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Teachers’ experiences of promoting young students’ 
language development in inclusive settings 

Heidi Selenius1, Linda Fälth2 

Abstract: Early education is essential in promoting language development for all young 
students. Teachers will meet 6-year-olds with various language skills in the preschool 
class in Sweden. They are expected to engage and involve all students in language 
education to promote each student’s language development. The study aimed to explore 
teachers’ experiences promoting language development among young students in 
inclusive settings. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 17 teachers working 
with young students in the preschool class. All interviews were transcribed and analyzed 
with thematic analysis. Three themes were identified, representing the teachers’ 
knowledge of language development, the pedagogical approach to promoting language 
development, and students with special needs in oral and written language. The results 
are related to Shulman's (1986, 1987) framework on teachers’ competence in integrating 
content and pedagogical knowledge for successful teaching. Teachers in preschool classes 
might need education and in-service training to master young students' diverse language 
abilities and needs. 
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Introduction 

Reading and writing are crucial in education and have social and democratic values (e.g., United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2018). Students with good reading 
ability have better opportunities to pass elementary school than those with limited reading ability (Duncan 
et al., 2007; Hulme & Snowling, 2016). Consequently, reading and writing are related to further education 
and employment opportunities (de Beer et al., 2014; Hulme & Snowling, 2016). Students who struggle with 
reading and writing are at risk of marginalization (Pickard, 2021; World Literacy Foundation, 2012). With 
the knowledge that reading and writing are related to students’ early oral language and language teaching 
(Castles et al., 2018), early education is essential in promoting language development for all young 
students. 

Among young students, education needs to focus on oral language and pre-reading skills to 
encourage learning to read and write (Lonigan & Shanahan, 2008). Oral language is an ability including 
vocabulary, grammar, and listening comprehension (Language and Reading Research Consortium, 2017), 
and pre-reading skills refer to alphabet knowledge, phonemic awareness, knowledge about letter-sound 
correspondence, and concepts about prints (Suggate et al., 2018). Comprehensive research demonstrates 
that teachers must offer young students explicit teaching on phoneme-grapheme correspondence to 
support them in learning to read, especially students at risk of reading difficulties (Castles et al., 2018; 
Melby-Lervåg et al., 2012). More seldom, oral language is highlighted, but longitudinal research has also 
revealed that students with mature oral language are better equipped for developing pre-reading skills 
(NICHD Early Child Care Research Network, 2005). Subsequently, young students with limited oral 
language should also receive systematic oral language education to support those at risk of future reading 
and writing difficulties (Genesee et al., 2005). In general, teaching focusing on pre-reading skills will help 
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the students in developing word decoding skills, whereas oral language is emphasized as essential for 
reading comprehension (Castles et al., 2018; Hulme & Snowling, 2016; NICHD Early Child Care Research 
Network, 2005) and writing (Dockrell et al., 2019; Kirby et al., 2021). 

Early language education is reported to be affected by the teachers' content and pedagogical 
knowledge (Hammond, 2015; Piasta et al., 2020). The teachers must also know how to integrate these two 
types of knowledge in language education for young students (cf., Evens et al., 2018). Therefore, the 
teachers need to understand how language is structured and related to each other (Piasta et al., 2020). In 
addition, they should know efficient strategies to promote students’ oral language and pre-reading skills 
to develop their language abilities. Such knowledge also includes competence in teaching pre-reading skills 
in small groups to students at risk of reading and writing difficulties (Kaminski et al., 2014; Zucker et al., 
2013). Hence, teachers should be aware of and understand the characteristics of different language 
difficulties to meet the needs of students (Dockrell et al., 2017). However, many teachers cannot identify 
and struggle with supporting students with special needs in language abilities because of a lack of training 
and education. 

Although oral language is fundamental for reading and writing (Lonigan & Shanahan, 2008; NICHD 
Early Child Care Research Network, 2005), efforts to develop young students' oral language do not have 
to exclude education in pre-reading skills. For example, young students with specific language disorders 
are demonstrated to enhance their listening comprehension, vocabulary, oral narrative skills, and 
phonological awareness after one-hour individualized sessions combined with language activities at home 
for six weeks (Munro et al., 2008). These students will also develop phonemic awareness similar to typical 
speech and language developing peers when offered 20 hours of individual teaching on phonemic 
awareness and letter-sound correspondence (Gillon, 2000). Furthermore, intervention studies demonstrate 
that oral language, phonemic skills, and alphabetic knowledge can be enhanced among students with weak 
oral language (Bowyer et al., 2008; Fricke et al., 2013). According to Bowyer et al. (2008), about 50% of the 
students needed additional support to develop oral language and pre-reading skills after a 10-week 
intervention. Also, Fricke et al. (2013) reported that the 10-week phoneme awareness and alphabetic 
knowledge intervention was too short, but the young students enhanced these skills during these weeks. 
The oral language was supported during a more extended period (30 weeks), and Fricke et al. (2013) 
demonstrated that the students' oral narrative skills were efficiently enhanced and maintained. Findings 
by Gillon et al. (2020) point in the same direction since young students with speech and language 
difficulties improved their phoneme awareness and vocabulary after half-hour lessons offered four times 
a week for ten weeks. Gillon et al. stated that the students needed additional support to transfer these skills 
into word decoding and spelling. 

According to Costantino-Lane (2021), some teachers believe that young students must first master 
the oral language before practicing pre-reading skills such as phonemic awareness. Therefore, teachers 
consider social interaction, play, and conversations fundamental in young students' language 
development. Nevertheless, this belief should not be regarded as exceptional because early childhood 
education has had a tradition of literacy-related play and shared storybook reading but converted to more 
academic achievements focusing on reading education due to national policies (Saracho, 2017). These 
policies have been criticized for putting too much effort into academic achievement instead of students’ 
play and social development (Brown, 2018; Costantino-Lane, 2021). 

Pre-reading skills have received more attention in Swedish preschool classes in the last ten years (cf., 
Axelsson et al., 2020; Norling, 2019). The preschool class is the first compulsory year within the Swedish 
school system, and students start preschool class the year when they turn six. According to the Swedish 
national curriculum (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018), there are no explicit national 
curriculum goals for language education in the first year, but the teaching should cover content such as; 

• rhymes, jingles, and other word games 
• letter and other symbols to convey a message 
• discussing, listening, and asking questions 
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• expressing thoughts, opinions, and arguments 
• words and concepts that express needs, emotions, knowledge, and opinions 
• discussing different types of texts 
• digital tools for communication 
• safe and responsible communication, including digital situations 

However, without specific goals for language education in the preschool class, the content of early 
language education can vary with the individual teachers' beliefs and knowledge of early language 
education. The preschool classes in Sweden are reported to be equipped with children’s books, name signs, 
and alphabet pictures (Hofslundsengen et al., 2020). Toys are also prevalent (Axelsson et al., 2020), whereas 
digital tools for supporting pre-reading skills are less accessible (Hofslundsengen et al., 2020). 

Teachers will meet young students with various language skills (Norbury et al., 2016; Sandberg et 
al., 2015). Some young students might be able to read (Lundberg et al., 2012) and tell stories (Massonnié et 
al., 2022). Others might have a limited vocabulary (Norbury et al., 2016), weak listening comprehension 
(Massonnié et al., 2022), difficulties retelling stories (Massonnié et al., 2022; Norbury et al., 2016), a limited 
alphabetic knowledge (Sandberg et al., 2015), or weak phonemic awareness (Lundberg et al., 2012). They 
might not be developmentally ready for formal reading education even though teachers are expected to 
provide them with early education, preparing them for developing good reading ability (Saracho, 2017). 
Consequently, in inclusive education, the teachers should meet the needs of young students with various 
language abilities. Therefore, they are also expected to engage and involve all students in language 
education to promote language development. The teachers face a complex task, but each child needs to be 
given good learning conditions with their peers. Therefore, the aim was to explore teachers’ experiences 
promoting language development among young students in inclusive settings. The study had the 
following research question:  

• How are the teachers understanding of promoting language development expressed? 

Method 

A qualitative research approach was applied as the aim was to explore the teachers' experiences in 
promoting language development among young students. To capture the participants' experiences and 
understanding of a phenomenon, such as students' language development, interviews as a data collection 
method and thematic analysis as an analysis method were considered suitable (cf., Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Context of the Study 

 The current study was conducted among teachers working with students in preschool classes in 
Sweden. The students will start in a preschool class the year they turn six, which will be their first 
compulsory year in the Swedish school system. According to the Swedish national curriculum (Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2018), play is valued of great importance, and the educational activities in 
the preschool class should stimulate development and prepare the students for future learning. Education 
is free, and parents can choose a school (Swedish Education Act, 2010:800).  

About 8% of the preschool class students are reported to have special needs (Swedish Schools 
Inspectorate, 2021), and 25% have another home language than Swedish (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2021). The teachers who work in preschool classes are responsible for meeting the needs of all 
children (Swedish Education Act, 2010:800), which means that they encounter a diversity of students, such 
as students with disabilities and various cultural and language backgrounds. 

Participants 

The participants were 17 female teachers working with 6-year-old students in preschool classes in 
Sweden. Ten of the teachers had a preschool teacher’s degree, six had a teacher’s degree, and one had no 
pedagogical degree. Two had also completed a special educator teacher degree among those with a 
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teacher’s degree. The teachers had worked between 3 and 40 years (M=20, SD=11) in preschool or 
elementary school. Their experience in educating 6-year-olds was between 3 and 21 years (M=12, SD= 6). 
During the current study, they were teaching between 13 and 58 students. Some teachers were solely 
responsible for a preschool class. Others educated larger groups of children in collaboration with 2 to 4 
teachers and elementary school assistants. 

Participant Selection and Recruitment Process 

We used a purposive sampling strategy for the study (cf., Braun & Clarke, 2013). Therefore, we asked 
teachers interested in a new teaching material focusing on phonemic awareness to participate in the present 
study. During the second half of 2021, about 35 teachers had shown interest in trying the material among 
young students in a preschool class in Sweden. The teachers had not tried the new material, and the current 
study was based on their experience working in the preschool class. None of us had a previous relationship 
with the schools or the teachers. Further, we had an independent relationship with the producers of the 
teaching material. 

An information letter about the present study was sent to the teachers. They were asked to 
participate in an interview focusing on teachers' experiences of their work with language development 
among students in the preschool class. In addition, we informed the teachers that we are not involved in 
the work with the teaching material and that we are independent researchers interested in teachers’ 
experiences working with language development among young students. Seventeen teachers agreed to 
participate in the present study and scheduled themselves for an interview. Before the interviews, we 
informed the teachers about the study and provided information on the ethical considerations. We 
promised to maintain confidentiality regarding the content of each interview, and consent was sought from 
all participants. 

Data Collection 

We developed a semi-structured interview guide according to the aim of the present study. Initially, 
the participating teachers were asked about their teaching experiences, education, and the number of 
teachers and students in their group. After that, the interview guide consisted of eight questions about 
language skills teachers consider essential to work with among young students and how they enhance 
students' language abilities. With follow-up questions, the teachers were sometimes asked to elaborate on 
their descriptions or to give more detailed examples. Each interview lasted between 15 and 32 minutes 
(M=25 minutes), and the length of the interviews varied according to teachers’ individual experiences and 
knowledge of working with young students’ language development. All interviews were audio-recorded 
and performed on Zoom in September and October 2021. 

Analysis 

All interviews were transcribed, and we performed an inductive thematic analysis (cf., Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, 2013) without a theoretical framework or a coding guide. We were guided by our academic 
background in psychology and pedagogy and previous experiences in reading and writing research and 
work as special education teachers. 

Initially, we read through the materials and familiarized ourselves with the transcriptions (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, 2013). The first author performed a semantic, complete coding on all transcribed interviews 
resulting in a long list of codes. These codes were then organized and interpreted to identify how teachers 
have experienced promoting language development among young students in inclusive settings. The first 
author suggested an initial thematic map of the codes sorted into potential themes. Codes and themes were 
discussed with the second author to enhance the depth of the interpretation (cf., Braun & Clarke, 2022). We 
also examined and discussed whether the analysis reflected the individual teachers equitably. We strived 
to generate themes without researcher bias and existing theory. After that, we defined the themes and gave 
them names. All themes are exemplified with quotes from the participating teachers. The teachers were 
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given pseudonyms to strengthen confidentiality. For examples of the analysis process from data extract to 
themes, see Table 1. 

Table 1. Example of data extract, condensed data extract, code, and theme from thematic analysis of interviews with teachers 

Data extract Condensed data extract Code Theme 

When we have read aloud, it can be with 
or without pictures to create listening 
comprehension (Betsy) 

Reading loud for practicing 
listening comprehension. 

Listening 
comprehension 

Teachers’ knowledge 
of young students’ 
language 
development 

It's also about interest; of course, it's 
about finding things that arouse their 
interest. As a teacher, you can adapt as 
much as you like, but it's difficult if the 
students aren’t interested. (Hanna) 

Adaptations are not working 
without students' interests. 

Interesting for 
students 

Teachers' pedagogical 
approach to 
promoting language 
development 

Results 

We identified three themes reflecting the teachers’ experiences promoting language development 
among young students in inclusive settings in Sweden with the thematic analysis. These themes represent 
the teachers’ knowledge of language development, especially pre-reading skills, among young students 
and how they used different pedagogical approaches to promote language development. Also, teachers 
supported students with special needs in oral and written language by applying different pedagogical 
strategies. 

Teachers’ Knowledge of Young Students’ Language Development 

Our thematic analysis resulted in one theme constructed on teachers' knowledge of young students’ 
language development. Their understanding varied from being confident and competent in how students 
develop different language skills to insecurity or unawareness about what language skills young students 
should learn to enhance oral and written language abilities. 

Early language education was based on the teachers' formal competence and experience in students’ 
language development. Teachers with many years of experience educating 6-year-olds had acquired tacit 
knowledge about young students’ language development. They identified a general level of language 
ability among the students in their groups, and they thought the curriculum provided endless language 
education opportunities. In addition, these teachers were aware of how teaching materials are structured 
to develop students’ pre-reading skills. They expressed how they could distinguish specific language skills 
and difficulty levels within teaching materials. Accordingly, they explained how explicit materials could 
suit students with varying pre-reading skills and how they could use materials to promote language 
development. 

I use a colleague’s material and choose her way, so I haven’t had deeper thought. (Gina) 

I think it’s tough because I don’t have the experience to see children’s language development yet, and I’m pretty clear 
about that. I’m not afraid to ask for help. (Cathy) 

When I went to teacher training, it was very… we got very poor education on how to work with writing and reading. 
It was really flawed. (Noel) 

Nowadays, there is more focus on whole word reading in early reading books. Students must [according to the 
curriculum] read whole words. - - - But I haven’t worked that way. I’ve been more prone to sounding in my 
profession, and now I’ve confirmed that those who have difficulties should practice sounding words. (Liza) 

Moreover, some teachers described the importance of in-service training, teacher network, and 
support from colleagues to develop their language education. Others expressed that they lacked teaching 
experiences and felt insecure when planning and teaching language skills to young students. They 
expressed the need for more guidance from the national curriculum. Consequently, the content in less 
competent teachers' language teaching was mainly based on others’ recommendations, trends in using 
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teaching materials, or demands for the municipality to work with a specific method. They were often 
unaware of what specific language skills were taught in different language activities. Sometimes, they 
could not see the need or importance of teaching particular language skills to young students and lacked 
an understanding of the language structure and complexity. According to their description, language 
education seemed unsystematically offered to the students. Due to their limited knowledge, they could not 
efficiently support students in developing knowledge about the Swedish alphabet (including 9 vowels and 
20 consonants where the 26-letter Latin alphabet is used plus the three additional letters Å/å, Ä/ä, and Ö/ö), 
phoneme-grapheme correspondence, or communication skills. For instance, they described how they 
followed the order in the alphabet and presented letters without consideration of difficulty or frequency in 
the Swedish language. In contrast, those with more formal competence and experience stated the 
importance of starting with letters that are easy to discriminate, both auditorily and visually, and possible 
to blend into short words consisting of three letters. Besides practicing alphabetic knowledge and phonemic 
awareness with young students, the teachers focused on vocabulary, listening comprehension, oral 
narrative skills, and literacy knowledge. They also mentioned activities related to phonological awareness, 
such as rhymes, syllables, and alliteration. Some teachers did not teach phoneme-grapheme 
correspondence, and they considered teaching students phonemes more critical in preschool class than 
phoneme-grapheme correspondence. 

When we introduce letters, we start with two-word, three-word, and four-word sounds. Automatically, some letters 
are best suited. (Quinnlyn) 

We have worked on A, B, C, D, and E. We have made five letters so far. (Cathy) 

The children listen to how many phonemes there are in a word and then put markers for each phoneme they hear. It 
becomes visible to the children. Because otherwise, the phonemes are very abstract for the children, so it must be 
something quite concrete. (Elly) 

The teachers' understanding of the structure of the Swedish language was reflected in how they 
described the content of their teaching. Some teachers allowed students to practice specific language skills 
to develop more complex skills such as communication skills. For instance, the teachers planned lessons 
where the students were asked to do presentations, listen to each other, and ask questions. These lessons 
could be prepared by teaching storylines, specific vocabulary, and rules for communication. Conversely, 
other teachers believed language should be taught as a whole and therefore not focused on specific 
language skills. There were also teachers without thoughts about how students acquire written and oral 
language abilities. For example, their statements reflect that they are unaware of how students learn to read 
and how they, as teachers, could support students in extending vocabulary to build listening 
comprehension and narrative skills. Nevertheless, the interviewed teachers agreed that working with 
language is essential, and the students can practice communication during the whole school day. 

Some teachers emphasized the importance of teaching phoneme-grapheme correspondence several 
times weekly with a systematic and explicit approach. They thought they could notice the effect of such 
teaching. Consequently, without reasonable tuition on phonemic awareness in the preschool class, the 
teachers have experienced that many students will need support from special education teachers to learn 
to read and write in the following school years. Also, teachers emphasized that teaching language takes 
time. In addition, as a teacher, you must accept that students will develop differently as young students 
are heterogeneous in their language development. Therefore, teachers must realize that language needs 
vary from student to student and year to year. For instance, in some years, students have progressed well 
in their language development. Teachers will also meet students with weak oral language skills and 
phonemic awareness in other years. However, statements from those with limited teaching experience 
revealed that they had difficulties identifying the needs of each student. 

Last year, we used books suitable for linguistically proficient students who needed a little more challenges. This year 
we’ve gone back to basic, back to the Bornholm method, and started from the beginning. (Alice) 

You mustn’t forget repetitions. You shouldn’t go too fast forward. It’s very important to rehearse. (Penny) 

Teachers present letters very quickly, and the children have to put the letters together. This means that teachers 
sometimes forget to practice the first and last sounds, divide compound words, practice phonemes and rhyme (Isabel)  
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Teachers’ Pedagogical Approach to Promoting Language Development 

Our analysis revealed that the teachers' pedagogical approach to young students' language 
development reflected their diverse perspectives on planning and implementing language activities. Good 
relationships with students and variation in language education were highlighted. Their different starting 
points for language education mirrored their pedagogical approaches to promoting students' language. 
Interests and curiosity among the students were used when planning language teaching. The teachers 
explained that they prepared education for the students to enjoy within the preschool class. Early education 
was told to lay the ground for school motivation. In addition, the teachers believed their teaching 
engagement was essential for students learning. They articulated the importance of making teaching 
meaningful to the students, which was related to all students' participation. Therefore, the teachers 
emphasize student involvement as fundamental for language education. Accordingly, the teachers planned 
language education based on the students with the lowest language skills. They tried to relate their teaching 
to the interests of the students. Therefore, the teachers allowed students to choose assignments by their 
interests and motivation. Teachers made education meaningful for talented and lingually gifted students 
by giving these students additional assignments that challenged the students’ language skills. 

Digital tools and various apps capture the children who are difficult to motivate. I can show the children how they 
can work with the language with an app. (Elly) 

I think it's a lot of joy. You should consider it fun too. That you’re doing something with pleasure. (Liza) 

We play, so it gets fun. Above all, it should be something that feels positive for the students, and if it doesn’t, we 
should try to find an adaptation. (Joanne) 

Teachers believed variation in language education is fundamental due to students' different learning 
styles and to motivate and stimulate students in language development. Therefore, the teachers combined 
teacher-led activities with collaborative language education. Also, they tried to meet the needs of each 
student by mixing materials and methods and offering the students possibilities to use different senses. For 
example, they used drama, music, videos, computer programs, games, puzzles besides circle time, and 
traditional tuition with paper and pen. Teachers organized different stations to have the possibility to 
manage small groups of students when giving explicit teaching on pre-reading skills. The teachers 
expressed how they used guided play to promote students' engagement in language education, especially 
in groups of students with limited language skills who quickly drop their motivation for language 
education. Free play was considered a valuable approach to stimulate communication between students. 
Thus, teachers also thought the free play was challenging for students with limited oral language skills.  

We've been detectives looking for sounds, looking for letters. We’ve put letters together and reasoned about which 
word it will be. (Hanna) 

The children get to trace pieces of wood that represent a letter. I’ve got a small box of sand, and they can try to make 
the letter in sand. And then, I also have a worksheet. I'm a bit divided, some can write, and some think it's a plague 
and pain. Still, they write the letter on a piece of paper I’ve prepared and copied. (Gina) 

Music reinforces the feeling for language because they hear it better. The word or the rhythm of the meaning. I support 
the feeling with a rhythm instrument. (Felicia) 

Some teachers planned and implemented language lessons focusing on explicit teaching and teacher-
led discussion to encourage the students' language awareness and learning. Such teachers mentioned the 
importance of offering language education to small homogeneous groups of students, whereas others 
highlighted the importance of mixing students with different language skills to promote development. The 
latter meant that students learn more from peers than from the teachers. 

In the whole group, we try to come up with rhyming words on, for example, car (Swedish: bil), and then we discuss 
why does not rhyme bus (Swedish: buss) on the car, but the file (Swedish: fil) does? - - - So, I use much cooperative 
education as well when the children sit and work together. Once a day, we work with different stations, and the 
children work in four different groups. (Alice) 

I’m striving for clarity and structure and much encouragement. For students that I find difficult to reach, I usually 
really make an effort and try to like them and encourage every little positive hint, like this "How nice you hold the 
pen" (Noel) 
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For the past three years, teachers in Swedish preschool classes have been required to make 
compulsory assessments of students' language abilities (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2019). 
Teachers in the current study brought up these assessments. However, they had different attitudes and 
approaches to assessments to promote language development among young students. They could see the 
usefulness of making the group's needs visible with the assessment and thereby use the result as a basis 
for their teaching. Still, they also thought the individual assessments of every student take time away from 
regular education, and they were unsure whether the assessment benefitted their teaching. However, 
results from language assessments were also regarded as necessary to divide the students into homogenous 
small-group. They also underscored the need for valid tests and that the compulsory assessment was not 
efficient enough to identify students at risk of future reading and writing difficulties. Therefore, some of 
the teachers added phonological tests to avoid planning teaching that is not appropriate concerning the 
needs of the students. 

We look a little at how far they have come in their linguistic consciousness, some not far at all. Then we put together 
those who haven’t come so far into a group. We do this so everyone will be at about the same development level as 
the others in a group. (Diana) 

Everyone passed the compulsory evaluation material, and only one child was a borderline case. Still, 13 out of 27 
failed when I made phonological tests with them. I thought everyone would be okay if I had only used the compulsory 
evaluation material. But it turned out they were not. - - - If we look back at those who have reading and writing 
difficulties in the fifth grade, they’ve already been weak on the phonological test in the preschool class. (Kate) 

Students with special Needs in Oral and Written Language Development 

According to the teachers, some students have special needs in language education. These students 
might have a language disorder, a home language other than the school language, or challenges with social 
relationships. Teachers’ statements indicated that it could be a considerable challenge for a teacher to 
succeed in including these students in language education. For instance, the teachers mentioned the 
challenge of involving or engaging students with special needs in the teaching. Furthermore, another 
challenge highlighted by the teachers is students who cannot discriminate different phonemes from each 
other, which makes it difficult for the teachers to develop the students’ phoneme awareness and knowledge 
of phoneme-grapheme correspondence in the classroom. 

The teachers had two main pedagogical strategies for students with special needs in language 
development. One of these main strategies was giving the students individualized language development 
support. The other main strategy was to strive for increased participation in language activities by 
increasing the adjustments in the classroom. When the teachers offered individualized support to students 
with special needs, they tried to identify how the individual student learned and supported the student 
with additional tuition besides regular education. Individualized support was sometimes specified in a 
written action plan for the student. According to the Swedish Education Act (2010:800), such a plan is meant 
for students at risk of not achieving knowledge requirements despite additional adjustments (Swedish 
National Agency for Education, 2014, 2015). An action plan presupposes evaluation of the teaching and the 
student’s difficulties, and the efforts must be clearly stated. Teachers in the current study received support 
from special needs teachers or speech therapists in making the action plans. The special needs teachers and 
the speech therapist could also support and guide the teachers in promoting individualized support to 
students with special needs. In addition, the parents were asked to support the students at home, and 
sometimes the teachers provided the parents with advice on practicing a specific language skill with the 
child. However, some teachers thought they did not have time to give students individualized support or 
that the students were too young for an action plan in early language education. 

If we notice a student has difficulties, we raise it at student health team meetings. These include a special educator, 
principal, school nurse, and school counselor. They decide how the student should be treated and what resources are 
needed. (Elly) 

When a child scores low on phonological tests, we make it very clear to the parents that their children may need 
support to achieve the goals in year 3. It’s been very successful because these children have cached up with the reading 
when they come to first grade. It feels like it has made the parents take it seriously, too. (Kate) 
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When the other main pedagogical strategy was expressed among the teachers, there were statements 
about how they were striving for increased participation in language activities. The teachers expressed how 
they attempt to promote all students’ learning and involvement in the classroom. For example, the teachers 
believed adjustments such as short and intensive instructions and visual aids would support participation 
in language education. Therefore, they used guiding and supporting questions to encourage the students' 
learning and communication and made them more noticeable in the classroom. Furthermore, the teachers 
consider the physical placements of the students to enable participation, and they plan for pedagogical and 
organizational differentiation to meet the needs of the students. For example, the students could be divided 
into smaller groups for shared book reading. Some students need pictures and shorter texts, whereas others 
can listen to more complex stories and create their inner images. Consequently, in smaller groups, the 
teacher could meet the student’s proximal zone for learning and increase participation in language 
activities. 

The teachers also believed that students who have not reached so far in language development 
should be able to choose language assignments to become more engaged and motivated. Language 
education must include play and excitement for these students to encourage them to participate in 
language activities. However, those teachers who did not strive for all students' participation assumed that 
some students would not be motivated for language assignments due to their special needs. For instance, 
the teachers thought that the students with special needs should have the opportunity to play instead of 
attending the language lesson. Still, the teachers did not reflect on the student’s lack of language education 
and participation. 

We have children with special needs. They get involved in their way, and sometimes you have to adapt a little. (Mary) 

All children want to do the same thing. They also want the same material, and we let them have it, but then we adapt 
the assignment to each child. (Quinnlyn) 

The student may prefer to build with Lego or play with something else than doing language activities, so you have 
to look after the child's interest. It's not a disaster if the child does not think these [language activities] are fun right 
now. (Betsy) 

Children with a home language other than Swedish can teach the other children in the group to learn to count to five 
in their first language. - - - They became so proud, and that's how we want it to be. We highlight all languages 
represented in our group so that each language is important and valuable. (Olga) 

The current study explored the teachers' perspective on how young students' language development 
can be promoted. According to the thematic analysis, teachers' understanding of language development 
and pedagogical approaches were central to promoting language development among all young students 
in inclusive settings. However, young students with special needs in oral and written language 
development might need individualized support besides regular education. In addition, teachers 
experienced that inclusive education gave these young students more motivation to learn with their peers. 
The language activities must be meaningful to the students. The teachers believe that inclusive language 
education should be based on the students with the weakest language skills, whereas language-gifted 
students require additional assignments. The teachers expressed that they had to differentiate language 
education to offer all students appropriate language-related challenges. 

Teachers’ Knowledge Promotes Young Students’ Language Development 

Already, in the 1980s, teachers’ competence in integrating content and pedagogical knowledge was 
argued to be vital for students' education (Shulman, 1986, 1987). Content knowledge refers to the teacher’s 
knowledge of a subject's basic concepts and principles (e.g., written language development) and awareness 
of what facts students must learn (e.g., alphabet). In addition, the teacher needs to understand what makes 
the subject comprehensible for students. For instance, what makes the written language easy or hard to 
learn, and what kind of analogies, illustrations, and examples will support the young students’ language 
education. Hence, teachers must consider all students’ thinking and learning to organize and manage 
successful teaching (Shulman, 1986, 1987). Similarly, UNESCO (2022) has also emphasized the importance 
of teachers having subject knowledge and appropriate teaching strategies to promote educational 
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achievement among students. 

Our results point in the same direction as Shulman's (1986, 1987) framework that teachers’ 
pedagogical approaches and content knowledge about oral and written language development promote 
language development among young students. However, the participating teachers did not explicitly 
mention integrating their content and pedagogical knowledge as crucial for early language education. Still, 
through their examples of teaching young students oral and written language, the integration of such 
knowledge was expressed in the interviews. Previous research has also stressed the importance of teachers' 
understanding of pedagogy and language development for successful early language education 
(Hammond, 2015; Piasta et al., 2020). Accordingly, teachers need the competence to integrate these two 
types of knowledge to promote language development among young students (cf., Evens et al., 2018). 

However, our results also revealed that some teachers seemed to have a weak understanding of 
students' language development although they had a teacher's degree. Similarly, Dockrell et al. (2017) 
reported that many teachers could not identify and struggle with supporting students with special needs 
in language development. In the current study, teachers’ descriptions of their language education gave a 
picture of unawareness about students’ oral and written language development and what type of language 
skills should be expected from 6-year-olds. Compared to the teachers in the study by Dockrell et al. (2017), 
the teachers in our study were also unaware of typical language development and not only students with 
special needs in language education. They seem to lack content knowledge and therefore tend to struggle 
in early language education. The lack of content knowledge in child language development was sometimes 
explicitly put forward by themselves. They tried to develop their language teaching by asking more 
experienced colleagues for guidance or attending in-service teacher training. Thus, some teachers did not 
express that they lacked content knowledge, but their descriptions indicated that their teaching did not 
support students’ language development. For example, specific pre-reading skills such as alphabetic 
knowledge and phoneme awareness could be presented to make it difficult for students to comprehend 
the structure and meaning of written language. Such teachers introduced the letters as they come in the 
alphabet (A, B, C…) rather than the Swedish orthography. In Swedish, some consonants are easier (e.g., S, 
L, M) for students to start with than others (e.g., C, D, H, K, P) (cf., Alatalo, 2011). There are also more 
prevalent vowels (e.g., A, E, O, I) than others (e.g., Y, Å, Ö) in the Swedish written language. Consequently, 
some letters are more appropriate in early reading education in Swedish. 

Early Language Education in Inclusive Settings  

Although Shulman’s (1986, 1987) framework for integrating pedagogical skills and content 
knowledge in teaching was formulated before the Salamanca Statement (UNESCO, 1994), he argues for 
teaching meeting the needs of all students. Hence, teachers must find representation that works as a 
practical example for all students. Teachers must also choose how they should give instructions and in 
what way these may need to be adapted to work for all students in the classroom. In addition, he underlines 
the importance of tailoring the teaching to the students' backgrounds, interests, motivation, and abilities. 
In the current study, teachers also explain how education can be more meaningful to students, especially 
those with special needs, when their interests, motivation, and language abilities are considered. Teachers 
also relate meaningful teaching to participation. To encourage students’ participation, the teachers plan for 
pedagogical and organizational differentiation to meet the needs of the students. They also explain how 
important it is for students with special needs to use the same materials as their peers in the classroom to 
give them the feeling of belonging to the group and being involved in the language activities. 

In the framework by Shulman (1986, 1987), fundamental aspects of inclusive education such as 
presence, participation, and achievement (cf., Ainscow, 2020) are not presented. Still, he is not discussing 
segregated solutions for students struggling at school. He argued that teachers must know about student 
diversity and reflect on their teaching to promote learning. The achievement aspect is prominent in the 
framework. Similarly, teachers in the current study focus on language achievement when they support 
students with special needs by offering additional individualized support. Their strategy to increase 
participation was also intended to support students in becoming more motivated to be involved in 
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language activities and learn alongside their peers. 

Strengths and Limitations 

The study was conducted during the Covid-19 pandemic; therefore, all interviews were performed 
using the Zoom digital meeting program. Not interviewing people in the same room and face-to-face might 
have limited our opportunities to create a good interview climate. Still, zoom enabled us to reach 
participants from all over the country. The participating teachers worked in municipal and privately owned 
schools in metropolitan and rural areas. We believe that the teachers tried to answer to the best ability our 
questions and were interested in sharing their experiences working with students’ language development 
in the preschool class. In addition, we perceived that after about twelve interviews, data saturation was 
achieved. However, we chose to conduct the additional interviews scheduled with teachers. These 
provided additional concrete examples of the teachers' experiences promoting language development 
among young students. 

The selection of teachers working in preschool classes consists of those who have shown particular 
interest in working with visual support in phoneme learning. Consequently, they may not be 
representative of teachers working with younger students. Thus, according to the interviews, the teachers 
work in varied ways to promote language development and did not place any particular emphasis on 
visual support in students’ language development. They may be a group of teachers looking for different 
pedagogical strategies to use in their teaching to meet the needs of young students. Further, it is also 
possible that they are interested in developing their language education by using new materials and 
methods. 

The first author was responsible for the thematic analysis, which was reviewed and discussed with 
the second author. Such an analysis process can be considered to strengthen the depth of the study (cf., 
Braun & Clarke, 2022). However, the transferability of the study must be viewed in its context and the 
sampling procedure. In addition, the study was conducted in Sweden among teachers working in a 
preschool class with students turning six years old. This class is the first year of compulsory schooling in 
Sweden, which might differ from school systems in some other countries where students are younger when 
they start compulsory education and have other legal rights to special educational support. Besides, the 
Swedish curriculum has no specific language goals that must be achieved in the first year, which might 
differ from national curriculums in other countries. This means that teachers may have different 
expectations regarding the content in language teaching in different countries. The national policies can 
guide what should be considered necessary in early language teaching and limit teachers’ use of 
pedagogical strategies. Consequently, it is conceivable that teachers in Sweden and other countries might 
have different experiences promoting students’ language development as their conditions and 
requirements for teaching in inclusive environments might vary. Thus, we can assume that teachers should 
have competence in students’ language development and pedagogical strategies. The current study results 
might not be unique for the participating teachers as teachers are expected to promote language 
development among younger students. Similar findings have also been previously reported (Hammond, 
2015; Piasta et al., 2020. 

Implications 

Most students learn to read and write without teaching (Ehri et al., 2001; Gough, 1996). Thus, explicit 
language education is crucial for students at risk for reading and writing difficulties (Castles et al., 2018; 
Genesee et al., 2005; Melby-Lervåg et al., 2012). These students need competent teachers to develop oral 
language and pre-reading skills that will support them in learning to read and be readers with good 
comprehension. According to the current study and previous research (Hammond, 2015; Piasta et al., 2020), 
early language education requires teachers with pedagogical and content knowledge of young students' 
oral and written language development. Therefore, students meeting teachers without such knowledge 
might lose the education they need to prevent future reading failures. In addition, more language-gifted 
students are at risk of being under-stimulated and losing interest in reading and educational motivation 
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(cf., Barbier et al., 2022). 

School leaders should also be aware of the importance of recruiting competent staff in language 
development and pedagogy. Previous research has shown that it takes several years for a teacher to 
develop solid knowledge (Podolsky et al., 2019). It presupposes that the teacher has the opportunity to 
work with students in the same grade over a more extended period, which is an organizational aspect the 
school leaders should be aware of. In addition, collegiate learning has proven to develop teaching 
effectively (Podolsky et al., 2019). Therefore, school leaders should create time for collegial learning, 
especially when newly graduated teachers are employed. Generous and experienced teachers might have 
much to contribute to developing colleagues' language teaching. Without content knowledge of children's 
language development, a pedagogically skilled teacher will still have significant challenges in promoting 
language development. 

Besides the school leaders striving to allow teachers to develop knowledge and teaching, it is 
essential that teacher education and in-service teacher training focus on how content and pedagogical 
knowledge can be integrated into early language education to promote all students' language development. 
Therefore, we suggest further studies on how collegial learning and teacher training can enhance teachers' 
pedagogical and content knowledge to encourage all students' language development. There is also a need 
for further studies on how teachers integrate their content and pedagogical knowledge in the inclusive 
classroom. 
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