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Abstract 

This thesis reports on a research project conducted on English language teaching under 

the framework of social justice-oriented teaching at the upper-secondary school level. 

English language teachers engage in social justice-oriented education when following the 

six pillars stipulated in the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide. In the Icelandic National 

Curriculum, literacy; sustainability; equality; health and welfare; democracy and human 

rights; and creativity are pillars that are intertwined with a vision of preparing students 

to take part and to maintain a socially just society. 

Similarly, the aims for literacy and communication stipulated in the Icelandic National 

Curriculum Guide focus on activities that empower students to develop the cultural 

literacy of other nations and the ability to communicate and cooperate with individuals 

from other nationalities.  Although the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide mandates 

seem explicit, the schools’ free interpretation of the mandates have led to educational 

inconsistencies. These inconsistencies became clear after the Program for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) results from 2006, 2009, and 2012 became public. The results 

demonstrated that students of foreign descent and immigrant students received lower 

scores compared to students born and raised in Iceland.  

Therefore, the aim of this study is twofold: to investigate how English language 

teachers address the challenges emerging from the increasing numbers of culturally 

diverse students and to discuss them with respect to social justice-oriented learning and 

teaching practices. This study is necessary, because it highlights the current practices of 

English language teachers and makes valid suggestions on what can be improved in the 

future.  

The study is conducted by taking individual interviews with ten English teachers who 

are currently working in five different upper-secondary schools in Iceland. The results 

from this study indicate most participants received training in language teaching and 

learning, but few teachers received training in culturally responsive teaching. According 

to teachers, the needs of multicultural students are undervalued as they are put too soon 

into regular classes. Although there are success stories of immigrant students who 

succeed in their academic studies, there are also stories of at-risk students who failed to 

graduate due to a lack of academic support. 
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1 Introduction  

In Iceland, growing knowledge regarding the plural nature of citizenship and identity has 

led to reinforced calls to examine the educational system on a large scale (Ragnarsdóttir, 

2015). Recent studies conducted by Hanna Ragnarsdóttir (2015) and Anh-Dao K. Tran 

(2015) have shed some light on citizenship, identity, and inclusive education in Iceland. 

Traditionally in Iceland, as in most countries in the world, the Ministry of Education 

publishes a national curriculum guide that schools must follow. Accordingly, the Icelandic 

Ministry of Education and Science issues the Icelandic National Curriculum Guidelines for 

pre-school, compulsory school, and upper-secondary school. These guidelines contain an 

educational curriculum that schools must follow. However, schools are free to interpret 

the guidelines set forth in the national curriculum. Unsurprisingly, the schools’ free 

interpretation of the curricular mandates has led to educational inconsistencies and/or 

inequalities. These inconsistencies became clear after the Program for International 

Student Assessment (PISA) results from 2006, 2009, and 2012 became public. The results 

demonstrated that students of foreign descent and immigrant students received lower 

scores as compared to students born and raised in Iceland (PISA, 2009, 2012; Tran, 2015). 

In an interview by Ekli (2015) about the study on Learning Spaces for Inclusion and 

Social Justice conducted in Four Nordic Countries, Hanna Ragnarsdóttir stated that, 

“[a]lthough there are many examples of excellent work in the schools in the study, some 

examples from the four countries show that the level of ambition in terms of educating 

students with immigrant backgrounds is too low.” This calls for educational reform in 

every school sector, including upper-secondary schools.  

Considering Hanna’s observations, the present thesis investigates the upper-

secondary school sector and how language teachers meet the academic needs of 

culturally diverse students. As stated above, diversity in education can pose a real 

challenge to teachers in Iceland. Guðrún Björk Guðsteinsdóttir (2007) suggests that 

teachers struggle with challenges arising from the linguistic and cultural diversity of their 

students. Many of these students speak Icelandic as their second or third language, 

despite one or both of their parents being Icelandic. As reported in Tungumálatorg 

(2014), children currently enrolled in Icelandic schools speak 93 different native 

languages besides Icelandic. Demographics in Iceland have changed through the years 

and, in 2012, 22% of children in Iceland were immigrants or second-generation children 

of immigrants (Fjölmenningarsetur, 2013, p. 11). In recent years, the number of second 

generation immigrants rose from 8.9% in 2015 to 9.6% in 2016 (Statistics Iceland, 2016). 
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In the midst of this diverse population, the English language classroom can offer students 

the opportunity to overcome cultural or language barriers and possibly meet on equal 

terms (Guðsteinsdóttir, 2007). In this case, the English language teacher plays an 

important role, because in his or her classroom he or she can provide students with 

English language instruction that engages students in linguistic and cultural dialogues. In 

turn, these dialogues will prepare students to participate in the international society in 

which they live.   

1.1 My Motivation for this Study 

The primary motivation for this study comes from my own life and my academic 

experience. My life story is probably similar to other immigrant students who are 

currently studying in Iceland. I was born in Angola, an African country. At the time I was 

born, Angola was going through a civil war, to flee the war my family and I sought refuge 

in Portugal. In the beginning, as a child in Portugal I did not see myself as an immigrant 

because I was born into a family which had a diverse linguistic and cultural background. 

My great grandfather was Irish, my grandfather was Italian and my parents were both 

born and raised in Angola. Therefore, as a child I always saw myself and my family as 

global citizens, rather than refugees or immigrants.  

Nevertheless, when I started my primary school education I began to understand that 

I was different. Although the language I spoke was Portuguese, my culture was different 

and my skin color was different. Despite both of my parents being educated (my father 

was a mechanical engineer and my mother was a nurse) they had to work in several 

underpaid jobs to provide for their family. Therefore, I received little academic support 

at home because my parents were always working. Due to their absence, there were 

times when I felt insecure about my studies and thought about not pursuing an academic 

education. However, when I came to Iceland I felt I was blessed. I started working in the 

field of education and noticed that I could make a difference to other peoples’ lives. 

Eventually, I realized that I also could succeed academically, but for that to happen I had 

to be resilient, hard-working and dedicated.  

Today, when I reflect on my teaching career I think about my own struggles as an 

immigrant student. During the last eleven years, I have had the opportunity to 

experience the Icelandic educational system from various perspectives: as a pre-school 

teacher, as an upper-secondary school student, as an upper-secondary English language 

teacher, as a university student and as a primary school teacher.  One thing that I have 

experienced myself and have notice from teaching other immigrant students is that a 

classroom full of strangers in a new country can be an intimidating place. Being part of 
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the minority group and having limited language skills in the native language can impact 

upon the self-esteem of these students. Therefore, immigrant students who have 

learning difficulties do not always ask for help because they do not speak the language, 

or because they do not want to draw attention to themselves, or simply because they do 

not want their peers to think they are not smart. These experiences motivated me to 

study multicultural education not merely from personal interest but because I aspire to 

be a teacher who makes a difference in the lives of students who have the same 

backgrounds as I do.   

According to some scholars the English classroom is considered to be a place where 

students of all backgrounds might be able to communicate and understand each other, 

overcoming language and cultural barriers. Therefore, I initiated this study to fully 

understand the current language teaching context and establish whether the English 

language classroom can, indeed, help close the achievement gap between immigrant 

students and their Icelandic counterparts.  

1.2 Purpose of the Study  

Therefore, the purpose of this study is twofold: to investigate how English language 

teachers address the challenges emerging from the increasing numbers of culturally 

diverse students and to discuss them with respect to social justice-oriented learning and 

teaching practices. The study focuses on one central question: 

What is the experience of upper-secondary English language teachers in using 

teaching practices that meet the needs of students with different cultural 

backgrounds?  

This study examines English teachers because, as explained above, English teachers have 

the rare opportunity to offer students of diverse backgrounds the opportunity to meet 

on common ground and interact (Guðsteinsdóttir, 2007). English is a global language 

(Crystal, 2003; Melitz, 2015), taught as a foreign language in over 100 countries. The use 

of English in class allows students of foreign backgrounds to participate in their 

classroom, especially students with poor Icelandic abilities. According to Guðsteinsdóttir 

(2007), poor command of Icelandic prevents students of different backgrounds from fully 

participating in mainstream subject classes. As argued by Ragnarsdóttir (2007), 

immigrant student learning is often a one-way process instead of an interaction. They 

are expected to adjust to Icelandic society by becoming re-socialized or by assimilating 

to the new culture. If students do not assimilate to the new culture, they end up isolated. 

Elizabeth Coelho (2013) argues that minority status and cultural isolation can influence 
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immigrant students’ learning achievements. She further explains that immigrant 

students have difficulty socializing with students that are part of the mainstream culture 

due to a lack of language knowledge. Therefore, as suggested in the introduction, the 

English classroom can possibly provide immigrant students with a valuable environment 

for communicating and possibly surmount language and cultural barriers 

(Guðsteinsdóttir, 2007).  

As such, this paper examines how upper-secondary English language teachers adapt 

their teaching approaches to meet the needs of a culturally diverse student body. The 

focus of this study is placed on social justice-oriented English teaching because in the 

field of English education, students are exposed to historical and contemporary literature 

that allows them to critically examine historical, political, and sociological contexts. As 

stated in the foreign language section of the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for 

Upper-Secondary Schools (Ministry of Education 2012), at the highest competency level:  

Students are able to use the knowledge and skill which they have acquired 

in order to: [….] analyse historical, social, cultural and political context in a 

text, e.g., in literature and other texts (Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 106). 

In a study conducted by Jóna Guðmundsdóttir (2015), she explored the type of texts that 

are used in English as a foreign-language (EFL) teaching at lower- and upper-secondary 

schools in Iceland. The aim of her study was to investigate the amount of literature used 

in English as a foreign-language classroom; the different periods and types of literary 

works; how literature is assigned for reading, e.g., the kind and number of assignments; 

and how literature is used in a classroom, e.g., oral tests, written tests, and language 

skills practice. The study was performed through an internet survey that was answered 

by thirty-two teachers. The results for the proportion of literary texts included in all 

reading in lower secondary school showed that literature texts constituted 56% of all 

reading in the 8th grade, 63% of all reading in the 9th grade, and 54% in the 10th grade.  

The results of upper-secondary school teaching showed that in ENS103, the first-

level EFL course at upper-secondary school, literature texts constituted 63% of all 

reading. In ENS203, the second-level EFL course at upper-secondary school, literature 

texts constituted 64% of all reading. In ENS303, literature texts constituted 65% of all 

reading. In ENS403, the forth course at upper-secondary school level for students who 

are specializing in languages, literature texts constituted 76% of all reading. In ENS503, 

the last upper-secondary course for students who are specializing in languages, 

literature texts covered 61% of all reading. According to Guðmundsdóttir (2015), 22% 
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of teachers who participated in the survey chose literature from the period 1951 to 

2000. Consequently, these numbers show that literature still plays an important role in 

EFL secondary school instruction.  

Another important competency that students must develop during their upper-

secondary school studies is independent academic work. As part of their English studies, 

students should be prepared to become researchers in the field of their choice (i.e. by 

learning how to write academic papers and conduct research to find sources to support 

their findings) as stipulated in the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for Upper-

Secondary Schools (Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 106). When completing their 

secondary school studies, students should be able to: 

• Make a critical assessment of a text. 

• Use an academic text and evaluate source material in a critical manner. 

• Deliver a well-structured narrative, presentation, or report, summarize the main 

points, support their views fairly accurately with examples, and react to 

questions 

• Describe in a clear and well-defined manner complex objects or processes in a 

field they know well. 

• Apply the writing traditions appropriate in writing a text, including an 

introduction with a topic sentence, body text with well-defined paragraphs, and 

a conclusion.  

• Use various data banks and bring information together as a whole according to 

source material traditions.  

• Write a concise, intelligible, and well-structured text suitable for the intended 

reader; write an argumentative text weighing the arguments for and against. 

• Express feeling, use imagination, and apply rhetorical devices, e.g., imagery and 

figures of speech (Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 106.) 

Similarly, Birna Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007) suggested that English for specific purposes is a 

necessary goal for secondary English language studies. The language-for-specific-

purposes (LSP) approach is well established and is based on a view of language as a social 

practice. The idea within this program is that the best way to meet the needs of the 

mature language learner is to allow the learner access to language discourse, discipline, 

characteristics, and workplaces of the target community. Instead of being motivated to 

learn language through textbooks, the curriculum goals of LSP are based on the learners’ 

specific purpose for learning. Such purposes can include fields such as English for 

academic purposes, business English, or legal English. As students choose their general 
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field of study in secondary school, they must develop the appropriate skills to pursue 

further education in the same field (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007). 

1.3 The Impact of Social Justice-oriented Teaching on English Language 
Learning 

For students to become researchers in their field of choice, they must engage in 

dialogues, readings, and discussions that move toward critical thinking and individual 

growth. Teaching for social justice can be an effective approach for addressing such 

growth, as well as college and career readiness requirements for English language 

proficiency. For instance, a social-justice teaching approach engages students in 

academic writing and reading comprehension that demands subject knowledge, good 

reading strategies, and awareness of cultural and specific topical discourse. As suggested 

by Linda Christensen (2012), a socially just teaching approach motivates students to 

explore the ethics of scientific studies, such as “the story behind crime statistics, the 

impact of gentrification, the role of corporations in determining the food choices in their 

cafeteria, or testing and tracking practices of their school” (p. 1992). Students are 

motivated to read authentic materials and ask questions, instead of memorizing 

textbooks. Consequently, students get to see the topics of their studies in school 

mirrored when they encounter situations in the world that are similar to the ones they 

explored in the classroom (Christensen, 2012). 

Furthermore, Christensen (2012, p. 1995) argues that teaching for social justice instils 

hope about the possibilities of what students can do together, for instance, through 

learning about the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, and the present-day 

struggles for democracy in countries such as the Middle East. While discussing these 

issues, students will not only develop cultural awareness, but will also use academic 

texts, such as academic journals and autobiographies, to write reports or create projects 

(i.e., students can draw pictures, make power point presentations, and create posters or 

theatrical plays) to educate others about their findings (Christensen, 2012; Ministry of 

Education, 2012). This approach appeals to Howard Gardner’s (Gardner & Hach, 1989) 

multiple intelligence theory in practice by supporting students from all backgrounds to 

understand and also monitor their own understanding through linguistic, pictorial, and 

gestural representation and through visualization. These are relevant because they 

deepen the students’ understanding of the native Icelandic population. For instance, 

pictorial representation can be used to present students with visual images of unfamiliar 

cultural events such as, the national day of Iceland.  
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Birna Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007) also argues that the emphasis on the individual learner 

is important. However, she proposes establishing cooperative learning principles. In her 

opinion, students must interact with others for language acquisition to take place. Thus, 

teachers should create a classroom environment where students interact with each 

other. Such an environment encourages students to conduct themselves with respect 

and ensures the participation and responsibility of all students. According to 

Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007), this approach is not only appropriate for students with various 

needs, which are not easily met in traditional curricular models of one size fits all, but 

also promotes receptive and productive skills in students. She also suggests that English 

language education at the upper-secondary school level should prepare students for “life 

in the modern, multilingual, multicultural, multinational world” (p. 71). 

The relevance of this study is supported by the above literature. This is heightened 

when we consider the impact that a social justice-oriented education can have on a 

student’s academic achievement and lifelong learning. A socially just syllabus echoes a 

student’s individual and cultural identity, such as age, race, ethnicity, gender, 

appearance, spiritual belief, sexuality, socio-economic status, and community 

environment (Dover, 2013). It is a syllabus that connects with students’ real-life 

experiences and histories (national, local, and international). It provides education about 

inequity, prejudice, and oppression. Moreover, a socially just syllabus helps teachers 

create space in the classroom for multiple perspectives, inquiry, and it boosts students’ 

civic, academic, and individual growth.  

In resume, teaching for social justice can be an effective approach to addressing a 

student’s individual academic growth as well as the college and career readiness 

requirements for English language proficiency. It is also in line with the Icelandic National 

Curriculum Guide for Upper-Secondary Schools’ (Ministry of Education, 2012) six 

fundamental pillars: literacy, sustainability, democracy and human rights, equality, 

health and welfare, and creativity. As suggested by Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007) and 

Guðsteinsdóttir (2007), secondary-school English classrooms should prepare students 

for life in a modern, multilingual, multicultural, and multinational world. To achieve this 

objective, changes should be made in instruction materials and teaching approaches 

(Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007). Alison Dover (2013) and Christensen (2012) suggest that a social 

justice-oriented syllabus offers students learning opportunities that prepare them for 

situations in the world outside world through the ones they explore in the classroom. It 

is a syllabus that connects students to authentic life experiences and national, local, and 

international histories. It provides students with an education that is, in part, grounded 
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in the main pillars stipulated in the National Curriculum Guide for Upper-Secondary 

Schools in Iceland (Ministry of Education, 2012), which conceivably prepares students to 

tackle any future requirements of professional and academic life nationally and 

internationally. 

Structure of the thesis  

This study is presented in five interconnected chapters. Chapter two describes the 

theoretical framework of the study. Chapter three considers the methods and the 

qualitative research design. Chapter four describes the findings. Chapter five discusses 

the results of the study. Chapter six concludes the study. In order to understand the 

context of teaching English under a social-justice oriented framework, it is useful to begin 

with a brief overview of social justice education and the philosophies that are associated 

with it.  
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2 Theoretical Framework  

Although there is no one right way of teaching language to culturally and linguistically 

diverse students, there are different teaching frameworks that support effective 

teaching for culturally and linguistically diverse students (Ragnarsdóttir & Schmidt, 

2014). In this chapter, the framework that guides this research is presented in the form 

of five pedagogical philosophies: democratic education, critical pedagogy, multicultural 

education, culturally responsive education, and social justice education. A connection of 

these philosophies to language teaching practices is established, and a clarification of 

each philosophy is provided. 

However, before the theoretical applications of these philosophies are discussed, it 

is imperative to first explain the status of the English language in Iceland. Understanding 

the status of English in Iceland will enable us to make sense of the data collected in this 

study and will provide a general idea of the English language ability of upper-secondary 

school students in Iceland. 

2.1 English in Iceland: Foreign-Language or Second-Language  

As described by Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007, 2011), the status of English in Iceland does not fit 

into either a foreign- or second-language context, but is a continuum. It extends from a 

second language with ample input to a foreign language where input is limited. This 

definition is made in regard to the learning environment. In a second language (SL) 

situation, the learner learns the target language in the target language environment. In 

a foreign language (FL) situation, language learning and exposure is largely limited to the 

classroom. The description of English in Iceland is a continuum, because most Icelandic 

people are exposed to massive amounts of English in their daily environment besides 

being exposed to English in the classroom. In 2011–2012, English was found to be the 

most-taught language in schools. At the time, 80.1% of compulsory students and 61% of 

upper-secondary students learned English at school (Statistics Iceland, 2012).  

Furthermore, in a survey conducted by Tungumálakönnun (2001), 63.8% of the 

Icelandic population claimed to speak English fluently. In the survey, 75% of the 

participants confessed to using English as their language of preference when they travel 

to other countries. In most situations, the participants reported traveling with their 

children, who were, in turn, exposed to English for long periods of time. Consequently, 

these children slowly acquired basic English skills.  
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An example of how language exposure might influence children’s English language 

learning was reported in a study conducted by Samuel Lefever (2010). The study was 

performed in five municipal schools with children (8 years old) that had received no prior 

English language teaching. The children were given a series of reading, communication 

and listening assignments to complete, that were based on Cambridge examination for 

young learners (used to assess learners after 100–175 hours of instruction). The results 

indicated that the participants had acquired basic receptive and productive English 

language skills without any formal instruction in English. According to Lefever (2010), a 

plausible explanation for the participants’ English language acquisition is the amount of 

English language exposure in their daily settings through, television, radio and computers 

in addition to the students own interest in learning English. 

 In Iceland, the age at which children start learning English in a formal setting varies 

depending on the school’s emphasis. Some children start learning English at the age of 

five and others at the age of nine (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007). Nevertheless, the Icelandic 

National Curriculum Guide for Compulsory schools requires schools to begin teaching 

English in the 4th grade (Ministry of Education, 2013, p. 124). This early start in English 

education, combined with language exposure through television shows, music, movies 

and computer games, tourism, and travel, allows some students to enter secondary 

school with extensive English proficiency (Lefever, 2010).  

Considering that students enter their secondary school studies with extensive English 

language skills, schools have the responsibility to build upon students’ prior language 

knowledge and encourage them to further develop their language skills (Lefever, 2010). 

Therefore, upon initiating their secondary school studies, students should develop 

English language knowledge that is necessary for future academic studies and 

professional work. This can be done by using a socially just teaching approach to English 

language teaching that motivates students to read authentic materials such as academic 

journals and literature works that motivate them to question the society they live in 

(Christensen, 2012). 

2.2 Social Justice Education  

As previously stated social justice-oriented teaching practices can have a positive 

influence on students’ academic achievement and lifelong learning (Christensen, 2012). 

A curriculum influenced by social justice relates to social identity, justice, and oppression 

(Dover, 2013). In order to facilitate our comprehension of the term social justice Ghazala 

Bhatti (2012) proposes that social justice education can literally be broken down into two 

notions: there is a society and justice should be an essential part of that society. 
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Education also plays an important part in society. Education provides the population with 

the skills necessary to enhance their intellectual and moral development (Bhatti, 2012). 

Therefore, in its essence, social justice education aims to instill moral and civic values in 

students through the exploration of issues of both justice and injustice. Moreover, social 

justice education attempts to develop a new kind of citizenship education: one that 

challenges students to be active participants of social change and social justice (Bassey, 

2010). 

Justice, as a concept, has a long history. Each generation finds their own 

interpretation of what justice means and how it is achieved (Bhatti, 2012). Likewise, the 

purpose of knowledge and education are re-evaluated from time to time due to political, 

social, and economic changes. Consequently, the implementation of justice and the 

achievement of education are context-specific (Bhatti, 2012). For instance, inclusive 

education, as explained by Mýrdal (2008) and Ragnarsdóttir (2015), means that all 

students should be provided with equal opportunities for education, from preschool to 

upper-secondary school. Thus, inclusive education happens when the educational 

system serves the learning needs of all students without discrimination. Nevertheless, 

this only works if there is agreement between educational systems regarding the 

learning needs of the student. 

The theory of justice as described by Nancy Fraser (2005) contains three dimensions: 

the political dimension of representation, the cultural dimension of representation and 

the economic dimension of distribution (p. 73). In more detail, the two first dimensions 

are understood as equal access to resources and democratic participation in society. The 

cultural dimension refers to overcoming social barriers based on sex, race, religion, and 

other cultural issues through the process of accepting and respecting others around us 

as they are. In Fraser (2005), justice goes hand-in-hand with equal participation and 

mutual respect. We are all equal members of a society and should participate in society 

as full members of the community. To overcome injustice, every member of a community 

should work together towards preventing institutionalized actions that prevent anyone 

from taking part in society as an equal participator.  

Considering Fraser’s (2005) definition of justice and injustice, one may conclude that 

social justice education is the act of creating a classroom environment where all students 

feel welcome, regardless of race, sex, culture, or ethnic background; an environment that 

encourages students to respect and accept each other’s differences in and outside the 

classroom. This view is in balance with Arnbjörnsdóttir’s (2007) ideas of teaching English. 

As previously mentioned, Arnbjörnsdóttir, (2007) proposes a classroom environment 



18 

where students interact with respect and teachers ensure the participation and 

responsibility of all students in the classroom. 

2.3 Democratic Education   

Similarly, democratic education proposes that learning should happen in cooperative 

environments in which students are motivated to use their natural ability to think, 

investigate, and find solutions for themselves (Dewey, 1980). Following the studies of 

John Dewey (1980), Parker (2012) describes democracy, or more exactly liberal 

democracy, as a form of living with others, making decisions, solving problems, 

distributing resources, and planning the future of the community together. Some of the 

main characteristics of democracy are shared sovereignty, majority will, and civil rights 

(Parker, 2012). In societies that aim to be liberal democracies, education links together 

democracy and diversity because in current times most schools have a diverse student 

body and follow a curriculum that aims to educate students to take part in a democratic 

life. 

When participating in a democratic way of life, students are expected to have the 

capacity to think logically and make decisions that are based on valid reasoning. Also, 

students should be able to listen to different points of view and to be able to rationally 

discuss their own views. Taking this into consideration, the implications for democratic 

education seem clear.  English language teachers should teach students to listen to other 

people’s views and argue rationally for their own points of view (Michelli & Jacobwitz, 

2012).  

A more extensive description of the purposes of education in a democracy can 

include the following (Michelli & Jacobwitz, 2012, p 623): 

1. Ensuring that all students can learn, and have access to knowledge and think 

critically; 

2. Preparing students to live in a socially just democracy; 

3. Preparing students to reach the highest level possible in their economic 

endeavors; 

4. Helping ensure that students lead rich and rewarding personal lives. 

Although these purposes can be contested, they suggest that teachers should 

comprehend and take into account the relationship between education, democracy, and 

diversity. This means that teachers as educators should understand that race, ethnicity, 

gender, and other types of diversity have no part in determining their students’ capacity 

to learn. Furthermore, teachers should understand that in the context of diversity, 
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teachers and students should have a clear understanding of the rights and 

responsibilities of participating in a democratic life (Michelli & Jacobwitz, 2012). As 

stipulated in the Icelandic National Curriculum for upper-secondary schools (Ministry of 

Education, 2012), “active democracy can only flourish if simultaneously every form of 

equality between individuals and groups in society is supported (Ministry of Education, 

2012, p. 15).” This quote is in line with the current English classroom scenario where 

teachers are dealing with a steady increase of students that come from different cultural 

backgrounds. In such settings, teachers should prepare and encourage all students to 

practice democratic attitudes and to participate in behaviors that project consideration, 

respect, and celebration of diversity (Michelli & Jacobwitz, 2012).     

Democracy in an English as a foreign language classroom can be established through 

the means of cooperative learning (Han, 2014). In a cooperative classroom, students and 

teachers work together to achieve learning goals and objectives (Brown, 2007).  Teachers 

play the role of knowledge promoters and students are active discoverers of knowledge 

(Han, 2014). Students work together in group- or pair-work to share information and 

support each other’s learning development by coming to each other’s aid in difficult 

learning situations (Brown, 2007). Thus, a cooperative classroom environment seems 

suitable for students from different cultural backgrounds with different learning abilities 

to work together and support each other’s learning development.   

Haiyan Han (2014, p. 949) suggests that there are three benefits that come from using 

cooperative teaching methods in the classroom. The first benefit is that cooperative 

classrooms provide students with opportunities to use the target language while 

communicating with others in group work or pair work.  The second benefit is that 

cooperative learning environments contribute to students’ psychological health. 

Cooperative teaching supports students’ self-identity development, which according to 

Han (2014) emerges when the students contribute with resources (i.e., in group work 

activities) to achieve common goals or learning objectives.  Also, positive assessment 

from teachers increases students’ motivation to participate in communication with other 

students, which results in further language and knowledge attainment. Lastly, the third 

benefit of a cooperative classroom is that it promotes the democratic environment 

necessary for critical thinking and democratic consciousness. Such an environment is 

established by allowing students to solve language problems together, which increases 

students’ self-esteem and possibly allows students to develop caring relationships that 

consequently might help lessen students’ feelings of anxiety and prejudice (Brown, 

2007). 
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In conclusion, schools are public places where students learn how to listen to each 

other, respect each other’s opinions, reason for their own opinions, and learn to 

cooperate with others to achieve a common goal. When students come from their 

private homes to school, they are stepping into a diverse public space or environment 

(Parker, 2012). Although some schools are considered to be more diverse than others, 

all schools are diverse to some pedagogical meaning or extent (Parker, 2012). For 

instance, in most schools there are boys and girls (different genders), there are Catholics 

and Lutherans (different religions), there are class differences (middle class or lower 

class), and lastly there are race differences. This diversity is the reason why schools, and 

in this case English language classrooms, are the best places for democratic education to 

be practiced. 

2.4 Critical Pedagogy  

The practice for social justice should include student-teacher dialogue, consciousness, 

and democratic student and teacher relationships. For instance, in Paulo Freire’s (1998) 

critical pedagogy education takes place when teacher and students participate in 

ongoing dialogues and both bring knowledge to the conversation. In consequence, they 

both (teacher and student) acquire new knowledge that they should use to reflect and 

act against cases of oppression in the world (Freire, 1998).  

Critical pedagogy advocates for education that helps improve society. Paulo Freire 

(1998) presented this education ideology to empower the less privileged and interrupt 

cycles of oppression. One of the principal elements of Freire’s philosophy is 

conscientization, or to develop a conscience. Freire (1998) describes conscientization as 

the process of learning to see economic, political, and social inconsistencies and to take-

action against such inconsistencies in the real world. Critical educators challenge the 

political impartiality of the curriculum and seek to develop students’ social and political 

consciousness through co-investigation, dialogue, and problem-posing (Dover, 2013).  

The problem-posing approach is a second-language teaching model adopted by Nina 

Wallerstein in 1983. In their book, Problem-Posing at Work: Popular Educator’s Guide, 

Elsa Auerbach and Nina Wallerstein (2004) describe the problem-posing model as a 

model for languages teachers who teach in high school, higher education, or in other 

educational programs. According to Auerbach and Wallerstein (2004), the goal of the 

problem-posing approach is to inspire a continual cycle of reflection and action 

(participatory praxis). Their views are based on Paulo Freire’s (1998) educational agenda. 

He believed that students could develop the critical skills necessary to become 

thoughtful citizens, willing to participate in society through praxis (action and reflection 
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about the world in order to transform it). In Freire’s (1998) view, problem-posing 

education is an approach that motivates students to become active thinkers who act 

upon world problems. 

The main stages of the problem-posing approach proposed by Wallerstein and 

Auerbach (1983, 2004) are listening, dialogue, and action. Nina Wallerstein (1983) 

believes that it is important to listen because listening helps teachers uncover themes, 

emotions, or the hidden voices of students. Furthermore, Wallerstein (1983) explains 

that, after listening to students’ interactions, the teacher can build a student-centered 

syllabus tailored to meet the students’ learning needs. Wallerstein (1983) suggests that, 

while listening, teachers should look for verbal and non-verbal clues and for individual 

and environmental factors. Accordingly, teachers in the classroom should observe: 

• Students’ interactions and how they greet each other or say goodbye.  

• Whether there is mutual respect among students, by listening to students’ 

conversation during breaks, as this can be a good source of information.  

• Students’ body language, to see whether they work together or alone, if they sit 

in groups or in isolation (if they lean towards each other or sit stiffly), if they 

support each other or compete. 

• Students’ actions and what they reveal about urgencies or problems, for instance, 

a student who reports being sick to avoid attending a class where the issue of 

refugees is being discussed. 

• Teachers can also ask students to share objects from their culture, i.e. handicrafts 

or clothes (Wallerstein, 1983, p. 193).  

When possible, teachers should observe students’ lives outside the classroom and get to 

know the students’ culture and community in order to explore students’ cultural 

differences in class, for instance by having students tell childhood stories. 

After the listening stage, Wallerstein (1983) proposes that teachers engage students 

in dialogue. The dialogue can be based on different themes that come up while the 

teacher listens to students and observes their behavior in class. For instance, the 

dialogue can address immigration problems, bullying, poverty, racism, or gender 

differences. A good example suggested by Wallerstein (1983, 2004) for how teachers can 

initiate dialogue in class involves showing a map the teacher made while walking around 

the neighborhoods where most students live. The drawing might bring up a discussion 

about who moved in, why some neighbors built a fence, the lack of meeting areas for 

young adults, and so on. At this point, the teacher can incorporate communicative 

language-teaching principles as a basis for dialogue teaching. As suggested by Brown 

(2007), communicative teaching principals focus on students’ interactions with each 
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other and the teacher. Instead of learning language through language drills, the students 

learn by participating in class and give meaning to newly acquired language forms by 

interacting with others. 

Furthermore, communicative teaching principles also aim to engage students in 

dialogues where they use language in unrehearsed contexts (Brown, 2007). As suggested 

by Wallerstein (1983), teaching language through dialogue is a creative process in which 

students learn more than a new language. For instance, in problem-posing classes, 

students choose the topic they want to discuss, they discuss it freely with teachers and 

colleagues, and in turn they gain a certain control and confidence over their English 

language use. 

The last stage of the second-language problem-posing approach suggested by 

Wallerstein (1983) is action. In the action stage, teachers help students realize the link 

between knowledge and power. After listening to themes involving the students’ lives, 

the teacher is able to identify problems and then encourages students to discuss these 

problems in class through dialogue. In the final stage of language teaching, the teacher 

helps students overcome their problems through action. As Wallerstein (1983) argues, 

the aim of using the previous problem-posing stages in the classroom (dialogue) is to 

motivate students in critical thinking about the world. Nevertheless, critical thinking does 

not imply negative thinking but rather builds on the hope that students will have a better 

life. 

Therefore, Wallerstein (1983, 2004) proposes that teachers encourage critical 

thinking by listening and initiating class discussions and by guiding and giving students 

appropriate feedback. The critical thinking process does not happen randomly. The 

teacher poses questions and provides students with the information necessary to lead 

the conversation. This can include encouraging students to evaluate the forces that have 

control over their lives and limit how they live, i.e. racism, cultural discrimination, family, 

bullying, and poverty. Accordingly, critical thinking begins with students making 

connections between social conditions and their individual lives and it ends with actions. 

Students can take actions to help themselves overcome any social conditions controlling 

their lives or the lives of others. However, Wallerstein (1983) considers that for action to 

take place, students of English as a foreign language should be exposed to language that 

leads towards empowerment. 

Other actions that can take place within a second-language learning context are 

helping students write essays to express their views about a topic they feel strongly 

about. According to Mahtab and Parviz (2012), writing that involves critical pedagogy is 
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based on students’ experiences and their daily problems. The process of writing about 

their own knowledge allows students to systematically integrate their thoughts with 

their experiences, using the relevant class material. Mazdaee Mahtab and Maftoon 

Parviz (2012) suggest that journals in class are relevant writing tools for English as a 

foreign language learners. Journals help establish a dialogue between teachers and 

students and help students develop critical, self-reflective English writing skills. 

Additionally, Jeff Duncan-Andrade and Ernest Morrel (2008) explain that when critical 

pedagogy is incorporated into some courses, students can deconstruct the literary canon 

(redefine literary values) to re-read and re-create texts that reflect their own 

sociocultural realities. Mazdaee Mahtab and Maftoon Parviz (2012), argue that, when 

students are asked to position themselves as critical evaluators of written works, they 

become involved in the academic writing process and become active participants in 

recreating knowledge. This is characterized as an empowering process that leads to 

improvement in students’ writing. Ultimately, critical pedagogy serves to help students 

develop critical literacies for self-empowerment and to prepare for active participation 

in social change and further education. 

In summary, teachers should work to minimize the gap between education and 

everyday life and to organize a syllabus that is based on their students’ local 

communities, cultures, and traditions. The use of problem-posing as an instructional tool 

can help students break loose from social conditions that affect them or others. As a 

language teaching approach, problem-posing starts with teachers listening to their 

students. Then, the teacher uses the information to gather themes for classroom 

discussion. Students use the target language to dialogue about matters that are relevant 

to them. Furthermore, the students learn to use the target language in creative and 

critical ways, such as questioning social problems or changes that occur in their 

community. Ultimately, the problem-posing approach helps students learn language in a 

spontaneous manner and helps students understand how language can be applied in 

real-life contexts to solve real problems. 
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2.5 Critical Multicultural Education  

A connection between multicultural education and critical pedagogy is that students’ 

empowerment is the main objective of learning and teaching (Nieto, 2010). Multicultural 

education emerged from the Civil Rights Movement that occurred in the United States 

of America in the 1960s and 1970s (Banks, 2015; Dover, 2013). According to Banks 

(2015), multicultural education emerged from the belief that all students, despite race, 

color, social class, or language, deserve to experience equality in education and academic 

success in schools. Although multicultural education emerged such a long time ago, 

multicultural education is still a continuous process because equality in education and 

the extermination of racism and discrimination is difficult to achieve in society (Banks, 

2015).  

 A goal of multicultural education is to reform schools so schools can reflect and 

reveal the experiences, struggles, hopes, and dreams of diverse groups and reveal the 

contribution diverse groups have made throughout history to help build the nation 

(Banks, 2015). Incidentally, this goal could also be used to reform education in Iceland. 

According to Banks (2007), adopting a school curriculum that reflects students’ diverse 

cultures, life experiences, hopes, and struggles could improve multicultural relations and 

help students gain the knowledge necessary to partake in cross-cultural communication. 

Furthermore, it could motivate students to partake in personal and civic action, and to 

help make the world a more democratic and just place. However, to partake in 

multicultural reform, schools should realize that multicultural education embraces the 

following five dimensions (Banks, 2015, p.55): 

1. Content integration refers to how teachers integrate various ethnic and 

cultural material into a subject area.  

2. Knowledge construction refers to how teachers help students investigate, 

understand, and determine how social bias influences the manner in which 

knowledge is constructed. 

3. Prejudice reduction focuses on the students’ racial attitudes and how these 

attitudes can be modified using teaching methods that help students develop 

positive ethnic, cultural, and racial attitudes.  

4. Equity pedagogy focuses on teaching approaches that promote successful 

academic achievement across racial, ethnic, and social class groups.  
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5.  Empowering school culture and social structure by grouping and labeling 

school practices and improving staff-student interactions across ethnic and 

racial lines to create a school culture and structure that empowers students 

from diverse backgrounds.   

Although these five dimensions are interrelated, each dimension requires its own 

attention. Reforming education practices and implementing these five dimensions can 

be a long process. As such, teachers and other school members need to attain knowledge 

about diverse groups of students and gain knowledge of democratic attitudes and values 

that are needed to successfully implement multicultural education and educational 

equality (Banks, 2015). 

According to Sonia Nieto (2010), multicultural education positively influences a 

student’s learning process when it is done through the lens of critical pedagogy. In this 

case, teachers should strive to build on students’ strengths and prior experiences in the 

classroom. This idea is necessary because it is based on the assumption that intelligence 

is not distinctive of specific groups but of all students despite race, identity, or status 

(Nieto, 2010). 

Furthermore, Nieto (2010) states that successful multicultural teaching is built on 

students’ strengths. Building on students’ strengths primarily means that teachers 

should acknowledge that students come to school bringing different insights and talents. 

For instance, some students might have experience in topics that are discussed in class 

and can share their experience with their colleagues. Also, students might come with 

talents, such as telling stories or acting. These talents can be us useful in a group-work 

assignment that require students to role-play or tell a story. In this case, the teacher’s 

job is to find ways of using the students’ prior knowledge and experience in the 

classroom. 

A form of implementing Nieto’s (2010) and Banks’ (2015) multicultural educations in 

an English as a foreign language classroom is by including communicative teaching 

approaches. According to Lefever (2009), the current aims of language teaching and 

learning include more than vocabulary and grammar. He suggests that social, cultural, 

and pragmatic aspects of language are essential aspects that students should learn. He 

further explains that the current language teaching pedagogy is along the lines of 

communicative language teaching. In communicative language teaching, language 

learning is considered a partnership between the teacher and the students.  In this case, 

the teacher aims to motivate students to realize their full learning potential by 

approaching their learning needs and taking into account their interests and abilities 
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(Lefever, 2009). Furthermore, Lefever (2009, p. 109) states that in communicative 

language teaching, teachers prepare students for life-long language learning.   

In conclusion, critical multicultural education seems to call for teachers’ moral 

commitment to close the achievement gap in education. It affirms that student’s life 

experiences, culture, beliefs, religion, and language should be used to help students 

achieve academic excellence. Therefore, teachers should try to use the teaching 

approaches suggested by Neito (2010) and Lefever (2009). According to them, teachers 

should meet their students’ learning needs by building on students’ prior knowledge, 

making use of students’ talents, and appealing to students’ interests. 

2.6 Culturally Responsive Education  

Correspondingly, culturally responsive education is a teaching approach that integrates 

students’ voices, backgrounds, and cultural knowledge into their learning experiences 

(Gay, 2010). According to Geneva Gay (2010), culturally responsive teaching gives 

guidance to teachers who support students from various linguistic, racial,  cultural, ethnic 

backgrounds to achieve academic excellence. In her opinion, race and social status are 

relevant factors in students’ low academic achievement and she believes that the only 

way to guarantee that these students succeed is to reflect and draw from students 

cultural and language strengths. This approach is enhanced when students are involved 

in meaningful tasks. For instance, students can explore their family culture and history 

by interviewing their family members. This practice will not only enlighten students 

about the cultural influences in their own life but give them a sense of self-identity 

(Campbell-Whatley, Kea, & Richards, 2006).  

Unlike the previously mentioned philosophies, culturally responsive education has 

progressed to focus on the teacher’s identity and students’ academic outcomes. As 

argued by Dover (2013), it calls for research into the teacher’s political ideologies, pre-

service preparation, readiness to affect change, and emphasizes that teachers must be 

precisely trained to act against social and educational inequality.  

According to Gay (2013), the first thing teachers need to know is that there is great 

resistance towards culturally responsive teaching. This resistance can exist for many 

reasons, ranging from the ambiguities and uncertainties about engaging in culturally 

diverse teaching to plain rejection. Geneva Gay (2013) further explains that there are 

two types of resistance to culturally responsive teaching: doubts about its validity and 

uncertainties about its implementation. These uncertainties are created, by society, by 

teachers, by the government, and by schools. For instance, there are teachers who reject 
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culturally responsive teaching, because they are racist and discriminatory. Others resist 

by claiming that they have no knowledge of how to practice culturally responsive 

teaching.  

Consequently, in culturally diverse schools it is necessary to have teachers who are 

from foreign backgrounds. Geneva Gay (2010) suggests that having multicultural 

teachers in schools is justifiable on the basis that underachieving students need to see 

successful role models that they can aspire to. Additionally, when investigating African 

American teachers teaching African American students, Gay (2010) noticed that effective 

African American teachers were personally connected with their African American 

culture and community. As such, they taught their students values, knowledge, and 

competence that they could use in the broader society and in their own cultural 

communities.  

Considerations for having diverse teachers for diverse learners have also been made 

in the Icelandic teaching scenario.  According to Björk Helle Lassen, Fríða B. Jónsdóttir, 

Hildur Blöndal, Aðalheiður Steingrímsdóttir, Hulda Karen Daníelsdóttir, and Kolbrún 

Vigfúsdóttir (2007), many immigrants have completed their university studies before 

they arrived in Iceland and could make good teacher candidates. In this case, the 

University of Iceland could create a special course for multicultural and multilingual 

individuals to attain teacher education rights. According to Lassen et al. (2007), having 

diverse teachers could help schools to incorporate the students’ culture and 

communication styles into the school curriculum.  

In conclusion, culturally responsive education emphasizes teachers and puts as much 

importance on teachers’ stances towards culturally responsive education as on their 

teaching approaches (Dover, 2013). Culturally responsive teaching is a process that 

entails learning from experience. Teachers responsible for applying culturally responsive 

education acknowledge the existence of student diversity and recognize the need for 

diverse teaching techniques with the aim of achieving academic equity (Gay, 2013). 

Moreover, culturally responsive teachers consider their own identities in connection 

with their social, political, and educational views. They also consider their students’ 

personal lives, beliefs, educational experiences, family backgrounds, cultures, and the 

socio-political context within the community where they teach (Dover 2013; 

Ragnarsdóttir & Blöndal, 2014). 
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Chapter Conclusion 

The view of social justice being explored here is centered on the idea that education is 

not equal unless it is completely equitable across gender, ability and race. The idea is 

that every student should experience an education which reflects their unique needs. An 

education that is consciousness reflexive and accepts that all students are active 

participants in knowledge construction in and outside the classroom. Consequently, 

teaching approaches that reflect social justice-oriented education focus on students’ pre-

existing knowledge and culture to enlighten them about justice and injustice and power 

inequalities which exist in society.   

    As such, the principles discussed above share a common agreement of educational 

concepts for equity and justice. According to Dover (2013) any practical applications of 

these principles is usually done interchangeably, therefore instead of setting limits 

between them, this paper seeks to draw from each principle as a reference to social 

justice-oriented teaching. Nevertheless, it is relevant to notice that there is a variance 

between these philosophies and the teaching approaches that they entail.  Thus, there 

is a need to further explore these principles and their outcome in social justice-oriented 

practices. In this paper, these principles are explored in relation to English language 

teaching in classrooms in Iceland.   
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3 Methods  

According to Roger Sapsford and Jupp V. (2006, p.175) methodology is “a philosophical 

stance or world view that underlies and informs a style of research.” In other words, the 

way the researcher perceives the world will influence and guide his study and academic 

work (Killam, 2013, p. 14). For instance, if the researcher believes reality is a fixed 

phenomenon, he will believe that reality is measurable and countable. If the researcher 

believes that reality is constantly changing, he will believe that there are multiple 

versions of reality which can be studied through observation and face to face 

communication (Killam, 2013, p. 14).  

Lichtman (2013) said these beliefs can be divided into two reality assumptions: 

ontology and epistemology. Lichtman (2013, p. 23) describes ontology as the nature of 

reality, or what we think is true, and epistemology, or the nature of knowledge or how 

we know what we know. According to Laura Killam (2013, p. 14), these two assumptions 

are further divided in two different paradigms, positivism and 

constructivism/interpretivism. Positivism is used in quantitative studies and relates to 

the idea that one reality exists and can be found by means of hypothesis testing and 

experiments. Constructivism/interpretivism is used in qualitative studies and relates to 

the idea of a reality that is constructed and shaped by people's values and life 

experiences.  

This qualitative study examines the experiences of upper- secondary school English 

language teachers. As suggested by Lichtman (2013, p. 17), qualitative research is used 

when one seeks to describe, understand, and interpret human behavior in its natural 

environment. When conducting qualitative research, the researcher collects field data 

where the participants experience the phenomenon being studied. Consequently, what 

gives strength to this study is its ability to provide contextual descriptions of how 

secondary school English language teachers describe using social justice-oriented 

methods to teach students from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

The qualitative design used in this study is the phenomenological method of inquiry. 

As John Creswell (2014, p. 126) explains, phenomenological inquiry is used to understand 

the essence of meaning in lived experiences. It is the study of people’s individual 

experiences through in-depth interviews and observation. This study, is conducted 

through in-depth interviews that help understand the experiences of upper-secondary 

school English language teachers in Iceland. The purpose of this phenomenological study 
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is to relate social justice-oriented teaching to students’ academic engagement. The 

research question this thesis seeks to answer is: 

What is the experience of upper-secondary English language teachers in using 

teaching practices that meet the needs of students with different cultural 

backgrounds? 

3.1 Data Collection 

Semi structured interviews were used to collect data. As suggested by Lichtman (2013), 

in-depth interviews include a set of open-ended questions that are presented in a similar 

form to all participants. The complete list of the interview questions is presented below: 

1. What training experiences do you have regarding cultural 

responsive/multicultural education? 

2. How would you describe your classroom in regard to students and their 

cultural backgrounds?  

3. How do you usually find out their cultural background? ………do they tell you or 

is there some indicator.  

4. Is there a discrepancy between immigrant and Icelandic students regarding 

their learning process? i.e. discrepancies in English language ability.  

5. How do you help students overcome their learning difficulties?  

i. ……....do you use any specific strategy?  

ii. …... is there something the school could do to help? 

6.  How is the understanding of culture and society constructed in the English 

language classroom? 

7. What difficulties have you encountered when addressing multicultural issues in 

the classroom? 

iii. …….do the students start to identify with each other or do they 

construct culture borders among themselves?  

8.  How do you use critical pedagogy/dialogue, about society and culture to 

promote students’ academic literacy?  (academic literacy refers to, critical 

thinking, writing, speaking, and listening within the standards necessary for 

further education)  

9. What instructional approaches do you use to address issues of justice, and 

fairness/democracy in the classroom? 
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A question list in Icelandic was also used to guarantee that the participants understood 

the questions being asked (see appendix A). Each interview varied in length from 30 to 

50 minutes because the participants were permitted to answer each question as little or 

as much as they felt necessary. The interviews were recorded and later transcribed. 

3.2 Participants 

The participants were upper-secondary school teachers from the Reykjavík area. The 

reason why only teachers from the Reykjavík area were selected is that according to the 

Icelandic statistics (2016), 61% of first-generation and second-generation immigrants live 

in the Reykjavík area. All 14 upper-secondary schools located in the Reykjavík area were 

contacted. Five of these schools, showed interest in participating in the study. From 

these five schools, 10 teachers, ranging in age from 30- to 60-years old and with two to 

twenty-five years of teaching experience, agreed to participate in face-to face interviews. 

Eight of the teachers were female and two were male. Although, the majority of teachers 

were of Icelandic nationality, three were foreign citizens and one was born in Iceland, 

but raised abroad. A total of nine participants completed their teacher education at the 

University of Iceland and only one completed the studies abroad. Detailed information 

about the participants is given here below (note that the names given to each participant 

is a pseudonym): 

 

Kristin 

Kristin, was an Icelandic female from a middle-class family and she was in her late thirties 

when she participated in this study. She completed her MA in secondary-school teaching 

at the University of Iceland in 2012. She then started working as an English language 

teacher in an upper-secondary school in Reykjavík, and she had been teaching there for 

5 years when she participated in this study. She taught English as a foreign language in 

the first, second and third-level classes.  

 

Sara 

Sara, was an Icelandic female from a middle-class family and she was in her late forties 

when she participated in this study. She completed her English teacher education at the 

University of Iceland in 1997. She then went to England to complete her teacher training 

period.  Later she started working at an upper-secondary school located in Reykjavík, and 

had been teaching there for 20 years when she participated in this study. Sara taught 
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English as a foreign language in the second and third level classes. She also taught 

advanced English classes as an elective course for students who had finished all of their 

mandatory English courses. 

 

Ivonne  

Ivonne, was an Icelandic female from a middle-class family and she was in her late forties 

when she participated in this study. She completed her MA in secondary school teaching 

at the University of Iceland in 2007. After finishing her studies, she started working as an 

English language teacher in an upper-secondary school in Reykjavík. She had been 

teaching there for 10 years when she participated in this study. Ivonne taught English as 

a foreign language at the first, second and third-level classes. 

 

Erla 

Erla, was an Icelandic female from a middle-class family and she was in her fifties when 

she participated in this study. She completed her English teacher education at the 

University of Iceland in 1994. After finishing her studies, she started working at an upper-

secondary school located in Vestfirðir. Later she moved to Reykjavík and had been 

teaching for a total of 20 years as an English teacher, when she participated in this study. 

Erla taught English as a foreign language in the second and third-level classes. The school 

she worked at had special courses for students who had a poor knowledge of English. 

 

Matthew  

Matthew, was a Canadian male from a middle-class family and he was in his mid-forties 

when he participated in this study. He completed his university education abroad. After 

finishing his studies, he worked abroad for two years. Later he moved to Iceland, and he 

had taught English at an upper-secondary school for a total of 20 years when he 

participated in this study. Matthew taught English as a foreign language to students who 

were in - first and second-level classes. 

 

Joanne  

Joanne was a British female from a middle-class family and she was in her thirties when 

she participated in this study. She completed her MA in upper-secondary school teaching 
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at the University of Iceland in 2012. After finishing her studies, she started working at an 

upper-secondary school in Reykjavík and had been working there for 5 years when she 

participated in this study. Joanne taught English as a foreign language in the second and 

third-level classes. The school she worked at had special courses for students who had a 

poor knowledge of English. 

 

Penelope 

Penelope was a French female from a middle-class family and she was in her late fifties 

when she participated in this study.   She completed her teacher’s education at the 

University of Iceland. After completing her studies, she taught English abroad for several 

years. She then moved to Iceland, and had been teaching for a total of 35 years when 

she participated in this study. Penelope taught English as a foreign language at all levels 

of classes.  

 

Peter 

Peter was an Icelandic male from a middle-class family and he was in his fifties when he 

participated in this study. He completed his teacher education at the University of 

Iceland. After completing his studies, he started working at an upper-secondary school 

in Reykjavík, and had been teaching there for a total of 12 years when he participated in 

this study. Peter taught English as a foreign language the English at first-level classes. 

 

Felipa 

Felipa was an Icelandic female from a middle-class family and she was in her thirties 

when she participated in this study. She completed her MA in upper-secondary school 

teaching at the University of Iceland. After completing her studies, she started working 

at an upper-secondary school in Reykjavík. She had been working there for nine years 

when she participated in this interview. She taught English as a foreign language in first 

and second-level classes. The school she worked at had special courses for students who 

had a poor knowledge of English. 
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 Mario 

Mario was an Icelandic male from a middle-class family in Iceland and was in his late 

thirties when he participated in this study. He completed his MA in upper-secondary 

school teaching at the University of Iceland. After completing his studies, he worked at a 

lower-secondary school in Reykjavík for several years. Later he started teaching at an 

upper-secondary school in Reykjavík.  He had been teaching for a total of 17 years when 

he participated in this study. Mario taught English as a foreign language in first-level 

classes. 

3.3 Data Analysis 

According to Lichtman (2013), the researcher analyzes the data multiple times in 

qualitative research. From the moment, the researcher starts the research, the 

researcher moves back and forth between gathering and analyzing data. For that reason, 

data analysis initiated when the first interview was concluded. The primary goal was to 

understand how the participants made meaning of their experiences when teaching 

students from a variety of foreign backgrounds. The in-depth, semi-structured interviews 

helped link meaning to the participants’ experiences as they expressed their opinions 

and explained their teaching practices. To examine the data, the study presented here 

followed an interactive, nonlinear data analysis procedure suggested by Creswell (2014, 

p. 185) and Lichtman (2013, p. 251).  

Step 1: Initial coding, organization, and preparation of data for analysis  

During this step, audio recordings of the interviews were copied into word documents 

and the comment function in Microsoft Word was used to insert initial codes (going over 

the participant responses to summarize ideas).  

Step 2: Revise initial coding and get to know the data 

During this step, the data was read for a second time. The data was reduced through the 

process of selecting, coding, and simplifying the interview transcripts. 

Step 3: Developing an initial list of categories and detailed analysis.  

At this point, major codes such as: identity, language issues, student and teacher 

diversity, authentic materials, feminism, and religion. Some of these codes became 

major topics, while others became subsets of those topics and still others were used to 

develop further codes.  

Step 4: Modifying and assembling the data 
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During this stage, the transcript was read for the third time. The data material was 

divided into categories and the material belonging to each category was set in one place.  

Step 5 and 6: Revising categories and creating concepts  

At this point, redundancies and possible main themes were identified, such as: cultural 

identity dilemma; is English really an international language; diverse teachers for diverse 

learners; the reality of culturally responsive and social justice-oriented teaching in 

Iceland; Donald Trump has given us a lot to talk about; the use of authentic material and 

literature to explore real life issues versus the bad influence of social media; faith; and 

gender. Some of these themes became major themes while others became subsets of 

those themes. 

3.4 Study Limitations 

As in all research, there are some limitations to this study. The first limitation is the 

sample size. Even though 10 teachers out of 14 schools volunteered to participate in this 

study, they only represented five different schools in the Reykjavík area. On the positive 

side, the participants gave extensive and detailed answers. Therefore, it was easy to 

identify diverse teaching trends that had impact on students. These teaching trends 

included, among other things, task-based teaching, student centered teaching, and real-

world learning through the use of books and authentic material. For example, the use of 

social media and newspapers became a theme.  

 The second limitation is the fact that not all teachers were familiar with terms such 

as social justice-oriented teaching or critical pedagogy. After giving them a short 

explanation, some teachers acknowledged that social justice-oriented teaching and 

critical pedagogy were teaching approaches they used. Other teachers said that, at this 

point in time, the group of students is getting so diverse, that they used several teaching 

approaches without really thinking of the academic meanings. Additionally, when 

speaking about student diversity, some teachers were not only referring to students 

from a foreign background but also to students with learning and/or physical disabilities 

and adult students with different learning difficulties. For instance, a common 

characteristic of adult learners, was that they needed to learn how to learn again and 

develop the necessary skills needed to succeed in a classroom setting.  

In conclusion, his qualitative phenomenological study investigates how English 

language teachers address the challenges emerging from the increasing numbers of 

culturally diverse students and to discuss them with respect to social justice-oriented 

learning and teaching practices. Fortunately, as shown in the next chapter, the semi-
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structured interviews conducted in this study helped link meaning to the participants’ 

experiences. 
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4 Research Findings and Discussion 

In this chapter, the themes that emerged from the in-depth interviews are analyzed 

within the context of the literature reviewed in chapter two. The method used to report 

the themes is thematic analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006). Thematic analysis is a method 

described by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clark (2006) as a flexible method that is used to 

report the experience, meaning, and reality of the participants. Thematic analysis is the 

most suitable method for this research because it involves eliciting and examining the 

accounts of English as a foreign language upper-secondary teachers within the context 

of social justice-oriented teaching and multicultural education 

Themes identified: 

1. The Present Scenario of English as a Foreign Language Classrooms in Iceland: 

the objective of this theme is to first give an overview of the participants’ 

thoughts and experiences regarding the diverse student population and the 

immigrant situation in Iceland. Additionally, this chapter also shares the 

participants’ opinions regarding their students’ English skills. Lastly, this theme 

discusses the participants’ culturally responsive training experiences.    

2. Language Teaching Practices: this theme explains which social justice topics 

were mostly used by the participants and how the participants experienced 

discussing or involving students in social justice-oriented practices. 

3. Social Justice-oriented Teaching: this theme discusses the participants’ 

readiness to engage in culturally responsive teaching. It also discusses the topics 

of social justice that were mostly discussed by the participants and how the 

participants experienced discussing or involving students in social justice 

oriented practices.  

4. Challenges of Teaching English in a Multicultural Classroom: this theme explains 

the experiences teachers had teaching students from foreign backgrounds.  

5. Diverse Teachers for Diverse Learners: this theme discusses the participants’ 

ideas towards future English language education and how to better serve the 

needs of foreign-language students.  

Following the steps outlined by Creswell (2014, p. 200), these themes were developed 

by selecting relevant quotations from the participants’ narratives. The quotations were 

then placed under the corresponding theme and discussed in relation to existing 

literature. For example, for the question about having multicultural or culturally 

responsive training, any text referring to the participants’ experiences with multicultural 

training was selected and placed under the same theme. Each theme presents the 
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diverse perspectives of the participants and the findings are interpreted with the 

information gathered from the theoretical framework section. 

 

4.1 The Present Scenario of English Language Classrooms in Iceland. 

In order to give the reader a full understanding of the participant teachers’ practices, it 

is necessary to explain the educational scenario in which these teachers work. In general, 

the participants described the foreign student population in Iceland as being divided in 

four ways.  

1. First, exchange students, who come to study in Iceland for a determinate period 

of time. Despite being placed in the corresponding grade level, not all of these 

students possess the same English skills as the Icelandic students. In fact, 

according to the participants, many of these students possess lower English 

abilities.   

2. Secondly, we have the students who immigrated in Iceland as young children. 

When they enroll in the secondary school system, their language abilities are 

just as good as those of other Icelandic students.  

3. Thirdly, we have the students who immigrated in Iceland in recent years. This 

group subdivides itself into two groups of immigrant students: in the first group, 

we have the students who went to school in their own countries and their 

education was not interrupted. According to Coelho (2013), these students are 

likely to make a smooth transition into the Icelandic school environment. Then 

there is the group of immigrant students whose education was interrupted 

because of war or civil turmoil and they received limited education 

(Coelho,2013). These students need extra support integrating into the school 

environment. 

4. The fourth group is the refugee students who have more complicated stories. 

Some of these students and their families have moved to different countries in 

search of asylum. According to Coelho (2013), students who immigrate due to 

war or civil turmoil in their countries may not know how to read and write in 

their own language. They probably have not developed ideas of school or 

learning, might have problems understanding what is required of them in school, 

and could be paralyzed due to culture shock.   

Consequently, the current students’ situation in Icelandic upper-secondary classrooms is 

quite diverse. It seems that teachers need to make careful considerations regarding their 

students’ needs and to decide how best to integrate them into the mainstream language-

learning classes. In her study, Ragnarsdóttir (2015) explained that in Iceland, the majority 
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of these students are placed in integration programs before going to regular school 

classes. These integration programs are organized by each upper-secondary school and 

depending on the school, students learn the basics of Icelandic, English, computers, and 

mathematics before they enroll in regular classes.   

Most of the participants mentioned that the schools they worked at had 

implemented integration programs for immigrant students with the aim of preparing 

them for the mainstream classes; however, as mentioned by some of the participants, 

some students come to the English classes without having acquired the general language 

skills necessary to succeed academically.  

As Joanne explained: I think a lot of them get thrown into classes and it is 

accepted that they are young and they will just pick it up, but I don’t agree with 

that, because what you have is students that are coming in, that are not on the 

first level, you know, one or three or one or two of secondary school and what 

happens is that they keep failing all the time. 

According to the participants, the integration programs were good and necessary but 

lasted for a short time. The students seemed to only have to participate in the integration 

programs for three months. When the three months were over, the students were 

required to take a test and if they passed it they were moved to regular mainstream 

classes. Nevertheless, some participants were unsatisfied with their foreign students’ 

English language abilities and said that not all foreign students could cope with 

mainstream English language classes, because the English language being taught was too 

advanced for them.   

Joana said: the level [of English] in Iceland is so far ahead, it is so advanced, that 

they don’t get the basics you know, they don’t have this basic knowledge to start 

from and that is something that I just noticed in the last couple of years. 

For Joana and some of her colleagues, the English language ability of students has 

decreased along the years.  Although this was most noticeable among students that 

came from abroad, some participants also noticed that some Icelandic students had 

learning difficulties which hindered their academic development, as we will see in the 

next chapter.  

4.1.1 Students’ language abilities  

As discussed in the theme above, the participants expressed their feelings of frustration 

when they had to deal with students that terminated the integration program, but did 

not have the necessary language skills to succeed in regular English language classes.  
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Peter explained this well when he said: these students don’t really know 

anything, some of them are Icelandic that have not learned much English in the 

primary school. The others are mostly students that come from Eastern Europe 

and have not learned any English in school and then people from Asia that have 

little knowledge. I have a student that is from China that translates everything 

over to Chinese as a form of learning; the sentence structure is difficult for people 

from Asia. They don’t have the same sentence structure as we do or any plurals. 

Then we have the Russian girls or the kids from Russia that know little English, 

they have also difficulties with the sentence structure. Slovenian is different, I 

know nothing about that language. I see that especially people from Asia have 

problems understanding the material. 

Peter’s comments come to show that although English is considered to be an 

International language (Crystal, 2003) not everyone can fluently speak and comprehend 

English. Consequently, Peter’s comments contradict Guðsteinsdóttir’s (2007) statements 

that English classrooms are a place where foreign students and Icelandic students can 

meet and communicate at the same level.   

Moreover, Peter’s comments reflect the ideas shared in Melitz’s (2015) study in 

which he questions the globalization of the English language. In this study, Melitz (2015) 

shares the reasons why people’s exposure to the English language is not as global as it 

seems. Firstly, he talks about motion pictures and music. According to him, most foreign 

speakers who listen to English music do not necessarily understand the lyrics, especially 

in countries such as those in Latin America, where Spanish and Portuguese music are as 

popular as English music. He also talks about Japan, where the native language 

dominates the top-ten music chart. As for motion pictures, Melitz (2015) explains that 

the language content is dubbed or translated from English into the mother tongue when 

it is sold to foreign countries. Lastly, Melitz (2015) proposed that in some countries 

interpreters translate the media, television, and internet, therefore limiting the exposure 

of English to the general public. Therefore, students with connections to countries where 

English is not widely spoken could have difficulties participating in class, specifically when 

participating in classes with Icelandic students who are extensively exposed to English 

(Lefever, 2010). 

As observed by Mario: there are differences, mainly when I receive exchange 

students from other countries. For instance, I have received students that struggle 

to understand the English language, but here we are talking about students that 

are not from countries where English is the first language or widely spoken.  
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Mario described using teaching approaches that were social justice- oriented. He used 

films to expose his students to different cultures and social dilemmas, then organized 

task-based activities. His objective was to motivate students to communicate in English. 

However, Mario noticed that foreign-exchange students who participated in his English 

language classes had lower English language proficiency and could not keep up with the 

material or classroom activities. This made it difficult for him to get these students 

engaged and guarantee successful learning for all students. 

Other participants reported that some foreign students managed to eventually get to 

the same level as the Icelandic students. The participants usually described foreign 

English language students as hard working and described success stories. For instance, 

Ivonne explained that Icelandic students are supposed to have learned English for many 

years; however, people from Western Europe have less of an English language 

background. Therefore, they take a longer time to learn English but they get into it fast, 

nonetheless. 

Ivonne attested to that in her classroom: there is a bit of everything, I have 

not really noticed that the Icelandic students are better or worse than the 

foreign students … some students are very good and others are bad and there 

are a lot of students there in the middle. I don’t think it has anything to do 

with their background…... there are many students that are from foreign 

backgrounds that are often better students and very polite and….  

For Ivonne, her students were all the same and she did not find any language difference. 

This could be due to the fact that Ivonne tried to see her students as equal and used 

teaching practices that appealed to all students despite race or culture.  

Joanne mentioned that the success of all students depends upon the work teachers 

put in in the classroom. She agrees with the words of Banks (2015) when he says that the 

objective of instruction is to prevent discrimination on the basis of gender, race, religion, 

or handicap. Therefore, in her instruction she takes into account the needs of all students 

and tries to make the subject of instruction as accessible to students as possible. 

Joanne: So basically, I have to prepare a different type of works …...people think 

that teaching is just preparing one class and it’s the same thing over and over again, 

but it’s nothing like that when you have classes like this, it’s a lot of homework. I 

might change my mind the night before a class…. I can’t do this or that depending 

on how the class was the day before or maybe I need to do things a different way, 
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sometimes I have to do different exercises for different students and deliver it in a 

way that it is not noticeable to everybody else. 

According to Joanne, if teachers practice equitable teaching approaches, it will be up to 

each individual student to do well and pursue further studies. However, she also 

expressed that it was challenging to practice equitable teaching approaches in 

classrooms where many of her students came to class dealing with all sorts of problems 

(attention deficit disorder, depression, anxiety, physical disabilities, dyslexia, and 

substance abuse). The issue of Icelandic students’ mental health has been addressed by 

the National Audit Office in Iceland (Ríkisendurskoðun, 2016, p. 24). In their studies, they 

estimated that 1,378 children and adolescents in Iceland seem to be in a position where 

they need special support due to developmental and behavior problems (i.e., anxiety, 

attention deficit disorder, depression, physical disabilities, dyslexia) of some kind.  

Therefore, the actual needs of children and adolescents in Iceland are undervalued. 

This includes the needs of foreign students who, according to data, are moved too soon 

to regular classes and are at risk of failing due to lack of language support. Although 

foreign language students are not special-needs students, they are students who lack the 

necessary language ability to progress in their learning. Therefore, they need 

individualized language support in order flourish in mainstream classes. According to the 

participants, many students lack English proficiency skills and should receive an 

education that serves their needs and meets them at their academic level.  

In conclusion, there seems to be a common idea that everyone can either speak 

English or learn English very fast. This is not the case for all students, especially students 

who come from countries where English is not widely spoken. Nevertheless, when these 

students come to Iceland they are placed in mainstream classes and are expected to 

perform at the same level as Icelandic students who have been exposed to English from 

a very young age. This puts foreign students in an at-risk situation of dropping out or at 

risk of becoming underachievers because their learning needs are undervalued and they 

are placed too soon in mainstream English language courses.  

4.1.2 Culturally Responsive Training 

Another, recurring theme was that the teachers lacked multicultural education or 

training. According to the participants, they did not receive multicultural education 

instruction/training during their teaching programs. The participants who accomplished 

the M.A teacher program at the University of Iceland enrolled in specific classes in which 

they explored bilingualism, second language acquisition, and the differences between 
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colloquial English, Black English (Ebonics), and standard English. However, there did not 

seem to be any multicultural courses available. 

Kristin, who graduated as an English language teacher from the University five 

years ago, explains that: the MA courses are really designed towards preparing a 

class, so a lot of it was about…… you know ………. making assignments …… you 

know, it was connected to the material that we are teaching and it was more 

language based, it was more concentrated on how do we teach English, rather 

than who are you teaching. 

Erla added: I don’t remember much about that on my teacher education 

course……. it’s been almost twenty years…………………but we indeed talked about 

discussing other cultures from………. that are part of English cultures and ……the 

students have changed so much, the group of students is so diverse now, that has 

changed a lot ……………….and teaching practices that I have learned in 1994 did 

not teach anything about that. 

Kristin graduated in 2012, while Erla graduated in 1994 from the teacher program at the 

University of Iceland. This means that in a span of 18 years, few changes concerning 

multicultural training seem to have taken place in the teacher education program at the 

University of Iceland (University of Iceland, 2017). 

From all ten participants who participated in this study, only one recalled 

participating in a multicultural course during her teacher program at the University. 

Ivonne shared her experience by telling me a story of a multicultural course in which she 

and her colleagues analyzed how different cultural groups can be stereotyped because 

of their physical appearance (skin color, race).  

According to Ivonne, the teacher training program involved lessons about race 

stereotyping that had occurred in Iceland: it was at that time that the foreigners 

who were coming in to Iceland were mainly from the Philippines or Thailand. Then 

it was decided that the church would start with mother mornings.…. for all the 

Thai and Philippino people. The church considered this idea to be wonderful, you 

know, and then naturally it became known that very few of them were Christian, 

or you know, Lutherans. The Philippinos were Catholic, the Thai people believed 

in Buddha, and the languages were completely different. The Philippino language 

is a bit similar to French, while Thai is more of a melodic language. Furthermore, 

they had no understanding of the concept mother mornings, you know, it was a 

complete disaster. They thought that, because they had a similar physical look 

and came from a similar place, that they had something in common, they are all 

from Asia, you know that is something that people at times don’t think about. 
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Consequently, on the multicultural course, Ivonne learned valuable lessons that she 

can transfer to her students. She learned how to acknowledge cultural and linguistic 

diversity within cultural groups. She also learned that stereotyping may result in positive 

or negative stereotyping, especially if discrimination and stigmatization are linked to a 

group. This is in line with Wallerstein & Auerbach’s (2004) problem-posing teaching 

approach. In problem-posing situations, students learn how to identify situations that 

constrain people and learn how to work against those social conditions to end oppressive 

situations. 

Therefore, the results of this theme demonstrate that in the present teacher-training 

scenario, few English language teachers receive multicultural education 

instruction/training. The literature review confirms that multicultural courses exist at the 

School of Humanities at the University of Iceland (University of Iceland, 2016), however 

such courses are available as free elective courses rather than mandatory courses. At the 

University of Iceland, individual departments (in this case the school of Humanities and 

the Faculty of Teacher Education) control the content for the programs they offer to their 

students. As such, the teacher-training program is organized differently in each faculty. 

The School of Education has a specific program to prepare teachers to teach in a 

multicultural society; however, the Humanities program seems to pay little attention to 

diversity and English as a foreign language. This means that in the current English as a 

foreign language programs for upper-secondary teaching, teachers seem to graduate 

without knowing the needs of multicultural students. This in part supports the growing 

evidence that teachers in general are not prepared to cope with multicultural classrooms 

(Ragnarsdóttir, 2015; Tran, 2015 and Lassen et al., 2007). This might in part also explain 

the traditional rate of drop-out among upper-secondary school immigrant students 

outlined by Mýrdal (2008, p. 14). 

Furthermore, this might also explain the reason for the discrepancy between the 

achievements of foreign students and Icelandic students in the PISA results (Tran, 2015; 

PISA, 2009, 2012). This is why scholars such as Ragnarsdóttir (2015), Tran (2015) and 

Lassen et al. (2007), advocate for an educational reform in Iceland. The increase in 

foreign students in schools in Iceland requires teachers of all subjects to receive proper 

multicultural training. As argued by Mýrdal (2008, p. 14), Icelandic education needs to 

“focus on students who are at risk of being marginalized and excluded from the school, 

and of obtaining low learning outcomes” in order to secure equal opportunities for every 

student. 
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4.2 Language Teaching Practices 

Another recurring theme mentioned by the participants was their teaching materials and 

teaching approach. The teachers who participated in this study described using similar 

teaching materials in class. In general, the teaching material and teaching approaches 

used in class seemed to follow the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for Upper-

Secondary School (Ministry of Education 2012) standards. These approaches were 

closely linked to the six pillars stipulated by the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide 

(Ministry of Education 2012) and to social justice-oriented teaching approaches. 

Regardless of not receiving multicultural training, most teachers described exploring 

themes such as democracy and human rights, equality, health, and welfare to develop 

their students’ literacy and creativity in class. 

Sara summarized well the participants’ overall teaching objectives in one of her 

comments. She stated that: yes, we are trying to come with that moral culture 

because, you know, there are three objectives in this school: literary education, 

craft education, and civilization. We are raising good people here, you know, that 

are............... without prejudice and conscious that we ourselves can be full of 

prejudice if we become aware of our own actions.... we just need to always be 

alert for these things and protect others. 

In general, the participants described using social justice-oriented teaching methods 

along with their English language-teaching methods to meet the learning needs of their 

students. Although the participants themselves did not name one single approach used 

by them in class, their narratives indicated that they included communicative language 

teaching methods. For instance, Ivonne and Joane always encouraged her students to 

communicate through group work or in class discussions 

Ivonne: I think in whatever I teach I try to always cast out questions, like, “what 

do you guys think about this”, you know, “let’s discuss about this and how is your 

experience with this.” 

Joanne: you have to do it all, group work, individual work, class discussion, 

because the class is so diverse. 

As described by Brown (2007, p. 50), communicative language teaching is related to an 

array of teaching approaches: task-based teaching, cooperative learning, whole-

language teaching approaches, content-based, learner-centered teaching, and 

interactive learning. Other candidates for communicative language approaches 
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described by Brown (2007) are the lexical approach and the multiple intelligences 

approach to foreign language teaching. 

Despite using communicative language teaching as their main method, some 

teachers also used some grammar translation practices, such as the memorization of 

vocabulary and translation of words or texts (Brown, 2007). Peter and Matthew were 

teaching students in first-level classes and used the grammar-translation approach, 

focusing their classes on teaching grammatical rules, memorization of vocabulary, 

written exercises, and translation of texts. Although their classes were taught strictly in 

English, the participants agreed that some students benefited from detailed grammatical 

explanations in order to develop English language literacy.  

Peter: I have been teaching English 193 for students that come from foreign 

countries……… it’s like baby English for students who don’t know any English. 

We start with the difference between “a” and “an”, because these students 

don’t really know anything… I always use English in class. I don’t really know 

…...if they understand everything I say or if they pretend to understand.…. So 

sometimes I am teaching the difference between “a” and “an”, but there are 

students that understand that [the difference] and speak a lot, but can’t write 

at all, and others are too shy to speak in English.  

 

Matthew: [we] try to start from the very beginning with them, like I told you, 

the mechanics of the language, a lot of my students don’t know English that 

well, you see. Now I should be having them read books and have them 

memorize academic words, but they look at the words and don’t understand 

the meaning of these words. If I give them a book it will take them a long time 

to get through the first two pages, there is only so much we can do with the 

time we are given. 

Nearly every school that was visited was required to read the same collection of books 

and watch similar films. 

The recurrent list of books and reading material was:  

The Boy in the Striped Pajamas 

To Kill a Mockingbird 

Kite Runner 

The Curious Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time 

Lord of the Flies 
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Text-books and internet reading material (the Guardian), YouTube videos, film 

documentaries.  

The recurrent list of films or videos was: 

Rwanda 

Rabbit-Proof Fence 

He for She (Emma Watson speech) 

Before the Flood (a documentary by Leonardo DiCaprio about climate change) 

Therefore, schools were required to expose students to books and videos that surround 

historical and social justice-oriented material. While watching these films or reading 

these books, students were required to perform tasks with explicit goals that go beyond 

the classroom. For instance, after watching a film in Mario’s classes, students were asked 

to write down their own feelings or opinions about the film.  

Mario: they write a lot, they are writing well over 6,000 words on this course, ok 

they write a lot, but it’s all about critical thinking, it’s about putting their thoughts 

on the paper. Therefore, the structure of introduction, body paragraph and 

conclusion are not relevant at this point, that will be on the next level after they 

have learned to envelope critical thinking skills. That comes on the next course. 

In this type of task, meaning is principal, language accuracy is not judged, and the primary 

goal is for students to develop language fluency. The students are asked to communicate 

their feelings through a written task, and in this case the teacher does not know what 

the students will write and accepts what they give him. According to Brown (2007), in 

these kinds of tasks, the student’s intrinsic interest will develop with his/her interest in 

what is being communicated in the language instead of focusing on his language errors 

and essay writing structure. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned by Mario after participating in his classes, and acquiring 

critical thinking skills and developing the ability to communicate their thoughts, students 

proceed to academic writing classes. In these classes, students learn the skills necessary 

to communicate in academic contexts (oral and written interactions). For instance, in 

class discussions, students are required to use words that are familiar to the topic of 

discussion instead of using colloquial words in such discussions (Arnbjörnsdóttir’s, 2007). 

For instance, a classroom discussion regarding the social consequences of industrial 

pollution will require students to have familiarity with the features of academic 

language, i.e., how to express cause and effect relationships. 
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However, as stated before, not all teachers followed communicative teaching 

approaches because some students simply lacked the ability to read long texts or books. 

Matthew’s previous statement regarding his students’ English skills is in line with 

Arnbjörnsdóttir’s (2007, 2011) study. In this study, Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007, 2011) 

mentions that most Icelandic students lack the reading and writing skills necessary to 

engage in academic English classes at the university level. She further suggests that when 

English language students proceed to English studies at the University, their poor 

performance on tests and written assignments seems to reflect the student’s poor 

English language comprehension and poor ability to cope with the learning material. 

According to Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007), there is a need for educational modifications in the 

curriculum goals and guidelines for English language teaching at all school levels: primary 

school, secondary school, and upper-secondary school (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007, pp. 67–

74). Such a reform would guarantee that all students graduate as competent users of 

English as a foreign language. 

    In conclusion, current English language teaching practices reflect the concept of 

learning by doing. As Brown (2007, p. 34) suggested, “history has taught us the value of 

“doing” language interactively”. The participants used communicative teaching methods 

to engage students in rich communication in class while they discussed real world 

problems. Students were encouraged to communicate spontaneously under the 

guidance of their teachers. To aid students’ receptive language skills, teachers used 

technology, such as films and videos. Nevertheless, teachers who dealt with classrooms 

in which their students presented low English language proficiency had to resort to old 

teaching methods. This was an unexpected find; however, the reality of English language 

teaching is more complex in practice than in theory. 

4.3 Social Justice-oriented Teaching 

There seemed to be a common theme being discussed by teachers of English in a foreign 

language classroom. The main theme seemed to be humanity. As defined in the Merriam 

Webster Dictionary (2017), “humanity is the quality or state of being human, people who 

are joined together by the common state of being humane” of being kind to one another.  

Therefore, teachers characterized their social justice-oriented teaching as an exploration 

of human behavior and how it relates to culture and social power structures: how good 

people can do bad things, and how bad people can do good things; how there is a thin 

line between love and hate, and how we can become conscious of that line through self-

reflection. The objective was to teach students that each person can contribute to 

making the world a better place. 
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Therefore, students learned about human behavior through discussing films such as 

“Rwanda”, “Forrest Gump”, “Slumdog Millionaire”, and “Rabbit-Proof Fence” and by 

reading books such as Kite Runner, The Boy in the Striped Pajamas, and The Curious 

Incident of the Dog in the Night-Time, among others. When exploring these books and 

films, the teachers not only exposed students to authentic and semi-authentic language 

use, but also discussed gender, classes of identity, and division, racism, violence, 

feminism, disabilities, criminality, and other themes that concern social justice or 

injustice in society. 

Moreover, the teachers tried to explore justice and injustice as a concept that has a 

long history. Throughout history, different generations have created their own 

interpretation of what is just, what justice means, and how justice is achieved (Bhatti, 

2012). The purpose of education is to re-evaluate these different interpretations to try 

to stop history from repeating itself (Bhatti, 2012).  

As Ivonne explained: look at Donald Trump, you know, I have pointed out to them 

the link between him and Hitler, you know, it is horrible how history repeats 

itself…. So, we spend a lot of time criticizing society and thinking about ourselves, 

it is a very strong theme. 

The participants used culture to explore social justice themes in their English teaching 

courses. They placed emphasis on reading articles and watching videos or films that 

depict real-life events. In these classes, the students are presented with different 

cultures from countries in which the English language is used as the first language or 

holds an official status, such as Canada, the United Kingdom, India, South Africa, 

Scotland, Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand. These countries are analyzed in terms of 

their traditions, beliefs, and values. Most teachers utilized the task-based and 

communicative teaching approach. These approaches were used at all English teaching 

levels to maintain students’ exposure to the English language and facilitate students’ 

attainment of English as a Foreign language (Brown, 2007).  

As a reaction to Arnbjörnsdóttir’s (2007, 2011) request to reform English language 

teaching, Mario created a first-level English as a foreign language course in his school to 

serve the needs of students with limited English competence. 

In Mario’s Opinion: It was an opportunity for teachers, teacher directors 

(kennslustjórar), and their departments to mold a new approach to English 

teaching. Then, I, as teacher director of my department, started to speculate 

on what would be interesting to do and create. So, this idea…... of using films 

as teaching material and to use films the same way I would use books. 
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According to Mario, he used films for students to develop receptive English language 

skills, then he used in-class discussions, essay writing, and class presentations by 

students to develop their productive skills.  

Mario said: when students have to stop and think about something, you 

understand when they stop and have to go deep and wonder about questions such 

as, why, why did this happen, or why are things like this. Ask questions, about 

what they are experiencing with what they are watching, when they have to do 

that and are not required to answer immediately with a simple answer, then they 

start to develop critical thinking… that is so important, and that is so fun to work 

with, for us teachers and for students as well… to teach English through this tool, 

through this material……. showing students, the different cultures that pertain to 

English-speaking countries’ cultures through film, going deep into oral and 

written assignments or oral presentations with posters. 

Embracing multiple ways of thinking and knowing is part of a democratic classroom. In 

education, as in life, learning to think is vital. John Dewey (1980) suggested that the 

nature of thinking is of enquiry, of investigating, and learning. Thus, any suitable 

education believes in students’ natural ability to think, to investigate, and to find 

solutions. 

Democratic classrooms motivate cooperative learning and generate a classroom 

environment where the teacher and students engage in dialogue. Therefore, when 

engaging their students in critical thinking and dialogue, Mario made use of an essential 

part of social justice-oriented teaching practices.  As suggested by Christensen (2012, p. 

1995), teaching social justice motivates action and instills hope about the possibilities of 

what students can do together. Students will not develop as social beings just by simply 

discussing cultural awareness. However, when students engage in group work, write 

reports, and present posters with their findings or beliefs about a cultural subject, then 

students take part in reconstructing society and their view of justice (Christensen, 2012; 

Ministry of Education, 2012).   

Mario, Peter, Joanne, and Ivonne mentioned that discussing social or cultural issues 

in class was a sensitive process. Teachers need to be prepared for the possibility of having 

students in class who feel uncomfortable discussing difficult cultural or social topics, 

because they might have some experience with the topic. Therefore, Mario, Peter, 

Joanne and Ivonne expressed that cautious supervision and classroom control is 

considered important when discussing sensitive or divisive cultural or social issues in 

class.  
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Mario said: For example, I remember very well when I was working with the film 

Slumdog Millionaire in class. There was a student in my class that was adopted 

from India from the same place that was discussed in the film, you understand, 

although he does not remember. He knows that there lie his origins, and the way 

one presents the material has to be thought out in a way that the student does 

not feel uncomfortable, and continues to participate in class…...you know ….one 

needs to have those things in mind. 

As such, creating a safe environment in which students feel free to talk and be 

themselves is important, but it is also challenging. Teachers should show they are 

comfortable discussing sensitive issues and take a position of control, turning challenging 

topics into rich learning opportunities for everyone. Nina Wallerstein (1983, 2004) 

suggests that discussing students’ life experiences is an important part of the curriculum. 

Students need to connect what they are learning to their own experiences for real 

learning. As suggested by Christensen (2012), social justice-oriented teaching happens 

when students are motivated to work with authentic materials and ask questions instead 

of memorizing textbooks. Consequently, students get to see the topics of their studies 

mirrored in real-life situations.  

Moreover, Wallerstein (1993, 2004) argues that students should learn how to discuss 

their own social conditions and learn how to overcome them through engaging in both 

critical dialogue and rhetoric writing. To promote students’ academic literacy, in most 

classes the participants claimed to explore the cultures of each country through films 

and literature, combining reading, listening, and writing tasks in each case. In more 

advanced classes, students worked on task-based assignments that focused on reading. 

During these reading tasks, the focus was placed on academic articles, newspapers, or 

books. Students were encouraged to use vocabulary that they came across in the reading 

material and put it into context when writing critical and creative essay papers.  Ivonne, 

for instance, prepared her second-year students for a big academic essay writing 

assignment. 

Ivonne expressed that: each year they write a formal essay, then we go over 

those points, you do your thesis statement. We are going to do that next week, 

we were talking about that yesterday, you know. That there is the main body then 

you have three arguments and if they are not connected with the thesis statement 

then they don’t need to be there, you know……... and it takes them some time to 

get that …… and you know, to make a draft, get ready and such …... students have 

often come back and thanked us for teaching them formal essay and 

argumentation because that had helped them so much at the University.  
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Independent academic writing is an important competency that students must develop 

during their upper-secondary school studies. As part of their English language studies, 

students should be prepared to become researchers in the field of their choice as 

stipulated in the Icelandic National Curriculum Guide for Upper-Secondary Schools 

(Ministry of Education, 2012, p. 106). Ensuring students develop the necessary writing 

tools will both prepare students for professional life and for future studies.  

In summary, the participants used Dewey’s teaching and learning philosophy among 

others.  John Dewey (1980) believed that in education, as in life, learning to think is vital. 

John Dewey (1980) suggested that the nature of thinking is of inquiry, investigating, and 

learning. Thus, any suitable education believes in the students’ natural ability to think, 

to investigate, and to find solutions for themselves. However, students’ curiosity and 

inquiry must be connected to their own experiences for learning to take place, for we 

“learn to do by doing (p. 450)”. He believed that by doing meaningful activities, such as 

engaging in occupations that reflect the life of people in society, knowledge would 

become an intrinsic part of our intellectual content. 

4.3.1 Culturally Responsive Teaching Practices 

A big part of culturally responsive teaching is when teachers incorporate the lives and 

cultures of students in their learning experience (Gay, 2010). However, the impression 

was that the culture of immigrant students was a sensitive issue to discuss. This could be 

connected to the fact that the books and movies pertaining to foreign cultures or that 

talk of immigration depicted a negative side of unfamiliar cultures and of their reasons 

for emigrating. There seemed to be a lack of positive examples of unfamiliar cultures and 

the positive things that they can bring to Iceland. The books that were part of the reading 

list depicted other cultures struggling with discrimination and war; however, there was 

a lack of books that provided culturally diverse role models. If students are to build 

relationships of mutual respect and involvement with their peers, then they must look 

at them as equals and know that there are good and bad things in every culture; 

therefore, both sides of every culture should be explored in the classroom. 

Unfortunately, that was not always the case. Since most teachers did not receive any 

multicultural education, each teacher did what they thought was best to meet the needs 

of students from diverse backgrounds. Some teachers simply believed they had a 

homogeneous student group and saw no reason to change their classroom dynamic to 

serve the needs of a few students.   
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For some teachers, students were a homogeneous whole and teaching them 

transcended time, people, and places. There seemed to be a belief that good teaching is 

identical for all students (Gay, 2010). Since most immigrant students went through an 

integration program before they attended regular classes, some teachers believed that 

when they came to class they had assimilated the main culture. Sara had her students 

read books or articles written by Icelandic authors about Iceland in the olden days. Then 

she compared these with the American, Canadian, and Danish cultures. She also 

introduced students to Icelandic vocabulary and fish names. She said that a great 

majority of her students were Icelandic, therefore she believed that it was of significance 

to teach them about their culture, values, history, and beliefs. 

As Sara explains: This is a book that happens all over Europe, it was here in Iceland 

in nine hundred and something, they read a chapter and answer in Icelandic and 

read about what swimming pool he was talking about in Reykjavík, what church or 

what restaurant and such… so this is culture, Icelandic culture… then we have fish 

names, because we believe that Icelanders should know more about fish names in 

Iceland and should learn a little about fish … Iceland built itself from fishing and the 

students need to know that.   

Sara’s views confirm Gay’s (2010) suggestion that teachers who are not aware of their 

students’ cultural identities have teaching goals that are rooted in their cultural norms. 

They teach their society’s predominant worldview. They rarely think about how they can 

educate students that are not part of those worldviews and cultural norms. However, in 

a society that is increasingly growing and becoming more and more diverse each day, the 

lack of alternative ways to present the material so that it can include other cultures often 

results in unequal education and injustice (Pai and associates, cited in Gay 2010). 

On the other hand, some participants noticed the cultural diversity of their students 

and supported their cultural identity and their learning development. The results of this 

study indicate that to meet the needs of students from different cultural backgrounds, 

the teachers should allow students with poor English language skills to use their first 

language when participating in exams and other activities (journal writing). Penelope 

said that when she has students (Icelandic or foreigners) with poor English language 

skills, she lets them use their first language. 

As Penelope explained: Now when I have students that don’t know Icelandic, 

I allow them to write the meaning of the word in Chinese or Polish or 

whatever. And if I have a test that is English-Icelandic, you have to find what 

the word means in Icelandic that they are allowed to put in Polish, English, or 
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whatever. Then they have to bring a dictionary and we have to look at what 

it means, or, I find another Polish student who will tell me. 

The findings also showed that the teachers’ decisions to allow immigrant students to use 

their mother tongue in the English classroom gave students the opportunity to 

demonstrate their knowledge about the material. Elsa Auerbach (1993) argued that the 

use of a first language in a foreign language-learning scenario reduces students’ anxiety 

and creates an environment for a learner-centered curriculum and it permits language 

to be used as a tool for creating meaning, allowing language learning to become the 

method of communicating ideas, rather than the end itself. As Lefever (2009) suggested, 

this teaching strategy is in line with the current aims of language teaching and learning, 

which include communicative language teaching practices rather than only vocabulary 

and grammar teaching. 

The school that Peter and Joanne worked in went even further, letting the students 

who had poor Icelandic knowledge and English language knowledge look at pictures that 

illustrated what was required of them. For instance, reading comprehension tasks or 

vocabulary recognition tasks. Students would participate in visual exams. They would 

look at pictures and give answers to the question or topic under examination in the exam. 

According to Peter: the only thing we do in the exams if a student does not speak 

English [has poor English skills] is they can either write a story that uses the words 

required in the “past tense”, maybe, or they get a picture and have to say what is 

happening in the picture. It’s the only thing we can do, you know. 

So, students with poor language abilities are given the chance to participate in exams 

and teachers try to provide students with the necessary resources they need to succeed. 

Peter’s approach is in balance with Gardner’s (Gardner & Tomas Hach, 1989) multiple 

intelligence theory. When teachers use the students’ own learning styles to their 

advantage, students from a foreign background and Icelandic students can benefit from 

being able to demonstrate their own understanding of the material using their unique 

learning style: linguistic, pictorial, gestural, and visual.  

Although the practices described above by Peter and Penelope are inspiring, Coelho 

(2013) argued that traditional assessment practices should not be used with immigrant 

students. Teachers should recognize that standardized tests assume a long-term 

involvement with the schools’ philosophy and education. These tests are not culture-free 

(translating vocabulary words from Icelandic into English), so when assessing the 

immigrant students’ knowledge, teachers should use tasks and materials that students 
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are familiar with. For instance, teachers could provide practice tests that the students 

would accomplish in groups before they take the individual test. 

Elizabeth Coelho (2013, p. 322) presents some guidelines for assessing immigrant 

students. She advises teachers to take into consideration the fact that immigrant 

students take more time to process information in two different languages. This means 

that immigrant students need more time to accomplish tests or classroom assignments. 

Teachers should also avoid having multiple questions that require a lot of reading 

comprehension. Reading without comprehending the text is useless, unless the students 

are supplied with a translator or someone who can read the questions for them. 

Also, Coelho (2013) suggests that instead of written tests, immigrant students should 

take oral tests, possibly through an interpreter. Teachers could also resort to different 

types of assessment, such as observation of students’ behavior and involvement in the 

classroom: punctuality, coming prepared to class, keeping notes, and helping with group 

presentations by providing visual and concrete material. Overall, Coelho (2013) 

advocates for teachers to support immigrant students’ learning processes by assessing 

them on tasks they have already had a chance to practice. 

4.3.2 Establishing, Meaningful Connections 

In the language-teaching classroom, meaningful learning happens when teachers appeal 

to students’ academic goals, career goals, and interests (Brown, 2007). For the teachers 

who participated in this study, establishing a meaningful connection with their students 

was regarded as a key element of social justice-oriented teaching. Penelope had worked 

for 35 years as a teacher and for her, teaching and learning only happened if the student 

felt comfortable in the classroom. 

Penelope described herself as a teacher and said: I am the kind of teacher for 

whom it is very important that when the students come into the classroom they 

feel relaxed, that they feel good, that they feel comfortable. That’s number one, if 

they don’t feel well, you are not going to teach them anything. So, what I do is try 

to make everyone comfortable… or feel relaxed or feel welcome…... or feel it’s not 

threatening, you know, I try not to make them feel threatened. And then after that, 

once they see how the Icelandic kids are acting towards me, they relax a lot. 

For Penelope, it was important that she got to know her students and established a 

feeling of partnership with them. She believed that it was important to let all her 

students feel welcome and comfortable in the classroom. She taught that it was 

important for them to feel welcome and comfortable because there were more chances 
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that they would learn something. As stated by Han (2014), establishing a cooperative 

teaching environment supports students’ self-identity development because students 

feel valued when they are included in group or pair work to achieve common learning 

objectives. Also, positive teacher and student communication can increase students’ 

motivation to participate in communication with other students, which will result in 

further language and knowledge attainment (Han, 2014). Lastly, a comfortable 

classroom environment where everyone is welcome and feels like they are part of the 

whole allow students to develop caring relationships, which consequently might help 

lower students’ feelings of anxiety and lower chances of prejudice among students 

(Brown, 2007). 

As pointed out by Wallerstein (2004), education is never neutral and the relationship 

between the teacher and the student never happens in a vacuum. Students come to the 

classroom with cultural identities, experiences of social discrimination, and life 

pressures. The teacher’s job is to either reinforce or stand against socially discriminating 

experiences. Given the way in which Penelope and some of her colleagues dealt with 

their students, it is felt that they opposed socially discriminating experiences and 

acknowledged the cultural identities of their students. 

The teachers who participated in this study used different approaches to establish an 

atmosphere in which students and teachers respected and connected to one another. 

Ivonne, Mario, and Penelope took into account their students’ cultures and pre-planned 

their classes to meet the needs of different students. They also waited until the end of 

the class to talk to their students and get to know them better. These approaches are 

similar to Wallerstein’s (1983, 2004) problem-posing pedagogy. For instance, to establish 

meaningful connections with the students, Penelope followed what Wallerstein (1983) 

referred to as the looking and listening stage. She listened and looked for verbal and non-

verbal clues, and for individual and environmental factors such as how students from a 

foreign background greeted each other: 

Penelope gave a good example of how she observed her students: … the 

Polish boys, when they see each other, they shake hands…. when they see 

each other on the halls. Teenagers shaking hands, just doesn’t happen. Here 

they would hug or punch each other, but shaking hands!... you know……. And 

the grown-ups think it’s fine, I don’t think even the kids realize what is going 

on… 

Penelope showed interest in her students’ lives in and outside the classroom. She 

observed her students’ behaviors and culturally connected habits with the aim of getting 
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to know them. The act of observing students’ cultural behavior and their values is part 

of both Gay’s (2010) culturally responsive teaching and Wallerstein’s (1983, 2004) critical 

teaching pedagogy. Both Gay (2010) and Wallerstein (1983, 2004) suggested that 

teachers should use students’ cultural experiences and cultural knowledge to make 

learning more effective for culturally diverse students. Thus, as pointed out by 

Wallerstein (1983, 2004), it is important for teachers to listen and observe their students’ 

interactions in and outside the classroom. Teachers who listen and observe their 

students’ interactions build a student-centered curriculum, tailored to meet the 

students’ learning needs. Accordingly, the teachers who followed Wallerstein’s (1983) 

teaching approach organized their classroom activities in a way that supported students’ 

learning progress. 

Penelope explained: usually, I have a thing…… we have to finish, this, this, this 

today and, then we can live, and it depends on how much cooperation I have. If it 

is going to take the whole class and we finish it or…... if we …. someone who can 

finish it like that! and says, “can you look at it” and I say “yes, ok you can leave” 

then…. I only have maybe ten students left that haven’t finished, and then we can 

work differently. Then, the foreign students, if they are not good in English, they 

would be one of them ten that are left and they could get individualized help. 

Another common practice between the participants was to ask students (at every 

level of English language learning) to write journals. In their journals, students were 

allowed to write about anything that was going on in their lives. The students could write 

about how they felt about their studies, their families, sports, what worried them, and 

what made them happy. This requires students to connect the language they learned in 

class with their writing.  As students write in their journals and describe what they have 

learned in class or what is happening in their lives, they provide teachers with evidence 

of their foreign language uptake in the sense that they repeat wordings they learned in 

class. According to Sara, journal writing also helps her to connect to the students who 

have difficulties learning and gives her the chance to help them. 

Sara: sometimes they write in their journal, you know, the journal is very 

good, so we can establish that relationship with them and know what they 

are thinking. I think that it is one of the best things we have, in my opinion, 

we get to know about things that they worry most about, you know, like “I 

am scared of failing this course”, then we tell them do this, and that. 

Journals seemed to be used by almost every participant on this study. They described 

using these journals as a means to communicate with their students and established 
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valuable connections. These connections permitted students to talk about their 

insecurities regarding their academic achievements and provided teachers with the 

opportunity of giving students with learning difficulties extra attention. As suggested by 

Wallerstein (1983, 2004), listening to students’ voices and developing a relationship with 

students can increase their sense of self-worth and subsequent academic achievements.   

In this case, the journal benefits teacher-student communication across cultural 

barriers and helps establish a dialogue between the two. According to Mahtab and Parviz 

(2012), writing that involves critical pedagogy is based on students’ experiences and their 

daily problems. The process of writing about their own experiences allows students to 

consistently integrate their thoughts with their experience, thus making the class 

material relevant to their experience through their own language. 

As argued by Mahtab and Parviz (2012), journals are a relevant writing tool for 

learners of English as a foreign language. Mainly this is because journals help to establish 

a dialogue between teachers and students, and help students develop critical self-

reflective English writing skills. When writing about their life experiences, students learn 

how to write in context and use language to describe their situation and circumstances. 

Ultimately, written assignments in the form of journals can serve to help students 

develop critical literacies for self-empowerment and academic development. 

4.3.3 World Problems and Social Justice 

Immigration  

Most participants described their students as being very open-minded and respectful to 

their foreign colleagues in class. According to the participants, foreign students who have 

lived in Iceland for a long time seemed to have strong friendship bonds with Icelandic 

students. Nevertheless, the participants also described having to deal with social 

influences on students’ perceptions of immigration and immigrants in Iceland. Both 

Peter and Ivonne mentioned that at times they had to reprehend students because of 

their discriminatory comments. 

Peter said that once he heard his Icelandic students say: “hrísgrjón Taílendingar”. 

I never heard them talk bad about another culture, you know………… not even… we 

have a few transsexual people here and they are left alone and are well accepted, 

but one does not really know what happens behind closed doors, what words 

people use. 



 

59 

Ivonne created awareness of the immigration situation in Iceland and taught her 

students that they should not speak differently of other people. 

Ivonne described that in one of her classes she told students that: we don’t 

talk differently about them (immigrants) than we talk about others, or even 

about someone who lives in Breiðholt or someone that lives in Hafnarfirði, 

you know we have to be careful with prejudice…...   

To further discuss immigration and connect it to students’ own culture, the participants 

mentioned using authentic materials. Ivonne and Sara made immigration a part of their 

lesson plan for different reasons. Sara believed that Icelandic immigration was a relevant 

part of Icelandic history, therefore students needed to learn about it. On the other hand, 

Ivonne believed that it helped students put themselves in the shoes of people who have 

emigrated and come to Iceland. She believed that teaching students about immigration 

created a sense of inclusion and tolerance between students. Either way, both Ivonne 

and Sara followed Guðsteinsdóttir’s (2007) views and used authentic stories of 

Icelanders who emigrated to Canada around the 1900s. In their classrooms, two stories 

were explored. Sara said that one was a novel called “Pagan Wall” by David Arnason. His 

grandmother and grandfather were Icelanders who moved to Canada. The other was a 

real-life story written by Kristjana Gunnar. 

As Sara explained: this chapter here is about Kristjana Gunnar, she was Icelandic 

and moved to Canada when she was 18 years old and worked as a writer there. She 

was born in 1948, and she writes about how life was here, how she experienced it 

…… a bit negative, you know. She talks about how we did not have tomatoes…...or 

no vegetables at all and all sorts of things, this happen in such a short time ago…. 

that I would only eat tomatoes in the summer, you know…. Her mother was Danish 

and she complained a lot about how people were not aware of the shortage of 

vegetables and all that …... then she talks about people who died of hunger 

throughout her story. 

Sara believed that incorporating Icelandic history into English was the best way to help 

students connect with what is happening in Icelandic society today. Ivonne expressed 

that it was interesting to show students how a story keeps repeating itself. Once students 

start to investigate their own history and connect it to what is happening in today’s time, 

they look deeper for answers, developing greater understanding and retaining new 

knowledge. This type of meaningful learning is part of the cognitive principals outlined 

by Brown (2007). Douglas Brown (2007, p. 286) argues that students are good 
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meaningful acquirers of language, because they link sounds, words, structures, and 

discourse elements with what is related to their daily search for knowledge and survival. 

Ivonne and Sara used teaching practices similar to Brown’s (2007) philosophies and 

created their own text-books, which included material connected to students’ cultural 

and linguistic experiences. The students were given opportunities to work with the 

theme of immigration through group work, where students explored and listed the 

reasons why people emigrated. They also engaged students in vocabulary activities. In 

these activities, students would translate terms from Icelandic over to English. 

Additionally, they engaged students in debates for and against immigration. These 

debates lead to serious discussions. Ivonne mentioned one discussion about immigration 

in her classroom that developed into a debate between her and one of the students. 

Ivonne: I ended in a huge discussion with a student, because he thought that it was 

obligatory for people who came from abroad to Iceland to speak to each other in 

Icelandic and that they should completely learn the language and have Icelandic 

names …... I just remember that I was so upset, and I said …... “how would you feel 

if you moved to Thailand and you could not be named Ragnar and have be named 

Tao Pong” …… you know, and that was…………...you know… 

Overall Ivonne and Sara included task-based practices in their classroom. Students were 

given a theme (immigration) to explore through various activities (reading, writing, 

listening, and speaking). Although discussing immigration was described as a challenging 

task, both Sara and Ivonne believed that it was a beneficial one. As Guðsteinsdóttir 

(2007) argued, English language classes give teachers the unique advantage of engaging 

both Icelandic and immigrant students in tasks where they can identify themselves with 

each other. Guðrún Guðsteinsdóttir (2007) encouraged English language teachers in 

Iceland to use immigration as a theme to explore Icelandic-Canadian literature and 

address problems related to immigration and the negotiation of social power. 

Moreover, Guðsteinsdóttir (2007) has argued that internationalism in Iceland is often 

seen as a threat to Icelandic language and identity. However, when teachers are not 

afraid to openly explore moral gray areas in class, they engage students in fruitful 

dialogues. These dialogues can help students broaden their understandings of social 

power-structures and oppression, and motivate them to intercept cycles of oppression 

in and outside of the classroom. 
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Exploring gender stereotypes 

According to the participants, gender was a recurrent topic discussed in their classroom. 

Gender was discussed because some students viewed negative stereotypes of women in 

music videos and social media. It was also discussed because gender equality is a theme 

that is widely debated in Icelandic society. Teachers described using hip-hop music to 

create classroom activities that discussed inaccurate stereotypes of men and women. 

The students were exposed to a documentary about hip-hop music and culture and 

examined it with critical eyes. 

Felipa said: hip-hop, and that “manhood” in the box, men are frozen in a sort of 

stereotype. They are cool and sexy, with lots of naked girls around them. That is 

a documentary and the guy that did the documentary is discovering how it is a lot 

of sexism on hip-hop. 

The act of raising students’ awareness of gender inequality is one that crosses all 

inequalities, such as race, social class, ethnicity, religion, and economic status (Gay, 

2010). Any action of teaching for social justice ceases to exist in an environment where 

gender inequality persists. In order to help students, learn about gender inequality, 

Ivonne and Erla incorporated the students’ ideas of gender and gender roles through 

their music, giving students a sense of ownership of their learning. Students were given 

the opportunity to re-evaluate what they were watching in hip-hop videos and report 

back with verbal and written responses. Erla and Ivonne aimed for a cooperative 

classroom, where teachers and students worked together to exchange information and 

achieve the necessary learning goals. 

A classroom that is cooperative and learner-centered is valuable as an English as a 

foreign language classroom, but difficult to achieve. Geneva Gay (2010) suggests that 

stereotypes about ethnic and gender groups in educational scenarios can influence and 

affect the academic development and identity of students. For instance, constant 

allegations of women not being intelligent, which is why they are half naked in videos, 

can influence female students’ self-esteem and interfere with their academic 

achievement. Although female students might want to do well, they might develop 

insecurities and irrelevant worries that divert their attention from learning. Geneva Gay 

(2010) explains that accusations about a certain ethnic group or gender create a self-

threat which may affect students’ self-definition. Similar issues seemed to be reported 

by participants: 
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Erla: for instance, like feminism, there are many that seem …. they say that it is an 

ugly word and…… there are girls that say, I am not a feminist, but I want equality 

between genders, but if you ask are you feminist …... “no” …... you know, it has a 

certain stigma on it, it’s difficult to get. 

Erla explained that teachers should discuss gender equality in the classroom because it 

teaches students to accept each other equally as members of a democratic community. 

Both Erla and Felipa believed that it was important to expose students to videos showing 

distorted images of men and women to instigate discussions about negative and positive 

stereotypes of women and men in society.  They tried to act as facilitators of knowledge 

who value their students’ linguistic and personal development. They decided to expose 

their students to hip-hop, a style of music students enjoyed, triggering their intrinsic 

interest in what was being communicated to them through language. Ultimately, Ivonne 

and Erla employed the communicative language teaching approach to have students use 

language while discussing something that mattered to them. This occurred through 

group work, pair work, or writing assignments (Brown, 2007). 

Furthermore, Erla and Felipa believed that by acknowledging negative and positive 

gender stereotypes in the classroom, students would change their own view of gender 

and question how gender roles are imposed on them outside the classroom.  Felipa 

mentioned that it took some time for her students to understand the importance of 

gender equality, but with the passing of the years she saw changes in her students’ 

gender perceptions. 

Felipa said that: We have given this theme some time and the students’ views 

have changed. First, they looked at it as something negative.… “that is so 

boring being a feminist” but that has changed a little, I think that they are 

more like, “yes, yes it was a good speech by Emma, I think it was very good 

that she said that” and some boys go like “yes, I already subscribed for “He 

for she”, you know. I think that there is a different atmosphere within the 

teenagers when it comes to that, you know, I think that it is more positive 

now to be a feminist. 

It could be that the students’ shift of ideas was a result of having female teachers (a 

woman’s voice), or it could be that students were equally engaged in a process of self-

definition. Sonia Nieto (2010), Cummins 2000 and Hans (2014) suggested that when 

students themselves long for guided study and critical reflection, they engage in 

academic growth. They also engage in self-definition when they gain power to think 

through matters that touch their lives and connect them to real world contexts. 
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Consequently, students gain power to contest external definitions of who they are, and 

to deconstruct the social and political purposes of such external definitions. 

Race and marginalization 

Another recurring theme was race and marginalization. The participants used literature 

and films to expose students to different types or marginalization. One of the literary 

works explored by the participants was a book named “The Boy in The Striped Pajamas”. 

The book depicts the story of World War II through the eyes of a child. Ivonne, Joanne, 

and Sara described reading this book with their students to explore the atrocities that 

occurred against the Jews during the Holocaust. The book gave the participants, along 

with their students, several issues to explore. 

Ivonne: I usually let them work in groups and now we have a book “The Boy 

in the Striped Pajamas”, it’s a holocaust novel ……fascism and such, and then 

we talk a lot about justice, how people behave with others that are 

different…. we go through all the characters …. And let me see here…… in the 

end the author says, “this all happened a long time ago nothing like that 

would ever happen again”. This is in relation to the Nazis and such “not in this 

day and age, do you think that that is true? Why? Why not? Why do you think 

the author ended the book this way?” ...... here we make a start to the 

conversation about how this is naturally sarcastic, you know, because this is 

always happening. 

Ivonne explained that her students worked in groups to explore the characters of the 

book and participated in group discussions about the injustices that occurred during 

World War II. According to Gay (2010), stories are influential means for people to close 

the gap on issues that separate them (race, culture, gender, and social class). As stated 

before in this study, it seemed to be common for the participants to use a variety of 

stories, to help students penetrate the barriers of race, culture, gender, and social class, 

and create feelings of compassion. As such, the participants in this study used stories to 

educate students about themselves and others. These stories shaped human behavior, 

giving life to characters and opinions through words, pictures, and verbal rhythms, which 

cultivate new experiences and create possibilities of knowledge recollection (Gay, 2010). 

Geneva Gay (2010) argued that once teachers incorporate stories in their teaching 

practices, they make complicated realities more understandable. Although most 

participants mentioned incorporating books and stories to discuss race and 

marginalization, Peter gave the best description. Peter referred to exploring a book 

called “To Kill a Mockingbird”. The book depicts the story of a young girl growing up 
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during the Depression. Peter described reading this book with his students to explore 

the racism that occurred against black people during the Depression. The book gave the 

participant and his students several issues to explore. One of the issues Peter explored 

was a language register to show students how language is intertwined with culture and 

identity. 

Peter said that it was interesting to explore the story of Calpurnia: Calpurnia who 

works for Atticus who has two children, these children go through a culture shock 

when she takes them to a neighborhood where black people live, the church there 

was different and she spoke in a different way, different than to how she spoke 

when she was with them at home, she spoke black English……………….and it is 

interesting to analyze that in class with students. 

Peter used the book “To Kill a Mockingbird” to show students that it is possible to have 

a dialect and two types of registers. Dialect relates to the way people talk in a particular 

community, while the register is the way people modify their speech depending on the 

situation they are in. He pointed out that, since most of his students learned English 

through social media sources, he felt it was important to show them that it is possible to 

change register when working in academic contexts. According to Arnbjörnsdóttir 

(2007), it is the teacher’s duty to ensure that students develop academic competence, 

because while communicative competence seems to develop naturally, academic 

language proficiency needs to be taught. 

Additionally, Peter explained that he used the book “To Kill a Mockingbird” in class to 

explore negative stereotypes of black people. Namely the word “nigger” and its 

connotations. 

According to Peter: the book “mocking bird” it’s a bit sensitive, because the word 

“nigger” is used in the book, but obviously, students may not say it out loud, then 

they see the black people on “mocking bird” saying this is nigger talk, you know, 

it’s difficult to have students say that out loud. 

Although the term was used by black people in the book, Peter was conscious that the 

term “nigger” was disrespectful and banned his students from saying it out loud. Peter 

thought it was relevant to read the book with his students because it exposed them to 

racism and cruelty. This is something that probably most students are not familiar with, 

because despite being part of a diverse community, most people in Iceland live around 

people that look like themselves. They arrive to school knowing little about people who 

are different from them, yet their present and future academic and professional lives are 
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intertwined with unknown others (Gay, 2010). James Banks (2015) argues that 

citizenship education should help students obtain the values, skills, and knowledge 

required to create positive relationships with people from diverse cultural groups. 

Furthermore, Banks (2015) suggest that all students should dedicate themselves to 

making their community, and the world, a civilized and equitable place. 

However, for that to happen, students need to become conscious of situations of 

discrimination. They can do that by reading books and stories of humanity’s past 

mistakes and trying not to repeat them. For that to happen, students should be involved 

in critical literacy, learning more than just how to read and write. Critical literacy requires 

students to question what they read. It requires them to discuss, evaluate, and write 

about what they read (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007). Peter emphasized critical literacy in his 

classes and motivated students to question what they read.   

As Peter explains: in the book, it’s revealed that everyone in the black area is 

illiterate, because at those times you didn’t get the right to vote unless you knew 

how to read ……so probably it was intentional………then we started wondering 

when we were reading the book that nowhere in the book was mentioned a school 

for black people! They go to school, the white people from all levels, the kids from 

white trash and up, but there were no black people there, so there were no mixed 

schools, it was Alabama 1935 so…. there seemed to be no education for black 

people. I find that so weird. 

Both Peter and his students seemed to engage in collaborative inquiry surrounding the 

marginalization of back people. Jim Cummins (2000, p. 262) suggests that a social justice 

curriculum should strive to include the experiences of everyone, especially those who 

have been marginalized or excluded historically. A demanding multicultural classroom 

should engage all students in critical analysis of the roots of inequality in classroom 

materials, school structures, and the language society. As suggested by Wallerstein and 

Auerbach (2004), in critical education, students ought to realize that the link between 

knowledge and power is liberating. Students should feel free to explore stories of 

oppression and to tell their stories and know that their struggles matter in their process 

of liberation. Therefore, teachers should work to minimize the gap between education 

and everyday life and should organize a curriculum based on their local communities, 

cultures, and traditions.  

Even though not all the participants of this study organized a curriculum based on 

their students’ communities, they used social justice approaches such as critical 

pedagogy to establish student-teacher dialogues, consciousness, democratic student 
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and teacher relationships, and co-creation of knowledge through interactions that 

focused on social problems and discussed them in relation to students’ experiences. 

In conclusion, the participants of this study were dedicated in discussing world 

problems and social justice in their classrooms. The participants talked about racism, 

gender, immigration, and prejudice, and it seemed that in some cases negative 

stereotypes can be reversed if students are ready to grow academically. Notably, some 

participants motivated students to integrate social justice actions in their personal lives. 

For example, Felipa encouraged her students to take civic action against gender 

stereotypes and encouraged them to join a gender equality movement (He for She). 

Lastly, all participants mentioned that they tried to create an inclusive environment 

in their classroom: an environment where all students were inspired to collaborate in 

classroom discussions and participate in group- or pair-work activities. The teachers 

themselves were involved in collaborative discussions/dialogues with their students. 

They described using a mix of teacher-centered and student-centered approaches to 

support all their students’ academic proficiency (despite race, color, social class, gender, 

or ethnicity), a critical literacy development. 

4.4 Challenges of Teaching English in a Multicultural Classroom 

This theme is linked to the results of the previous theme, because despite making efforts 

to support all their students (irrespective of race, color, social class, gender or, ethnicity), 

the participants did not always succeed. Some participants (Joanne, Peter, Penelope, 

Kristin) mentioned that to meet the needs of immigrant students, they needed to 

recognize their occasional reluctance to seek help. 

Kristin gave a good example of how this happened in her classroom: yes, 

we see it, especially with students who are asylum seekers, we have some 

here learning…...and …...and …... maybe, I haven’t taught many of them, but 

I taught some of them and I see………… they are very polite, they ask little, and 

can become a bit lost.… when I already got all the other students, got to calm 

them down and all that, then I go to see and talk to the student [foreign 

student] and they seem like they don’t want to bother me, they say “no, it is 

ok, it’s ok”. Then, later I see they didn’t completely understand the material. 
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Joanne explained that because students don’t want to retake their 

integration courses, they fail in regular classes: Well, the school has two 

classes for students who have difficulties learning. One for Icelandic and one 

for English. But, it’s just three months of a semester and the students, I guess 

don’t want to be retaking it, they pass and then when they come to regular 

classes it becomes difficult for them to keep up because there is a lot of 

reading books, like I said they are not at the level they are supposed to be like 

the students that are in the secondary school in Iceland. For the students in 

Iceland, English is like a second language almost and some foreign students 

are not really up to that level, so they are not going to succeed. 

Geneva Gay (2010) argues that unless teachers know what is interfering with students’ 

achievement, they cannot intervene properly. Effective teaching and learning of 

immigrant students requires teachers to familiarize themselves with reasons why some 

of these students do not perform well. Elizabeth Coelho (2013) and Gay (2010) explain 

that some immigrant families are often caught in a social cultural paradox. Some 

immigrant families travel to a new country to escape persecution and search for a better 

life, having suffered deep emotional trauma. They lose their support network and the 

proximity they have with their family. 

Therefore, some immigrant students, when they arrive in the classroom, might be 

dealing with an array of difficulties that teachers know little about. After arriving in a new 

country, some immigrant families might have trouble finding a residence, which might 

interfere with educational continuity. According to Coelho (2013), immigrant students 

have to adjust to a new culture, a new language, a new school system, and a new style 

of living. These changes can cause, feelings of vulnerability, insecurity, stress, loneliness, 

anxiety and isolation. All these issues can have a negative influence on immigrant 

students’ school achievement.   

Social justice-oriented teaching in an English as a foreign classroom is possible; 

however, one factor working angst teachers is the lack of multicultural training.  

According to Gay (2010), many immigrant students’ intellectual abilities are left 

untapped, because teachers have little knowledge of culturally responsive teaching. 

Teachers’ lack of training in culturally responsive teaching approaches helps to 

“perpetuate dominant cultural beliefs and values and perceptions” (Tran, 2015, p. 247), 

creating the impression that immigrant students are not as intelligent as their 

counterparts.  Paulo Freire (1998) argued that educators who deal with at risk 

populations show intent towards ending minorities’ oppression, but lack action. Lassen 

et al. (2007) argue that teachers’ low expectations of immigrant students is one of the 
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reasons that immigrant students do not become academically successful.   Geneva Gay 

(2010) suggests that teachers who really care for immigrant students hold them in high 

esteem, honor their humanity, expect high performances, and use teaching strategies to 

fulfill their expectations of them. 

To exemplify the power of caring, Geneva Gay (2010) gives an example of a teacher 

named Vida Hall, who worked in an urban high school with African American students. 

She was described as a “warm demander” by her students. She was also known as a 

person who accepted no disrespect from her students. Vida insisted that all the students 

in her class performed to their best abilities and told them constantly that they could 

perform better than they imagined. The words “I cannot do it” were considered taboo in 

her classes. She would always reply with firm insistences “of course you can”, 

supplemented with a supporting comment asking, “what can I do to help”. She was ready 

to aggressively pursue all her students and ensure their academic success. When they 

achieved their well-deserved success, she applauded them while motivating them to go 

even higher. After succeeding in their studies, the students knew that she had 

contributed to their success, and that she deserved to be honored as she honored them. 

They worked hard to fulfill her expectations of them. Thus, when teachers care and show 

they care, students feel worthy and will try and rise to the occasion of being honored, by 

producing high-level performances in social, academic, moral, and cultural situations 

(Gay, 2010). 

Unfortunately, that is not the case in Iceland in this study. Although all participants 

expressed that they wanted all students to receive academic support, they explained 

that most schools had made budget cuts which affected students directly. Erla 

mentioned that educational cuts and educational reforms, such as the shortening of the 

upper-secondary school program to three years, only made things worse for students. 

Erla: [we] have the slow learners, that group has been reduced because of the new 

curriculum, now the upper-secondary school study is three years, now we have two 

slow courses in at least two years as a foundation and……yes there are smaller 

groups or something like that …...that is all almost finished. 

It is part of a teacher’s job to want all students to succeed. However as explained by Erla, 

in the form by which the current educational system is set up, it is very difficult to support 

all students’ academic achievement. Educational institutions themselves place barriers 

between the students who have learning difficulties and the ones who do not. This was 

done when the three-year upper-secondary school program was established. According 
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to the participants’ students who can accomplish upper-secondary school in three years 

are the students who have a strong academic background.  

Passing a three-year upper-secondary course without failing is something that only 

some students can do. Unfortunately, this three-year program gives the idea that the 

Icelandic educational system is not just, because it is based on the assumption that 

intelligence is distinctive of specific groups and not of all students despite race, identity, 

or status (Nieto, 2010). This creates an educational divide between the privileged and 

the under-privileged students and feeds into the idea that race and social status are 

relevant factors in students’ low academic achievement (Gay, 2012).  

Although it is part of a teacher’s job to want all students to succeed they do not 

always have the means to make this happen. Paulo Freire (1998, p. 12), described 

teachers as individuals who are themselves victims of oppression. Teachers are 

dependent on the social norms; underpaid, overworked, and poorly educated. For 

instance, in this study, most teachers confessed that despite having immigrant students 

in their classroom, they did not have any multicultural or cultural sensitivity training 

during their teacher training at the university. At times, they work on their own time to 

find ideas on how it is best to meet the needs of these students. Therefore, part of 

Freire’s (1998) idea is that teachers also deserve to be defended. Teachers need to 

defend their own dignity and engage in a struggle that involves their right to academic 

freedom and autonomy to influence the curriculum taught in schools. The result of this 

academic freedom and autonomy will be harmony between theory and practice. 

Teachers cannot be effective educators if they remain in a school system that steals their 

voice and robs them of academic growth. They must fight for their right to academic 

freedom. Only then can they effectively reject oppression and develop methods of 

teaching that support immigrant students and follow teaching practices that lead to 

academic equity (Freire, 1998). 

4.5 Diverse Teachers for Diverse Learners 

Another way to support teachers who are dealing with the challenges of teaching English 

to a multilingual and multicultural group of students would be to hire diverse teachers. 

These teachers should have a multilingual and multicultural background and be 

interested in working with students who are linguistically and culturally diverse.  Another 

theme emerging from the participants’ narratives was the need for different teachers 

with different linguistic and cultural backgrounds. As a group of students becomes more 

diverse, English language teachers in Iceland should seek different ways to meet the 

needs of these students. Peter suggested that one way to secure immigrant students’ 
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academic equity would be to engage them in mother tongue classes as part of their 

school curriculum. 

 Peter: It would be nice if we had Chinese teaching here, because we have 

many Chinese students and students from Vietnam, they could use these 

languages. 

According to participants, some immigrant students are at risk of failing because they 

tend to have few people, if any, in their lives who can help them with their homework. 

At times, these students have family members who don’t speak either Icelandic or 

English, and cannot help students with their homework or school assignments. These 

students would benefit from exposure to teachers that share the same language as they 

do. 

Peter further explained that because he did not have any multicultural training, 

maybe it would be a smart idea to have a Chinese teacher teaching English to the Chinese 

students. Peter and other participants had referred to their Chinese-speaking students 

as hard working, but unfortunately, they did not do as well as other students because 

they had to translate every single word into their language. This amounted to a lot of 

work, and at times was not enough to get them good grades. 

Peter: I am not really sure, during multicultural training in my studies at the 

university we really did not learn about teaching English to people that don’t 

even know Icelandic, you know. […] Chinese struggle most, I don’t know if it 

would be better to have a Chinese teacher teaching them English, could very 

well be better. I know that people from Asia or China take a bit longer to learn 

English, and it’s a bit sad because they put in a lot of effort, and don’t do so 

well. 

Although most participants received training in foreign language teaching and learning, 

few teachers received training in culturally responsive teaching. Often these teachers 

found themselves dealing with students who spoke an array of languages and had limited 

knowledge of English and Icelandic. The students’ limited knowledge of other languages, 

besides their own, made teaching and learning challenging. 

A student’s first language exerts a strong influence on their acquisition of a foreign 

language, while also posing great challenges to teachers. According to Brown (2017), the 

native language system in the students’ brain will both facilitate and interfere with the 

production and comprehension of a new language. In this case, detection and 

comprehension of the native language interference is required in order to give 
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appropriate feedback.  For instance, errors coming from first language interference may 

be overcome by explaining to learners the cause of their language error. However, for 

teachers to help students overcome the native language errors or interferences, they 

must have some knowledge of the students’ native language. 

Penelope: Penelope: They don’t make the same kind of mistakes and because 

I don’t know their mother tongue I don’t know why they are making mistakes. 

I sometimes think that they are translating from their own language, because 

the sentence structure would be different and because I don’t know their 

native tongue, I can’t easily help them correct it. I just have to say this is the 

way it is in English. 

Unfortunately, as indicated in Penelope’s quotation, teachers who participated in this 

study only spoke English or Icelandic, except for one teacher that spoke English, 

Icelandic, and French. Hiring teachers that speak all foreign languages is not a feasible 

objective, but diversifying the teaching work-force would boost immigrant students’ self-

confidence. It would motivate them to succeed and reduce their feeling of belonging to 

a minority group in school (Gay, 2010). 

Paulo Freire (1998) discussed the issue of power asymmetry and what should be 

contrasted with practice and theory. In his opinion, at-risk educators do not always 

understand the colonial legacy that informs the relationship between oppressive 

conditions of the at-risk reality. The educators who desire to empower at-risk students 

attack oppression at its very source, at times leaving minority students uncomfortable. 

For instance, when a Nigerian student heard her white teacher talk about oppressing 

conditions in class, she told her teacher: “I am tired of the oppressor always reminding 

the oppressed of their condition (Freire, 1998 p. 3)”. The issue here would not be to have 

the current teacher quit her job, but to find ways to create real empowerment; for 

instance, inviting a co-worker who has experienced oppression (discrimination, 

marginalization) to give a speech.   

Ivonne mentioned having a coworker who was an English language teacher from 

Poland (who spoke English, Polish, and Icelandic). According to Ivonne, having a Polish 

person working at her school was considered an asset to the school, because teachers 

who share the same background as their students could help students gain a sense of 

cultural pride. 

Ivonne:  now we have, for example, a teacher that is Polish in the English 

department. I think that it is wonderful. Next week she will …... we have a 
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theme day and she will be with a Polish course here, that is naturally a lot of 

fun …... and I think that in the future it’s going to be very good, because there 

are always some Polish kids coming to school …... that they have also a 

support, because it’s very sad to say, but there are ……. there seems to be a 

bit of prejudice towards the Polish people. Not students, but Polish people, 

because there is a stigma going on …… its always the idea that the Polish who 

are here are dirty workers that, you know, don’t learn Icelandic …. this is 

obviously terrible … so I think having a Polish teacher here is an extremely 

good support for the Polish students […] like she said, she is often talking to a 

few students and they are shy when it comes to speaking Polish, they are …... 

maybe hiding their backgrounds, because they are so scared that there will 

be prejudice towards them that is terrible. 

Ivonne’s comments suggest that a diversification in teacher candidates in the teacher 

program at the University of Iceland would benefit English language teaching practices. 

These findings are consistent with the suggestions of Gay (2010), Lassen et al. (2007), 

and, Ragnarsdóttir (2015), who justify the need for schools to have teachers to provide 

students from immigrant backgrounds with role models. These scholars expressed that 

there is a need for a diverse racial and ethnic teacher force in schools because it gives 

students from minority groups success stories to identify with and emulate (Gay, 2010, 

p. 241). Lassen et al. (2007) argue that the inclusion of teachers from different cultural 

backgrounds could be beneficial to immigrant students’ academic achievement for 

various reasons. 

The first reason is that diverse teachers can bring new and different approaches to 

teaching diverse students Lassen et al. (2007). Geneva Gay (2010) discussed the 

effectiveness of African American teachers and suggested that teachers who were 

associated with the African American community improved their students’ intellectual 

and academic achievements.  They taught African American students the values, 

knowledge, and skills necessary to participate in mainstream society, as well as their own 

cultural community. Most of these teachers have themselves gone through the process 

of having to adapt to two distinct cultures and can provide students with the necessary 

support they need to become well integrated. 

The second reason is that teachers from diverse linguistic or cultural backgrounds 

might understand the challenges students go through when learning a foreign language. 

As Penelope mentioned in her interview, teachers who speak the same language as their 

students can predict language errors and support language development. Also, a study 
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conducted by Ragnarsdóttir and Schmidt (2014) indicated that teachers who speak 

multiple languages facilitated communication between the school and immigrant 

students and their families.  In so doing, this established a relationship rooted in mutual 

collaboration between the school and their immigrant students’ family.  

Although there is a compelling argument for having diverse teachers for diverse 

learners, this does not mean that diverse teachers should only teach diverse learners 

(Gay, 2010). The Icelandic student community, in general, could also benefit from having 

teachers that are from different cultural backgrounds. Also, the idea of immigrant 

students being taught only by teachers from diverse cultural backgrounds is attainable. 

According to Lassen et al. (2007, p. 179), there are not enough qualified multicultural 

teachers in relation to the number of immigrant students in Iceland. Therefore, the 

responsibility of performing culturally responsive pedagogy that will improve every 

student’s achievement is down to every teacher, irrespective of race, sex, ethnicity, or 

color. By the same token, students from every race, sex, ethnicity, or color must be held 

accountable for their own achievements and provided with equitable means to do so 

(Gay, 2010).   

Chapter conclusion 

 In conclusion, the findings presented in the text above respond to the following research 

question: What is the experience of upper-secondary English language teachers in using 

teaching practices that meet the needs of students with different cultural backgrounds? 

Accordingly, the key findings indicate that for all students from multicultural, 

multilingual backgrounds to succeed in learning English as a foreign language, teachers 

need to receive appropriate training regarding multicultural education and the 

integration of new students in the Icelandic school system. Although teachers are 

required to practice inclusive teaching practices, they are given limited information and 

training regarding how best to work with a diverse group of students. Additionally, the 

findings also indicate that the current school system would benefit from hiring teachers 

who come from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. These teachers can bring 

valuable cultural knowledge and language learning and teaching experiences that could 

enrich the current multicultural educational environment (Lassen et al., 2007). 

The findings resonated with the some of the literature review of this study and 

revealed that teachers used language teaching approaches under a social-justice 

oriented framework to create opportunities for students of different backgrounds to 

meet in similar but not equal terms (Guðsteinsdóttir 2007). The participants followed a 
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school curriculum that required them to discuss and understand multicultural issues. 

Therefore, they studied works of literature and other texts, along with videos and films, 

to explore different cultural characteristics that exist around the world (Guðmundsdóttir, 

2015; Ministry of Education, 2012). Although the main objective was to explore English 

speaking countries, the main theme of their instruction was humanity and human 

behavior exploring the patterns of oppression, prejudice and inequity through human 

history (Bhatti, 2012). These practices focused on students learning moral and civic 

values which they can apply to their lives as active participants of a democratic society.  

Through exploring governmental and social inequities, the participants tried to create a 

sense of community in their classroom, which went beyond culture, ethnic, religious, 

gender, and social class borders (Freire, 1998).  

Furthermore, the participants used social justice-oriented practices to deepen 

students’ ability to think critically and develop critical literacies (Arnbjörnsdóttir, 2007; 

Wallerstein & Auerbach, 2004). Students watched films and read literary works which 

required them to ask and answer questions, and evaluate different moral aspects of 

society. For instance, when students finished reading the book “The boy in the Striped 

Pajamas”, they were asked if the atrocities that happened in the Holocaust would 

happen again. The students had to answer the question by justifying their answers either 

through class discussions or essay writing. These type of classroom activities require 

students to use rhetoric conventions of writing. This supports Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007) 

views, when she suggests that critical literacy skills are best developed through 

discussion, debate evaluation and writing about topics of interest. Also, these findings 

support Lefever (2009), who contended that students learn better through interacting 

with each other in communicative activities. Lastly, it also supports Hans (2014) 

observation that students learn best in a cooperative classroom environment, an 

environment that is oriented towards shared communication and group work. 

Cooperative teaching classes consist of situations that can help foreign language 

students from different cultural backgrounds to interact with each other and their 

teachers, without being preoccupied about their language skills (Hans, 2014). However, 

for that to happen, teachers need to ensure the learning and participation of all students 

by providing them with linguistic support. Unfortunately, that was not always possible. 

An unexpected finding in this study was the discrepancy in English language ability 

among students, especially between Icelanders and newly arrived immigrants. The 

participants acknowledged that students originating from regions and countries such as 

Asia, Spain, Lithuania, and Poland (and others), had lower English skills when compared 
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to Icelandic students. This finding is in line with Meltiz’s (2015) study concerning the use 

of English as a global language. As it turns out in his study, there are countries in which 

the exposure to English is limited. This finding is also in line with Crystal (2003) and 

Arnbjörnsdóttir (2007, 2011), who have advised that the term English as a foreign 

language should be used with caution, because speaking fluent English is not the same 

as having equivalent reading and writing skills in English.  

The lack of English proficiency found in some students required teachers to develop 

teaching practices which were inclusive of every student. The participants engaged in 

reflexive practices that they learned in language teacher training. This meant adapting a 

student-centered practice which served the needs of individual students rather than the 

whole class (Brown, 2007). Through the use of these practices, the participants managed 

to create a connection with some students and adopt a culturally responsive stance. 

However, this was a very challenging task, because most participants did not receive 

multicultural training. In the absence of effective teaching practices and support to deal 

with the difficulties of teaching English to students who did not know Icelandic, the data 

suggests that there is a need for teachers who are linguistically and culturally diverse. 

The narratives of the participants indicate that, even though they wanted to build an 

inclusive learning environment, they faced many challenges. Students in their classroom 

spoke an array of languages and some had limited or no knowledge of English. Some 

students had no academic background (discontinued school experience due to moving a 

lot or coming from a country that was going through civil turmoil). Finally, some students 

suffered from emotional and physical problems which impacted upon their learning 

process. The participants’ knowledge of different language teaching approaches helped 

them assist some immigrant students’ language learning process, but not all of them.  

Consequently, some participants suggested that there is a need for mother tongue 

knowledge and a need for teachers with diverse cultural backgrounds. This finding is 

supported by the literature (Gay, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir, 2015), which suggest that there is 

a need for a culturally diverse teacher work force. This finding does not suggest that only 

teachers with diverse backgrounds should teach immigrant students, but rather that by 

working together teachers could create new approaches to help immigrant students 

succeed in school (Gay, 2010; Ragnarsdóttir, 2015). Additionally, this finding suggests 

that culturally diverse teachers tend to understand better the difficulties students have 

integrating into a new cultural environment and the process of learning new languages 

(Icelandic and English). Therefore, besides helping students academically, diverse 

teachers are role models for minority students. Seeing teachers that belong to a minority 
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group in school will help boost immigrant students’ self-confidence and cultural pride 

(Gay, 2010).  



 

77 

5 Conclusion 

The overall purpose of this phenomenological study was twofold: to investigate how 

English language teachers address the challenges emerging from the increasing numbers 

of culturally diverse students, and to discuss them with respect to social justice-oriented 

learning and teaching practices. Drawing on the narratives of ten English as a foreign 

language teachers, this thesis establishes that social justice-oriented practices can be 

used to prepare students for future professional and academic settings. The teaching 

approaches used by the participants provided an education which aimed to expand their 

students’ knowledge of the world. They built a platform where students from various 

cultures could meet on common ground, and prepared students to become active 

participants in a multicultural and multilingual society. Nevertheless, the participants 

also claimed that, even though there are success stories of multicultural students who 

succeed in their academic studies, there are also stories of at-risk students who have 

failed to graduate due to a lack of academic support. 

According to the participants many students currently attending English language 

classes have a native language other than Icelandic, and when they come to the 

classroom they lack both Icelandic and English comprehension skills. Evidence in this 

study suggests that the integration courses these students are exposed to are not 

extensive enough to prepare students for regular English language classes. 

Consequently, immigrant students and students with learning difficulties are regarded 

as the at-risk group for underachievement, because they come to class with poor English 

speaking, writing and reading abilities. According to the participants, only students who 

have a strong academic background manage to graduate after three years of upper-

secondary school study. The rest are at-risk students who are at risk of failing, because 

they cannot keep up with their counterparts. They are stuck in an educational system 

which under evaluates their learning needs and helps perpetuate the idea that minority 

students are less academically capable. 

Consequently, this means that to ensure that all students have the same 

opportunities to become successful learners, teachers need to have enough training on 

how to meet the needs of multicultural students and they also need to receive adequate 

support from the educational institutions they work for to meet these students’ needs. 

According to the participants, the support they needed could come from an increase in 

language support for students who have poor language skills. As explained by some 

participants, current classrooms in Iceland are composed of students who suffer from all 
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sorts of mental needs and learning difficulties. Having access to multicultural education 

programs or support from someone who has a culturally and linguistically diverse 

background could help teachers organize their classes and allow them to engage in 

cooperative teaching instead of individualized teaching approaches.  

Overall, the results show that the participants wanted to build a social justice-

oriented environment for all students, however they faced some challenges. Although 

most participants received training in foreign/second language teaching and learning, 

few teachers received training in culturally responsive teaching. Often these teachers 

found themselves dealing with problems they knew little about, such as their immigrant 

students unique social, emotional and economic needs, their learning styles, and their 

cultural identity. Therefore, there is a need for an educational reform that focuses on: 

• Teachers who share a common cultural and linguistic background with students 

from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

• Teachers who have experience in foreign language teaching and multicultural 

teaching approaches.  

• Teacher education that considers social justice-oriented teaching and socially 

just learning spaces. 

In conclusion, multicultural education should not be a matter of individual preference, 

but rather part of every teacher training. Teachers who do not receive multicultural or 

social justice-oriented training are not realistically prepared to meet the needs of the 

current group of students found in Icelandic schools. English language teacher programs 

should re-evaluate the current pluralistic classroom reality and provide teachers with the 

tools necessary to properly educate this nation’s future workforce. 
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Appendices  
5.1 Appendix. A - Question List in Icelandic  

1. Hvaða þjálfun hefur þú í fjölmenningar kennslu? (not sure of what is the 

Icelandic word for ‘cultural responsive’) 

2. Hvernig er menningarbakgrunnur nemenda þinna? 

3. Hvar færð þú upplýsingar um menningarbakgrunn þeirra. Segja nemendur þínir 

þér það sjálfir, eða er eitthvað sérstakt sem gefur það til kynna? 

4. Finnur þú fyrir ósamræmi í lærdómsgetu milli erlendra nemenda og íslenskra 

nemenda í enskukennslu? 

5. Hvernig aðstoðar þú nemendur þína við að sigrast á erfiðleikum sínum í námi? 

…….... Notar þú einhverjar sérstakar námsaðferðir? 

…... Getur skólinn gert eitthvað til að aðstoða erlendu nemendurna? 

6.  Hvað gerir þú til að auka skilning nemenda á menningu og samfélagi í ensku 

kennslustofunni?  

7. Hvaða erfiðleikar hafa komið upp á yfirborðið þegar þú ræðir 

fjölmenningartengd mál í þinni kennslustofu? 

……. Finnst þér slík umræða hjálpa nemendum að tengjast hvorum 

öðrum eða afmarka þeir sig af menningu sinni? 

8.  Á hvaða hátt notar þú gagnrýna kennslufræði/samtal um samfélag og 

menningu til að stuðla að akademísku læsi nemenda þinna? (Með akademísku 

læsi er átt við þjálfun í gagnrýnni hugsun, skrift, tali og hlustun innan þeirra 

marka sem nægir fyrir ástundun frekara náms.) 

9. Hvaða aðferðir í kennslu notar þú til að ræða réttlæti og sanngirni/lýðræði í 

þinni kennslustofu? 
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5.2 Appendix. B - Permission Letter 

Kynninga og Upplýst Samþykki 

Þér er boðið að taka þátt í meistaranámarannsókn um enskukennslu. Um er að ræða 

rannsókn þar sem tekin verða um tíu viðtöl við starfandi enskukennara á 

höfuðborgarsvæðinu. Hvert viðtal tekur ca.30-40 mínútur sem tekið verður upp og 

afritað. Rannsóknin verður nafnlaust og heiti ég fullum trúnaði. 

Markmið rannsóknarverkefnisins: Að athuga reynsla kennara af fjölmenningu og 

enskukennslu.  Hvað er það sem hefur gagnast vel og hvers vegna? 

Rannsakandi: Zulaia Johnston Da Cruz 

Tímabil Rannsóknar: Vör 2017 

Gagnasöfnum: Viðtöl við enskukennara. 

Upplýst samþykki: Ef þú ert tilbúin/n  til að taka þátt í rannsókninni, vinsamlegast 

skrifaðu undir her fyrir neðan. Þó þú samþykkir að takka þátt er þér heimilt að hætta 

þátttöku hvenær sem þér hentar. Þér er eining heimilt að sleppa því að svara tilteknum 

spurningum í rannsókninni. Þetta hefur ekki áhrif á samband þitt við rannsakandann. 

Persónarvernd: Aflað verður upplýst skrifilegs samþykkis frá öllum þátttakendum og 

tilkynning um rannsóknina send til Persónarverndar. Gögnin verða dulkóðuð þannig að 

ekki verður hætt að rekka upplýsingar til einstaka þátttakenda og fylgt verður þeim 

reglur sem lög um Personarvernd kveða um (sbr. Lög um Personarvernd og meðferð 

personaupplýsinga nr. 77/2009 greinar 31 og 32). Öllum gögnum, sem verður 

vandalega, verður eytt að rannsókn lokinni. Þátttakendur geta hætt þátttöku í rannsókn 

án útskýringa hvenær sem er á rannsóknartímabili.   
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