






























https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesbian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gay
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bisexual
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgender






























































































































https://doi.org/10.1080/20020317.2020.1729587


https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2025.2466890




https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11815/2648




https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003327554-15






https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4020-6545-3_1


https://www.stjornarradid.is/library/01--Frettatengt---myndir-og-skrar/MRN/Leidarvisir%20um%20studning%20vid%20modurmal_enska.pdf
https://www.stjornarradid.is/library/01--Frettatengt---myndir-og-skrar/MRN/Leidarvisir%20um%20studning%20vid%20modurmal_enska.pdf
https://samradapi.island.is/api/Documents/0a728542-8276-ef11-9bc5-005056bcce7e
https://samradapi.island.is/api/Documents/0a728542-8276-ef11-9bc5-005056bcce7e


http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/immigrant-students-at-school_9789264249509-en
http://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/education/immigrant-students-at-school_9789264249509-en
https://doi.org/10.1080/20004508.2018.1428032


https://hdl.handle.net/20.500.11815/2182


http://staff.unak.is/not/runar/Rannsoknir/THESIS.pdf
https://reykjavik.is/sites/default/files/stefna_sfs_um_fjoelmenningu_n.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/2005615X.2013.11102900


https://statice.is/publications/news-archive/inhabitants/population-by-origin-1-january-2024/
https://statice.is/publications/news-archive/inhabitants/population-by-origin-1-january-2024/
https://www.stjornarradid.is/verkefni/menntamal/ytra-mat/
http://urn.fi/URN:ISBN:978-952-287-640-9
http://hdl.handle.net/1946/23419


https://ugla.unak.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=640014&namskra=1&kennsluar=current&lina=749
https://ugla.unak.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=640014&namskra=1&kennsluar=current&lina=749
https://ugla.unak.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=640078&lina=439&namskra=1&kennsluar=current
https://ugla.unak.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=640078&lina=439&namskra=1&kennsluar=current
http://www.hi.is/sites/default/files/admin/meginmal/skjol/vshi_sidareglur_16_1_2014.pdf
http://www.hi.is/sites/default/files/admin/meginmal/skjol/vshi_sidareglur_16_1_2014.pdf
https://ugla.hi.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=820241_20256&kennsluar=2025
https://ugla.hi.is/kennsluskra/index.php?tab=nam&chapter=namsleid&id=820241_20256&kennsluar=2025








































 1 

Netla – Online Journal on Pedagogy and Education 

Special Issue 2016 – Learning spaces for inclusion and social justice  
School of Education, University of Iceland 
Peer reviewed article published December 31, 2016 

 

Hafdís Guðjónsdóttir, Edda Óskarsdóttir, Anna Katarzyna Wozniczka 
and Karen Rut Gísladóttir 

Learning spaces built on students’ 
resources 

In the last few decades, technological, social and cultural changes have brought the 

education systems of the world new challenges to deal with. In this context, global 

migration between countries, as well as increased emphasis on the school policy of 

inclusive education has attracted people to an awareness of the diversity of students 

and the expectations of families and communities towards education. One of the 

biggest challenges in education in modern times is to find pedagogies and ways to 

accommodate this diversity.  

Our vision is based on the idea that teachers create learning environments to support 

students and give them space to strengthen their minds and develop their skills. 

Empowering students can occur when teaching methods are based on social and 

democratic accountability and social justice, with trust and diversity prevailing in 

school. In such an environment teachers have the possibility of creating a learning 

space that supports students to participate actively (Duckworth, 2006; Gee, 2004; 

González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). 

The purpose of this study was to explore how teachers design learning spaces based 

on the resources of immigrant students. Immigrant students, in this study, are students 

who were born abroad or whose parents were born abroad (Hanna Ragnarsdóttir, 2015). 

The aim of the study is to develop a better understanding of how social and cultural 

resources of students are analysed and used to plan teaching and learning for students 

of foreign origin. The research question is: How do learning spaces emerge based on 

the social and cultural resources of immigrant students? 

The theoretical framework builds on a culturally responsive pedagogy and a critical 

education and pedagogy, emphasizing the importance of human intervention in 

transforming education. One way of empowering children through education is by 

noticing and making use of their cultural and linguistic resources. Rodriguez (2007) 

characterises resources as personal strengths and qualities, which emerge from and 

shape life experiences. We use these ideas to understand how teachers are working 

with their students and how they design their teaching. Finally, we explore the concept 

of learning spaces that allows us to investigate how the issues of social justice, equity, 

democracy, and human rights are embedded in the learning process. 

The study is part of a larger Nordic research project, Learning spaces for inclusion and 

social justice. In this article we present the data collected in three compulsory schools 

in Iceland, two in the capital area and one outside the capital area. Sampling was 
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purposive in that all the participating schools were evaluated as being successful in 

implementing social justice and creating inclusive learning spaces for all students. 

Indicators such as average grades, test scores and dropout rates were used for school 

selection, as well as evaluations of school authorities (Hanna Ragnarsdóttir, 2015). 

School administrators were asked to nominate teachers for participation who are 

effective in meeting diverse learners’ needs. Twelve teachers and their students 

participated in the study, all of whom have been given pseudonyms. Qualitative data 

was collected through field observations and semi-structured interviews with teachers.  

Results indicate that teachers set out clear expectations for learning and achievement, 

while students get space to work and are encouraged to participate, discuss and reflect 

on their learning. It is understood that solution-based teaching, encouragement to use 

native languages and a warm reception of students all contribute to the success of 

schools in meeting the diverse backgrounds of students. Thereby, creating a learning 

space where learning is based on students’ resources and relates to their interest 

allows students to maintain ownership of their learning processes. 

Introduction 

In recent decades, technological, social, and cultural changes have introduced new 
challenges for education systems worldwide. In this context, global migration and the 
increased emphasis on inclusive education policies have raised awareness of student 
diversity and the expectations of families and communities regarding education. One of the 
greatest challenges teachers face in schools is finding ways to respond to this diversity and 
developing teaching methods that accommodate the varied backgrounds of all students 
(Ainscow, 2008; Hafdís Guðjónsdóttir & Edda Óskarsdóttir, 2016; Hafdís Guðjónsdóttir, 2003; 
Meijer, 2003). Teaching that considers students’ diverse social and cultural backgrounds in all 
aspects of learning and aligns with diverse student groups must be prioritized (Ladson-Billings, 
1998). In an environment where teachers base their teaching practices on social and 
democratic responsibility, and where social justice, trust, and diversity are central values in 
schools, space is created for students’ intellectual development, skills enhancement, and 
active participation (Duckworth, 2006; Nieto, 2002; Ryan, 2006). 

The study presented here is part of a larger research project. This article describes how 
learning spaces that build on the resources of immigrant students are created. When 
discussing students’ resources, we refer to their strengths as well as the culture, experiences, 
knowledge, and skills that underpin them (Rodriguez, 2007). Immigrant students are defined 
as those born abroad or those whose parents were born abroad (Hanna Ragnarsdóttir, 2015). 
The aim of the study was to develop a better understanding of how students’ social and cultural 
resources are identified and used in the planning of learning and teaching for immigrant 
students. The focus was on learning and teaching, examining how teachers and students 
create learning spaces guided by principles of social justice, equity, democracy, and human 
rights. The research question of this study was: How do learning spaces emerge in teaching 
that is based on the social and cultural resources of immigrant students? This was a qualitative 
study. The article discusses the teaching of immigrant students, primarily drawing on findings 
from field observations, supplemented by results from interviews and informal conversations 
with the teachers who participated in the study. 

Theoretical Framework 

Learning spaces are spaces that emerge under specific conditions and are shaped by their 
context each time. They encompass social contexts that provide opportunities for mutual 
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communication while nurturing factors that encourage, develop, and stimulate learning, and 
supporting individuals in actively participating in education and society (Gee, 2004; González, 
Moll, & Amanti, 2005). According to critical theory, learning spaces cannot be neutral. To 
promote social justice, equity, democracy, and human rights, learning spaces must be 
structured around students’ resources (Banks, 2007; Gee, 2004). This ensures that individuals 
are approached according to their interests, strengths, skills, and needs. Equity does not mean 
treating everyone exactly the same but rather responding to each individual's unique 
background (Ryan & Rottmann, 2007). 

The concept of a learning space differs from the concept of a learning environment, which 
refers more to the location, conditions, and culture in which students learn. Many learning 
spaces exist within every school and classroom, forming part of the broader learning 
environment. Learning spaces are not limited to school settings; they also exist in daily life. 
Within the school environment, both students and teachers have the opportunity to create and 
open such spaces. When this process is successful, students’ participation in these spaces 
increases, strengthening their sense of belonging in school and society (Banks, 2007; Booth, 
2010; Gee, 2004). In this context, it is crucial for students to engage in tasks that matter to 
them and align with their interests (Gee, 2004). We use the concept of learning spaces to 
highlight how education is built on students' social and cultural resources. 

To empower students, it is essential that their learning is based on the resources they bring to 
school (Freire, 2007). The concept of resources has evolved in education science over the 
past decades and is based on the idea of funds of knowledge developed by Moll, Amanti, Neff, 
and González (1992) and further expanded by González et al. (2005). Resources are linked 
to discussions about students' strengths but have a broader scope (Rodriguez, 2007). 
Strengths are resources that can be recognized and utilized, but not all resources are 
necessarily seen as strengths. In some cases, resources may be hidden from others or even 
perceived as weaknesses. Thus, strengths and weaknesses are context-dependent and 
shaped by perceptions, while resources inherently exist, awaiting to be activated. Viewing 
students’ resources as strengths enables teachers to create conditions where these resources 
become an integral part of individual’s learning. Cultural traditions and community practices 
shape an individual's resources, which become tools people develop in diverse contexts and 
use to understand and navigate their environments (Wertch, 1998). In schools, it is crucial that 
teachers recognize and activate students' resources. Such awareness can enhance students’ 
self-esteem and help them integrate into peer groups through daily interactions (Harrell-Levy 
& Kerpelman, 2010). One way to empower students is by acknowledging their cultural 
resources and encouraging them to use them in their education and work. 

To analyze different learning spaces, we employ the framework of culturally responsive 
pedagogy, sometimes referred to as culturally relevant teaching. This approach involves 
mapping students’ knowledge and experiences and using them as a foundation for further 
learning (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Teachers who develop this type of 
practice must avoid relying on stereotypes about different cultures. Instead, they must be 
socially aware and emphasize respect for diversity. This can be achieved by learning about 
students’ lives, skills, perspectives, and attitudes, viewing them as capable individuals, and 
advocating for them (Nieto, 2002; Palmer & Martinez, 2013; Riojas-Cortez, 2001; Sandhu, 
2012). Various methods have been identified to highlight students' strengths, ranging from 
role-playing with young children (Riojas-Cortez, 2001) to culturally relevant literacy practices 
for older students (Sandhu, 2012). By applying these strategies, teachers create spaces where 
students' cultural backgrounds become valuable educational content (Riojas-Cortez, 2001). 

Culturally responsive pedagogy demonstrates how teachers can utilize students’ resources to 
support their learning and social participation in school settings. This framework also allows 
for an exploration of how teachers and students navigate historical, institutional, and political 
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forces that shape learning spaces (Giroux, 2001). Education and pedagogy is not just about 
learning about others, it is also about understanding and reflecting on one's own attitudes and 
recognizing how they influence our perceptions of schools and classroom practices. By 
becoming aware of their attitudes towards different languages, religions, cultures, 
nationalities, and status of various social groups, teachers can develop social consciousness 
and work against discrimination. Culturally responsive pedagogy requires diverse and creative 
teaching methods that break away from traditions and redefine power structures to address 
the realities that students face (Erickson, 1986).  

In this study, we examine examples of learning spaces where teaching is based on both 
students’ and teachers’ resources. These examples enhance understanding of interactions, 
practices, and discourse that contribute to development of pedagogies aimed at social justice. 

Research Methodology 

This was a qualitative study, aimed at deepening understanding of learning spaces that 
teachers and students create through their daily interactions and togetherness. The purpose 
was to explore how learning spaces emerge in teaching practice when teachers build on the 
resources of immigrant students. The research question was: How do learning spaces emerge 
in teaching which is based on the social and cultural resources of immigrant students? 

The research was reported to the Icelandic Data Protection Authority and approved. Informed 
consent, translated into several languages, was obtained from all participants, including 
teachers, students, and their parents or legal guardians. The biggest challenge in the research 
was utilizing the diverse backgrounds and expertise of the researchers in data collection and 
analysis. However, this diversity was also a key strength of the study. To ensure credibility, 
data were collected through various methods over two school years, involving four researchers 
in data collection and analysis (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). 

Participants 

This research is part of a Nordic research project, Learning spaces for inclusion and social 
justice. This article is built on data collected from three Icelandic primary schools: two in the 
capital area and one outside of it. The schools were selected based on purposeful sampling, 
considering the share of immigrant students, success in national exams, and positive external 
and internal evaluations. The schools' curricula and policies were also reviewed, focusing on 
aspects regarding social justice and inclusive education. Schools where these factors were 
prominent were chosen for the study. School administrators nominated teachers whose work 
with immigrant students was exemplary. Twelve teachers, both Icelandic and foreign-born, 
and their students participated in this part of the project. Teachers were involved in different 
teaching roles, including reception classes, Icelandic as a second language, specific subjects, 
and general classroom teaching. All teachers and students were given pseudonyms in the 
study. 

Data Collection 

The study employed qualitative methods and various data collection tools. This article primarily 
relies on data from field observations and formal and informal teacher interviews.  

Researchers conducted fourteen field observations in nine classrooms, lasting between two 
and six hours each. Data collection included notetaking, audio and video recordings, and 
photographs of classrooms and student work. Field notes were created through video 
recordings, photographs, and researcher documentation. For observations to be as natural as 
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possible, researchers participated in teaching activities by assisting students when needed, to 
gain firsthand insight into teaching methods and student engagement. 

Additionally, twelve semi-structured interviews were conducted with teachers, lasting one to 
two hours each, along with informal conversations that followed up on data from field 
observations. Semi-structured interviews were chosen to capture teachers' descriptions and 
perspectives on their teaching practices and specific events in a clear and precise manner 
(Flick, 2006; Kvale, 2007). This approach allowed researchers to structure interview content 
while also enabling open discussions. Participants were asked to describe their teaching and 
learning methods, as well as the opportunities and challenges they faced in their work. All 
interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim to capture the teachers’ stories. Informal 
conversations were initially recorded as brief notes and later expanded with more detail from 
memory. 

Data Analysis 

Data were analyzed using qualitative research methodology, specifically thematic analysis, 
content analysis, coding, and constant comparison (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2013). Initially, 
each researcher reviewed and coded the data individually. In the next stage, a team of four 
researchers conducted further analysis using narrative inquiry method (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000). The focus was on identifying instances that illustrated diverse manifestations of 
learning spaces in culturally responsive teaching (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2013). We used 
the Atlas.ti software as well to extract and explore significant information within the extensive 
dataset. The goal of the analysis was to examine how immigrant students' resources are 
activated to create learning spaces that enhance their participation and empowerment. 

Findings: Learning spaces for all 

This section discusses culturally responsive teaching and the three main themes that emerged 
from classroom observations, student projects, and interviews with teachers. The first theme 
describes how teachers recognize and utilize students’ resources, including their language, 
culture, and knowledge, to create learning spaces that emphasize diverse teaching 
approaches. The second theme focuses on collaboration between teachers and students and 
how teachers establish learning spaces where students can support one another in their 
learning. The third theme highlights teachers' sensitivity to different languages and cultural 
backgrounds and how they leverage this awareness to create meaningful learning 
experiences. These themes are illustrated through classroom narratives that showcase how 
students’ social and cultural resources were used to structure teaching and learning for 
immigrant students and how these learning spaces emerged. 

Theme 1: Diverse teaching methods 

When working with immigrant students, teachers must employ various teaching strategies to 
ensure meaningful learning experiences. Elsa, a teacher at the lower and middle primary 
levels in a reception class, actively seeks ways to base learning on students' experiences and 
knowledge, as demonstrated in the following example. 
 

On a dark January morning in 2015, Elsa welcomes fifteen students into her 
classroom. They vary in age and have lived in Iceland for different lengths of time. The 
walls are covered with visual materials, including information on how to support 
bilingualism in teaching. Several posters offer suggestions, such as encouraging 
students to use their native language as a resource for learning new languages, 
demonstrating that language can be playful, and highlighting the value of 
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multilingualism. The classroom also features alphabets in multiple languages and 
information about Icelandic Yule Lads. On this particular morning, the students are 
learning about adjectives. 
Nine students are seated at three tables—four at one, three at another, and two at the 
third—working individually on exercises from Vinnubók: Listin að lesa og skrifa (The 
Art of Reading and Writing) workbook. Meanwhile, five students are gathered around 
a circular table playing Lestrarspil, a literacy-based game. The game consists of cards 
with images, words, and sentences, divided into four sections corresponding to their 
workbooks. The goal of the game is to practice phonemic awareness, reading single 
words, and short sentences in a variety of ways. Francis, an eight-year-old student 
from the Philippines, sits alone at a table with a worksheet about the four seasons. His 
task is to draw pictures related to each season. 

 
“I don’t understand this,” he calls out to Elsa. She approaches and sits beside him. She 
begins explaining the words spring, summer, autumn, and winter. She shows him work 
from other students and asks: 
 
“Can you find where spring is?” 
 
“Where is it warm?” 
 
“Where are the flowers growing?” 

 
“What color are the trees in autumn?” 
 
Francis remains quiet. Elsa then shows him a picture of winter. “Isn’t ice skating fun?” 
she says. 
 
“Yes, I love trying it,” Francis replies. 

 
Elsa decides to use technology to support Francis’s understanding, and she moves 
with him to a computer, where they watch a video about the seasons. She reviews the 
vocabulary again, focusing on adjectives. Referring to different images on the screen—
houses, trees, and grass—she prompts him to describe them: 
 
“What color are the trees?” she asks. 
 
“Yellow, red, brown. Here, this one is brown,” Francis says, pointing to a tree. 
 
“And what about the house? Is it big?” she continues. 
 
“No, not big. Small,” he responds. 
 
Francis also becomes inquisitive, pointing to images and asking, “What is this called?” 
Suddenly, a squirrel appears on the screen, making him smile. 
 
“Do you recognize this?” Elsa asks. Francis nods. 
 
“Do you know what it’s called?” she asks. 
 
“No,” he replies. 
 
“This is íkorni (a squirrel),” Elsa explains. Francis repeats: “Íkorni”. 
 
“When do you see squirrels?” she asks. Francis thinks for a moment. 
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“Autumn,” he answers. 
 
They then discuss squirrels in the Philippines, comparing the seasons there to those 
in Iceland. Francis becomes excited, eager to share stories about the weather and 
nature in his home country. After working on the computer, Francis returns to his desk. 
He picks up his worksheet, selects colors, and begins drawing seasonal illustrations. 
The classroom is calm, and students are engaged in their assignments. Occasionally, 
cheers of “Yes!” can be heard from those playing the literacy-based game. Elsa moves 
around the room, checking on each student’s progress. At the end of the lesson, the 
students participate in a descriptive word game called Flöskustútur (Bottle Spin). In 
this activity, all the students and the teacher sit in a circle. In front of each student, face 
down, is a sheet with an image of a person. One student spins the bottle, and the 
person it points to must describe the image using adjectives without naming what is 
on it. The images depict diverse individuals. The other students must guess what is 
being described. If students struggle to explain in Icelandic, they are allowed to use 
gestures or words in their native language. The game is met with enthusiasm, and Elsa 
ensures that all students have a chance to participate and express themselves (Field 
observation, January 25, 2015). 

 
Observing this lesson, it is clear that Elsa makes a deliberate effort to create a warm and 
welcoming atmosphere by engaging students through various approaches. She carefully 
monitors if and how each student learns. When she notices that Francis struggles with 
understanding the words on his worksheet, she applies multiple teaching strategies to support 
him. She first sits down to be at eye level with him and explains the task. When this does not 
have the desired effect, she decides to use the computer. The video featuring the squirrel 
sparks Francis’s interest. Elsa immediately recognizes this and seizes the opportunity to draw 
on his resources, using his experiences and knowledge. She asks if he knows what the animal 
is called, and when he doesn’t, she provides the Icelandic word. Through this interaction, 
Francis becomes more confident and is able to complete his assignment independently. What 
stands out in this lesson is Elsa’s attentiveness and her ability to create varied learning spaces 
that cater to the diverse needs of her students. 

Theme 2: Collaboration 

Collaboration is an essential strategy for deepening knowledge and understanding of various 
subjects while also strengthening social connections among students. Understanding the 
collaborative learning method can be particularly beneficial when organizing group work. By 
assigning students specific roles and responsibilities, teachers can enhance collaboration, 
making group work more valuable and effective. Margrét, a mathematics teacher at the lower 
secondary level, places significant emphasis on student interactions to solve mathematical 
problems collaboratively, as illustrated in the following example. 
 

Upon entering Margrét’s classroom, one immediately notices instructional posters on 
the walls providing students with guidelines on how to work together and support one 
another. In a 10th-grade mathematics lesson, Margrét begins by outlining the day's 
objectives. The focus of today’s lesson is solving quadratic equations. She starts by 
reviewing a problem that students were assigned as homework, going through all the 
steps, sketching the function on a coordinate plane, and simultaneously writing 
explanations on the board. She reminds students to include all their sketches in their 
notebooks, emphasizing their importance in understanding the process. The class 
consists of 18 students, eleven of whom are bilingual, and eight of them are first-
generation immigrants. 
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“I’m going to start by explaining this example to you, and you need to listen carefully,” 
Margrét tells the class. She writes a problem on the board, draws graphs, and regularly 
asks students questions about the next steps, explicitly defining key concepts. She 
uses words such as vertical lines, symmetry, reflection, and roots of equations. 
Primarily, two or three students respond when she poses questions to the class. Twice, 
she calls on other students by name to answer. If they struggle, she simply moves on 
to another student without making a big deal about it. If a student requests further 
explanation, she goes back and clarifies the steps. 
 
After completing the instructional part of the lesson, Margrét assigns homework and 
writes the exercises on the board. She notes that some of the problems are particularly 
challenging and are intended for students taking an advanced-level course, while 
others may attempt them if they wish. She also reminds the class that she will be 
collecting their notebooks in April to review and assess their work, encouraging them 
to be diligent in their studies. The students start working and Margrét walks between 
them and assists, reminding them to help out and ask the next person because there 
is always someone close by who knows. The classroom is organized so that students 
sit three to five together in groups and Margrét says that she arranges new groups 
every three weeks. 

 
At one table, Agnieszka, Monika, Darma, Patrick, and Saraswati discuss a math 
problem they are solving. They help each other by explaining the meaning of words, 
occasionally switching to their native language to clarify concepts, and ultimately reach 
a consensus on the best method to solve the problem. Near the teacher’s desk, Matas 
is working with a different textbook called the Stjörnubók (Star Book). Margrét explains 
that he recently arrived from Lithuania and has yet to grasp the language, so she 
assesses his understanding using a book with no text. He sits across from Andrius, 
another Lithuanian student who is more proficient in Icelandic, and they chat with each 
other (Field observation, February 24, 2014). 

 
This example demonstrates Margrét’s awareness of her students' status and sensitivity to their 
needs. When new students join the class, she pairs them with a peer of the same nationality 
to help them acclimate to the learning environment and subject in their shared language. She 
does not pressure students who are unable to answer her questions but instead moves on to 
the next student, signaling that it is natural for students to grasp the material at different paces 
and that the responsibility for gaining an understanding of the course material lies with both 
the student and her. No one is forced into participating. By emphasizing that students should 
seek help from one another if they need help because there is always someone who knows 
how to solve the task, Margrét fosters a sense of trust and mutual respect within the classroom. 
Students who excel in mathematics assist their peers, and Margrét notes that new students 
who are strong in math tend to integrate quickly because their classmates appreciate their 
help. In an interview, she specifically highlighted algebra as an example, explaining that if 
students are proficient in it, they tend to thrive in mathematics due to the collaborative nature 
of learning in her classroom. Observing the lesson, one could feel that Margrét and her 
students formed a cohesive learning community where the teacher takes responsibility for her 
students and prioritizes their interests. Learning becomes a shared endeavor between the 
teacher and the students. 

Theme 3: Cultural sensitivity 

Teachers' sensitivity to different languages and the cultures associated with them enables 
them to create learning spaces where students can meaningfully connect their languages and 
cultures. However, this does not mean that teachers need to be proficient in their students' 
native languages to make these resources visible. Learning spaces that emphasize students' 
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cultural and linguistic resources are built on respect and trust, allowing students not only to 
feel comfortable being themselves but also to take pride in their backgrounds and understand 
how they can use them in learning. An example of such cultural sensitivity can be found in 
María’s teaching methods, as illustrated in the following account. 

 
In early December 2013, we entered a classroom where María, a teacher of Icelandic 
as a second language, was having a lesson with four immigrant students about the 
human digestive system. The group consisted of three boys and one girl: Tomek and 
Bartek from Poland, Aamina from Syria, and Hainad from Thailand. Aamina had grown 
up speaking three languages—Arabic, Bulgarian, and English. The students had 
varying levels of proficiency in Icelandic. María herself was of Polish origin. During the 
lesson, María used various methods to convey the subject matter. She explained the 
digestive tract using images and a skeletal model to illustrate the names and locations 
of organs in the body. She spoke Icelandic throughout the lesson but encouraged the 
students to find the terms in their own languages while simultaneously learning them 
in Icelandic. She also suggested that they collaborate and use a computer for their 
studies if they found it helpful. María consistently encouraged the students to use their 
native languages, regardless of the methods they chose to engage with the subject 
matter. 
 
At the beginning of the lesson, María told the students that they would be learning 
about digestion that day.  
 
She had them create a small glossary and instructed them to divide their notebook 
pages into two columns. In the first column, they were to write technical terms in 
Icelandic. In the second column, they were to write the corresponding words in the 
languages they spoke. After explaining this task, María read aloud a few words she 
had written on the board—to digest, digestion, digestive tract (að melta, melting, 
meltingarvegur)—and asked the students to start by writing these terms in their 
glossaries. 

 
“When I eat breakfast, it goes here... and I have to digest it,” María explains as she 
points to her mouth and uses her body to illustrate the path down to the stomach. She 
turns to Aamina and asks, “Do you know what that would be in Bulgarian?” 
 
“Smilam,” Aamina responds. María walks to the whiteboard and prepares to write the 
word in Cyrillic script. Since she hasn’t used it in a while, she asks Aamina to repeat 
the word and leans in to hear her pronunciation better as she writes it on the board: 
смилам. 
 
“Like this?” she asks, pointing at the word. She receives a positive response from 
Aamina. María smiles and then asks Aamina to write the Arabic word for digestion, 
explaining that she hasn’t yet mastered that language. Aamina comes to the board and 
writes the word in Arabic. María asks her to read it aloud. “Sounds good,” she says 
after Aamina pronounces the word. Meanwhile, the Polish boys are looking at the 
board and discussing among themselves. María turns to them and points at the word 
“melting”. 
 
“Do you know what this is?” she asks. They nod, and as they say the word, María 
writes it on the board. “Okay, great,” she says. “But what about meltingarvegur?” She 
looks at the boys. They take a moment to think. 
 
“Proces trawienia,” Bartek answers. 
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“No, not quite,” María encourages him. “Meltingarvegur, what is vegur?” She breaks 
the word down to give the boys more clues. 
 
“Ściana,” guesses Tomek. 
 
“No,” María replies. 
 
“Ścianka,” says Bartek. 
 
“No,” María responds, “veggur is ściana. V-e-g-u-r, like Laugavegur, Reykjanesvegur.” 
She emphasizes the distinction between the stop consonant in one word and the 
fricative in the other. 
 
Bartek tries again. “To jest ulica,” he says cautiously. María walks around, giving the 
students time to think. 
 
“Does that mean anything to you?” she asks. “Nýbýlavegur, meltingarvegur.” She 
emphasizes the word vegur. Suddenly, Bartek seems to have a realization. 
 
“Droga pokarmowa,” he answers. María doesn’t say anything but smiles at Bartek. 
 
“Yes, vegur is something we drive or walk on, like this,” María says, extending both 
arms straight ahead to illustrate a road. 
 
“Melting, you know what that is. Meltingarvegur is the road here,” María says, using 
herself to show the digestive tract’s path from the mouth to the stomach. 
 
“Tomek, can you show me where the meltingarvegur is?” María asks, pointing to the 
skeleton. She waits for his response. After a moment, she repeats, “Can you show 
me?” Tomek stands up, walks to the skeleton, points at the throat, and traces the 
digestive tract downward, saying: “Zaczyna się od gardła, tutaj leci tędy, do żołądka, 
potem przez żołądek do flaki, później przez grube jelito, cienkie i dołem.” 
 
“Okay,” María says, and Tomek returns to his seat (Field Observation, December 2, 
2013). 

 
María’s interactions with students demonstrate how she engages them by valuing their native 
languages when exploring their prior knowledge of the topic, in this case, digestion. By 
highlighting and further developing students’ linguistic resources while they build 
understanding, knowledge, and vocabulary in Icelandic within this subject area, María helps 
students recognize that they already possess significant knowledge, even if they do not know 
everything yet. They have a foundational understanding that can be expanded upon. 
María shows interest in and respect for students' languages. This is evident in her interactions 
with Aamina, where she makes an effort to write down the words Aamina provides on the 
board. In her exchanges with the Polish boys, María's knowledge of both Icelandic and Polish, 
as well as the cultural contexts associated with these languages, enables her to interpret and 
respond to the meanings the students assign to words through conversation. When Bartek 
introduces the phrase “proces trawienia”, which translates into Icelandic as meltingarferli, 
María acknowledges that he is close to the correct meaning. She provides hints by 
emphasizing the word vegur in meltingarvegur. 
Tomek guesses ściana, which is a wall, veggur in Icelandic. When Maria gently corrects him, 
Bartek comes up with the word ścianka, meaning small wall, litill veggur in Icelandic. María 
realizes that the students are attempting to translate vegur into Polish but are struggling due 
to a phonetic distinction that does not exist in Polish between the stop consonant in veggur 
and the fricative in vegur. They clearly recognize the Icelandic word veggur and provide its 
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Polish equivalent, ściana, in the discussion. Once María identifies the issue, she confirms that 
veggur translates to ściana but emphasizes that they are searching for the Polish equivalent 
of vegur. She carefully highlights the pronunciation of vegur, integrating phonological 
awareness into the lesson, effectively merging Icelandic language learning with science 
instruction in a meaningful way. 
She then introduces Icelandic street names such as Laugavegur and Reykjanesvegur to 
provide context for how vegur denotes a road. Bartek, prompted by this clue, continues to try 
by suggesting to jest ulica, meaning this is a street in Polish. In Poland, ulica often appears 
at the end of street names, making it a logical choice for translating vegur. María gives the 
students time to think while offering encouragement and guidance to help them arrive at the 
correct meaning. Eventually, Bartek provides the Polish phrase droga pokarmowa, meaning 
digestive tract, meltingarvegur. María acknowledges his response and wraps up the 
discussion by asking Tomek to point out the meltingarvegur on the skeleton model. 
 
The examples demonstrate how learning spaces that emerge and develop between teachers 
and students are characterized by tolerance and trust. Students feel comfortable 
experimenting, making mistakes, and discussing ideas openly. When preparing lessons, 
teachers can only plan a broader framework for such learning spaces by deciding on topics 
and preparing tasks for students to engage with. However, in everyday practice, teachers must 
use their intuition and knowledge to create conditions that encourage students to utilize their 
own resources so that meaningful learning can take place. 

Discussion 

In the findings section we highlighted how teachers create learning spaces for immigrant 
students by building on students’ social and cultural resources. By applying the lens of 
culturally responsive teaching when exploring the learning spaces created by teachers in their 
classrooms, we could see their efforts to empower students by integrating students' resources 
into teaching and learning (Florian & Linklater, 2010; Freire, 2009; Giroux, 1997, 2001). The 
teachers draw on their own knowledge and professional experience, show interest in 
immigrant students, and approach their teaching creatively. When they enter the classroom, 
they are well-prepared with clear objectives as a foundation but remain alert and responsive 
to the present moment, using their intuition to adapt to the context. To accommodate diverse 
student backgrounds, they employ a variety of teaching strategies, as seen in Elsa’s approach, 
where students engage with adjectives in multiple ways (Hafdís Guðjónsdóttir & Edda 
Óskarsdóttir, 2016). 
 
The learning environment was characterized by warmth, patience, and tolerance, fostering 
spaces where students felt encouraged to experiment, learn new concepts, and practice their 
skills. Collaboration between teachers and students, as well as among students themselves, 
played a significant role in creating these conditions. An example of teacher-student 
interaction can be observed in Margrét’s practice, where she worked with the entire group 
simultaneously. By organizing the classroom seating and encouraging students to help explain 
mathematical concepts to one another, she activated various student resources to support 
problem-solving. When students worked in groups, this collaboration was reflected in how they 
assisted one another, becoming valuable resources for learning (Banks, 2007; Freire, 2007). 
 
Teachers connected students' knowledge and experiences to their learning, adding greater 
depth to instruction (Riojas-Cortez, 2001; Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Teachers’ sensitivity and 
sense of responsibility toward students were evident. This was particularly visible in María’s 
teaching, where she worked with two Polish boys. Her ability to recognize and respond to their 
attempts to make sense of scientific concepts based on their knowledge of Polish and 
Icelandic, as well as the cultural contexts behind these languages, exemplifies this approach. 
All the examples illustrate that students' native languages had a place in the classroom and 
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