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Migration to Europe in recent years has made the
issue of educational support for recently arrived
immigrant pupils critically important, and, espe-
cially for pupils who are in need of special educa-
tional support. Schools in Sweden have special
needs educators (SNEs) supporting pupils in need
of special education, but little is known about the
work of SNEs in regard to special educational sup-
port for recently arrived immigrants. This article
reports the results of 483 SNEs answering a sur-
vey on their views of their role and work tasks in
relation to recently arrived immigrant pupils in
need of special educational support in Swedish
compulsory schools. SNEs report that their actual
tasks include compiling individual educational
plans (IEPs), developing learning environments,
and supervising staff. Less than 50% of the partici-
pants responded that they work directly with the
pupils, and around 19% of the SNEs wanted to do
more of such work. Class and subject teachers
and mother tongue tutors are the occupational
groups seen as providing the most support for
recently arrived immigrant pupils. The empirical
results are discussed from different theoretical
perspectives on special education (Emanuelsson,
2001; Persson, 1998), Hughes’ (1958) concept of
‘dirty work’ and Abbott’s theory of profession
(1988).

Introduction
In recent years, migration among European countries has
increased considerably (UNHCR, 2019). Moving to a
new country of residence entails the challenges of learn-
ing a new language as well as a new culture and educa-
tional system, and needing special educational support
may further aggravate these challenges. Pupils belonging

to minority cultures can constitute a vulnerable group in
school systems (L�opez et al., 2001). Some studies suggest
that these pupils are over-represented in segregated spe-
cial educational settings (Connor and Boskin, 2010;
Zhang, Katsiyannis, Song and Roberts, 2014). Others
show that these pupils may run the risk of not being iden-
tified as in need of special educational support and there-
fore not receive the necessary support (Hibel and Jasper,
2012; Lloyd, Zou and Baumbusch, 2020). Some research-
ers report in line with what Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) reports about
Swedish immigrant pupils that these pupils have weaker
education outcomes and lower post-school employment
rates than their native peers (OECD, 2011; Rueda and
Stillman, 2012; Taguma et al., 2010) and higher dropouts
(L�opez et al., 2001).

Similar results show in research about immigrant pupils
in Spain (Vaquera and Kao, 2012) and in a comparative
study between pupils in Greece, Portugal, Italy and Spain
(Schnell and Azzolini, 2015). Because these pupils seem
to have lower outcomes in education, it is important that
they receive the support necessary to improve their out-
comes and to improve their possibilities for further educa-
tion and employment.

There are obvious challenges in providing educational
support to immigrant pupils, and yet the research on sup-
port to immigrant pupils in need of special educational
support is scarce, as has been recently reviewed
(Jørgensen, Dobson and Perry, 2020). It should be noted
that there is a difference between the concepts migrant
(temporary movement) pupils and immigrant (permanent
resident) pupils (e.g., Jørgensen, Dobson and Perry, 2020;
Sibley and Brabeck, 2017). Research on both groups of
pupils is relevant for this paper, but this study focusses
on recently arrived immigrant pupils in need of special
support. Occupational groups that have a key role in pro-
viding special support and in school development are spe-
cial education teachers (SETs, Magn�usson et al., 2018)
and special educational needs coordinators (SENCOs,
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Pearson, Mitchell and Rapti, 2015). To our knowledge,
no studies to date have investigated the roles and work
tasks of SETs and SENCOs in relation to special educa-
tional support for recently arrived migrant or immigrant
pupils. Thus, this study and its contribution are highly
relevant, urgent and important.

Current study
The overall aim of this study is to provide an overview
of the role and work of SETs and SENCOs in relation to
special educational support for recently arrived immigrant
pupils in Sweden. In this study, a collective name, special
needs educators (SNEs), is used to refer to both SETs
and SENCOs. To be able to answer the aim, we ask the
following four research questions.

1. What are SNEs’ view of the reasons for special educa-
tional support when recently arrived immigrant pupils
are identified as in need of special educational sup-
port?

2. What tasks do SNEs report as actual and preferable in
their work with recently arrived immigrant pupils in
need of special educational support?

3. Which occupational groups provide special educational
support for recently arrived immigrant pupils, accord-
ing to the SNEs?

4. Which occupational groups do SNEs report actual and
desired cooperation with concerning special educa-
tional support for recently arrived immigrant pupils?

Special support system and occupational groups in
Sweden
Sweden has been considered one of the most inclusive
school systems in the world for several decades (OECD,
2011). Several measures have been taken, viewing inclu-
sion as not only a question of placement in regular
classes but also as provision of social and academic sup-
port to all pupils (G€oransson and Nilholm, 2014). The
Swedish Education Act (2010) stipulates that all pupils
have the legal right to receive support, stimulation and
special education so that they may progress as far as pos-
sible towards the knowledge requirements, and additional
measures have been taken to integrate immigrant pupils
and to promote each pupil’s individual academic achieve-
ments (Swedish Education Act, 2015:246, 2015; Swedish
Ordinance, 2013:69, 2013). The measures include the
pupils’ right to be placed in regular classes and to avoid
segregation in small groups. These reforms are in line
with the idea of a school for all, where all pupils, regard-
less of background, should receive the support they need
in regular classes.

If pupils need extended support, they are entitled to extra
adaptations and special support (Chapter 3, Section 5–12).
The regulation about extra adaptations can be interpreted as
the intention to ensure that schools have more inclusive prac-
tices (Sandstr€om et al., 2019). These extra adaptations are
obliged to be provided by regular teachers in regular classes,

but if these extra adaptations turn out to be insufficient, an
assessment for special support is conducted in joint profes-
sional work between, for example, regular teachers and
SNEs. Special support is documented in an individual educa-
tional plan (IEP) (Swedish Education Act, SFS, 2010: 800,
2010). In this study, the term special educational support is
used to denote both extra adaptations and special support.

In addition to the above-mentioned regulations, immigrant
pupils (including recently arrived immigrant pupils) have
the right to receive study guidance in their mother tongue
if they are at risk of not achieving the knowledge require-
ments set by the Swedish curriculum (SFS, 2010: 800;
Chapter 3, Section 12b-i and Chapter 5, Section 4). This
is the most frequently used support (as of 2020, 3% of all
pupils in Sweden were entitled to this support), followed
by small group instruction (1.3%), one-on-one instruction
(1.0%) and adapted curriculum (1.2%) (SNAE, 2021).

As mentioned, the occupational groups working with
issues related to special educational support are special
education teachers (SETs) and special education needs
coordinators (SENCOs). Both groups require graduate
level university training programmes of 90 credits at an
advanced level in addition to their teacher’s degree. Both
SETs and SENCOs are trained to have leadership func-
tions regarding development of learning environments for
all pupils (Swedish Degree Ordinances, 2011: 186; Swed-
ish Degree Ordinances, 2017: 1111). SNEs are expected
to have extensive knowledge of the area of special educa-
tion, and they have an important role in school develop-
ment and in provision of and questions about special
support (G€oransson, Lindqvist and Nilholm, 2015). SNEs
are also members of a school’s welfare team, together
with school leaders, school psychologists and social
workers (Lindqvist, 2013a).

Several additional occupational groups are involved in pro-
viding support to immigrant pupils at school, including
mother tongue teachers and teachers of Swedish as a second
language. An especially crucial occupational group are
mother tongue tutors (who most often are native speakers of
the language in question), because they both guide pupils
directly and translate educational materials to Swedish. Nei-
ther a teaching degree nor additional training or accreditation
is required in order to become a mother tongue tutor,
although guidance is provided by a 39-page handbook given
out by the Swedish National Agency of Education (SNAE,
2016, 2019a). Although teachers bear the primary responsi-
bility for instruction, the boundaries of responsibilities
between a teacher and other occupational groups are not
always clear cut, which raises questions when joint profes-
sional work is required for teaching immigrant pupils in need
of special educational support.

Previous research
This section reviews research on educational support
given to recently arrived immigrant pupils and the
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occupational groups involved in the provision of this sup-
port, with a special focus on the profession of SNEs.

The various occupational groups involved in supporting
recently arrived immigrant pupils
Several challenges in providing special support to immi-
grant pupils have been outlined in previous research. It
has been demonstrated that schools are sometimes poorly
prepared for handling diversity and immigrant pupils may
either be disproportionately allocated to special education
(Connor and Boskin, 2010; Zhang et al., 2014) or may
not receive the necessary support (Hibel and Jasper,
2012; Underwood, 2011). A literature overview in the
area bilingual special education teacher preparation
(Wang and Woolf, 2015) argues that teachers lack of
skills to be able to teach culturally and linguistically
diverse pupils. Pugach and Blanton (2012) claim that
teachers may have unrecognized preconceptions that will
lead to inaccurate assumptions about cultures that differ
from their own.

Occupational groups other than teachers, such as mother
tongue tutors, may play a crucial role for immigrant
pupils (D�avila Thorstensson, 2018; Juvonen, 2016; Sharif,
2017). They may serve as a link between the mother ton-
gue and the new language and can also be an interpreter
for the pupils as they try to understand the new school
system. However, several studies show insufficient or a
non-existent cooperation between the school staff, the
mother tongue tutors and the mother tongue teachers
(Avery, 2016; Duek, 2017). Despite the importance of
organized cooperation between different occupational
groups within schools (e.g., Sandstr€om, Klang and Lindq-
vist, 2019), an asymmetric relationship has been found
between teachers and tutors in their work supporting
immigrant pupils (Duek, 2017). As Reath Warren (2016)
states: ‘Finally we are reminded that while multilingual
study guidance provides valuable support, the education
of recently arrived students is the responsibility of the
whole school. Organized collaboration between all cate-
gories of teachers and tutors is thus necessary if multilin-
gual study guidance is to succeed’ (p. 35). Therefore, it is
important to explore which occupational groups are
involved in providing support to recently arrived immi-
grant pupils.

The professional duties of special needs educators
SNEs play a key role in providing special support and in
school development (c.f. Klang et al., 2017). Despite this,
SNEs are often overwhelmed by teaching duties and may
not manage to participate in school development tasks
(c.f. G€oransson et al., 2015; M€oll�as, Gustafson, Klang
and G€oransson, 2017; Rosen-Webb, 2011). It seems to be
especially difficult for SNEs to find a balance between
teaching pupils and leading school development (Klang
et al., 2017). Studies reveal that there has been a general
increase in the tasks of supervision and a decrease in
direct work with pupils over the last decade in Sweden

(Cameron and Lindqvist, 2014; Takala and Ahl, 2014)
and Norway (Cameron and Lindqvist, 2014). G€oransson,
Lindqvist, M€oll�as, Almqvist and Nilholm (2017) con-
ducted a survey study about the profession of SNEs in
ten municipalities in Sweden, in which the SNEs claimed
that their duties are, for example, educating and supervis-
ing school staff and working with pupil welfare; interest-
ingly, as high as 43.5% of the SNEs in that study thought
that working directly with pupils was not their job.
G€areskog and Lindqvist (2020) also discuss that the occu-
pational group seems to work rather detached from chil-
dren in preschool, and they distance themselves from
direct teaching. In light of these ideas about the duties of
SNEs, it is interesting to investigate how SNEs view their
role and work in relation to recently arrived immigrant
pupils in need of special educational support.

It is also important to explore what SNEs view as legiti-
mate reasons for recently arrived immigrant pupil´s need
for special educational support. Early studies (e.g., Lindq-
vist, 2013a, 2013b) showed that SENCOs viewed the
pupils’ individual characteristics as a common reason
why pupils were in need of support. This is in line with a
categorical perspective (Persson, 1998) of special educa-
tion. However, later and more encompassing studies
reveal that SNEs (i.e., SETs and SENCOs) have more of
a relational perspective, attributing the reasons for support
to school organization rather than pupils’ individual char-
acteristics (G€oransson et al., 2015).

Theoretical framework
To be able to get an overarching picture as well as a dee-
per understanding of the roles and tasks of SNEs with
regard to recently arrived immigrant pupils in need of
special educational support, Abbott’s (1988) theory of
division of expert labour and jurisdictional control is used
as an interpretive framework. Hughes’ (1958) concept of
‘dirty work’ is also applied to the analyses. In addition,
to interpret the SNEs’ own reports on their professional
work and their views on what constitutes a problem,
notions of different perspectives of special education are
used (e.g., Emanuelsson, 2001; Persson, 1998).

The division of expert labour and jurisdictional control
Abbott’s (1988) reasoning on jurisdictional control and
the division of expert labour deals with issues concerning
professional groups’ ambitions to control various areas
(such as clients, tasks and knowledge) within their profes-
sion. According to Abbott, different professions that
occupy the same or adjacent work areas continuously
struggle, negotiate and come to terms with what areas
should belong to which profession. To claim jurisdiction
is to have societal approval to perform certain tasks in
certain areas, such as special education, and to claim con-
trol over practice. Previous studies (G€oransson et al.,
2017) have noted that the occupational role of SNEs in
Sweden is only regulated by degree ordinances (2011:
688; 2017: 1111). However, in official government
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reports with regard to the school reform of 2011, SNEs
are called ‘experts on special support’ (SOU, 2008: 109),
indicating that they have societal approval for these tasks.
SNEs have university training in accordance with Swed-
ish Degree Ordinance (SFS, 2011: 688; SFS, 2017:
1111), but as Abbott (1988) points out, an educational
programme and a degree are only two factors among
many that determine the success of a profession. The con-
textual circumstances of the professional practice, such as
relations between the occupational groups and the work
assigned, will play a crucial role (Klang et al., 2017;
M€oll�as et al., 2017). In order to understand the profes-
sions’ claims to practice, it is important to explore how
different professions define the problems they choose to
take on and formulate solutions to those defined problems
(Abbott, 1988). According to Abbott, different occupa-
tional groups may claim their jurisdiction of control by
suggesting their explanations for a problem (diagnosis
and inference) and their solutions to the problem (treat-
ment). In the case of recently arrived immigrant pupils, it
is therefore interesting to explore how SNEs view the
need for special support for recently arrived immigrant
pupils and how they report that they act to address this
need.

Abbott (1988) also states that the areas a profession
claims are also dependent on the profession’s (SNEs’)
own desires. Not every occupational group necessarily
wants to claim all tasks related to its profession. In this
study, Hughes’ term ‘dirty work’ (1958) is used in rela-
tion to the profession’s (SNEs’) preferable tasks. Hughes
term ‘dirty work’ associates to, for example, work pro-
vided to marginalized, poor or disabled people but the
term can also be used to analyse power relations between,
for example, two professions such as doctors and nurses
(Ashforth and Kreiner, 2014). Higher status will render
more power, which will in turn make it possible to pass
the ‘dirty work’ on to other professions with lower status
and with less jurisdiction (Abbott, 1988; Hughes, 1958).
One may say that the higher status, the more jurisdiction
and the less ‘dirty work’.

Perspectives of special education
The concept of special support is socially constructed
rather than having some sort of objective existence
(Clark, Dyson and Millward, 1998), and researchers
approach special educational needs from different per-
spectives (c.f. Ainscow, 1998; Haug, 1998; Nilholm,
2005). In this paper, a categorical and a relational per-
spective of special education (Emanuelsson, 2001; Pers-
son, 1998) are used to analyse SNEs’ views on the
causes of special support for recently arrived immigrant
pupils. The categorical perspective derives from a
medical-psychological tradition that views school prob-
lems as explained by pupils’ individual characteristics
and shortcomings. On the other hand, the relational per-
spective views the context and the relationship between
the pupils and their surroundings (e.g., socio-economic

differences, the school’s organization, school staff
approaches) as being reasons behind a given pupil’s need
of support. Depending on which perspective the profes-
sions (SNEs) relate to, there will be different ways to
diagnose, infer and treat problems related to schooling
(Abbott, 1988; Ainscow, 1998; Clark et al., 1998; Nil-
holm, 2005).

Method
In order to increase our knowledge about SNEs’ views
on their profession, in relation to recently arrived immi-
grant pupils in need of special educational support, a sur-
vey study aimed at SNEs was conducted. The Swedish
Education Act (Chapter 3, Section 12a, 2015: 246)
defines the term ‘recently arrived immigrant pupils’ as
immigrant pupils who lived abroad, but who now live in
Sweden and have started compulsory school after the first
semester of the first grade (i.e., are 7 years old). These
pupils are seen as ‘recently arrived immigrant pupils’ for
four years.

Participants
The survey was sent to all schools that received recently
arrived immigrant pupils during year 2017/18 according
to Statistics Sweden from which an email list consisted of
3242 addresses of principals, school administrators or
municipality coordinators were obtained. These occupa-
tional groups were asked to forward the email to the
appropriate recipients (i.e., SNEs). After one reminder
and in order to increase the response rate, the next step
was to select those schools from the list in which the pro-
portion of recently arrived immigrant pupils was higher
than national average (7.8%) (in 2017/18, the average
countrywide proportion of recently arrived pupils was
7.8%). The third step was to manually search for SNEs
who worked at those schools with a higher than average
number of recently arrived pupils (SNAE, 2019b). This
search identified 750 email addresses of putatively appro-
priate SNEs, and they were subsequently contacted. In
the end, 513 individuals responded to the questionnaire,
for a response rate of 68% in those schools with an aver-
age or higher proportion of recently arrived immigrant
pupils. In relation to the total number of schools receiving
recently arrived immigrant pupils, the response rate was
16%. The received responses showed that 483 partici-
pants were working as SNEs, and thirty participants were
working as teachers or assistant principals and were there-
fore omitted from our analyses. This decision was moti-
vated by the need to avoid a disproportionality in the
representation of occupational groups in the study.

Table 1 presents an overview of the participants. The
majority were women working in primary education
(comprising preschool class to grade six). Fewer partici-
pants worked in secondary education or in schools includ-
ing preschool class to grade nine. More than half of the
participants had been working with issues related to spe-
cial educational support for recently arrived immigrant
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pupils every week or every month during the last
12 months.

The questionnaire
The questionnaire was partly based on prior questionnaires
(G€oransson, et al., 2015, 2017). For explicating SNEs’ work
tasks, the questions were partly based on Swedish Statutes
(2011: 688; 2017: 1111) for SETs and SENCOs. This paper
reports the results from six relevant questions (with 45 sub-
questions). The questions chosen from the larger survey are
the ones relevant to the research questions presented above
concerning SNEs´ occupational role and their work (1) ques-
tion about SNEs’ views of reasons for special educational
support to recently arrived immigrant pupils in need of spe-
cial educational support (9 sub-questions), (2) SNEs’ views
on their actual and preferable tasks in relation to special edu-
cational support for recently arrived immigrant pupils (14
sub-questions), (3) SNEs’ perceptions of which occupational
groups provide special educational support for recently
arrived immigrant pupils (6 sub-questions), (4) SNEs’ actual
and desired cooperation with groups carrying out the support
(16 sub-questions). A five-point Likert-type scale was used
for the response alternatives in the questionnaire (1 = very
usual, 2 = quite usual, 3 = quite unusual, 4 = very unusual,
5 = does not exist/apply). The questions left out of this
paper concern organization of support, kind of support and
successful support measures in the work with recently
arrived immigrant pupils.

Procedure
The questionnaire was pilot-tested with 15 teachers and
SNEs. Initially, both teachers and SNEs were of interest
for the study, but when previous research had been
searched, it became clear that more research was urgently
needed about SNEs and recently arrived immigrant pupils
in need of special educational support. This study there-
fore focusses on SNEs. The questionnaire was reviewed
by a statistician from Swedish Council of Municipalities

and Regions (SKR) and revised according to the feedback
from the pilot-respondents. The study was conducted in
accordance with national ethical guidelines for social
science research (Swedish Research Council, 2017). The
e-questionnaire was emailed in April 2019 with an
enclosed consent letter explaining the study’s purpose,
specifying that participation was voluntary and anony-
mous. Four reminders were sent out and the e-
questionnaire was closed in the middle of August 2019.

Data analysis
The data analysis was done in the IBM program SPSS,
version 25. Descriptive statistics with frequency computa-
tions were compiled. For purposes of presentation, the
five response alternatives on the Likert-scale were
merged, resulting in three alternatives ‘very usual/quite
usual’, ‘quite unusual/very unusual’ and ‘does not exist/
apply’. The name SNE in Sweden includes two profes-
sions (SET and SENCO), so chi-square tests were con-
ducted to explore differences in responses between those
groups. As there were no significant differences in the
answers of SETs and SENCOs, the responses from both
occupational groups are combined under the term SNEs
in the reporting of results.

Results
The presentation of the results follow the order of the
research questions. The first section concerns the SNEs’
view of the reasons for the need of special educational sup-
port among recently arrived immigrant pupils. The second
section presents the SNEs’ actual and preferred tasks, while
the third section reports which occupational groups is pro-
viding special educational support for this group of pupils,
and according to the SNEs, and the last section reports the
SNEs’ own idea of their actual and desired cooperation.

What are SNEs’ view of the reasons for special educa-
tional support when recently arrived immigrant pupils
are identified as in need of special educational sup-
port?

Table 2 presents the reasons for the need of special edu-
cational support as perceived by the SNEs.

More than half of the SNEs surveyed perceive that spe-
cial educational support is needed because the knowledge
requirements are too difficult for these pupils to accom-
plish, and because the pupils have individual difficulties,
both of which originate in a categorical perspective (Pers-
son, 1998). More than half the SNEs agreed with reasons
like the school staff lacks competence in teaching recently
arrived immigrant pupils, and lack of school staff, and
these reasons originate in a relational perspective (Pers-
son, 1998). Fewer than half of SNEs agreed that pupils’
home environments are a reason for pupils to need spe-
cial educational support (a categorical perspective) or that
the school staff fail to meet the needs of these pupils (a
relational perspective). SNEs agreed the least with the

Table 1: SNEs’ gender, grade and frequency of work

Gender N (%)

Female 453 (93.8)

Male 30 (6.2)

Working in grade N (%)

0–6 321 (66.5)

7–9 149 (30.8)

0–9 13 (2.7)

Frequency of work with recently arrived immigrant pupils
during 12 months N (%)

Every week or month 382 (79)

Couple of times/semester or some time during a school

year

82 (17)

Not at all 19 (4)
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ideas that pupils need special educational support because
school staff are poorly prepared to cope with diversity or
because of the poor structure of staffing (both relational
perspective ideas).

What tasks do SNEs report as actual and preferable in
their work with recently arrived immigrant pupils in
need of special educational support?

Figure 1 presents SNEs’ experiences of their actual and
preferred tasks in relation to special educational support
for recently arrived immigrant pupils.

Most SNEs perceived that they participated in IEP assess-
ment and planning, while many also thought that it was
usual to develop learning environments and supervise
school staff. Approximately 50% of participants reported
that their actual work constitutes leading pedagogical
work, identifying barriers in school environments and
administrating meetings. The task that the fewest number
of SNEs agreed as usual is working directly with the

pupils. Developing learning environments, identifying and
analysing barriers in the school environment, and supervis-
ing school staff were thought by the most SNEs to be
preferable tasks. Few SNEs agreed that performing IEP
assessment, planning and administrating meetings, and
working with the pupils were preferable tasks.

Which occupational groups provide special educa-
tional support for recently arrived immigrant pupils,
according to the SNEs?

Figure 2 presents the occupational groups involved in
providing special educational support for recently arrived
immigrant pupils.

Most SNEs answered that the occupational groups that
provided the most support for these pupils were class
and/or subject teachers, mother tongue tutors and teachers
in Swedish as a second language. Fewer, but still more
than half of the SNEs, answered that teachers in mother
tongue provided the special educational support. The least
agreed with response was that SNEs themselves provide
the most educational support, and 17% of SNEs reported
that they never provided support to recently arrived pupils
in need of special education (as seen in the response
alternative ‘does not exist/apply’, Figure 2).

Which occupational groups do SNEs report actual and
desired cooperation with concerning special educa-
tional support for recently arrived immigrant pupils?

SNEs’ reported cooperation with occupational groups
involved in providing special educational support for
recently arrived immigrant pupils is presented in Fig-
ure 3. The proportion of SNEs’ ratings of alternative
‘most usual/usual’ for actual and desired cooperation is
shown in the figure.

The results show that most SNEs (80%) agreed that coop-
eration with class and/or subject teachers was usual. Most
SNEs (72%) also thought that cooperation with the pupils
themselves was common, while more than half (66.7%)
agreed that it was usual to cooperate with the school wel-
fare team. As can be seen in the figure, there are gaps
between the groups that SNEs actually cooperate with
and groups that they would like to cooperate more with.
Fewer SNEs reported that they would prefer to cooperate
more with class and/or subject teachers, the pupils and
occupational groups in the school welfare team. More
SNEs reported that they would like to cooperate with
mother tongue tutors, teachers in mother tongue and
teachers in Swedish as a second language than those who
actually cooperate with these occupational groups.

Discussion
The overall aim of this study is to provide an overview of
the roles and work of SNEs in relation to recently arrived
immigrant pupils in need of special educational support in

Table 2: Percentage of the SNEs’ classification of rea-
sons that lead to special educational support for
recently arrived immigrant pupils

Classifications
Reasons

Very usual to
quite usual reasons

N (%)

Quite unusual to very
unusual reasons N

(%)

Categorical perspective

Knowledge

requirements are too

difficult

390 (80.7) 86 (17.8)

Pupils have individual

shortcomings

302 (62.5) 170 (35.2)

Pupils’ home

environments are

insufficient

215 (44.5) 253 (52.4)

Relational perspective

The classes function

badly

228 (47.2) 249 (49.7)

School staff’s lack of

competence

269 (55.7) 192 (39.8)

School staff is poorly

adapted to cope with

diversity

151 (31.3) 301 (62.3)

School staff is

organized in

insufficient ways

203 (42) 263 (54.5)

There is a lack of

school staff

258 (53.4) 200 (41.4)

School staff fails to

meet these pupils’

needs

215 (44.5) 247 (51.1)
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Sweden. In this section, the study’s limitations are described
first. Then, the results are discussed in the context of previ-
ous research and the theoretical framework, and implications
for policy and practice regarding SNEs’ roles and the system
of special education for recently arrived immigrant pupils in
compulsory school are given. The section concludes with
suggestions for future research.

Limitations
In this study, the possibility to draw generalized conclusions
is limited due to the response rate of 68% of SNEs respond-
ing to the questionnaire. The response rate was 16% if all
3242 schools who received recently arrived pupils are
counted. Because the questionnaire was anonymised for eth-
ical reasons, it has not been possible to compare the results

between respondents within different categories and school
types. Another limitation is that the results of this study are
based on survey responses only from SNEs. Clearly,
responses from tutors and teachers would have provided a
broadened view of the special education system and special
educational support for recently arrived immigrant pupils.
However, SNEs represent an important occupational group
in the system of special education in terms of organisation
and development. Therefore, a survey of their views on pro-
vision of special support is important in relation to the aim
of the study.

Views of reasons for special educational support
Most SNEs are of the opinion that difficult knowledge
requirements and individual characteristics of pupils are
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reasons that recently arrived immigrant pupils need spe-
cial educational support. Both these reasons can be
viewed as coming from a categorical perspective of
school problems (Emanuelsson, 2001; Persson, 1998).
However, more than half of the participants thought that
lack of competence and lack of staff were also reasons
that special educational support was needed, reflecting a
relational perspective (Emanuelsson, 2001; Persson,
1998). Previous studies have shown that the reasons
given by SNEs for special support related to a categorical
perspective (Lindqvist, 2013b), although more recent and
encompassing studies have shown that SNEs have a more
relational perspective about school problems and special
educational support (G€oransson et al., 2015). It seems that
SNEs are a complex and divergent occupational group,
with differing views on special support (G€oransson et al.,
2019). With regard to recently arrived immigrant pupils,
the majority of SNEs agreed with explanations from a
categorical perspective but more than half of the SNEs
also agreed with explanations linked to a relational per-
spective. The challenges that recently arrived immigrant
pupils in special needs may face in a majority school cul-
ture (Jørgensen et al., 2020) require a multifaceted view
of their school situation. One conclusion of this study is

that the SNEs’ multifaceted views on school difficulties
can be seen as both facilitating and hindering schools’
work with special support to recently arrived immigrant
pupils.

An interesting finding of the study is that although more
than half the SNEs answered that it is very usual or quite
usual for school staff to lack competence in handling sup-
port to recently arrived immigrant pupils, less than a third
of the SNEs agreed with the idea that school staff was
poorly prepared to handle diversity. This result is surpris-
ing given that previous research has indicated that teach-
ers may have unrecognized preconceptions as well as
difficulties understanding the immigrant pupils’ diverse
background and need of support (c.f. Pugach and Blan-
ton, 2012; Wang and Woolf, 2015). With regard to chal-
lenges in providing support to minority pupils, more
attention may need to be given to teachers’ competences
in providing support to this group of pupils.

In relation to Abbott’s theory of professions (1988), it
can be argued that different ways to define (diagnose)
and explain (infer) the need for special educational sup-
port for recently arrived immigrant pupils may have
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bearings on how SNEs choose to respond to the need or
in Abbotts words treat the problem (Abbott, 1988; Ain-
scow, 1998; Clark et al., 1998; Nilholm, 2005). There-
fore, it is interesting to highlight who is providing special
educational support and what tasks SNEs have in this
regard.

Occupational groups involved in providing educational
support
SNEs report being involved in the supervision of staff
and school development, but working with pupils is nei-
ther a preferable nor an actual task of SNEs – instead,
class/subject teachers and mother tongue tutors are
thought to be the ones who provide (and should provide)

support. However, less than half of SNEs report that they
cooperate with mother tongue tutors.

A large proportion of SNEs report that their tasks consist
of IEP planning, developing learning environments and
supervising staff. The latter two assignments are also the
tasks they prefer to work with to a greater extent, a result
that partly corroborates previous studies that show that
the leadership of SNEs is important in school develop-
ment towards inclusion (G€oransson et al., 2017; Lindq-
vist, 2013a; Szwed, 2007). Previous studies also suggest
that combining the tasks of teaching pupils and leading
school development is a challenge (Klang et al., 2017;
Rosen-Webb, 2011). Thus, there may be a tension
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between an SNE’s tasks relating to an individual pupil
and that same SNE’s tasks regarding the school organiza-
tion as a whole.

This study indicates that SNEs perceive themselves to be
more involved in tasks related to school development
than to those involving individual pupils. As earlier stud-
ies have also suggested (G€areskog and Lindqvist, 2020),
SNEs may prefer to be somewhat detached from the
pupils and work from a distance. The preferred work
tasks of the SNEs can also be linked to Abbott’s (1988)
reasoning about the engagement of professions, which is
decided through a process of task division and power
struggles among various occupational groups. The ques-
tion in this study is how the tasks of special support for
recently arrived immigrant pupils are distributed among
different occupational groups. Future investigations could
expand upon this question by including the perspectives
of teachers and other occupational groups.

Abbott (1988) states that the areas that a profession
claims depends on the profession’s own desires. Not all
professions want to claim all tasks. Nearly, half of the
SNEs in this study reported working directly with the
pupils, but only about 19% reported that this work is
preferable, which means that more than 80% of the SNEs
find that working directly with pupils is not preferable.
These findings can be discussed with regard to the con-
cept of ‘dirty work’ (Ashforth and Kreiner, 2014;
Hughes, 1958), emphasizing the power struggles with
regard to perceived high or low status in tasks. One might
wonder whether, in a quest for school leadership tasks,
working directly with pupils has become a lower status
task for SNEs and is thus transferred to other occupa-
tional groups, such as mother tongue tutors, class/subject
teachers and second-language teachers (see Abbott, 1988;
Hughes, 1958). An alternative explanation could be that
SNEs have a large task load and it may be difficult to
balance the tasks of school leadership and direct work
with pupils, as has been suggested in previous research
(Klang et al., 2017; Rosen-Webb, 2011).

Most SNEs perceive that mother tongue tutors, class/sub-
ject teachers and second-language teachers are the groups
most heavily involved in providing special educational
support for recently arrived immigrant pupils. While
teachers are the occupational group responsible for extra
adaptations to regular teaching within the classroom
(Swedish Education Act, 2010: 800; SNAE, 2011; Swed-
ish Government, 2008: 109), it is especially interesting to
discuss the role of mother tongue tutors. Previous
research has shown that mother tongue tutors are crucial
for providing social and educational support to recently
arrived immigrant pupils (D�avila Thorstensson, 2018;
Juvonen, 2016; Sharif, 2017) and study guidance in
mother tongue is the largest single type of special support
given to pupils, according to official Swedish statistics
(SNAE, 2021). However, mother tongue tutors are not

required to have any pedagogical education (SNAE,
2016). With regard to the central role of mother tongue
tutors revealed in this study, it may be relevant to investi-
gate how pupils’ outcomes are affected when occupa-
tional groups with no required pedagogical education are
supporting this vulnerable group of pupils (e.g., Jørgensen
et al., 2020; Lloyd et al., 2020; Zhang et al., 2014). There
may also be a need to investigate the competence and
tasks, work conditions and professional development of
mother tongue tutors. Furthermore, the efforts by mother
tongue tutors for including immigrant pupils need to be
studied from the perspective of joint professional work
within a school.

Cooperation
The need to cooperate with other professionals to create
inclusive school environments is an important issue
(Reath Warren, 2016; Sandstr€om et al., 2019). In this
study, SNEs revealed that they cooperate mostly with
class and subject teachers. SNEs also cooperated with
professionals in the school´s welfare team, teachers of
Swedish as a second language and the pupils themselves.
However, fewer SNEs report actual cooperation with
mother tongue teachers and mother tongue tutors,
although the SNEs desire more cooperation with these
two occupational groups. This perception of insufficient
or non-existent cooperation between school staff, the
tutors and the teachers in mother tongue is consistent
with the findings of previous research (Avery, 2016;
Duek, 2017). It is important to bear in mind that success-
ful school development involves cooperation among all
occupational groups within a school (Sandstr€om et al.,
2019). Mother tongue tutors play a key role in providing
support (D�avila Thorstensson, 2018; Juvonen, 2016;
Sharif, 2017), as they provide a link between the pupils’
mother tongue and the new language.

Conclusions
Previous research has identified several challenges
involved in providing support and inclusive education to
immigrant pupils (Connor and Boskin, 2010; Rueda and
Stillman, 2012; Zhang et al., 2014). Here, we have shed
light on the views that SNEs have about their roles and
their work in relation to special educational support for
recently arrived immigrant pupils. Using the theoretical
perspective of division of expert labour and jurisdictional
control (Abbott, 1988), we investigated which occupa-
tional groups provide support to this pupil population.
Our main conclusion is that the role of SNEs in relation
to work with recently arrived immigrant pupils in need of
special support is both contradictory and complex.

The study reveals asymmetries in providing support.
While SNEs appear to be involved in school leadership
tasks, teachers and mother tongue tutors are the occupa-
tional groups most heavily involved in providing special
support. Despite this fact, SNEs report that their coopera-
tion with mother tongue tutors is uncommon, though they
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recognize that cooperation with these tutors is desirable.
Both teachers and mother tongue tutors provide important
support to recently arrived immigrant pupils by structur-
ing classroom instruction and helping to adapt to the
challenges of a new language. At the same time, there
may be a need to study the boundaries and responsibili-
ties of these occupational groups in joint professional
work with SNEs. In addition, this study is based only on
the SNEs’ own descriptions of their work, and clearly,
studies like this one that include the perspectives of
teachers and mother tongue tutors are needed.

A holistic perspective on providing support is needed,
involving cooperation and joint professional work among
different occupational groups. Furthermore, in light of
Abbott’s (1988) theory of profession, questions regarding
support provision need to be related to what professionals
(including SNEs) think are the reasons that some pupils
need special educational support. It is important for both
policy and practice to consider how to treat the overall
issues of the system of special education for recently
arrived immigrant pupils in order to increase these pupils´
opportunities for academic growth and inclusion in school
and society.
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