http://www.diva-portal.org

This is the published version of a paper published in .

Citation for the original published paper (version of record):
Ehrlin, A., Jepson Wigg, U. (2019)
Being Moved to the Outer Edge: Experiences of Working with Newly Arrived Students
in a Newly Diverse School
International Journal of Learning, Teaching and Educational Research, 18(7): 84-98
https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.18.7.6

Access to the published version may require subscription.
N.B. When citing this work, cite the original published paper.

Permanent link to this version:
http://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:mdh:diva-45485

84

International Journal of Learning, Teaching and Educational Research
Vol. 18, No. 7, pp. 84-98, July 2019
https://doi.org/10.26803/ijlter.18.7.6

Being Moved to the Outer Edge – Experiences of
Working with Newly Arrived Students in a
Newly Diverse School
Anna Ehrlin and Ulrika Jepson Wigg
Mälardalen University
Eskilstuna, Sweden

Abstract. The purpose of the study is to examine and analyse teachers’
and their principal’s experiences of receiving a group of newly arrived
students at a newly diverse school, in order to highlight how this
impacts professional practice and what is important to take into account
when receiving and teaching newly arrived students. The study is based
on experiences from a research-and development program, with
additional data gathered from semi-structured interviews with eight
teachers and a principal at a rural school. The theoretical point of
departure is Wenger’s (1998) theory on communities of practice and
legitimate peripheral participation. The results show that the teachers
were not prepared for the sudden change in the practice, and that the
teachers’ were frustrated with being limited as professionals. The
change wasn’t merely a change in student demographics but a
significant change in the community or practice. Analytically, we
understand this as being moved to the outer edge, from being central
participants in the practice. The result shows that such a change requires
focus on preparations and structures for reflection and support, so that
teachers are able to again become competent actors and develop their
teaching, in relation to newly arrived students.
Keywords: Newly arrived students; communities of practice; legitimate
peripheral participation; diverse schools; compulsory school.

Introduction and background
This article focuses on teachers’ experiences of working at a school which over
the course of a semester went from having a mono-cultural and locally rooted
group of students, to receiving a relatively large number of newly arrived
students. The school can therefore be described as a newly diverse school. The
study is focused on secondary school, since most of the newly arrived students
at this particular school were placed there.
Schooling for newly arrived students in Sweden is regulated in the Education
Act (SFS 2010:800), and states that all children have the right to attend school. A
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student is regarded newly arrived for four years. In 2016 the law was changed in
order to assure equal education for newly arrived students in compulsory
school. For instance, the term “newly arrived students” became an official term.
In addition, there are national guidelines and advice for school organisers,
principals and teachers. Schools can opt to place students in an introductory
group for a period of no more than two years (support material provided by the
National Agency of Education, 2016). Many schools offer extra support for a
period of time, either language support or study support.
Due to demography and housing segregation, most municipalities have one or a
few schools, depending on the size of the municipality, which receive the vast
majority of newly arrived students. The demand to receive newly arrived
students is only placed on the municipality run schools, who are in the closest
vicinity to the students’ place of residence. Although all students in Sweden
have the right to choose another school, studies have shown that students with a
migrant background rarely do so (Bunar, 2015), and this includes newly arrived
students.
During the autumn of 2015 and the spring of 2016, Sweden saw a sharp rise of
the number of refugees that sought asylum. This in turn affected the recipient
schools, whose capacity quickly was overburdened. Consequently, many
schools who did not previously receive newly arrived students, or received only
a few students each year had to make room for these students. Receiving and
teaching newly arrived students puts certain pedagogical demands on the
teachers and on the organisation as a whole Jepson Wigg (2016) and many
schools did not have the experience or competence needed.
Countryside school, which is in focus in this article, was one of the schools that
decided to start receiving newly arrived students during this time. The teachers
at the school ran into a number of professional problems, and over the course of
a research- and development programme that we were involved in as
researchers, we came into contact with these problems.

Aim and research questions
The aim of the study is to examine and analyse teachers’ and their principal’s
experiences of receiving a group of newly arrived students at a school which
over the course of a semester went from having a mono-cultural and locally
rooted group of students, to receiving a relatively large number of newly arrived
students. The research questions are: How does this sudden change impact
professional practice? and, What is important to take into account when
receiving and teaching newly arrived students?

Research and Policy Reports on Schooling for Newly Arrived Students
In a report from OECD, the differences in school performance between native
students and students with an immigrant background is highlighted. The older
the student at the time of arrival in the new country, the larger the gap. A policy
brief from the RAND Corporation (2016) points to the same gap. Factors that
promote success are among other a holistic perspective on the students’ school-

©2019 The authors and IJLTER.ORG. All rights reserved.

86

and life situation, and a wide approach to inclusion (ibid.). The Swedish
Research Council emphasises in an overview of current educational research
(2019), that there has been an increase in Sweden of students with a background
from different schools systems, and with limited schooling, and that this impacts
schools and students in ways that are not fully investigated in current research.
Internationally, “newly arrived students” is not an established term, but rather
studies regarding these students are found in the field of “immigrant students”
or “migrant students”. There is some common ground between these terms and
the field of “refugee education”, although those studies often focus on education
for refugees living in encampments in neighbouring countries. In Swedish
educational research, there is a growing number of studies regarding newly
arrived students, but only some of them are available in English. For the
purposes of this article, we have chosen to use the term “newly arrived
students” in the presentation of previous research.
Several studies, both in Sweden and internationally, bring up what is often
referred to as the deficit model in relation to newly arrived students. The
students are understood as lacking knowledge in relation to the school system in
the new country, which is reinforced in those cases when students have
traumatic experiences (Pastoor, 2015; Nilsson & Bunar, 2016; Devine &
McGillicuddy, 2016). Studies point to a lack of coordination and structure in the
support offered to the students, which means that teachers’ work with these
students risk being ad hoc. This might lead to teachers lowering their
expectations and demands on students (Devine & McGillicuddy, 2016). Several
studies show that methods such as ability grouping and tracking have proven
negative for newly arrived students, and may lead to lowered expectations and a
deficit model thinking (see for example Bartlett, 2015). A counterweight to this is
adopting a holistic approach around newly arrived students, in order to create
equal opportunities for learning (Hattam & Every, 2010; Adelman & Taylor,
2015; Devine & McGillicuddy, 2016; Dryden-Peterson, 2017). Other studies raise
the need to question diminishing stereotypes and to adopt a wider perspective
on newly arrived students’ learning and how their experiences and
competencies might be incorporated and made use of in education (Hattam &
Every, 2010; Catarci, 2014; Nilsson & Bunar, 2016; Devine & McGillicuddy;
Dryden Petersen, 2016, 2017; Migliarini, 2017).
A longitudinal study, which focused on the process of a small city becoming
more diverse due to policy decisions (Simó & Telford, 2012), summarizes the
effectiveness of different strategies in handling increasing diversity in school.
The study took place over 15 years, and states that in order to succeed in
creating integration and a school which supports all students, a number of
aspects need to be addressed and processed. One aspect is organising reception
classes as open spaces, to make sure that the newly arrived students are not
sealed off, and so that all students have access to that space. Another is to
recognize the crucial role that other students play in the newly arrived students’
development of language. A third aspect concerns the need to organize training
for teachers, which includes space and time for reflection and analysis of
learning possibilities of all students, and developing structures that support that
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work. The authors of the study also stress that decisions that so fundamentally
change a community, need to be anchored in practice (Simó & Telford, 2012).

Theoretical framework
The theoretical point of departure for this study is Wenger's (1998) theory on
communities of practice. In the context of this study, collaboration between
teachers at Countryside School and between teachers and the principal, can be
understood as communities of practice that are interconnected to a varying
extent. The starting point in Wenger's (1998) theory is that, in our everyday lives,
we form part of several communities of practice that affect our development,
and that within these communities we affect practice to different degrees.
Participating in a community of practice changes the individual as well as their
position in community. Within a community of practice, an individual's
participation can be understood as a shift from being a legitimate peripheral
participant or actor on the outer edge of a community to, over time, becoming an
increasingly central participant or actor who has increasingly mastered that
community of practice. This learning process is based on the interplay between
the people in the community of practice (Wenger, 1998).However, sometimes
individuals might find themselves in a situation when previous knowledge
within the practice isn’t relevant or enough to handle the new situation. Our
interpretation is that these situations bring us back to a position on the outer
edge of the community, and in a sense we are back to being peripheral
participants. Wenger stresses that in order to deal with this, community building
must …make sure that participants have access to the resources necessary to learn what
they need to learn in order to take actions and make decisions that fully engage their own
knowledgeability (Wenger, 2018, p.225).

Method and Empirical Material
Countryside School is a compulsory school situated in a municipality of about
1300 inhabitants where most of the inhabitants of the village were born in
Sweden. The school has students in grades 1 to 9. In2016, approximately 30
newly arrived students came to study at the school. All of them lived in a
municipality of 100 000 inhabitants, 30 km away and the municipality arranged
a school bus service for this group of students. Before 2016 the school hardly had
any experience of teaching students with multi-ethnic backgrounds.
This study is part of an ongoing research- and development program concerning
elementary schools’ work with newly arrived students. The program was
initiated and co-financed by a research institute, Ifous, which stands for
Innovation, research and development in preschool and school, which runs a
number of research- and development program that focus on different topics.
The project is also financed by the participating municipality and Mälardalen
University of Sweden. This project aims to develop school practice and produce
practice-based research.
Methodologically the overall project presented is based on a method called
research circles. The term “forskningscirklar” is well established in Sweden but
there is no word in English for this particular method, so we have chosen to use
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a direct translation of the Swedish term, research circles. In short, research circles
are places for practitioners and researchers to meet, exchange ideas and develop
both research and practice for further information on research circles as a
method, see Jepson Wigg & Ehrlin (2018). As stated earlier, some of the
problems we were told about during the research circles held at Countryside
School, led us to the decision to complement the collection of data with
interviews.
The interviews held were semi-structured, qualitative research interviews,
which Kvale & Brinkmann (2014) calls “conversational interviews”. The
interviews were conducted at the school. We performed nine interviews; three
interviews together, and three each individually. We interviewed eight teachers
and the principal at the school. Five of the teachers interviewed were part of the
ongoing research- and development program concerning elementary schools’
work with newly arrived students and were also asked to also participate in
interviews and besides that three other teachers at the school were asked to
participate. The participants’ years of experience vary from 5 to 30+ years. Six of
the interviews lasted from 40 to 52 minutes and two of them lasted for 15
minutes depending on difficulties to find time in the schedule of these two
teachers. The interviews where recorded in full, with written permission from
the participants.
The conversational interviews were based on an interview guide which used
open as well as leading questions to incite stories and reflections that were
concentrated around a number of themes. The semi-structured approach meant
that each conversational interview took a slightly different direction. The
transcribed data material was analyzed using a qualitative method of analysis
(Kvale & Brinkman, 2014). During the first stage of the analysis, the content of
the transcribed conversational interviews was categorized by establishing a
number of themes in the interviewees’ life-world perspectives. In the second
stage, aspects of these perspectives were theorized using an abductive method
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2017). The Swedish Research Council’s ethical principles
(The Swedish Research Council, 2017) regarding information, consent,
confidentiality and use were taken into account when conducting this research.
Since this is a small school, confidentiality is of special importance. We have
chosen to use only fabricated female names for the interviewees, and have
chosen not to include descriptions of subjects they teach or other identifying
characteristics. There is no doubt, however, who the principal of the school is,
and for that reason, we have chosen to use that interview mainly as a
contextualisation. In the presentation of the results we have chosen excerpts
from the transcripts that capture the sense of what was being said.

Empirical Findings
The findings are presented in two sections. The first describes the principals’,
Doris, experiences and thoughts under the theme The organisational context and
decisions. The second section presents the thematic analysis of the teachers’
experiences. The themes are: A sudden change, Preparations and support, Limitations
and frustration and Imprints in the practice.
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The organisational context and decisions
During the spring of 2016, the principal, Doris, was given information from the
municipality that Countryside School might, as she puts it, be given a possibility
to receive a group of 30 newly arrived student. Doris saw this as important:
“And I thought, this is a train we just can’t miss, considering /…/
we have a very, how do you say, homogeneous group of students
here. So I thought it would be good because, we can’t miss this
opportunity.”
An explicit reason for Doris to agree to receive these students, then, was to
increase diversity at the school and in the community. Since Countryside School
is set in a rural community with very few immigrants, the principal saw an
opportunity to introduce diversity.
After the initial question from the municipality, it wasn’t until just before the
summer holidays that Doris was given final information that the students would
attend the school the following semester. This late decision meant that the
principal couldn’t inform anyone at the school, teachers or students, until after
the summer.
Doris chose not to discuss the possibility of this change before everything was
decided, partly because it was unclear what was going to happen, and partly
because she saw the decision as an easy one:
“It was decided very late, formally very late. So I informed the
teachers that “we have been given a task to perform”, so there
wasn’t much room for dialogue around “should we or shouldn’t
we?” It was a non-issue.”
This drawn-out process meant that Doris had to start planning for receiving the
students at very short notice. The main issue at the beginning of the school year,
was to recruit teachers and support staff with experience of working with newly
arrived students. The school was not successful in that regard, since there was a
shortage of these teachers due to the high number of refugees coming to Sweden
at the time. Eventually, three people were hired that were not teachers, but had
some experience in working with newly arrived students.
At the beginning of the semester, the teachers at the school were given some
training and support, by staff from the municipality who receive all the newly
arrived students initially. The training included a lecture in scaffolding language
and learning according to a certain method.
Most of the teachers at the school were not involved in teaching the newly
arrived students from the beginning, since the students were placed in an
introductory group. After about half a year, Doris realised that these students
had become separated from the other students at the school, and that they were
not an integrated part of school life.
“And we discovered that these students were an isolated group.
They want to be in [regular] classes. And then I made that
decision that these students have to be in [regular] class. We have
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to have the resources in the classrooms, because these students
have to be everybody’s responsibility /…/ we have to do
something otherwise they’ll be isolated, and that leads to other
things, there’ll be much more “us and them”.
Apart from the challenges in planning and supporting teachers and students,
Doris’ experience is that the new situation also led to challenges in teaching.
Doris expresses some surprise that not all of the teachers at the school took to the
challenges the way she had expected:
“The range of what is normal in the classroom increases. And I
think you either have to think “well, how do I approach this
differently? How do I plan my teaching so that it fits all of the
students?” Or “I will plan my teaching to fit these students, and
the rest have to cope the best they can”. I think there’s a large
variation.”
Doris had expected that the teachers would be more willing to question and
change their teaching methods to benefit the newly arrived students, but some
of the teachers found this difficult, she says: “… this readiness to adjust your own
teaching, I thought that readiness was higher.” As a result, it became difficult for the
principal to plan how to best utilize resources in the classroom, and she
describes the solutions and the support as a bit of a patchwork.
In Doris’ experience, not all the teachers liked the change that much, but she
says she chose not to give room to voice those opinions:
“I went in and said “we have this opportunity to become a
diverse school”. I mean if I go in with that energy, no one will say
“I don’t want to do this”. I am aware of that. I think I minimized
the space for being critical to that decision. Was that smart or not?
I don’t know. But I did it, because I judged that I didn’t have a
choice.”
At the time of the interview, the newly arrived students were leaving the school.
Doris thinks that despite the challenges this has been a good experience.
Teachers and students having to face and deal with diversity has enriched the
school and the native students at the school, she says:
“There’s a great conformity here. If the students who attend the
school are to have a possibility to see what it’s like to live outside
this place, they need to meet other people. And they got to do
that for a full year. Or two. And that’s a value we shouldn’t
disparage.”
In summation, this is the principals’ story and experiences of receiving the group
of newly arrived students. In the next section, the experiences of eight of the
teachers are in focus.
A sudden change
The teachers describe the decision to admit newly arrived students to the school
as a sudden event. Some of them recall that they were informed at the beginning
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of the autumn semester that the school was about to receive 30 newly arrived
students in smaller increments, starting immediately. Others do not recall
precisely when or how they received the information. The teachers all describe
the sudden change as perplexing, but also understandable given the
circumstances in Sweden at the time. Susan expresses her experience like this:
“Suddenly, we were told that there would be newly arrived
students at the school. And the way the situation was in Sweden,
no one had anything to say against that. We just rolled with the
punches. You can’t say “no, we won’t help out”.
Further, the teachers aren’t clear on who actually made the decision to admit the
students to the school, whether it was a decision in the central administration of
the municipality, or whether it was the principal. Celia says:
“There was a decision in the municipality that all schools should
be prepared to receive [newly arrived students]. And I don’t
know if it was because the principal wanted it or because we
were assigned students.”
There was, then, a willingness on the part of the teachers to take on this group of
students, but it was difficult to assess or anticipate what such a sudden change
would bring with it and how it would affect their teaching. One aspect, which
Gladys expresses, is that for most teachers, receiving that many new students
into your classroom during such a short time would be a challenge:
“I mean, it never happens that you suddenly get eight new
students. It’s usually one or two, from time to time. Not this
many at the same time, who don’t speak the language. That’s
unique, I have to say.”
Another aspect of anticipating the changes that would follow, is expressed like
this by Helen:
“If I’m completely honest, I don’t think I really understood the
concept “newly arrived”, I mean I understand what it means in
general, but maybe not what it would mean for a school. And I
actually don’t think anyone at the school fully did.”
In summation, this theme captures the teachers’ sense of being taken by surprise
by this organisational change. This in turn led to the teachers feeling left out of
the decision-making process, and they were not given adequate time to prepare
and adjust.
Preparations and support
As stated above, the teachers were surprised by the sudden change in the
organisation, but they did not oppose it. However, they express that they would
have needed more support and guidance in how to adjust their teaching to meet
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the needs of their new students. Carol says that there was no organised support
at the beginning of the semester:
“I felt like these students were just thrown into the system, and
that there was no preparedness but our principal and us
colleagues were meant to solve it. Just solve it like this [snaps her
fingers]. That’s how I felt.”
Several of the teachers say they would have needed more support and guidance
from others with more experiences, for instance from other schools who receive
many newly arrived students every year. They are also critical of the lack of
support from the central administration of the municipality. Liza says:
“We didn’t get a lot of information, well someone was here and
talked about things to do, but in the end, it was like “we can’t
perform miracles, so do the best you can”. And we didn’t know
where to turn for that support either. I like a challenge, I do...But
this was a bit much.”
Susan echoes that sentiment:
“The support function wasn’t there. And one would think, our
municipality, they ought to have some kind of know-how. There
has to be people who develop material, come out and present it to
us “here you go, period. Use this”. We can’t be inventing the
wheel when we have so many different students. This wasn’t
rational.”
Some of the teachers say that they were offered some support, and that they
turned to each other within the work teams to find method and discuss what did
and didn’t work. Gladys recollects that a woman from the municipality who had
worked with second language acquisition came to the school, went to lessons
and observed, and gave the teachers advice. Monica emphasises the collegial
support and reading books to find ideas and inspiration. Despite this, the overall
interpretation is that there was a lack of support. As Susan puts it, they still had
the same variation of students in their classrooms, with different needs and
abilities, and then:
“… on top of that, a larger number of students with different
languages. They weren’t a homogenous group either, some of
them had gone to school, someone knew English, and some had
never gone to school. We didn’t have the knowledge, and we
weren’t offered any help.”
A possible solution, according to Gladys, would have been if the entire school
had come together and worked collectively on possible ways of developing their
teaching. The way it was now, Gladys means that the teachers were left to their
own devices to a large extent.
In summation, this theme captures the teachers’ experiences of facing a task they
did not feel prepared for. It also points to a desire to develop their teaching
methods and the disorientation they felt due to a lack of support in that process.
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Limitations and frustration
The teachers’ experiences described in the previous themes, led to feelings of
being limited as a professional. None of the teachers express that they didn’t
want to help or didn’t want the school to receive these students. What they do
express is a frustration in being underprepared and in not knowing how to
amend the situation. Helen says:
“I think I trusted the people who made these decisions, like my
principal, that she knew, but the more we talked about this, the
more we realized that no one really knew what the students /…/
what abilities they had in Swedish /…/ I felt like this was
beyond my competence in a way because this was language
acquisition at a basic level, and I don’t have that competence.”
Asking for support and not receiving it the way they felt they needed was
another source of frustration, as Amy states:
“I kept going on about needing more… I don’t know enough
/…/ I was annoyed, but I was annoyed because I wanted support
to make it work, and the solution was to remove the students
[from my class] instead. But I wasn’t trying to get them removed,
I wanted support in how to teach them.”
Helen and Susan use even stronger language when they describe their feelings
as professionals in this situation. Susan expresses a sense of shame in not being
able to do her job they way she wants to:
“I was ashamed during that time. I was ashamed. I felt so bad, it
was so… I can’t, I don’t know what to do /…/ I mean, we have a
charge, I feel that these students need more help, they aren’t to
blame for the way things are /…/ I am responsible for that in a
way, I am. But I am a part of a system, and it’s not very satisfying
when I see that the system isn’t holding up.”
Helen means that this is also an issue of professional ethics, and describes a
sense being conflicted regarding the scope of her responsibilities:
“You want to break free from that responsibility as an individual
/…/ but it’s partly my responsibility too, because I don’t want it
to be my problem /…/ it could be an organisational issue, that
there was no support, you had to go it alone. And then when the
whole group [of colleagues] came together, decisions were made
that didn’t benefit the students. Yeah, it’s almost like an ethical
standpoint “I can’t do this anymore, do I save myself or…”
The conflict for Helen is between her own well-being on the one hand and
continuing trying to help the students on the other.
In summation, this theme captures the teachers’ frustration of being limited as
professionals, and no longer being competent in handling the new situations
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that arise in their teaching. This touches on central issues in their professional
practice such as planning their teaching and being able to help students learn.
Imprints in the practice
As stated earlier, at the time of the interviews, almost all the newly arrived
students had left the school, and the rest were about to leave. The teachers talk
about the traces this period has left at the school, and in their practice, and their
thoughts on this differ somewhat. Monica expresses a belief that the students
has enriched the school and changed teaching practices:
“I do think our school is richer for these experiences, I do. They
won’t go away. And they’ll change the teaching for those who
actually looked at themselves and scrutinized their practice,
because you have to do that sometimes.”
Gladys isn’t as sure as Monica that this experience will leave permanent
imprints:
“Hopefully it did. But the risk is that if there aren’t any newly
arrived students at all [at the school] /…/ the risk is that it will
just be an exception. It might be. That you forget, the [Swedish]
students that attended the school then have left, and the new
students won’t think about it.”
Susan and Amy both express that they wouldn’t want the school to receive more
newly arrived students under the same circumstances. But as Susan says:
“If you build a sensible organisation, otherwise no /…/ definitely
not. But if we have to, in the name of solidarity, of course we
should. But you would want a better organisation.”
Monica also wishes for a better organisation, but states that she wants the school
to have a continuous reception of newly arrived students:
“It would be good for everything here. Because it was like an
interlude, they arrived and then they disappeared. It’s not good
for the practice, we ought to have a certain percentage. I think it
would be good for integration overall.”
In summation, the teachers state that they would like to have more newly
arrived students at the school, but only under the right circumstances, with a
robust organisation in place and support in developing one’s own teaching.

Discussion
The teachers and the principal are in agreement that the situation they found
themselves in was difficult to manoeuvre. It was not the suddenness of the
decision in itself, or how it was announced, that caused problems. Rather, it was
the lack of preparations and support once this was decided. The principal states
that she expected the teachers to see the benefits of a more diverse school and
thought they would take on the challenge of teaching this new group of students
and change their teaching accordingly. The teachers, on their part, felt they were
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not up to the task on their own, and wanted more support and clearer
guidelines. Our interpretation is that there was an idea that potential problems
could be handled, because receiving these students at the school was for a good
purpose. It would make the school more diverse, the native students at this rural
school would get to see more aspects of society, and the teachers would develop
their teaching methods. This can be put in relation to previous research about
newly diverse schools, where certain aspects were pinpointed as effective
strategies in handling diversity (Simó & Telford, 2012). One aspect concerns
training for teachers, which includes time for reflection and developing
structures to support teaching. Another study highlights that without proper
support structures, teaching newly arrived students risks being a string of ad
hoc-solutions (Devine &McGillicuddy, 2016). An antidote to this, according to
previous studies, is to adopt a holistic perspective on work with newly arrived
students (Adelman & Taylor, 2015; Pastoor, 2015; Nilsson & Bunar, 2016; Devine
& McGillicuddy, 2016; Dryden-Peterson, 2017). Our interpretation is that in the
case of Countryside School, the lack of planning and experience forced the
principal and the teachers to improvise solutions, which led to, as the principal
puts it, a patchwork of methods.
Understanding Countryside School as a community of practice, this ad hocapproach can be theorized as an illustration of what may happen to the
participants in a practice, when the practice changes rapidly. Learning in a
community of practice entails becoming a more and more competent and central
participant over time. When there is a sudden change in the practice, such as in
this case, the participants seem to make the opposite journey, in becoming more
peripheral in the community of practice. In their classrooms, the teachers now
had students who did not understand Swedish, many of them had limited
school backgrounds and the teachers did not have sufficient methods or
knowledge about how to teach these newly arrived students and support their
learning alongside other students.
As professionals, the teachers describe no longer feeling competent in teaching,
in relation to the newly arrived students. For some, this led to disorientation.
Our interpretation is that this also led to the teachers perceiving one another as
more or less willing to cooperate in finding methods and materials for these
students.
As a legitimately peripheral participant in a community of practice, there is
acceptance for participants not to know things, or not to be able to perform all
tasks. As beginners, we are not expected to contribute in full. Some of the
teachers at Countryside School, felt alienated and isolated in the new situation
the found themselves in. Others were able to work their way back towards the
centre more or less on their own, by seeking information and literature
regarding for instance the method of scaffolding. Here, we want to make a
theoretical point, saying that the teachers who described being able to cope did
see themselves as placed in a new context or practice, and therefore acted as
legitimately peripheral participants. Their colleagues who were isolated did not
and because of this became stuck on the outer edge with fewer possibilities to act
as competent participants in order to make the journey back to the centre.
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Another interpretation is that the community of practice at the school has a
culture of trust in teachers’ self-sufficiency. When the teachers are central
participants in the practice, this is a good thing in that it shows respect for the
teachers’ autonomy and competence as actors. In order to create support for the
teachers when they no longer felt competent in the new situation, the school
would have to:… “make sure that participants have access to the resources necessary to
learn what they need to learn in order to take actions and make decisions that fully
engage their own knowledgeability” (Wenger, 2018, p.225).In this case, the culture of
trust in teachers’ self-sufficiency in the community of practice might have
prevented necessary resources to support the teachers.

Conclusions and Recommendations
The purpose of this article was to examine and analyse teachers’ and their
principal’s experiences of receiving a group of newly arrived students at a newly
diverse school, in order to highlight how this impacts professional practice and
what is important to take into account when receiving and teaching newly
arrived students. The principal and some of the teachers meant that having the
newly arrived students attend the school would contribute diversity and
perspective to the other students and to the community. As well intended as that
aim was the lack of preparations and support for the teachers, caused problems
since the sudden change was not merely a change in student demographics but a
significant change in the community or practice. Based on the result of the study
our recommendations are that such a change would have needed more focus on
preparations and structures for reflection and support, so that the teachers
would be able to develop their teaching in relation to the newly arrived
students.
This article contributes to educational research regarding what is necessary for
newly diverse schools to take into account when receiving newly arrived
students. We cannot draw any conclusions regarding how Countryside School
actually fared, or how the newly arrived students who attended the school
experienced their schooling. The image presented by the teachers seems to
indicate that they failed in teaching these students. It is possible; however, that
the teachers did succeed in their teaching, but what is important here is the
experiences they express of not having been able to teach in a way they can take
professional pride in. According to Wenger (1998) when there is a lack of
communication in a community of practice, this creates gaps in potential for
participants to be competent actors. This seems especially crucial to keep in
mind in a complex practice like teaching newly arrived students.
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