition are also important elements in 
building the nation. With the keywords social fostering, and students 
as individual talents and national assets, it became apparent that the 
state actors took the position that all students spoke Swedish and 
that Swedish was their mother tongue. A precondition for the 
strong society was that all children had access to free education 
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and health care, and enjoy a certain degree of social security. An-
derson (2006) describes that nation-state-building relies on the 
social and cultural unification of the members of the nation. The 
homogenization process of the nation has had implications for 
mother tongue education, which was considered to make students’ 
integration difficult. Organizing mother tongue education was seen 
to be problematic. It was claimed that, “in some ways, a bilingual 
group of students poses difficult problems for society” (SOU 
1960:41:71).  
 During the very late 1960s and the early 1970s, mother tongue 
education became a subject of discussion. The new discourse on 
the need for this education was initiated “as a result of the increase 
in foreign workers in society” (SOU 1966:55). This, in turn, also 
helped initiate a discussion on language rights for groups other 
than the ethnic majority population. The discourse of mother 
tongue education contributed to a political interest in language 
differences between minority groups and the majority population. 
The Social Democratic Government formulated new policy goals 
for migration policy in 1975. With the introduction of new key-
words such as equality, freedom of choice and cooperation, the social 
democratic equality discourse grew strong enough to challenge the 
monolingual discourse that had dominated in the early years of the 
1960s. Similarly, Esping-Andersen (1990), Milani (2008), and Lun-
dahl et al. (2013) have shown that social democratic welfare states 
have the objective of providing linguistic diversity and equal edu-
cation for all individuals in society.  
 During the second half of the 1960s and into the 1970s, a de-
bate on bilingual students had a strong impact on mother tongue 
education. The Government admitted that bilingualism would 
characterize the country’s future education system. In 1975, Par-
liament decided that Sweden would build an equal society, regard-
less of individuals’ language background. The equality argument 
was thus clearly invoked in the mother tongue education discourse 
as well. As I have found, Hyltenstam & Milani (2012) argue that 
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the mother tongue discourse contributed to the positioning of 
bilingual individuals as resources in society of the time period.  
 The mother tongue education discourse was undeniably affect-
ed by the public-market discourse introduced by the decentraliza-
tion of the school system in 1990. In addition, mother tongue edu-
cation and intercultural education were influenced by the con-
servative discourse based on assumptions about the importance of 
Christian ethics and Western humanism in 1991-1994. Regarding 
the traditional values, Gellner (1983) argues that the ideal of ho-
mogeneity is central to nationalistic thinking involving the popula-
tion having great similarities in terms of culture and language as a 
basis for political legitimacy. Contrary to the previous social demo-
cratic ideology of language diversity, the social democratic welfare 
practices from the 1990s mainly defined the mother tongue educa-
tion as an integration issue. There emerged a discourse of integra-
tion formed by the keywords integration policy instead of migration 
policy for all individuals whose mother tongue was not Swedish. It 
was suggested that migrant students should wholeheartedly focus 
on employability and integration into Swedish society. The integra-
tion policy largely depended on labor market actors, which pointed 
out certain ethnic groups as disadvantaged in the labor market 
(SOU 1996:55).  
 The emergence of an intensive integration policy was accompa-
nied by the discourse on the importance of a unifying Swedish 
language. Education in Swedish was seen as a means to achieve 
national cohesion and employability. The most explicit examples 
of such integration ideas appear in connection with a discussion in 
the Government Official Report of 1996 (SOU 1996:55) and fol-
lowing Government Proposition of 1997 (Prop. 1997/98:16). This 
discourse contributes to portraying Sweden in the light of a mono-
lingual norm by conferring the Swedish language a central value in 
the country’s education system and in its society in general (Lainio, 
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2013). The image of Sweden in the light of a monolingual norm is 
also explicitly reflected in all discursive periods except the second 
in 1970-1980. In the discursive periods of the 1990s and the 2000s, 
the discourses of the public-market school and the unifying Swe-
dish language had a very strong impact on the discourse of mother 
tongue education. The mother tongue education discourse was 
clearly positioned as subordinate to that of the Swedish language, 
as it was seen to be the cohesive cemenet in order to hold together the 
nation. 
 During the discursive period of the 2000s, the discourse of 
mother tongue education was based on the keywords newly arrived 
students and the objective of their learning Swedish quickly. At this 
time, mother tongue support was seen as something that would 
contribute to the learning of all other school subjects for students 
whose mother tongue was not Swedish. The mother tongue educa-
tion discourse at this time also recovers much of the conservative 
Christian values that we saw in the 1960s. These values were mani-
fested in and by a discourse of cultural heritage, citizenship and 
Swedish as the official language of the country. The discourse of 
cultural heritage, built on the keywords historical values of the nation, 
was an expression of a traditional approach to cultural issues. Simi-
larly, Esping-Andersen (1990:22) shows that social rights in con-
servative welfare states are characterized by the preservation of a 
traditional policy in which the role of an official and unifying lan-
guage is seen as crucial. 

The positioning of bilingual students 
The positioning of bilingual students in policy texts has changed 
over the period 1957-2017. The positioning of students whose 
mother tongue is not Swedish has depended on the challenges the 
Swedish welfare society has faced in terms of increased migration 
and international mobility, as well as which political regime domi-
nated. According to Hylland-Eriksen (2002), the distinction be-
tween those who are seen to belong to “us” and those considered 
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to belong to “the others” is closely linked to ideas about language 
and ethnicity that exist in society. Prior to 1965, students whose 
mother tongue was not Swedish were assumed not to “have the 
semantic depths” in Swedish as they did in their first language. It 
was assumed that minority students had to learn Swedish so as to 
be able to “rise above the savage stage”. Interestingly, the same 
students were positioned as the children of new citizens in the 
National Curriculum of 1969 (Skolöverstyrelsen, 1969), and as 
resources for intercultural teaching in the 1970s and 1980s. The 
positioning of bilingual students appears in the debate on bilin-
gualism in the 1970s, when the Social Democratic regime aimed to 
create a so-called intercultural society. The idea was that the lan-
guages and cultures of new citizens, as well as knowledge about 
their home countries, would be beneficial to all students at school. 
The notion that new citizens were important went hand-in-hand 
with the discourse on what was called home language education at 
the time, constructing mother tongue education as having positive 
effects on knowledge development. The opportunity for bilingual 
students to express themselves both emotionally and intellectually 
in both languages was assumed to be important for their language 
development. The intention, thus, was that all students, regardless 
of their language background, would have equal opportunities in 
an intercultural society.  
 During the years 1989 to 1991, when the decision was made 
regarding the school’s municipalization, decentralization and free 
school choice, a marketization of the public school occurred and 
conservative ideas were prominent. In order to fight segregation 
and improve integration the nation state, based on the keyword 
employability, renamed the policy from “migration policy” to “inte-
gration policy”. In the 2000s, individual (migrant) students were 
positioned as responsible for maintaining their mother tongue 
knowledge and preserving their own cultural heritage, which is 
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thus ultimately not seen as the responsibility of the state. The cul-
ture and mother tongue knowledge of minority students primarily 
became the concern of the individual.  
 The positioning of bilingual students in school and society dur-
ing the 2000s was connected to the adjustment of the education 
system towards the labor market (Dahlstedt & Hertzberg, 
2011:180). According to the Conservative Coalition Government 
Memorandum of 2013 (Ds. 2013:6), newly arrived students were 
to learn Swedish in order to best fulfill the integration policy goals. 
Swedish was given a special position, and knowledge in Swedish 
was seen to enable learning in all other school subjects. 

The positioning of mother tongue education 
The positioning of the subject of mother tongue education in poli-
cy texts is shown to be an outcome of national ideologies and in-
terests over time. In a comparative perspective, mother tongue 
education as a school subject went from being positioned as a 
“complication” having to be dealt with in many parts of the world 
in 1957-1965, including Sweden, to a position of being a resource 
for the school and in society during the 1970s and 1980s. The po-
sition of mother tongue education grew stronger in the 1970s and 
1980s. During this period the importance of mother tongue educa-
tion for bilingual students was made explicit. The share of students 
entitled to mother tongue education and participating in it was at 
its highest in 1986, when 68 percent of students entitled to this 
education participated in it (SOU 1996:55:185). The position of 
mother tongue education detoriated during the discursive period 
of 1990s, and has an even more marginalized position during the 
2000s.  
 In the nation - building during the period of the strong society 
1957-1965 the Swedish language was seen as the only natural and 
logical thing in society and the teaching process. Bilingualism was 
implicitly perceived as a hindrance to the goals of social and lin-
guistic inclusion, and Swedish was seen as “the foundation for 



DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: DISCURSIVE CHANGE AND 
REPRODUCTION IN MOTHER TONGUE EDUCATION  

POLICY 
 

195 
 

human growth” for all students. For bilingual students, studying 
Swedish was seen to imply a new way of thinking and feeling. 
Hence, the position of mother tongue education was viewed with 
suspicion in contrast to the strong unifying principal of one na-
tion-one language in a strong society. Parents’ concern in this 
sense was not that minority students wanted more mother tongue 
education, but that they wanted their children to have access to the 
Swedish language and school system. Instead, mother tongue edu-
cation was positioned as an auxiliary tool at school for only so long 
as it took to learn Swedish. Monolingual and monocultural dis-
courses 1957-1965 were based on the notion that in Sweden all 
students were linguistically and culturally ethnic Swedes and that 
Swedish was their cohesive and unifying language (Eklund, 2003).  
 Many researchers (Hyltenstam & Tuomela, 1996; Municio, 
1993; Hyltenstam & Milani, 2012; Lainio 2013) have shown that 
the devaluation of the then home language education has often 
been attributed to the 1990s and associated with Sweden’s eco-
nomic stagnation. The position of home language education was 
marginalized as it was offered outside the regular curriculum, at the 
close of the ordinary school day. The “home language” was per-
ceived as a language used merely in informal situations at home 
(Prop. 1996/97:110; SOU 1996:55). In July 1997, home language 
was still regarded as a less important and low-status school subject 
compared to all other subjects. The Government’s expectation at 
this particular time was that if it changed the term home language to 
mother tongue, the image of this education would be improved.   
 During the 2000s mother tongue education bears even more 
serious problems when it comes to both the education itself and 
study guidance in mother tongue for newly arrived students. There 
is still a common belief that students whose mother tongue is not 
Swedish would benefit more from learning Swedish than from 
developing their mother tongue. Garcia (2009:55) argues that “de-
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spite a widespread multilingualism (...) we still live in a society 
dominated by monolingual ideology”. Hyltenstam & Milani (2012) 
point out that multilingualism is a significant resource -– some-
thing that is often forgotten in the public debate in Sweden. The 
ways of positioning mother tongue education in Swedish welfare 
practices are now based on the needs of the market economy and 
the Swedish language as a unifying value, rather than on the goals 
of traditional social democratic ideals of diversity, multilingualism 
and equality. 

Concluding discussion 
This thesis maps out a long historical perspective on mother 
tongue education policy in Sweden. The principle interest has been 
to analyze the policies of mother tongue education from 1957 to 
2017, focusing on how Swedish nation-state politics and societal 
change characterized the status and positioning of this education 
in Sweden. The thesis has shown that the construction of mother 
tongue education policy is the result of national interests created in 
specific historical and political contexts, and by different political 
ideologies of the periods. The construction of mother tongue edu-
cation over time appears to be closely connected to the political 
intentions that have been influential in creating the policy on 
mother tongue education. During 1957-1965, the Swedish nation-
state politics was constructed on the homogeneity in national 
thinking, whereby the role of a unifying language was seen as an 
essential part of nation building. The mother tongue education 
discourse, dominating the public debate from 1966 to 1988, clearly 
weakened in the 1990s and 2000s. The nation state’s progressive 
policies in relation to mother tongue education, equality and bilin-
gualism during 1966 and 1988 were undermined by the marketiza-
tion of public schools during the 1990s and 2000s, and by a dis-
course on lifelong learning, entrepreneurship and employability.  
 A discourse on the integration of bilingual students into the 
ordinary school process and society was equally strong in all dis-
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cursive periods 1957 - 2017. Rhetorically, there was also a strong 
continuity during all discursive periods regarding the perception 
that mother tongue education is important for all students whose 
mother tongue is not Swedish. At the same time mother tongue 
education, unlike Swedish, is more or less continually valued in 
relation to what is happening in the outside world – increased mi-
gration, diversity, integration, unemployment, etc. – as well as in 
relation to other school subjects. Interestingly, seen from a historic 
perspective, a somewhat static understanding of mother tongue 
education appears to be reproduced. It is no longer seen as a pos-
sible resource, and active bilingualism in society is not promoted, 
as was the case in the 1970s-1980s.  
 The social democratic equality discourse based on active bilin-
gualism from the 1970s -1980s is almost unseen in the later discur-
sive periods of the 1990s and 2000s. Instead, the goals of a new 
cohesive and official (Swedish) language politics and integration 
are clearly dominant, similar to the period of the late 1950s and the 
early 1960s. It is relevant to ask whether mother tongue education 
in its present form has chances to succeed when it is continually 
deprioritized as a school subject for students whose mother 
tongue is not Swedish. 

Concluding remarks 
This thesis contributes to new insights into the positioning of 
mother tongue education, characterized by the Swedish nation-
state politics and social changes that have occurred from 1957 to 
2017. A long retrospective perspective of Swedish nation-state 
policy intentions regarding mother tongue education contributes 
to an understanding of this education as an arena of different na-
tional interests, whereby the Swedish welfare state needs to man-
age language diversity and the integration of migrants.  
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 The extent and span of this study illuminates the Swedish na-
tion state’s political ambitions and how, and to some extent why, 
they have changed over time. The results of the study can provide 
a deeper understanding of mother tongue education and how it 
can serve as a prism illuminating the Swedish national policy dis-
courses, and the implications of this for mother tongue education 
as a subject and bilingual students’ opportunities to acquire mother 
tongue education in Sweden. It therefore seems reasonable to con-
clude that this study not only contributes to an increased aware-
ness of the links between dominant governmental discourses, the 
position of mother tongue education, and bilingual students’ learn-
ing opportunities. It also contributes to knowledge about Swedish 
society, Sweden as a nation state, and nationalistic self-images of 
“Swedes”, “immigrants” and notions of multilingualism as devel-
oped over time.     
 I find it greatly relevant for further research to include compar-
ative studies between the Swedish mother tongue education policy 
and the policy on mother tongue education internationally. Few 
previous studies have applied a comparative perspective on moth-
er tongue education.53 It would also be useful to compare mother 
tongue education in Sweden with such education policies in other 
countries to reveal the variations in policy. Further research on 
mother tongue education, aimed at studying differences in policy is 
needed. Comparative knowledge about policies on mother tongue 
education would perhaps enable a reconceptualization of the un-
derstanding of bilingualism which is important because of an in-
creasingly multilingual school population, combined with the fact 
that Sweden as a welfare state and schools as social institutions 
have the objective of providing minority rights in an inclusive way. 
An inclusive vision and policy requires a reconceptualization of 
today’s mother tongue education.  

                                                
53 See for example Hegelund (2002); Reath Warren (2017). 
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 The inclusion of mother tongue education in the way described 
in previous research, as a possible ideal of the 21st century have 
been shown to be a challenging task. This thesis has shown moth-
er tongue education to be a highly political issue. Political decision-
making in this area functions as a tool for achieving nationalistic 
interests such as equality for all or exclusion, assimilation, homog-
enization and “Swedification”, or a respect for ethnic and linguistic 
diversity. 
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Svensk sammanfattning 
 
Denna doktorsavhandling är en policystudie om modersmålsut-
bildning och hur policys för den har utvecklats historiskt i Sverige. 
Med modersmålsutbildning avses utbildning i modersmålet som ett 
skolämne för elever vars modersmål inte är svenska. Det övergri-
pande syftet är att undersöka modersmålsutbildningens policy från 
1957 till 2017 med fokus på hur den svenska nationalstatens poli-
tiska intentioner och samhällsförändring har präglat statusen och 
positioneringen av modersmålsutbildningen i det svenska skolsy-
stemet.  
 Det empiriska materialet i denna avhandling består av olika 
typer av policytexter som ger uttryck för de politiska ambitioner 
och samhällsförändringar som har präglat modersmålsutbildning 
historiskt från 1957 till 2017. Policytexter analyseras för att av-
gränsa den övergripande diskursen om modersmålsutbildning un-
der denna period. De specifika dokument som har valts ut för ana-
lysen innefattar statens offentliga utredningar, läroplanskommitté-
rapporter och läroplaner. Diskursen eller diskurserna om moders-
målsutbildning, här benämnd som "modersmålsutbildningsdiskur-
sen", är formad av en politisk kamp om ämnet modersmål och 
mer generellt, hanteringen av mångfald i det svenska samhället.  
 Följande övergripande forskningsfrågor har styrt arbetet: Hur 
har den svenska nationalstatens politiska intentioner och samhälls-
förändring präglat statusen och positioneringen för modersmålsut-
bildning i det svenska skolsystemet? Denna forskningsfråga har 
operationaliserats: Vilken diskurs eller diskurser om modersmåls-
utbildning framträder i policytexter 1957 - 2017? Hur har elever 
vars modersmål inte är svenska positionerats som subjekt i policy-
texter? Hur har modersmålsutbildning positionerat som skolämne i 
policytexter? 
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 Det mpiriska materialet analyseras genom att avgränsa vad jag 
kallar för modersmålsutbildningsdiskursen, som uttryckligen eller 
implicit visar de utbildningspolitiska intentionerna för moders-
målsutbildning i Sverige. Diskursen om modersmålsutbildning är 
inte en diskurs, utan består av flera diskurser. Avgränsningen av 
modersmålsutbildningsdiskursen ger kunskap om de framträdande 
uppfattningarna och sätten att förstå, tänka och tala om moders-
målsutbildning och dess målgrupp, och hur det har förändrats över 
tid. Genom att undersöka modersmålsutbildningens policys från 
1957 till 2017 har det varit möjligt att analysera utbildningspolitiska 
intentioner och föreställningar som har formulerats om Sverige 
som en nationalstat och uppfattningar om mångfald som har fun-
nits över tid. Avhandlingen är baserad på analytiska begrepp som 
diskursordningen och rekontextualisering för att urskilja diskursiva 
och utbildningspolitiska förändringar i relation till modersmålsut-
bildningens policy.  
 
Teoretiska utgångspunkter  
Den teoretiska grunden för studien är huvudsakligen baserad på 
språkets roll i nationalstatens byggande och välfärdsstatens di-
lemma. Avhandlingen ser därför språket som viktigt i förhållande 
till nationen, nationsbildning och medborgarskap, eftersom nat-
ionalstaten ideologiskt bygger på ett ideal om homogenitet.  
 Gellner (1983) förklarar nationalism ur ett historiskt perspektiv 
och betonar betydelsen av ett gemensamt formellt utbildningssy-
stem som bidrar till kulturell homogenisering. Samtidigt, när den 
mångkulturella befolkningen ökar som en följd av globaliseringen 
och migrationen ökar också behovet av att hantera den språkliga 
mångfalden i samhället. Det traditionella socialdemokratiska idealet 
syftar till att ge rättigheter åt minoriteterna samt respektera den 
språkliga och kulturella mångfalden för alla grupper utifrån ideolo-
giska principer om jämlikhet och demokratiskt medborgarskap. 
Medan ideologin att ta emot och hantera flerspråkighet i ett mark-
nadsorienterat välfärdssamhälle bygger på marknadsekonomins 
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behov, snarare än på målen för traditionell socialdemokratisk 
polcy, som främjar jämlikhet och mångfald för alla (Lundahl, 2013; 
Borevi, 2014).  
 Modersmålsutbildningens policys är således ideologiskt produ-
cerade och skapade i specifika historiska och politiska samman-
hang, vilket innebär att de är avhäniga av den tid och sammanhang 
där de producerades. Därför är denna policystudie inriktad på dis-
kursiva aspekter ur ett historiskt perspektiv, med särskild fokus på 
hur svenska nationalstatens policy ambitioner och samhällsföränd-
ringar har präglat statusen och positioneringen av modersmålsut-
bildning i Sverige. Min förståelse av begreppet policy som text 
grundas på ett diskursivt perspektiv om hur språket strukturerar 
vår förståelse om modersmålsutbildning, vilket innebär att jag sys-
tematiskt analyserar policytexter mot bakgrund av deras historiska, 
kulturella, politiska och sociala sammanhang.  
 Med detta perspektiv i fokus blir analysen av modersmålsut-
bildningens policy som text och som diskurs viktig eftersom det 
belyser den ideologiska dimensionen av utvecklingen av moders-
målsutbildningens policy, liksom hur statens institutioner, rege-
ringar och deras representanter har format politiken om moders-
målsutbildning över tid. I min studie är policyaktörer parlamentet, 
regeringsrepresentanter, politiker och forskare som är inflytelserika 
i skapandet av modersmålsutbildningens policy. Policytexter ut-
trycker ideologier av policyaktörer, vilka därefter, producerar (ideo-
logiska) diskurser. Samtidigt möjliggör diskurserna för policy aktö-
rer att tänka igenom och formulera policyn för modersmålsutbild-
ning. Genom att undersöka policy som text och diskurs belyser 
studien hur modersmål som policy är ideologiskt konstruerad och 
positionerad.  
 Enligt Fairclough (2010) är förhållandet mellan policytexter och 
diskurser dialektiskt, genom att diskurser både konstruerar policy-
texter och konstrueras av dem. I den här studien avser diskursen 
ett systematiskt sätt att tänka och tala om modersmålsutbildning. 
Genom att analysera policy som diskurs innefattar det en förståelse 
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om hur elever vars modersmål inte är svenska har konstruerats 
som en målgrupp för modersmålsutbildning. Det innebär att de 
konstruktioner som skapas i policy som text och diskurs har kon-
sekvenser för modersmålet som ämne och tvåspråkiga elevers po-
sitionering i samhället. Analysen av modersmålsutbildningens po-
licy kan därmed bidra till att skapa en förståelse om hur politik och 
samhälle har påverkat modersmålsutbildning över tid.  
 Analysen av modersmålsutbildningens policy mellan 1957 och 
2017 utgår från att det finns olika policy aktörer med skilda intres-
sen. Det finns således en kamp mellan olika aktörer om problem-
formuleringar, orsaker och lösningar, en kamp som kan leda till 
både policyreproduktion eller policyförändringar. Aktörerna i 
denna studie är inte individer eller skolor, utan policyaktörer som 
parlamentet, regeringsrepresentanter, politiker och forskare. 
 I denna studie avses modersmålsutbildningens policy som en 
arena för de olika policyaktörernas intressen som strategiskt utgår 
från olika diskurser för sina egna ändamål. Avhandlingens centrala 
analytiska begrepp är diskursordningen och rekontextualisering. 
Jag använder rekontextualisering för att undersöka hur moders-
målsutbildningsdiskurs (er) som ett resultat av diskursiv kamp ut-
trycks över tid, och om huruvida diskursiv reproduktion eller för-
ändring har ägt rum. Enligt Bernstein, (2000: 33) uppstår rekontex-
tualisering när en diskurs ”tillskrivs selektivt, flyttar, refokuserar 
och avser andra diskurser utgöra sin egen ordning eller ordningar”. 
När flera diskurser om modersmålsutbildningen rekontextualiseras 
tillsammans inom en viss period formas en diskursordning. I 
denna studie formar en diskursordning, vad jag har kallat, en dis-
kursiv period, vilket gör det möjligt för mig att identifiera perioder 
av reproduktion och förändring av modersmålsutbildningens po-
licy. Fairclough (2010:359) definierar en diskursordning som en 
uppsättning av diskurser där relationen mellan dem är avgörande.  
 Hur olika diskurser är rekontextualiserade, och hur de är relate-
rade till varandra, formar en ny diskursordning och därmed sker 
både diskursiva och sociala förändringar. När diskurser om mo-
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dersmålsutbildning rekontextualiseras i nya sammanhang formule-
ras diskurser antingen på nytt eller på ett traditionellt sätt. Rekon-
textualiseringen av diskurserna på ett nytt sätt kan tolkas som teck-
en på social förändring, medan rekontextualiseringen av diskurser 
på ett traditionellt sätt kan tolkas som tecken på (social och diskur-
siv) reproduktion. Det sätt som diskurser är uttryckta och hur de 
relaterar till varandra visar hur till exempel diskurser har strukture-
rat en viss diskursiv period. Med hjälp av rekontextualisering ana-
lyserar jag sedan de diskursiva perioderna för att dra slutsatser om 
förändring och reproduktion. 
 
Metod 
Det empiriska materialet i denna avhandling analyserades genom 
kritisk diskursanalys av Fairclough (2010) och Mulderrig (2008). I 
min analys fokuserade jag på nyckelord som visar på policytexter-
nas intentioner för modersmålsutbildning över tid. Ur ett kritiskt 
diskursanalysperspektiv utgör mer än det enskilda ordet och inne-
börden av det specifika ordet ett nyckelord. En uppsättning av 
vanliga och framträdande nyckelord formar en diskurs. Jag har 
analyserat nyckelorden i policytexternas språkbruk som används i 
modersmålsutbildningens policy för att spåra förändringar under 
perioden från 1957 till 2017. Analytiskt har intertextualitet varit till 
hjälp för att spåra de framträdande orden, eller framstående 
sökord. Uppsättningen av nyckelord hjälpte mig att lyfta fram 
språkbruket som har formulerats under perioden 1957 - 2017. 
Denna analysmetod var relevant eftersom den visade hur diskurser 
uppstod och förändrades genom olika perioder, vilket visade hur 
en diskursordning har karakteriserat en diskursiv period. På detta 
sätt blev det möjligt för mig att se om det uppstod perioder av 
reproduktion eller perioder av social förändring för modersmåls-
utbildning.  
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Resultat 
Avhandlingen har visat att den svenska nationalstatens policy om 
modersmålsutbildning har präglats av olika politiska intentioner 
och samhällsförändringar som har skapats i specifika historiska 
och politiska sammanhang 1957-2017. Det har funnits olika motiv 
för integration för modersmålsutbildning genom olika perioder 
från 1957-2017. Empiriskt har avhandlingen identifierat fyra dis-
kursiva perioder. Den första diskursiva perioden är 1957-1965. 
Den andra diskursiva perioden omfattar 1966-1988 och den tredje 
diskursiva perioden omfattar 1989-1999. Den fjärde diskursiva 
perioden avser 2000-2017.   
 Den första diskursiva perioden, 1957-1965, präglas av samman-
hållning och homogenisering som ideal till följd av konsensus mel-
lan politiska aktörer i riksdagen, och ett förenande språk sågs som 
en väsentlig del av nationalstatsbyggandet. Perioden 1957-1965 
kännetecknas av en samhällsdiskurs, som byggdes på idéer om 
omfattande välfärdspolitiska ambitioner i syfte att skapa den starka 
nationen. Under denna period har begreppet modersmål relaterats 
till det svenska språket. Det relaterades inte - som idag - till elever 
vars modersmål inte var svenska. Undantaget var det finskspråkiga 
elevers modersmål och det samiska språket. Nationalstatens policy 
vid denna tid framställde tvåspråkighet som en "komplikation" 
som skulle hanteras i Sverige. Den statliga utbildningspolitiken från 
1957 till 1965 positionerade eleverna och deras personliga utveckl-
ing som fria, självständiga och harmoniska individer, som goda 
samhällsmedlemmar som kunde verka i och upprätthålla det de-
mokratiska samhället. Skolorna skulle dra fördel av eleverna som 
enskilda talanger, eftersom dessa sågs som en tillgång för sam-
hället, nationella tillgångar som behövs på samma sätt som natur-
resurser. Elever vars modersmål inte var svenska antogs inte "ha 
det semantiska djupet" i svenska språket på samma sätt som på sitt 
första språk. Det antogs att minoritetselever fick lära sig svenska 
för att kunna ”höja sig över vildens stadie”. Med nyckelorden, 
homogen nation, svenskt hemland och förenande språk blev det uppenbart 
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att nationalstaten lagt stor vikt vid homogenisering av samhället via 
ett gemensamt språk.  
 Den andra diskursiva perioden mellan 1966-1988 präglas på 
idén att tvåspråkiga elever skulle ges möjlighet till modersmålsut-
bildning. De politiska motiven för modersmålsutbildning föränd-
rades på grund av ökningen av arbetskraftsmigranternas barn base-
rad på att den socialdemokratiska ideologin som betonade vikten 
av lika utbildningsmöjligheter för alla grupper i samhället, växte sig 
stark. Detta betraktades som en central aspekt av nationalstatens 
skyldighet att tillhandahålla lika möjligheter för alla grupper i sam-
hället såsom jämlikhet mellan tvåspråkiga elever och elever vars 
modersmål var svenska. Andelen elever som var berättigade och 
deltog i modersmålsundervisning under 1957-2017 var som högst 
1986, då 68 procent av de elever som hade rätt till denna utbild-
ning deltog i den (SOU 1996: 55: 185).  
 Den tredje diskursiva perioden 1989-1999 kännetecknas av 
marknadsekonomi och enskilda medborgares krav på integration 
och anställbarhet. Nationalstatens progressiva politik i förhållande 
till modersmålsutbildning, jämlikhet och tvåspråkighet under 1966 
och 1988 försämrades genom marknadsanpassning av den offent-
liga skolan baserad på det nya finansieringssystemet under 1990-
talet. Sverige som en välfärdsstat med en stor offentlig sektor be-
skrevs som ett hinder för ekonomisk tillväxt, privata initiativ och 
enskilda medborgares inflytande. Kommunaliseringen av skolan 
och det fria skolvalet genomfördes. Utbildningspolitiken karakteri-
serades av konservativa idéer som baserade på argumenten om 
kulturarv, kristen etik och västerländsk humanism. Kommunali-
sering av skolan samt den ekonomiska stagnation som Sverige 
hade på 1990-talet ledde till svårigheter för modersmålsutbildning-
en vilken blev klart underordnad det svenska språket.  
 Det empiriska resultatet i denna avhandling visar att de allvar-
liga utmaningarna för modersmålsundervisning också var kopplade 
till negativa attityder mot modersmålsutbildning, marknadisering 
av skolan och införandet av ett nytt finansieringssystem. Denna 
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nya utbildningspolitik för modersmålsutbildning på 1990-talet in-
nebar att fokus flyttat från modersmålet som ett viktigt skolämne 
1970-1980 till uppfattningen om att tvåspråkiga elevernas lärande 
och integration uppnås bäst om de lär sig svenska (Skolverket, 
2002). 
 Den sista diskursiva perioden 2000-2017 präglas av en viss 
kombination av konservatism och liberala ideologier som främjade 
svenska språket som ett förenande värde för det multikulturella 
samhället. Under 2000-talet har modersmålsutbildningen ännu 
allvarligare problem när det gäller både själva modersmålsutbild-
ningen och studiehandledning på modersmål för nyanlända elever. 
De insikter som denna avhandling bidrar med, visar emellertid att 
modersmålsutbildning som ett skolämne inte antogs vara lika vik-
tigt som det svenska språket. Staten introducerade en ny officiell 
(svensk) språkpolitik med svenska som ett officiellt språk (enligt 
lag), inklusive de nationella minoritetsspråken och teckenspråk året 
2009. Den växande migrationen och globaliseringen framhävde 
behovet av att lagstifta om svenska som det officiella nationella 
språket, vilket innebar att modersmålsutbildningsdiskursen margi-
naliserades. Modersmålsutbildning fungerade som ett verktyg för 
att lära sig det svenska språket såväl som alla andra ämnen i skolan. 
Samtidigt betonades svenska för migranter, i synnerhet nyanlända 
elever, som en förutsättning för att uppnå integrationspolitiska 
mål. Positioneringen av tvåspråkiga elever i skolan och samhället 
under 2000-talet var vidare kopplat till anpassningen av utbild-
ningssystemet mot arbetsmarknaden. 
 
Avslutande diskussion 
Under hela empiriska perioden 1957-2017 bär modersmålsutbild-
ningen en stämpel av policyaktörer som på olika sätt har varit in-
flytelserika i skapandet av modersmålsutbildningens policyn vid en 
viss tidpunkt. I ett jämförande perspektiv gick modersmålsutbild-
ning som ett skolämne från att vara positionerat som en ”kompli-
kation” i likhet med förhållandet i många delar av världen 1957-
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1965, däribland Sverige, till en position som en resurs för tvåsprå-
kiga elever under 1970-talet och 1980-talet. Modersmålsutbild-
ningens ställning växte starkare under 1970-talet och 1980-talet 
och in i 1990-talet, men har en ännu mer marginaliserad betydelse 
under den fjärde diskursiva perioden 2000-talet.  
     De nationella, statliga välfärdspolitiska ambitionerna och ho-
mogeniseringsprocessen under 1957-1965, fokuserade inte bara på 
det starka samhället, utan dessa processer ledde ofta till ambitioner 
om sammanhållning genom ett enande språk. Den enspråkiga ide-
ologin grundades på uppfattningen om att svenska var det sam-
manhängande och förenande språket för alla elever i samhället. 
Modersmålsutbildning skulle användas som ett av verktygen under 
den tid som minoritetselever skulle lära sig svenska. Som ett resul-
tat av ökning av arbetskraftsmigranternas barn vars modersmål 
inte var svenska under andra delen av 1960-talet infördes den soci-
aldemokratiska iden om att de måste förses med modersmålsut-
bildning. Detta betraktades som en central aspekt av nationalsta-
tens skyldighet att tillhandahålla lika möjligheter för alla grupper i 
samhället samt jämlikhet mellan migranter och svenskar. I början 
på 1970-talet hade debatten om modersmålsundervisningens bety-
delse för tvåspråkiga elever inletts. Den socialdemokratiska rege-
ringen syftade till att skapa ett så kallat interkulturellt samhälle. 
Tanken var att de nya medborgarnas språk och kulturer samt kun-
skap om deras hemländer skulle vara till nytta för alla elever i sko-
lan. Bilden om de nya medborgarna gick hand i hand med diskur-
sen om tvåspråkighet, vilket byggdes på att modersmålsutbildning 
har positiva effekter på kunskapsutveckling. Regeringen slog fast 
att tvåspråkighet skulle karakterisera det framtida utbildningssy-
stemet i landet.  
 Riksdagen beslutade 1975 att Sverige skulle byggas på ett jäm-
ställt samhälle, oberoende av individers kulturella eller språkliga 
bakgrund (Prop. 1975: 26; Prop.1975/76:118). Min analys visar att 
jämlikhetsargumentet som förekom i social demokratisk ideologi 
1970-1980 förändrades i början på 1990-talet då modersmålsut-
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bildningsdiskursen främst blev en integrationsfråga. Under åren 
mellan 1989 och 1991, då beslutet om skolans kommunalisering, 
decentralisering och fria skolvalet fattades, skedde en marknadsan-
passning av den offentliga skolan, och konservativa idéer blev 
mera framträdande. För att bekämpa segregation och förbättra 
integrationen bytte den socialdemokratiska regeringen begreppet 
från migrationspolitik till integrationspolitik.  
 Integration blev nyckelordet för alla individer som inte hade 
svenska som modersmål. Personer vars modersmål inte var 
svenska skulle helhjärtat inrikta sig på anställbarhet och integration 
i det svenska samhället. Under den diskursiva perioden 2000-2017 
har modersmålsutbildningen marginaliseras ännu mer, både när det 
gäller modersmålsundervisning och studiehandledning på mo-
dersmål för nyanlända elever. Modersmålsundervisning som sko-
lämne inte antogs vara lika viktigt som svenska. Diskursen om 
modersmålsutbildning byggdes på nyckelordet nyanlända elever och 
deras målsättning för att snabbt lära sig svenska. Modersmålet som 
ämne framställdes som ett ämne som bäst bidrar till elevernas in-
lärning av andra skolämnen. Diskursen för modersmålutbildning 
präglades också av de konservativa värderingar som vi har sett på 
1960-talet om kulturarv, medborgarskap och en ny sammanhäng-
ande språkpolitik.  
 Under 2000-talet positionerades elever vars modersmål inte var 
svenska som ansvarsfulla individer som själva kan bevara moders-
målet och sitt eget kulturarv, något som i slutändan inte sågs som 
statens ansvar. Kultur och modersmålskunskap blev i första hand 
en angelägenhet för individen själv. Modersmålsutbildningen i den 
svenska välfärdsstaten byggdes på marknadsekonomi och svenska 
språkets roll som ett sammanhållande värde snarare än det tradit-
ionella socialdemokratiska idealet om jämlikhet, mångfald och fler-
språkighet. 
     Sammantaget har denna avhandling undersökt ett långt retro-
spektivt historiskt perspektiv på modersmålsutbildningens policy i 
Sverige. Huvudsyftet med avhandlingen var att analysera moders-
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målsutbildningens policy från 1957 till 2017, med fokus på hur den 
svenska nationalstatens politiska intentioner och samhällsföränd-
ring har präglat statusen för modersmålsutbildning i Sverige. Av-
handlingen har visat att konstruktionen av modersmålsutbildning-
ens policy i policytexter är ett resultat av nationella intressen som 
skapats i specifika historiska och politiska sammanhang, och av 
tidens olika politiska intentioner. Diskursen om integration av två-
språkiga elever i samhället och i den ordinarie skolprocessen har 
varit lika stark i alla diskursiva perioder från 1957 till 2017. Om 
man ser från ett historiskt perspektiv, tycks en något statisk inställ-
ning om modersmålsundervisning återges. Enligt Lainio 
(1999:138), ”finns det en uppenbar skillnad mellan den offentliga 
rhetoriken och det resultat den lett till i praktiken”. 
     Retoriskt, fanns det en stark kontinuitet under alla diskursiva 
perioder 1957-2017 när det gäller uppfattningen om att moders-
målsutbildning är viktig för alla elever vars modersmål inte är 
svenska. Samtidigt var modersmålsutbildningen, till skillnad från 
svenska, mer eller mindre ständigt värderad i förhållande till vad 
som hände i omvärlden, ökad migration, mångfald, integration, 
arbetslöshet etcetera, liksom i förhållande till andra skolämnen. 
Modersmålsutbildning ses inte längre som en möjlig resurs för 
aktiv tvåspråkighet i samhället, vilket skedde under 1970–1980. 
Istället var diskursen om integration och sammanhängande språk-
politik liknande perioden 1950–1960 uttryckligen framträdande 
under 1990-talet och 2000-talet.   
       Sammanfattningsvis bidrar denna avhandling till nya insikter 
om svenska nationalstatens modersmålsutbildningens policy och 
samhällsförändringar från 1957 till 2017. Det långa historiska per-
spektivet på den svenska nationalstatens policy om modersmålsut-
bildning bidrar till förståelsen av ämnet modersmål som en arena 
av olika nationella intressen. Omfattningen och spännvidden i 
denna studie har belyst den svenska nationalstatens politiska am-
bitioner i denna fråga och hur, och till viss del, varför de har för-
ändrats över tid. Studien har också belyst konsekvenserna av nat-
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ionella politiska diskurser för modersmålsutbildning och tvåsprå-
kiga elevers möjligheter till modersmålsundervisning. Det förefaller 
därför rimligt att dra slutsatsen att denna studie inte bara bidrar till 
ökad förståelse när det gäller sambandet mellan framträdande poli-
cydiskurser, modersmålsutbildningens status och tvåspråkiga ele-
vers tillgång till modersmålsundervisning, utan också bidrar till en 
ny insikt om det svenska samhället, Sverige som nationalstat, den 
nationalistiska självbilden av "svenskar", "invandrare" och före-
ställningar om flerspråkighet som har utvecklats över tid. Denna 
avhandling har visat att modersmålsutbildning är en viktig politisk 
fråga. Politiskt beslutsfattande när det gäller modersmålsundervis-
ning fungerar som ett verktyg för att uppnå nationella intressen 
såsom jämlikhet för alla eller utanförskap, assimilering, homogeni-
sering och “försvenskning”, eller respekt för etnisk och språklig 
mångfald. 
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