Chapter 9

Changing teachers’ monolingual habitus

Ingrid Piller

Macquarie University, Australia

Education systems around the world struggle with the reality of linguistic diver-
sity and frame it in contradictory ways. There is the positive goal of language
learning and admiration for elite bilinguals. This coexists with language panic
about the decline of the national language and deficit views of the language prac-
tices of migrant students.

Teacher education for working in linguistically diverse classrooms: Nordic per-
spectives exposes how these contradictions and tensions play out in the Nordic
countries in the terrain of teacher education.

The Nordic countries are often seen as global beacons of modernity, social
inclusion, and equal opportunities (Warren et al. 2025 [this volume]). Yet, even
so, contradictions abound. There are the contradictions between policies that
champion linguistic inclusion and the reality of their absence in the monolin-
gual curricula for preservice teachers (Gunnpérsdottir & Oskarsdottir 2025 [this
volume]). There are also the contradictions between hiring bilingual teachers to
ensure support for newcomer students and the realities that there are no clear
roles for these teachers within a school’s organisation (Rosén & Wedin 2025 [this
volume]). Then, there are the contradictions between championing multilingual
learning in theory but reducing it to a language-free learner-centered approach
in practice (Gudjonsdéttir et al. 2025 [this volume]). And finally, there are the
contradictions between teachers being equipped with theoretical foundations in
multilingual learning but not the practical tools to teach multilingual students
(Alisaari et al. 2025 [this volume], Heikkola et al. 2025 [this volume], Iversen et
al. 2025 [this volume], @stergaard et al. 2025 [this volume]).

All these contradictions are embedded within the wider contradiction of the
Nordic countries being internationally touted as educational success stories,
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while the reality of widespread migrant student failure is swept under the carpet.
As attested by the exceptional performance of Nordic countries on the OECD’s
Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) (OECD 2023), the level
of educational attainment is high across the region. Due to these successes, some
Nordic countries, most notably Finland, have been held up as international role
models for strong education systems throughout the 21st century (Ahonen 2021).

Yet the same PISA reports that place Nordic countries in the international van-
guard when it comes to overall student performance in Mathematics, Reading,
and Sciences also place them last when it comes to immigrant student perfor-
mance. Non-immigrant students significantly outperform immigrant students in
the Nordic countries. The same is true in many parts of the world. Elsewhere,
however, the score difference between immigrant and non-immigrant students
disappears after controlling for socio-economic status and language status. This
is not the case in the Nordic countries, with Finland, Sweden, and Denmark hav-
ing the greatest score differences between immigrant and non-immigrant stu-
dents internationally in Mathematics, after controlling for socio-economic and
language status (OECD 2023: 217). The same is true for disparate Reading scores,
where all Nordic countries featured in this book (Finland, Sweden, Iceland, Den-
mark, Norway, in this order) are assembled at the bottom of the international
comparative dataset (OECD 2023: 218).

How can the Nordic countries’ outstanding commitment to educational equity
and the high quality of education there co-exist with such dismal results when
it comes to the education of immigrant children? The gap between inclusive
policies and their operationalisation in teacher education documented in this
volume may be part of the explanation.

But the studies assembled here raise a broader conundrum: how can we get
linguistically diverse education right globally if the Nordic countries with all
their advantages cannot get it right?

The contradictions and tensions related to the education of linguistically
diverse students have been termed “the monolingual habitus of multilingual
schools” by German education researcher Ingrid Gogolin (1994, 1997). Schools
erase the de facto linguistic diversity that is present in any community by insti-
tuting a narrow set of monolingual policies and practices.

The monolingual habitus goes back to the 19th century when both the Euro-
pean nation state and formal education were simultaneously institutionalised.
Although migration and globalisation have diminished the power of the nation
state, the monolingual habitus of schooling remains in force (Piller et al. 2024).

Old habits die hard.
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What the contributions assembled in this volume show is, in fact, substantial
change on the policy level: there are policies to support the language learning of
newcomers, there are policies to strengthen heritage languages, there are policies
to include new migrants, and there are policies to educate prospective teachers
about multilingualism.

Yet, changing habitus, “a system of durable and transposable dispositions”
(Bourdieu 1993: 261), requires more than policies, because it is sedimented both
in the individual and the collective.

The dispositions teachers bring to linguistically diverse classrooms are not
only informed by ideas and experiences with language but also by ideas about
the nation. Discussions about linguistic diversity are too often discussions about
migrants and migration, as is evident from the definitional efforts expanded on
classifying and counting immigrant students, who may or may not be immigrants
themselves (Warren et al. 2025 [this volume]).

To make progress towards changing the monolingual habitus of schooling we
need to disentangle migration and linguistic diversity.

Linguistic diversity is a fact of life, “the normal human experience” (Goode-
nough 1976), and all students — not just students classified as migrants — need
support to develop high levels of multilingual proficiencies.

The language education challenge is threefold: first, all students must develop
their proficiency in the school language. The academic proficiencies in the school
language required to progress through education are no one’s native language.
Some students however can build on the linguistic resources acquired in the
home to extend their academic literacies in the school language while others
start from scratch, with many different linguistic and cultural constellations in
between (Heath 1982). Teachers need to be socialised into a habitus that sup-
ports the academic language development of all students along with their content
learning as a key task of schooling.

Second, most students need to learn one or more instructed languages. Ex-
cept for students in the core Anglophone countries, English language learning
is today inevitable for students internationally. How to teach English (and other
instructed languages) effectively so that students can communicate in the global
lingua franca constitutes a major teaching challenge that today falls no longer
only on English language teachers but, with the expansion of English as medium
of instruction programmes, is a question ever more teachers need to grapple with.

Third, students whose home language is substantially different from the
school language should have the opportunity to also develop high levels of pro-
ficiency, including academic literacies, in their home language. To achieve this,
the expansion of heritage language programmes is sorely needed. In fact, what
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is desirable is the expansion of dual language programmes that raise the sta-
tus of languages often considered of little value. The usual objection “we can’t
teach every language” does not hold because an increasing body of research
now shows that dual immersion programmes are beneficial for all minoritised
children, even if their personal heritage language is not involved. For instance,
Purkarthofer (2021) shows that smaller class sizes, better resources, and teachers
who are more supportive of multilingual students benefit all students in a dual
immersion programme regardless of their actual heritage language.

Teacher education for working in linguistically diverse classrooms: Nordic per-
spectives marks an important milestone in the ongoing quest to change the mono-
lingual habitus of the education system. The findings are relevant internationally:
we need to break the ideological connection between migration and linguistic di-
versity to help build rich multilingual repertoires for all students.
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