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Abstract
The expectations placed on practice teaching in initial teacher education are high.
During practice, student teachers should combine theory with practice, make
themselves familiar with multicultural classrooms in general, and become aware of
different factors that affect learning and teaching. The aim of this study is to increase
our knowledge about how work is carried out within practicum placements to help
student teachers to understand differing cultural and socioeconomic characteristics of
educational settings as a basis for discussing social justice. Staff at practice schools,
the practicum team at a university and student teachers were asked about their
definitions of different factors that condition learning and teaching, and routines for
visiting preschools characterized by different educational conditions. Staff at practice
school and university gave examples of different factors, but there was a general lack
of organized work with this issue, such as visiting different preschools and holding
discussions afterwards. This was confirmed by student teachers, few of whom had
visited other preschools and had subsequent discussions. Instead some had experienced
variation in work routines, children with special needs and multilingual groups in
different sections of their own unit. Experiencing educational environments with
different cultural and socioeconomic conditions was considered valuable by the student
teachers but was not always given priority. It is concluded that individual variations
and needs are understood and formulated by staff and student teachers, but less
attention is given to how group belongings and structural frameworks such as socioeconomics are affecting social justice.
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1. Introduction (Heading 1)
The aim of this study is to increase our knowledge about how work is carried out during practicum placements to enable
student teachers to experience different cultural and socioeconomic conditions affecting children’s learning environment in
preschools. The background is a trial from 2014 where the practicum component of Teacher Education (TE) was reorganized.
The trial was initiated at national level with the aim of increasing the quality of practicum courses. Only schools with
teachers who have a combination of relevant subjects and who have participated in a mentorship course are involved. Student
teachers are placed in one preschool or school during the practicum but are supposed to visit preschools characterized by
other educational conditions than their regular one (SFS 2014:2, p.2; Mälardalens högskola, 2019a, p.9). This is stated in the
directives for the trial, and two of a total of three practicum courses have learning goals that include making students aware of
the framework for activities. That is, the student teachers are to understand the framework for education on different levels (SFS
2014:2; Mälardalens högskola, 2019, b, c and d).
The knowledge about different educational factors could be related to future capacity to arrange learning-situations in the
classroom to address diversity within groups and among individuals, but it can also be related to an awareness of different
societal resources and issues around social justice. As Pantic and Florian (2015) argue, teachers are expected to be change
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agents not only in the classroom, but outside it as well. To succeed they need to understand factors outside the classroom
that also affect students’ learning. An awareness of such factors is needed when discussing democracy and social justice in
education. Such awareness can be supported or challenged by national policy acknowledging multiculturalism (David, Phyak
and Bui, 2012). On an individual level, student teachers can be more or less open to structural factors affecting educational
results (Rose, & Potts, 2011). Although there are different definitions of the concept of social justice (Mills and Ballantyne,
2016) it can broadly encompass
● a fair redistribution of resources and opportunities,
● recognition of differences,
● the representation of interests in decision making, and development of capabilities to live fulfilling lives.
In this study, it is especially the recognition of factors causing differences in learning environment that is in focus. A starting
point for this study is that if student teachers are to be able to participate in discussions about individual or structural factors
concerning differences, they need to be aware of, and trained to observe and acknowledge differences in a variety of ways (White
and Murray, 2016).
One way of increasing awareness is to visit different practicum preschools and compare the learning environments. The
research question of this study concerns how work is carried out during practicum placements to let student teachers experience
such differing situations in preschools. The article continues with the context for the case study, examples of earlier studies,
presentation of the data collections and the results, and ends with a discussion.

2. Context
In Sweden, TE is mainly university based, but the organizers of K–12 education are responsible for organizing practicum
placements. Practicum comprises 30 ECTS, divided into practicum periods in all teacher programmes. When the student
teachers enter TE, they choose a practice school to visit and practise in. The first and second practicum periods comprise 7.5
ECTS, and the third comprises 15 ECTS for all school forms. Most often, they try to find a practice school not too far from
where they live. This make them feel secure during the practicum period but does not always extend their comfort zone.
Supervisors from university visit the practice schools and preschools and cooperate with the mentors there. At the TE studied
here, student teachers are placed in one preschool or school during the practicum but are supposed to visit preschools with
learning environments characterized by other cultural and socioeconomic factors than their regular one (SFS 2014:2, p.2;
Mälardalens högskola, 2019a, p.9). The practicum periods are courses with defined contents and learning goals. In the studied
TE, it is stated in the course plan of two of three practicum courses that the framework for activities is a learning topic. That
is, the student teachers should be aware of the framework on multiple levels (Mälardalens högskola, 2019, b, c and d). The
student teachers also follow a Student Guide during the practicum. In the guide, the students must reflect on each learning goal
presented in the course plan. In the first course, they shall identify and describe conditions affecting the activities in preschool.
In the second course, the framework is not mentioned in the learning goals. In the third course, it is expected that the student
teachers should: ‘based on deepened subject and preschool didactic knowledge and framework, independently identify, choose
and evaluate content and methods, on activity and unit level’ (Mälardalens högskola, 2019e).
It can be expected that the differences in the student teachers’ experiences will take various forms, whether organizational
or structural. On an organizational level, units have different profiles and work in different ways. On a structural level,
demographic changes due to migration have increased (OECD, 2015; Acquah, Tandon, & Lempinen, 2016; Wassell, Reid
Kerrigan, Fernandez Hawrylak, 2018). In 2015, there were record numbers of newly arriving children, not only in Sweden
but in other countries in Europe as well. Even the USA had a increase in newcomers (Sugarman, 2018). In addition, there are
socio-economic differences (Flores and Ferreira 2016) and disadvantages (OECD, 2017). Increased privatization during the last
decades has resulted in further differentiation because of free-choice of preschool. Parents may prefer an international approach
and not support the local culture, for example by choosing a school where English is the working language (David, Phyak and
Bui, 2012). In summary, structural, organizational and pedagogical variety causes situations where one student teacher can
experience teaching practice within TE very differently than another.

3. Earlier studies
Different factors are discussed from several perspectives in earlier studies, such as changes in demographics with migration,
culture, and language, and how this diversity affects educational settings, teaching, and students’ learning outcomes. In
addition, there are also suggestions of effects of courses during TE. Both diversity and differences are used as concepts in the
texts, depending upon the context.

3.1. Teachers and Teacher Educators
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Some studies focus on perceptions of differences among teachers and teacher educators. As an example of teachers’
perceptions, Gorski (2010) studied teachers participating in multicultural courses. An earlier perception that teachers in
multicultural courses were mostly concerned with tolerance was not confirmed; instead they were also engaged in critical
thinking. However, course curricula showed that courses on multicultural issues did not reflect power, equity and oppression,
and teachers tended mostly to choose literature concerning race rather than other identities and forms of oppression.
A later study confirms that issues on societal level are focused upon to a lesser degree. Acquah et al. (2016) studied
competencies in culturally and linguistically responsive teaching among in-service teachers in Finland. The results showed
that the teachers had limited experience of diversity during their schooling, but some in their current work. They also had
little formal training for addressing diversity and wanted more information about cultures, multilingual learners, behaviour,
responsibilities, taboos and how to address perceived rude behaviour. To help bridge the achievement gap between students
born in the country and immigrants, and to support equity, Acquah et al. (2016) suggest not only in-service training, but also
that teacher educators should design pedagogical practices useful for diverse learners. The student teachers must be able to
discuss issues of diversity such as racial, ethnic, cultural and linguistic diversity.
The two studies concerning teachers’ perceptions showed that they had less interest in issues on a societal level. This could be
an effect of it being a course on multicultural issues, or of the questions being about culture and linguistics. As an example of
teacher educators’ perceptions, Wassell et al. (2018) conducted a questionnaire and interview study about teacher educators’
perceptions of diversity in Spain. They found that the teacher educators defined diversity as a broad concept including both
internal and external manifestations. Internal manifestations mentioned were beliefs, values and learning preferences. The
external manifestations were disability, immigrant status, culture, language, sexual orientation, religion, special needs, social
class and contextual or geographical factors. When analysing the data, Wassell et al. (ibid) found that the participants expressed
greater tolerance for diversity in their professional contexts than in their personal contexts. The teacher educators directly
associated migration with diversity and were interested in an intercultural education approach. On the other hand, when they
were asked about future teachers’ needs, understanding diversity and being responsive to it were not given priority. However,
the teacher educators gave examples of how they worked with diversity in choice of teaching materials and critical discussions.
Despite the examples, the findings did not show that the teacher educators addressed, for example, structural and organizational
issues or deficit perspectives. It is suggested that it is not enough to understand that there is diversity among learners; this
understanding needs to be translated into culturally sustainable pedagogy where diversity is an asset and the norm, and not
an ‘issue’. It will be an advantage if the teacher educators can become increasingly agentic, rather than reactive, in relation to
changes in student population.
Talbot (2011) argues that if a teacher educator is to be able to develop student teachers’ cultural competencies, then the educator
must also develop such competencies. Summarizing her experiences after a field trip to Malawi, she found that she needed
several things: critical reflection when her own assumptions about a teacher’s role were challenged (cognition); transformative
learning (emotion) when people she encountered treated her in unexpected ways; and a practical community project (hands on),
which became a learning situation. Talbot argues that all three dimensions can be helpful and that a classroom approach should
be combined with a community approach, as any social injustice has to be addressed on several levels.

3.2. Student Teachers
During the TE, different course designs exist to create awareness of diversity. These can include courses on inclusive education,
multicultural education and social justice, for example. During most of the TE there are courses in multicultural teaching,
sometimes including field experiences aiming to increase cultural awareness and to change stereotypes.
However, not only student teachers and teacher educators have to be aware of diversity. Organizers of TE must also have this
insight. Already during TE, there can be a cultural gap between the student teachers and the pupils they will meet, according to
Sleeter (2001). The gap arises between white, middle-class teachers who should teach pupils of colour in low-income, urban
areas. Therefore, already in the recruitment to TE, there is a need to have awareness of which groups are entering the TE.
In a literature review, Sleeter (2001) found that the results from courses about diversity are mixed; courses do not always
increase positive understanding. Even field experiences can result in stereotypes being retained. What seems to function better
is more prolonged experience, such as living in a community culturally different from one’s own and having opportunities
to discuss this experience. In a later literature review, Garmon (2005) found that because student teachers have different
backgrounds, it is necessary to start any educational effort by learning about the students’ conceptions and experiences. It
is especially important because individuals, although they can be grouped, react differently to the educational efforts. An
explanation of why the results from courses are mixed may be that the students’ dispositions and their experiences both affect
the results. These dispositions include level of openness, self-awareness, self-reflectiveness and commitment to social justice.
Their experiences include intercultural, educational and support-group experience. Based on these dispositions and experiences,
they react differently to the learning situation.
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Some components in TE are especially engaging for students, such as structured field experiences. Sleeter and Owuor (2012)
found that education during TE could have an impact on awareness of cultural consciousness. An example is a course where
the structure consists of identifying cultural and other strengths of students and identifying patterns of discrimination. At the
same time, it can be difficult to integrate multicultural content into the curriculum for both pre-service and novice teachers.
Sleeter and Owuor argue that TE still tends to work with cultural awareness but does not go beyond that to develop the skills
needed for teaching and being agents of social justice.
A study about attitudes to diversity was conducted by Cardona Moltó, Florian, Rouse and Stough (2010) in Spain, England and
the United States. They had students in education respond to a questionnaire about diversity on several dimensions: culture,
language, socioeconomic status, social class, religion, gender, sexual orientation, political ideology, disability and special
talent. The results showed that the respondents more often chose acceptance as an answer, than tolerance or indifference.
Diversity in disability, gender and special talents were more accepted than in political ideology, religion and sexual orientation.
Like Sleeter (2001) and McDonald (2005), Mills and Ballantyne (2010) discuss the need for training when it comes to attitudes
towards diversity. They confirm that a single course is not enough and argue that training student teachers’ dispositions
concerning openness, self-awareness and commitment to social justice must be viewed as a process. In a study, they found that
student teachers’ reflective texts about their own gendered, raced and classed identities (auto-ethnography) could be sorted
by the three mentioned dispositions, and in the suggested order. They also argue that there is a hierarchical development of
dispositions, starting with openness, continued with self-awareness and ending in commitment to social justice. Because Mills
and Ballantyne argue that there is a development, it is important that there are several courses about diversity during the TE,
not only a few single ones. They argue that teacher educators have a special responsibility to support such a design.
Some courses have a focus on social justice. McDonald (2005) studied how two TEs in the United States used different designs
to address awareness of social justice. Like Sleeter (2001), she found that earlier studies show that a single course could be less
supportive and therefore she examined two TEs with an approach to social justice that lasted throughout the programme. The
idea was that the student teachers’ learning would be enhanced with a coherent approach during TE. Both TE programmes had
the intention to address social justice. Both stated in curriculum documents that discussions should focus on equity and social
justice, but one of the TEs was more elaborated than the other. One of the TEs also had a separate course on multicultural issues.
First, the findings showed that the student teachers had better opportunities to learn conceptual tools than practical tools. It
turned out that there were more opportunities to learn about certain groups than others, that the conceptual tools were favoured,
and that practicum placement served as a key mediator in opportunities to learn. When needs were addressed, it was often on
an individual level, not raising broader political issues. It was the interaction between a course (conceptual tools) and placement
(practice) that supported the student teachers. At the same time, when the students in the study were asked to reflect on whether
social justice has been addressed in the TE, it seemed that it was easier for the students also participating in a separate course to
recall and reflect on this issue, than for those for whom the issue was integrated into the programme as a whole.
Certain capacities and skills are needed when inclusion and social justice are to be developed. According to Pantic and Florian
(2015), the role of the teacher needs to include commitment to social justice, competences to work with others in inclusive
pedagogy have to be developed, own agency and power should be acknowledged just as much as the possibility for other actors
to reverse exclusion and under-achievement, and finally, capacity to reflect on one’s own practice and environment is needed.
In the classroom, inclusive pedagogy is more about finding practices suitable for all than arranging special or simplified
activities for some. With relational agency, teachers can work with other professionals and later get a broader view of how
external structure affects advantage and disadvantage.
In contrast to authors arguing that one course is less effective, Seeberg and Minick (2012) showed that a course during one
semester within TE could have some impact. Student teachers in the USA with limited foreign culture experience got in contact
with students from Mexico and Native Americans. They discussed textbooks from the USA and Mexico presenting the same
event and found that the US textbook was more biased. They also had dialogues about perceptions of each other. In the end, the
students developed their knowledge about other cultures, interaction skills and skills in using video for dialogue. Whether this
knowledge and these skills can persist during service as a teacher is an open question.
Finally, student teachers also have an opportunity to study abroad and thereby experience another culture. Marx and Moss (2011)
have studied a study-abroad programme and argue that to be culturally responsive, student teachers must become culturally
conscious and inter-culturally sensitive. It is not always enough to place student teachers in schools with culturally diverse
students to create awareness of sociocultural dynamics. The student teachers need to personally experience being ‘culturally
different’. Marx and Moss followed a student teacher from the USA who studied and worked in England for a semester. The
study abroad was part of the TE in the USA and included working in school, studies and meetings for reflection arranged by
a cultural translator (a teacher). The findings showed that after completion of the semester abroad the student teacher had to a
certain extent overcome the key aspects of an ethnocentric worldview, denial of cultural difference and defence of one’s own
viewpoint, and was instead approaching an ethno-relativistic worldview, with acceptance, adaptation and integration (Bennet,
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2004). The student’s first impressions of ‘bad teaching’ could be changed to ‘another way of teaching’, grasping differences in
another society’s understandings of childhood, adult-child relations and philosophies of education. The education systems in
the USA and England may look similar, but it turned out that there were differences that made the student teacher feeling like a
cultural outsider. In this case, the student teacher could not rely on the majority culture, as in USA, but had to interpret the new
situation.
In summary, several studies have shown that teachers, teacher educators and students have some awareness of diversity. This
awareness may be expressed as acceptance or tolerance and does not necessarily serve as a ground for agency aiming at social
justice. Some types of diversity, such as race, are addressed more than others, but even though race can be linked to structural
issues, the structural level seems to get less attention. There are mixed results from courses. Some yield better results when
diversity is directly addressed; in other circumstances it is better addressed when integrated into other courses over several
semesters. The conclusion from the presentation of earlier studies is that there is a need to study and discuss diversity on different
levels: individual, group and structural. One way of doing this is to make sure that student teachers experience preschools and
schools with different educational environments and can discuss and reflect about their experiences with mentors.

4. Data collection
The study reported here is an exploratory study. There are three categories of respondents: staff at practicum school, student
teachers and staff at university. Three data collections were carried out. All data collections complied with the standard ethical
guidelines used in Swedish contexts. Potential participants received information about the study and were informed that they
could decline to participate and that the results would be presented on a group level (Vetenskapsrådet [Swedish Research
Council], 2011).
An initial data collection was carried out with contact persons at the central organizational level for organizers of K-12
education in the region. The practicum team at the university arranged regular meetings with them, and during such meetings
the author presented the study. About ten people from different school forms (preschool, compulsory school and uppersecondary school) were possible to reach at that meeting. The organizers mainly represented public schools, but there were also
some from private schools. Two questions were asked. The first concerned how they defined ‘different educational conditions’,
and the other whether their school had a model for student teachers visiting units characterized by ‘different educational
conditions’. The discussion was documented by taking notes.
We decided to focus on the representatives of the preschool programme, as they were the first cohort to complete the
reorganized practicum placements. They graduated in January 2018. In addition, one organizer, a mid-size municipality, was
chosen, as I was informed that they had a model for visiting other preschools. There were eight public practice preschools units
and three private ones. Within a unit, there can be several preschools, and the preschools are in turn divided into sections.
A second data collection was carried out among contact persons at preschool units. They received an e-mail with questions that
they could choose to answer directly by e-mail or by telephone later. Some replied directly by e-mail, while others preferred
to be contacted by telephone. In total, nine contact persons at unit level were possible to reach. Among them, one preschool
unit was private. They were asked the following questions. The first concerned in what ways they had discussed ‘different
conditions’ in general with the student teachers, the second whether they had presented any special profile at the unit or special
cultural or socioeconomic factors affecting education at the unit, and the third whether they had any model for letting the
student teachers visit units characterized by other conditions. The e-mails had written answers; the telephone interviews were
documented by taking notes.
Based on the results from the two data collections and earlier literature, a set of questions was formulated for student teachers
in the Preschool programme. The first question concerned whether the staff told the student teachers about any profile or
special conditions; then they were asked to describe the unit. After that, they were asked about visits, and whether they were
made at their own or the supervisor’s initiative. They were also asked whether there was a model for visiting other units, and if
differences in educational conditions were discussed during the practicum. The contact data for student teachers was received
from the administrator responsible for practicum placements and one of the practicum coordinators at the university. From
the lists of student teachers, it was possible to identify 31 student teachers who had completed all three practicum courses and
whose contact data, including home address, telephone number and e-mail address, was in the database. Just before they ended
the programme, an e-mail was sent to all of them with a presentation of the study and clarification of the ethical guidelines
(Vetenskapsrådet, 2011). After their graduation, a first telephone call was made. The data collection then continued for a few
months and a written letter was sent to their home addresses as a reminder about the study. The remaining student teachers
were called again. Of the 31 teacher students, it was possible to reach twelve. All answers from the telephone interviews were
documented by taking notes.
The reading of the material involved three challenges: sorting, reduction and argumentation (Rennstam and Wästerfors,
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2015). As all respondents received two main questions, concerning perception of factors affecting the learning environment
and routines for visiting other units, and the comparing of factors. The sorting of the material for presentation focused on
tracing answers to these questions. All notes and e-mail answers from the respondents were read and re-read several times.
The answers from the three groups of respondents were treated as three different units of texts when reading the material. At
the end, the material was summarized, a kind of reduction, on a group level for two different groups of staff and for the group
of students. The summary of the material aims at capturing the picture the respondents present. The discussion section at the
end uses the summaries when presenting arguments for our claim that knowledge about, and problematization of cultural and
socioeconomic factors is vital for discussing teachers’ role and agency, both in the classroom and in society.
The claims made in this study are limited. Because the dialogues with all three groups of respondents were short, and no
regular, longer, booked interviews were carried out, the study contributes an initial exploratory presentation of how differing
educational conditions are dealt with during TE for preschool teachers. No claim is made that the picture presented can be
transferred to all TE programmes for preschool or other school forms. Further follow-up studies are needed, preferably with
regular interviews, observations, and reading of the student teachers’ Student Guides where they write about their practicum.

5. Results
5.1. Staff
Results from the first data collection showed that contact persons (mostly teachers) from organizers of K-12 education
(municipalities as well as private companies) in two counties suggested a broad definition of factors affecting the educational
environment, organizational as well as social. They mainly talked about linguistic diversity, routines for activities and
differences between preschool (for children 1–5 years old) and preschool class (6 years). Their understanding was that there
were few models or routines for whether the student teachers experienced different situations or mostly stayed at one unit.
Some contact persons have begun to create a model; for others this was a new issue in 2017 (despite the trial having started
in 2014). In summary, a few examples of diversity were given, and the impression was given of a lack of routines for visiting
other units.
Results from the second data collection showed that contact persons from unit level (teachers) in one municipality confirmed
that differences could be organizational, such as experiences of different age groups or pedagogical methods, and visiting
preschool class, as well as social, such as experiences of multi-language groups or whether families are supported by welfare
benefits. There are examples of a perception that each child should be recognized as an individual and not grouped into
categories (language groups, etc.) in contrast to a perception that socio-economic factors are clearly visible, and that children
can be discussed in terms of perceived group belongings. There were no comments regarding any clear perception of structural
issues other than welfare benefits. Few examples were given of routines for visits, other than that the student teachers were
helped to visit preschool class. It was commented that the student teachers often visit different sections at a unit, and can
thereby notice differences. In summary, examples were given of differences, but not evidence that student teachers always
experienced learning environments characterized by different conditions.
A preliminary conclusion from the first two data collections is that there was awareness of different factors conditioning the
learning environment, but no clear agenda or routines for how student teachers experience or should experience environments
with different conditions. Even though the learning goals include these issues, no reference was made to them by staff.

5.2 Student Teachers
A third data-collection was carried out among student teachers. Their answers could be sorted into discussions about
educational conditions, perceptions of educational conditions, actual experienced educational conditions and general thoughts
about educational conditions.
Often there was no presentation or discussion of different learning environments at the beginning of the practicum. Usually the
staff did not describe any special profile or vision for the unit at the beginning; they successively described different aspects of
‘how things were done’. After a while, the mentors discussed and compared their work in other units with the student teachers.
All the teacher students perceived that experience of learning environments conditioned by different factors can be useful and
necessary, but that it was not always their priority. A few had friends that visited preschools abroad and regretted that they did
not take the chance to go abroad. In contrast, some of them did not want to leave the unit/section. One reason for this was that
it takes time to build trust between the student teacher and the children; other reasons were that they thought that the mentors
were good, and that the learning environment was good. If they were to visit another preschool for a short period of time, it
would be hard to do their job in the new environment due to a lack of trust from the small children.
The general perception was that there usually was no routine or model for having a chance to experience differences; it
depended on discussion, negotiation and interest from the student teacher. Nevertheless, most of them visited a preschool class.
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They had also experienced linguistic diversity. This experience mostly came from their own units/sections, or occurred during
visits to another unit. Most of them had experienced differences in working routines, attitudes toward, and ways of engaging
with the children, mostly in their own units/sections. Parental engagement also differed, which was mostly experienced in their
own units/sections. Some had experienced special education needs, mostly in their own units/sections or when visiting others.
During the practicum, most of them had participated in discussions in the unit/section about differences, mainly concerning
working routines.
The student teachers often had their placement at a preschool near their home. Most were in areas with a combination of
better and worse socio-economic conditions among the families. Few of the respondents referred to learning environments
characterized by socio-economic diversity, or elaborated on structural issues; nor did they mention or discuss differences
between urban and rural areas.
In summary, because a preschool unit includes several sections most of the student teachers were able to visit several sections.
This enabled them to experience varying work routines, linguistic diversity and differences in parental engagement. Because
preschool teachers in Sweden are also certified to work in preschool classes, most also visited a preschool class. On the
other hand, only some of them had experienced children with special needs, and even though there were discussions about
differences, the discussions mostly concerned organizational issues like work routines, and not actual educational factors like
socio-economic status or cultural differences. No reference was made by teachers to the content or the learning goals of the
practicum courses in the Student’s guide for practicum.

6. Discussion
The aim of this study has been to increase our knowledge about how work is carried out within practicum courses to help
student teachers to understand variations in factors conditioning educational settings as a basis for discussing social justice.
The result showed that staff in charge of practicum courses were aware of different educational conditions in preschools but had
less of a clear agenda or routines when it comes to how student teachers should be enabled to experience different educational
conditions. The different conditions that were most often mentioned were whether several languages were spoken in the
classroom and whether there were children with special needs, which is in accordance with earlier studies (Acquah et al., 2016;
Wassell et al., 2018). Otherwise staff mainly mentioned organizational or pedagogical issues like routines for activities, different
age groups and differences between preschool and preschool class. The socio-economic issue mentioned was whether families
were supported by welfare benefits. The students mentioned most of all linguistic diversity and special education needs. Just like
the staff, they mentioned organizational and pedagogical issues like working routines and staff attitudes toward, and engagement
with children, and differences between preschool and preschool class. They also mentioned that parental engagement differed.
In general, the student teachers did not reflect on structural issues to any greater extent, nor did staff or students refer during the
practicum courses to the content and learning goals concerning understanding the framework for activities.
The staff mentioned few explicit routines for enabling students to experience diversity, other than visiting preschool class. The
students did not do so either. The results show a focus on daily activities and how the children should be taken care of and taught.
Organized discussions between mentors and student teachers about structural issues and social justice seem to be less frequent.
The support for experiencing different cultural and socioeconomic conditions in educational settings was therefore limited.
Our conclusion is that the respondents discuss and experience diversity as an individual and organizational issue. There is a
recognition of differences (Mills and Ballantyne, 2016), but in this study diversity is mostly limited to language and special
needs, in combination with organizational and pedagogical issues. Teachers appear to be expected to function as change agents
in the classroom (Pantic and Florian, 2015) rather than engaging with factors outside the classroom. As there is no assessment
on individual level in preschool, the mentors and student teachers do not discuss structural factors that may affect individual
educational results, as is done in other school forms (Rose and Potts, 2011). Therefore, possible links between individual
results, group belongings and structural factors are not what teacher educators or student teachers think of.
Based on the earlier studies and the findings, some suggestions can be made. There are several possible ways to support the
link between the classroom and social justice issues. A first suggestion is to create situations where the role of teachers is
discussed and to open up for a change-agent role beyond the classroom. If the teacher educators are to be trustworthy then there
are some suggested prerequisites. First, it is necessary to clarify two different roles: the role of the citizen and the role of the
professional. A similarity is that they both must make their statements public in one way or another; a difference is that a citizen
acts as an individual, whereas a teacher claims to have a group, a profession, to relate to. The similarities and differences are
an open question and can be problematized. At least in the history of the teaching profession in Sweden, it is not hard to find
teachers who have been change agents and politically engaged both locally and nationally. They were involved, for example,
in extending the length of compulsory school and reforming teacher education (Florin, 2019). However, it seems to be easier to
document teachers as change agents during the 19th and early 20th centuries than during the late 20th century (Carlgren, 2019).
From having been perceived as change agents, teachers are now regarded as moderators or coaches supporting the pupils in
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adapting to changes (Lindberg, 2005). Whatever stance the teacher educators take, they have a chance to bring themselves into
the discussion and clarify their own opinions in a dialogue with the student teachers. Then they can give examples of situations
and fora where it is possible to discuss. The suggested activities presuppose that teacher educators themselves understand local
and national rules for political action. The suggestions are primarily concerned with the question of how to act. What to act
upon and critically discuss depends on the context.
To conclude, if student teachers are to be able to participate in discussions about individual or structural factors, they need to be
aware of, and trained to observe and acknowledge differences, as White and Murray argue (2016). This awareness presupposes
that teachers at university and mentors at practicum schools are aware of conditions creating differences and are open for
discussions about social justice.
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