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ABSTRACT

Discourses on diversity in education have great importance for socially just educational practices. This article examines Norwegian teachers’ reflections and language use on diversity, applying Critical Discourse Analysis [CDA]. The analysis indicates that some aspects of diversity are emitted while others are omitted, through two discourses. In the Adapted Education Discourse, diversity is connected to an individual level and aspects directly connected to learning. On the other hand, the Majority–Minority discourse is largely omitted from the material. Teachers seem to avoid and omit diversity categories connected to ethnicity and race. The discussion points to the possibilities of a socially just education system by dismantling privilege, race, and power.
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Introduction

Measures to improve, change and reform the educational system to include and accommodate an increasingly diverse student population have been an ongoing process for over half a century (Hauge, 2014), through egalitarian, democratic, and social justice values like equity of opportunity, gender equality and inclusive education (e.g. Blossing et al., 2014). However, the latest teacher education reform is the first to set linguistic and cultural complexities at the core of all teaching (Skrefsrud & Østberg, 2015). Increased emphasis on the interdisciplinarity of multicultural issues1 (NOU 2015: 8) is also found in compulsory education. This shift across educational levels can point to a broader understanding of both research and theoretical perspectives, including gender, sexuality, functional abilities, class, and social factors, to more traditional multicultural categories like culture and language (Røthing & Bjørnestad, 2015). The concept of diversity2 has the last decade, been used increasingly to encompass all these factors in education.

Discourses of diversity have gained a strong foothold in Western educational policy and research. Although seemingly neutral and inclusive, the concept of diversity has been criticised for; its vagueness (Lund, 2018; Morken, 2009; Nyléhn & Biseth, 2015), lack of conceptual clarity (Fylkesnes, 2018), and how it can mask differences and structural inequalities (Westrheim & Hagatun, 2015). Borchgrevink and Brochman (2008) argue that diversity is used as a buzzword in education, with a concealing effect. This ambivalence is reinforced in empirical studies as well. Burner and Biseth (2016) found discrepancies between teachers and educational authorities’ understandings of diversity. In addition, teacher educators and schoolteachers have different perceptions of diversity at the operational level (Burner et al., 2018). Blackmore (2006) suggests that diversity discourse(s) have replaced broader debates of equal opportunities and social justice, a shift Ahmed (2007) calls a strategical solution to an ‘equity fatigue’.

This article aims to contribute insights into how teachers construct meaning of diversity by analysing teacher’s language use through the following research question: Which discursive patterns emerge in teacher’s reflections on diversity?

According to Biesta (2005), it is essential to critically examine the language used to constitute and construct meaning in education. How teachers construct meaning of diversity is crucial because it influences their work daily, and their conceptions shape both curricula and institutional practices (e.g. Eberly et al., 2007; Milner, 2010; Robinson & Clardy, 2011). Simultaneously, teachers themselves are socialised into certain discursive practices through educational policy, practice, and experience, as well as societal and ideological currents (e.g. Gorski, 2011). This research aims not to criticise or assess teachers but to shed light on the language used when reflecting on diversity. In this article, diversity will be treated as a linguistic representation of a phenomenon and not as a word. In this sense, I can get insight into teachers’ ideas, values and conceptions, or interpretative frames3 (Gullestad, 2002a).

Teachers’ language use is analysed through Critical Discourse Analysis [CDA]. The analysis shows that some discourses are emitted while others are omitted. In this article, two discourses are displayed and discussed: The Adapted Education Discourse and the Majority-Minority Discourse. The analysis indicates that teachers mainly connect diversity to the individual level and aspects directly connected to learning. On the other hand, they seem to omit diversity categories connected to ethnicity and race.



Discourse and critical perspectives on diversity

Discourse is “a social practice that systematically forms the object of which it speaks” (Pihl, 2015, p. 47), and discourse-analytical approaches are preoccupied with language and its role in the construction of social reality (Willig, 2008). Theories affiliated with discourse are based on structural and post-structural philosophy of language, stating that language does not just mirror reality; linguistic representations create it (Jørgensen & Phillips, 1999). Goldberg (1993a, p. 204) comments, “it is not just that the limits of our language limit our thoughts; the world we find ourselves in is one that we have helped to create, and this places constraints upon how we think the world anew”. The dominant perspectives on education have discursive power because they set the educational agenda and draw up boundaries for what is possible to say and what is not (Møller, 2007).

Performing discourse analysis means inspecting established representations and the execution of power these representations justify (Gullestad, 2002a). In this way, CDA arguably have emancipatory objects. By showing that reality is not finitely given but a constant process of construction, reconstruction, and deconstruction, it offers possibilities of perspective expansions to change the established through “critical questioning of social life in moral and political terms, e.g., in terms of social justice and power” (Fairclough, 2003, p. 15). In other words, CDA can supply spaces, through evaluation and critique of social wrongs, in order to overcome them (Fairclough, 2013).


Diversity and educational policy

Like many other European countries, the minority population in Norway has increased in the latest decades, from 4% in 1991 (Garthus-Niegel et al., 2015) to 14,7% (Statistics Norway, 2020).4 Educational policy and curriculum incentives have tried to reflect this demographical change, to create an education system that can respond appropriately to the varieties of needs in a diverse group of learners. Egalitarian, democratic, and social justice values like equity of opportunity, gender equality and inclusion, have a long tradition in the Norwegian educational system (Blossing et al., 2014; Sejersted, 2005). In this tradition, adapted education is seen as a cornerstone (Lillejord, 2003) to assure quality (Haug & Bachmann, 2007).

Neo-liberalism and instrumentalist currents have also affected the last decades’ educational policy (i. e. Hovdenak & Stray, 2015; Telhaug et al., 2006), with expanding emphasis on students results and achievement levels (Skedsmo & Mausethagen, 2017). The implementation of the Knowledge Promotion Reform, and especially White Paper Nr. 30. Culture for learning (Norwegian Ministry of Education and Research, 2004), marked a shift towards an individual perspective on students’ prerequisites for learning. Haug and Bachman (2007) have argued that the quality aim of adapted education has led to increased attention to; processes and results at the cost of framework and structure, and the individual student and adapted education, to the expense of initiatives directed to the entire student mass.

Research has questioned the education system’s ability to create equal opportunities (e.g., Chinga-Ramirez, 2017; Haugen, 2012; Hilt, 2015; Westrheim, 2004). Analysing the process from curriculum policy draft to the final version of the teacher education reform (2003), Skrefsrud (2014) found implications of a hidden assimilative pedagogy where the majority culture context is taken for granted as a natural frame of reference. Educational policy documents connected to the recent reforms in compulsory education and teacher education have both been critiqued for othering (Fylkesnes, 2019; Åberg, 2020).




Method

Thirteen semi-structured interviews (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) with primary and lower secondary education teachers constitute the article’s data. Principles of purposeful selection and snowball sampling were used for recruitment (Patton, 2002). Nine female and four male teachers with different subject background and work experience, working at twelve schools, were interviewed during the autumn of 2019. The schools differ in size, location, organisational structure, as well as minority population. The Norwegian Centre for Research Data (NSD) preapproved the study before the interviews, which lasted between 50 to 90 minutes. The teachers are (mainly) part of the majority population, making this research one of majority voices (Gullestad, 2002a). However, they were not asked to identify themselves in terms of race and ethnicity. Following is a description of the analytical process and methodological critique.


Analytical steps

Analytical steps were initiated with the interview guide’s questions, which were constructed to invite reflections (Thagaard, 2003) concerning diversity. Three themes guided the conversation. Part one dealt with diversity, asking the teachers to describe their forms, what they understood by diversity in connection to education in general and their practice specifically. Diversity was intentionally left undefined as the term is often used in policy documents and educational settings without well-defined content. In discourse terms, diversity can be seen as a floating signifier (Laclau, 2005), or signs different discourses compete to fill with meaning and content (Jørgensen & Phillips, 1999). Part two centred around reflections on teachers’ educational intentions concerning diversity and dilemmas faced in their practices. Teachers were encouraged to describe specific instances, and how they were handled and reflected on at the time and in retrospect. Lastly addressed were the teachers’ pedagogical competencies and life experiences. They were invited to reflect on how both affect their work and understanding of diversity.

This article’s analytical steps do not set out to explore the whole of Fairclough’s (2003) framework for CDA. Through an eclectic approach to CDA informed by Fairclough, a three-step analysis was conducted. Firstly, diversity was traced at the lexical level. What vocabulary was used, and what was the surrounding semantic chains of this vocabulary? This analytical step resulted in identifying ten typologies. Through this part of the analysis, various usage of the categories between the different teachers emerged. The first step indicated that some representations of diversity were explicit while others were implicit and/or less used by the teachers. The ten typologies are called diversity categories and marked in italics throughout the findings chapter. The findings are visualised as a continuum based on the forms of diversity teachers were most and least preoccupied with, from left to right in Model 1.

The second step was inspired by Fairclough’s premise that “what is ‘said’ in a text always rests upon ‘unsaid’ assumptions” (2003, p. 11). This led to further investigation into the situated use (Wetherell et al., 2001) of the categories. Based on the continuum of categories, two discourse representations (Neumann, 2001) were identified. The emitted and omitted discourses dichotomies representing different discourse positions (Wodak & Meyer, 2002).

Thirdly, the explanations in the discussion are connected to the macro-level, displaying some aspects of socio-historic conditions that govern the possibilities of what teachers can and cannot say about diversity (Fairclough, 1989, 1995, in Janks, 1997).



Critique and ethical considerations

Some methodological and ethical issues need addressing. Firstly, the validity of the study. Considering the post-structural premise of no one truth or reality in discourse analytical approaches (Hatch, 2002), validity will be understood as trustworthiness. The results should be found reasonable and possible to trace by other researchers based on transparency through the research process. Teachers were given information about the project and the analytical framework before the interviews were initiated and information that they could withdraw from the project at any time. Invitations to elaborate or delete parts of the transcribed interviews were sent via e-mail after the interviews. The analysis and findings were discussed with peers throughout the process.

Questions were constructed to provide the teachers space to elaborate and reflect through open-ended questions with follow-up questions. Their focus and understanding can be, as Lund (2018) found, due to the connection between teachers understanding and reflections and the schools’ profiles. This may have affected the findings, as they were not asked to elaborate on issues, they did not themselves raise, or the schools’ respective profiles.




Findings

In this section, the result of the analysis will be presented. Firstly, the diversity categories found in teachers’ lexical realisations are presented. Not all diversity categories will be discussed. I have chosen some that can represent the discursive patterns in the material. They are marked in italics throughout this section to ease the reading experience. Secondly, the discourses are presented, starting with the emitted Adapted Education Discourse, and finishing with the Majority-Minority Discourse.


Diversity categories

Teachers understand diversity predominantly as difference. Some teachers describe difference as the things children bring to school, illustrated through the backpack metaphor. One teacher reflects: “it is interesting that you do not see that heavy backpack until you know them well”, pointing to invisible diversity categories only revealed over time and through the establishment of good relations. Teachers typically describe their forms as complex, and one teacher comments, “I like to say the form contains it all”. The teachers in this study are explicitly occupied with their students’ welfare and their ability to provide educational settings beneficial for their students, view diversity as a resource and the ‘new normalcy’.

Through the analysis, ten diversity categories were found. All diversity categories were given attention through different manifestations, frequency, and emphasis by the teachers. A visualisation of the diversity categories is presented in Model I.


[image: Image]
Model I. Emitted and omitted discourses lexical level.

The emphasis and manifestations of the lexical level resulted in the emerging pattern of two discourses, as shown in Model II.


[image: Image]
Model II. Emitted and omitted discourses.



The Adapted Education Discourse

Teachers use of diversity indicators is manifested in the core educational principle of Adapted Education.5 One teacher defines it as the “practical representation for diversity”. This discourse mainly builds on some of the discourse categories, namely cognitive, behaviour and diagnoses and language, as shown in the following excerpt:


A few students have some difficulties with attending school. Some of them have various challenges, whom we facilitate extra for. […] we have a new student from Africa, who does not speak Norwegian, to whom we facilitate.



Here, the difficulties and challenges refer to behavioural, cognitive and language diversity explicitly and diagnosis implicitly. Cognitive diversity is the primary factor teachers accommodate when planning lessons, particularly for students they describe as “below average”. In this discourse, classroom behaviour is also given much attention, primarily inappropriate or interfering behaviour (often connected to different diagnosis (mainly ADHD)).

In the above excerpt, language connects to a newly arrived student (geographical affiliation) who not yet possess the Norwegian language. Teachers report that they focus more on teaching concepts to ensure that all students follow the lessons. Many point to language as a resource (especially in second language subjects). On the other hand, language, or more specific, other languages than Norwegian, are often referred to as a challenge (like this excerpt) and, in other examples, as a barrier to learning subject matters. Although both students’ academic and social aspects are lifted as important, the diversity categories connected to learning are forefronted in this discourse (cognitive, behaviour, diagnosis, and language).

Throughout this discourse, teachers draw on several diversity categories to indicate student’s distinctiveness, individual and diverse traits. They are used to indicate how students are unique. One teacher puts it this way: “they are all so different […] different backgrounds, that can be so very unalike from student to student”. Individual needs and how these respective needs must be taken into consideration in education are given great prominence. One teacher says, “We have many ways of learning [and] many ways of being”. Teachers also emphasise the importance of catering to the student’s needs within the classroom and the form.



The Majority-Minority Discourse

The Majority-Minority Discourse is placed as omitted in the model because of its sparsity. Minority is manifested both explicitly and implicitly in language. In the emitted discourse of Adapted Education, the citation shows minority language is implied through a negative “does not speak Norwegian” and manifested as a challenge. However, a few other teachers express how they try to incorporate students’ language competence in their lessons, most notably in language subjects. An example of this is a teacher who emphasised her need to know of her students “mother tongue” to use as a point of departure in learning a third language. She expresses the wish to accommodate “teaching English based on their mother tongue, or [the language] they have the most confidence. I think that is important”. This teacher stress that the students need “to know that […] their mother tongue is as crucial as Norwegian, in learning a third language.” She is not the only one talking about bringing multiple language competence into teaching in this way. However, surprisingly few talks about students first or home languages and first language education6 specifically. It is primarily mentioned as a mean to an end: appropriate competence in Norwegian or a third language.

The Majority-Minority Discourse is also apparent in how students are placed in connection to nationality, geography, background, class, and ethnicity. In the following citation, a teacher is describing the constituency and the form:


Compared to other schools, we are in an area that is… very homogenous… in terms of background, class, most of it as I understand it. We have, in a sense, many “similar” children. In the sense that they… anyway, it is a… yes… I do not know how deeply to go into it, but it is a demanding group, in terms of… lots of behaviour…



Several things are noteworthy in this utterance. Although neither mentioning minority nor majority, these positions are implicit. The teacher starts to say something about the constituency and points to background and class, suggesting the students comes from families with comparable sociocultural factors. He proceeds to note that “most of it” is “homogenous”. It is implied that the form can be described in additional ways in which they are alike. He amplifies this again with “we have, in a sense many ‘similar’7 children”. In the following sentence, he is about to elaborate on how the form is similar, but pauses. In this silence, he seemingly changes his mind. The adverb and discourse marker anyway can be interpreted as a pointer to end the subject. He moves the conversation onto behaviour instead. The use of “similar children” and “homogenous area” combined with the “compared to other schools” suggest that other schools have additional diversity this school do not. Other teachers also bring up the notion of homogeneity: “I think it is a rather homogeneous student body, compared to what I am used to. But that might be because I am used to seeing diversity, very distinctly”. In this instance, visible diversity traits are commented on directly, indicating skin colour.




Discussion

The analysis points to some emergent patterns in teachers’ reflections on diversity, presented through two discourses. There are three main points I want to discuss. Firstly, I want to address the Adapted Education Discourse. Adapted education is a national political principle and instrument often used to meet changing conditions and goals, typically inclusion, counteracting social reproduction and increased learning outcomes (Jenssen & Lillejord, 2009). It is a principle, like many other concepts in education, also critiqued for its vagueness. The discourse of Adapted Education as described in this research can point to “adapted education as individualisation” (Jenssen & Lillejord, 2009). In several instances, the discourse points to manifestations of compensatory strategies for perceived deficits or challenges, most notably the language deficit. The Norwegian language’s hegemonic position can put every student who does not have Norwegian as a first language in a deprived position. Language, or more specific, other languages than Norwegian, is referred to as a challenge for learning subject matters. In this sense, the Norwegian language has precedence over other languages in the teachers’ discourses. The three diversity categories cognitive, behaviour and language are, in some instances, also used through a deficit discourse. In other words, some students lack something, i.e., sufficient cognitive levels, preferred classroom behaviour, and Norwegian language (e.g. Gorski, 2008, 2011; Valencia, 2010, 2012). If used uncritically, such notions can have severe repercussions for students. It should be noted here, however, that some teachers have more prominent resource perspectives on language and emphasise the importance of utilising students’ language competencies.

Secondly, the omittance of minority and majority positions in the discourse production is noteworthy to see in connection with avoidance. As described in the findings, teachers seem to avoid some concepts regarding diversity and opt out of diversity concepts relating to visible diversity determinators. They instead point to nationality and language, sexual orientation or gender expressions, and religion throughout the interviews. Bonilla-Silva (2002) and Gullestad (2005) both address the notion of avoidance in their analysis of discourses about race. Gullestad (2004) found that ‘skin colour’ was used more than ‘race’ in the Norwegian context. Ten years later, Harlap and Riese (2014) argued that both race and ethnicity are taboo categories due to the strong connotations of eugenics and biology. However, substantial research claims that race and ethnicity are manifested through other utterances, still establishing these categories presence (Bhabha, 2012; Bonilla-Silva, 2015; Goldberg, 1993b; Harlap & Riese, 2014; Hummelstedt et al., 2021; Said, 2003). Bonilla-Silva (2015) points out that ‘race’ works without having a discursive space. In my material, teachers appear to indicate ethnicity using language and geography/nationality. In this sense, teachers choose discursive markers which carry the notion of race “behind labels that seem less problematic, such as culture or nationality” (Hummelstedt et al., 2021, p. 2). According to Goldberg (1993b) and Said (2003), nationality and geography are racialised categories of space. I would argue that ‘language’ and ‘minority language’ can carry the same connotations. This approach suggests and categorically implies that the ideology of colour-blindness in education covers a hierarchy between races (Harlap & Riese, 2014). It shows “the disappearance of race in discourse but not in practice” (Bonilla-Silva, 2015, p. 79).

The material suggests that teachers choose to talk about diversity in forms they are comfortable with, i.e., issues affecting learning (like behaviour and learning difficulties) and, to some extent, discrimination in connection to sexual orientation or gender identity. Diversity connected to learning and learning outcome is at the top of the hierarchy of diversity categories teachers use. Unsurprising perhaps, given the curriculum and how these categories are closely related to the teaching profession mandate and other discourses in education. Voicing sexual orientation and gender expressions may be perceived as safer than others, notably race and ethnicity. However, neither the reproduction of hetero-privileges or the continuous marginalisation of non-heterosexuality is critiqued, as Røthing (2009) also found. There are many reasons for teachers’ avoidance of notions of race. It can be a strategy to use perceived inclusive language to fulfil the statutory clause of inclusion or to prevent othering. On the other hand, it can also be a strategy to avoid concepts that are unclear (culture) or perceived as directly racialised (ethnicity and skin colour), as Bonilla-Silva (2002) suggests. Bonilla-Silva (2002) connects this strategy to political correctness and the post-civil rights era.

The third issue I want to discuss, is how the two discourses work combined. The emphasis on adapted teaching and individual perspective, with the avoidance of the minority-majority discourse, can mean teachers overlook the possibility to see privilege and structural inequality. By avoiding race, ethnicity, and other concepts that can shed light on majority privilege and minority under-privilege, the intention of inclusion can instead lead to the conservation of monocultural practices. In this sense, the majority-perspectives are seen as neutral and universal and result in “white privilege pedagogy” (Levine-Rasky, 2010). Gullestad (2004) reminds us that discourses and interpretations of difference are not natural, neutral, or universal:


but emerge in historically specific processes as human beings give meaning to what goes on around them. When some physical features appear as particularly visible, this is not only due to the features themselves, but to historically specific frames of interpretation that have become self-evident and self-explanatory for many people. Visibility, in the sense of prominent features that are invested with particular meanings, is not natural and universal but is historically specific and culturally produced and reproduced through fleeting and shifting negotiations. (Gullestad, 2004, p. 186)



Teachers’ avoidance of visible physical features can be seen to reset, change or transfer the historical and social order, that is, the continuance of reproducing hierarchies of races. However, changing the name or avoiding an issue does not make it disappear. Other researchers also advocate for unveiling the concept of race and ethnicity in education (Chinga-Ramirez & Solhaug, 2014; Dowling, 2017; Lindquist & Osler, 2016) to gain suitable pedagogical tools and approaches to structural inequalities and asymmetrical power relations. These opportunities can be lost when teachers fail to consider their own and students racial backgrounds through colour-blindness if continually ignored (Milner, 2010). Educators need to recognise the blindness they (we) carry to our position as majority, and “adopt a reflexive voice, critical of unexamined assumptions” (Gullestad, 2004, p. 182).



Time to admit privilege, race, and power?

I have pointed to a division in discourses on diversity between what is said and what is not said. Teachers connect diversity, first and foremost, to learning and learning outcome in the Adapted Education Discourse, a discourse that is mainly connected to learning at the individual level. The Majority- Minority Discourse, is to a large degree, omitted from the material and seen as avoidance of uncomfortable issues. As a result, some critical aspects of diversity are left out of the learning equation. In the findings chapter difference was illustrated through the metaphor of ‘the heavy backpack’ children bring with them to school. The content of this backpack is only revealed through establishing connections with the individual students. There is, however, and additional backpack that needs acknowledgement as well. In 1989, Peggy McIntosh wrote an essay on white privilege, exemplifying hidden advantages, white people experience because of skin-colour, that we carry in our ‘invisible knapsack’. Accomplishing equality and equity in education (and society at large) is impossible if we cannot ‘unpack the invisible knapsack’ of undeserved systemic advantage, in a society designed for the majority. We need to acknowledge that ‘race’ can work in two directions, and bring majority-privilege and, consequently minority-underprivilege. It is time to admit privilege, race, and power to have socially just educational practices.
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	1.  A renewed and revised curriculum for the Knowledge Promotion Reform of 2006 [Kunnskapsløftet] as well as the Core Curriculum [Overordnet del] elaborate on the statutory clause [formålsparagrafen] of the Education Act. In this document, the curriculum is connected to a broader social and political context. The renewal consists of ‘core elements’ which should be overarching for all subjects. The Core Curriculum is also renewed, with ‘identity and cultural diversity’ amongst new core elements.

	2.  ‘Mangfold’ in Norwegian

	3.  ‘Tolkningsrammer’

	4.  SSB uses the categories immigrants and children born of immigrant parents.

	5.  The Norwegian educational principle of ‘tilpasset opplæring’ points to both teaching and learning.

	6.  First language education is in Norwegian called ‘morsmålsopplæring’ (mother tongue education). ‘Minority language background’ is a legal category in the Norwegian education system (Burner & Biseth, 2016) that may grant specific rights to enhanced language support in Norwegian and/or the first/home language.

	7.  The quotation mark is the teachers own use of air quotes during the interview.
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