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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how preservice teachers reflect on diversity 
and on teaching pupils from diverse backgrounds. Following a qualitative research 
design, the empirical data were constructed through focus group interviews with pre-
service teachers attending a 4-year initial teacher education programme for compulsory 
school in Norway. The thematic analysis of focus group interviews yielded three main 
results, namely differences are individual and considered natural, diversity as a value 
and challenge, and belief in practice rather than theory. Results suggest that despite 
their appreciative views towards diversity, the preservice teachers seem to be having a 
dilemmatic position regarding whether they should treat every pupil the same or 
differently. Moreover, the results point to the significance of establishing coherence 
between theory and practice in initial teacher education regarding the preparation of 
preservice teachers for their work with diverse pupils. 
 
Keywords: initial teacher education, diverse classrooms, theory-practice coherence 

 
 
Lærerstudenters refleksjoner over undervisning og mangfold 
i norsk grunnskole 
 

Sammendrag 
Formålet med denne studien er å undersøke hvordan lærerstudenter i den fireårige 
grunnskolelærerutdanningen reflekterer over mangfold og undervisning av elever som 
har ulik bakgrunn. Studien er basert på et kvalitativt forskningsdesign, og data er kon-
struert ved hjelp av fokusgruppeintervjuer med lærerstudenter i den fireårige grunn-
skolelærerutdanningen. Den tematiske analysen ledet fram til tre hovedresultater: 
Forskjeller er individuelle og forstås som noe naturlig, mangfold som en verdi og 
utfordring, og vektlegging av praksis heller enn teori. Resultatene viser at til tross for 
deltakernes verdsetting av mangfold, opplever lærerstudentene dilemma når det gjelder 
hvordan de skal handle i praksis. Resultatene peker videre på betydningen av å etablere 
koherens mellom praksis og teori i lærerutdanningen for å forberede lærerstudentene for 
arbeidet med mangfoldige elevgrupper. 
 
Nøkkelord: lærerutdanning, mangfold i klasserom, teori-praksis koherens 
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Introduction 
 
Societies around the world have become increasingly diverse, mainly due to the 
process of globalisation and growing migration both within and across countries 
(Banks, 2012; Koppelman, 2011). Diversity is a multi-faceted concept and can be 
understood in many ways. According to Banks (2008), it can be considered in 
terms of categorical variations, such as ethnicity, religion, culture or other similar 
attributes associated with human differences. On the other hand, Florian and 
Pantić (2017) suggest that diversity should be conceptualised as “an integral 
aspect of humanity rather than a series of categorical distinctions that differentiate 
and separate individuals and groups” (p. 1). In educational settings, diversity may 
refer to learners who differ according to ethnicity, gender, religion, culture, lan-
guage and socio-economic status (Banks, 2008); it can also include the intellectual 
differences of the learners (Florian et al., 2010). In this study, we take a fairly 
open approach to diversity, like that conceptualised by Florian and Pantić (2017), 
who refer to aspects of understanding human differences that characterise both 
individuals and groups from multiple perspectives. 

The growing diversity in society has implications for education (Florian & 
Pantić, 2017). The diversification of pupils has, for example, ramifications for 
teachers’ work in classrooms and generates additional professional challenges 
concerning how teachers can ensure that all pupils have the same opportunities 
regardless of their differences (Humphrey et al., 2006). Broadly speaking, the 
purpose of education is to prepare individuals to live in a society that is committed 
to plurality and difference (Biesta, 2006), and teachers are key acting agents in 
achieving this goal. Since teachers play such an important role in responding to 
the varied needs of diverse learners, initial teacher education (ITE) can perform a 
vital function in preparing teachers to address the needs and challenges associated 
with diversity. Therefore, a well organised ITE fills an important position in the 
preparation of prospective teachers for working in classrooms characterised by 
diverse student populations (Tyson & Ball, 2011; OECD, 2010). 
 
The Norwegian context 
Norwegian society has undergone significant transformations with respect to its 
immigrant population in recent years. For instance, in 2000, 6.3% of Norway’s 
population had an immigrant background. By 2020, this figure has increased to 
18.2% (Statistics Norway, 2000, 2020). Consequently, the changing demogra-
phics of Norwegian society has made Norway a more diverse nation (Brochmann 
& Kjeldstadli, 2008). This has not only altered the demographic composition of 
pupils in Norwegian schools, it has also changed teachers’ classroom work 
settings from homogenous to more diverse (Rosnes & Rossland, 2018; Krulatz et 
al., 2018). This has accordingly had implications for teacher education, especially 
regarding the preparation of prospective teachers for diverse pupils in school. 
Thus, the growing diversity in schools demands that teachers are “able to respond 
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appropriately to the variety of needs in a diverse student population” (Skrefsrud, 
2016, p. 11) and that related issues are brought to the forefront of educational 
research (Engen et al., 2018). 

In order to address the needs and challenges associated with diversity, it is 
imperative that preservice teachers have the knowledge, skills and attitudes 
required for working with pupils from diverse backgrounds. ITE should play a 
significant role in the process of teacher preparation for pupil diversity in school. 
In Norway, the ITE for compulsory school (grades 1 through 10) is nationally 
regulated and offered through two 4-year concurrent and integrated programmes, 
which qualify preservice teachers for work (Munthe et al., 2011; Thomassen & 
Munthe, 2021). Starting in 2017, the ITE has been transformed into a 5-year 
integrated master’s programme. The purpose of our study is to investigate how 
preservice teachers attending a 4-year ITE programme reflect on the notion of 
diversity and on teaching diverse pupil populations with respect to the preservice 
teachers’ preparedness for working in diverse classroom settings in Norwegian 
compulsory school. 
 
Previous research on teacher preparation for diverse classrooms 
There is a large international body of empirical studies that explore preservice 
teachers’ perspectives on diversity. Such studies have focused particularly on 
understanding preservice teachers’ attitudes and beliefs about diversity and their 
experiences with diverse pupil groups (Hollins & Guzman, 2005). Similarly, 
Cochran-Smith et al. (2015) point out the need for research that investigates how 
teacher preparation influences teacher candidates’ practice, especially when 
navigating the “complex task of teaching increasingly diverse populations” (p. 
117). Likewise, Sleeter and Owuor (2011) stress the need for more research that 
“follows teachers through their teacher preparation programmes” (p. 534), 
revealing how and to what extent ITE prepares preservice teachers for their work 
in diverse classroom settings. A study undertaken by Hollins and Guzman (2005), 
as reported in Sleeter and Owuor (2011), identifies two major themes: “[first], 
preservice teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, predispositions and prior experiences with 
diverse groups, and [second, the] impact of approaches to preparing teachers for 
diversity” (p. 527). These themes dominate research on teacher preparation for 
pupil diversity. Similarly, Ross and Smith’s (1992) study on preservice teachers’ 
perspectives regarding diversity has raised important questions, such as to what 
extent preservice teachers’ knowledge of diversity has been shaped by teacher 
preparation programmes and how theoretical learning influences actual teaching 
in diverse classrooms. The study by Siwatu et al. (2009) reveals that preservice 
teachers, even after having completed courses on diversity, demonstrate low self-
efficacy concerning their implementation in teaching. 

Cochran-Smith et al. (2008) state that despite some progress in recognising 
diversity-related issues as important aspects of teacher education research, dis-
crepancies persist between the rhetoric and the reality of teacher preparation for 
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pupil diversity in schools. Teacher preparation for diverse classroom settings 
should consider the everyday reality of classrooms to prepare prospective teachers 
for their work with diversified learner groups, and Korthagen (2001) states that 
the rhetoric and the reality of teacher preparation relates to establishing a good 
coherence between theory and practice in teacher education. Nevertheless, 
Cochran-Smith et al. (2015) state that despite many efforts to address issues of 
diversity in teacher education research, questions about how teacher education 
prepares and supports prospective teachers in their response to the needs and 
challenges of diversity, requires further investigation. 

In Norway, previous studies on diversity primarily focused on issues related 
to pupils’ ethnicity, language and special educational needs, as well as the pro-
cesses of inclusion and exclusion in classrooms (e.g., Pihl, 2010; Kovač & 
Jortveit, 2011; Jortveit, 2014; Hilt, 2017; Ohna, 2005). In addition, other studies 
address diversity from in-service teachers’ work perspectives, namely their 
experience in culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms (e.g., Skrefsrud, 
2016; Rosnes & Rossland, 2018; Burner & Biseth, 2016; Burner et al., 2018; 
Lund, 2018). However, there are few studies that investigate preservice teachers’ 
perspectives on diversity in relation to their work in multicultural and multilingual 
classroom settings (e.g., Thomassen & Munthe, 2021; Thomassen, 2016; Iversen, 
2019). The growing heterogeneity of pupils in Norwegian schools has challenged 
the educational premise of a ‘school for all’, which demands that preservice 
teachers be prepared to meet the learning needs of diversified pupils in school. As 
a result, these changing circumstances call for more research, especially studies 
that investigate issues related to understanding the notion of diversity from the 
perspectives of preservice teachers’ work in diverse classrooms. 

Investigating preservice teachers’ perspectives on diversity is a significantly 
important yet under-researched theme, particularly in the Norwegian context. 
Hence, we need more insight into how their conceptualisation of diversity relates 
to their preparedness for teaching pupils from diverse backgrounds. In this study, 
we aim to investigate how Norwegian preservice teachers reflect on issues of 
diversity and teaching in classrooms characterised by pupils from diverse back-
grounds. Specifically, the study addresses the following research question: 
 

How do preservice teachers reflect on diversity and on teaching diverse pupils 
in Norwegian compulsory school? 

 
To explore this, the research question focuses on how preservice teachers consider 
notions of diversity and teaching pupils from diverse backgrounds, and how the 
dimension of theory and practice relates to preparing them for diverse classroom 
settings. 
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Theoretical framework 
 
Diversity responsive teacher education 
The increased pupil diversity in schools has significant implications for teachers’ 
work in classrooms, as it gives rise to challenges for teachers in creating equitable 
learning opportunities for all pupils regardless of their differences (Florian & 
Spratt, 2013). Hence, Messiou and Ainscow (2015) state that “increasing diversity 
in schools means that teachers need more effective forms of professional develop-
ment to address the challenges they face” (p. 246). Consequently, this demands 
teachers who understand diversity from multiple perspectives and are capable of 
teaching pupils from diverse backgrounds (Florian & Pantić, 2017; Florian, 
2009). ITE plays an important role in the process of preparing preservice teachers 
who possess the knowledge, skills and attitudes necessary to address the needs 
and challenges associated with diversity. In so doing, it is necessary to include 
notions of diversity as important aspects of teacher preparation for diverse pupils 
(Ball & Tyson, 2011) to foster teachers’ diversity-related dispositions (Leavy, 
2005). It is thus important to design and implement teacher preparation pro-
grammes that address diversity (OECD, 2010; European Commission, 2017). 

Villegas et al. (2017) state that the task of teaching diverse pupils needs to be 
understood within a larger social context by reflecting on the overall role and 
function of education in the creation of an equitable human society. Similarly, 
Florian (2012) states that teachers’ responses to diversity relate to how effectively 
they are prepared to teach all pupils in diverse classrooms. However, the prep-
aration of teachers capable of working with all pupils is not an easy task. In line 
with this, Darling-Hammond (2011) states that “it is impossible to prepare 
tomorrow’s teachers to succeed with all of the students they will meet without 
exploring how both students’ and teachers’ learning experiences are influenced 
by their home languages, cultures and contexts” (p. ix). Furthermore, Gay (2018) 
argues that teaching becomes most effective when pupils’ prior experiences, as 
well as cultural and other backgrounds, are included in the implementation of 
teaching. 
 
Conceptualising diversity 
Paine (1990) identifies four categories of conceptualising diversity, namely the 
individual, categorical, contextual and pedagogical. The individual orientation to 
diversity views differences in terms of individual characteristics that are often 
associated with the biological and psychological origins of individuals. This 
means that preservice teachers with an individual orientation tend to attribute 
differences within individual pupils as natural. The categorical orientation to 
diversity considers difference as repeating patterns of variation across individuals 
where the differences are perceived as influenced by pupils’ categorical member-
ship. Such categories might include pupils’ language, gender, social class, race, 
religion, special needs and so forth. Moreover, the categorical orientation to 
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diversity tends to perceive that teaching pupils with diverse backgrounds requires 
equal access to knowledge without challenging the societal categorisations re-
sponsible for the construction of differences. This view towards diversity con-
siders treating everyone equally regardless of the differences among individuals. 

Paine’s contextual orientation to diversity builds on the first two orientations, 
where “differences among individuals occur in patterns, yet these patterns are 
seen as connected to a social situation or embedded in larger, dynamic context” 
(p. 3). Unlike the first two orientations, the contextual orientation views difference 
as socially constructed by considering the causes of the difference, which means 
the differences exist due to social context. The preservice teachers who hold a 
contextual orientation to diversity, believe that differences are “created, main-
tained, and changed by their interaction” (Paine, 1990, p. 3) in social settings. In 
comparison, the pedagogical orientation to diversity considers differences “not 
only in terms of causes but also in terms of implications” (Paine, 1990, p. 3), 
which suggests that those differences that are socially constructed have implica-
tions for teachers’ educational practices in classrooms. Paine (1990) states that 
the pedagogical orientation “assumes that differences are not simply random and 
interesting; they are understood as having pedagogical implications and con-
sequences for both teaching and learning” (p. 3). For instance, pupils’ learning 
styles might have implications for teaching that will have consequences for their 
learning outcomes. 

Paine’s orientation towards diversity is considered a relevant and suitable 
framework to conceptualise broadly the differences within contexts of education 
and teaching (Bell et al., 2007; Gordon et al., 2010). However, research often 
tends to emphasise certain categorical aspects of differences, such as pupils with 
linguistic minority backgrounds (Gearon et al., 2009), and this tends to reduce the 
possibility of understanding diversity from a broader perspective (Florian & 
Pantić, 2017). 

In his conceptualisation of diversity in inclusive educational settings, Norwich 
(2008) introduces the perspective of dilemmas of difference. To elaborate notions 
of dilemmas, he presents three related aspects, namely identification, curriculum 
and location. The dilemma of identification relates to recognising or noticing dif-
ferences. Similarly, the dilemma of curriculum deals with whether to provide a 
common curriculum for all learners, such as Paine’s categorical orientation, where 
common knowledge is considered to suit everyone’s needs. The dilemma of 
location is concerned with whether all learners receive the opportunity to be 
placed in the same educational location regardless of any additional learning 
needs. Having recognised these three aspects of dilemmas, preservice teachers 
can create equitable educational practices that are responsive to pupils’ differ-
ences. Similarly, Norwich (2008) states that there is an implication regarding how 
differences are handled by reflecting on tensions between the rhetoric and the 
reality of the differences. The basic dilemma is nevertheless whether to recognise 
and respond to the differences explicitly by treating everyone the same or as 

Acta Didactica Norden Vol. 15, Nr. 1, Art. 8

KC, B. K. & Ohna, S. E. 6/21 2021©adno.no



distinctly different. Hence, Paine’s (1990) four orientations for understanding 
diversity and Norwich’s (2008) three aspects of dilemmas of difference provide 
guidelines for our discussion of the results. 
 
 
Methods 
 
Research design 
The study adopts a qualitative design based on a constructivist paradigm that 
assumes the existence of multiple socially constructed realities (Lincoln & Guba, 
2000) and seeks to understand the phenomenon in question from the participants’ 
perspectives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The research question is concerned with 
exploring the meanings and experiences of the participants, which are best 
examined by qualitative methods (Blaikie, 2010). In this study, we therefore 
choose to rely on qualitative data to explore preservice teachers’ reflections on 
diversity and on teaching in diverse classrooms. 
 
Ethical considerations 
Ethical issues are an integral part of a qualitative design and this pertains to the 
entire research process (Brinkmann & Kvale, 2015; Maxwell, 2013). As part of 
ethical considerations, the study was reported to the Norwegian Centre for 
Research Data (NSD). Moreover, informants’ consent was sought, and anonymity 
regarding the research sites and participants was ensured. However, one of the 
main ethical challenges encountered in the research process was the issue 
associated with participant recruitment. 
 
Selection of schools and participants 
Following a strategic selection procedure, two public schools (with grades 1–7 
and 5–10, respectively) located in the Western region of Norway were selected 
for the study. The main reason for selecting these two schools was the presence 
of diverse pupil populations. The demographic profile of pupils in both schools 
varied in terms of ethnicity, language, religious and cultural origin, socio-
economic status and intellectual and behavioural variation. Hence, the diverse 
profile of pupils in the selected schools provided suitable contexts for the process 
of empirical data construction. 

In Norway, all preservice teachers are required to take a minimum of 60 study 
points (ECTS) in the compulsory subject Pedagogy and Pupil Knowledge (PEL). 
In the second year, the subject of PEL (PEL-2) includes course work on issues 
related to diversity in schools with the aim of developing preservice teachers’ 
understanding and knowledge about diversity. Specifically, preservice teachers 
upon completion of PEL-2 should have knowledge of the following: 
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the diversity related to family forms and the upbringing of children and youths and 
development and learning of children and young people in various social, linguistic, 
religious and cultural contexts, the challenges and opportunities the school faces when 
it comes to pupils with special needs for adapted education, of pupils with multicultural 
and multilingual backgrounds, and variations in gender identity and similarities and 
differences in boys’ and girls' conditions. (Ministry of Education & Research, 2010, p. 
18) 

 
The participants in this study comprised preservice teachers enrolled in a 4-year 
ITE programme. Following a strategic selection procedure, those preservice 
teachers attending the third and the fourth year of an ITE programme (for either 
grades 1–7 or grades 5–10) were invited to participate in the study. The reason for 
including preservice teachers from the third and the fourth year was to include 
only those preservice teachers who had completed the PEL-2 course. The recruit-
ment of participants was completed via a two-step process. First, the project was 
presented to preservice teachers preparing for their field placement in the selected 
schools. From each of the year-groups, one group of preservice teachers respon-
ded positively to participating in the study. Second, each participant provided a 
written consent to confirm their participation. Each of the two groups consisted 
of four participants in the age range 22–27 years, altogether seven females and 
one male. 
 
Data construction and analysis 
Focus group interviews 
The focus group interview is an approach that emphasises interaction within 
groups for joint construction of meaning on a particular research topic or theme 
to explore a variety of viewpoints from the participants (Bryman, 2012; Brink-
mann & Kvale, 2015). Since this study aims at exploring preservice teachers’ 
perspectives on diversity and on teaching in diverse classrooms, focus group 
interviews were considered a suitable method for data construction. Unlike 
individual interviews, focus group interviews make it possible to investigate how 
participants “respond to each other’s views and build up a view out of the 
interaction that takes place within the group” (Bryman, 2012, p. 501) through a 
dynamic group interaction among the participants (Stewart & Shamdasani, 2015). 

To conduct the focus group interviews, an interview guide centred on pre-
service teachers’ views on diversity and how they reflect on teaching diverse 
pupils, was used. The researcher (first author) took a moderator’s role and intro-
duced themes for the focus groups. The focus group interviews lasted about sixty 
minutes and were audio-recorded with consent from the participants. The focus 
group interviews were completed in autumn 2017 and spring 2018 after the pre-
service teachers had completed their two-week long field placement. 
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Data analysis 
A thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) was adopted to analyse the focus 
group interviews, which included the following steps. The first involved listening 
to and transcribing the audio-recorded interviews. The verbatim transcription of 
the interviews was done partly by the first author and partly by an external pro-
fessional transcriber. Later, both authors were involved in reading and analysing 
the transcriptions. Secondly, the contents of the transcriptions were coded 
following a manual coding method (Saldaña, 2010; Basit, 2003) that used a 
highlighter and post-it-notes technique. Several codes were employed, such as 
‘familiarity’, ‘everyone different’, ‘space for all’, ‘adapted teaching’, ‘cultural 
difference’, ‘background knowledge’, ‘short practice’, and ‘theory-practice 
tension’. For example, the codes ‘everyone different’, ‘familiarity’ and ‘need 
variation’ were employed for the following data extract: “All pupils are different, 
and they have different needs. […] there are also things you might experience a 
little more when you get to know the pupils.” 

In the third step, the codes were grouped together based on their semantic 
homogeneity to develop initial themes. In order to house the content of the codes, 
the following four themes were developed: ‘individuality’, ‘values’, ‘theory-
practice dimension’, and ‘miscellaneous’. In the fourth phase of the analysis, the 
initial themes were inspected in terms of their internal homogeneity and external 
heterogeneity across the codes, as well as the entire data corpus, to ensure that no 
data relevant to the research question was omitted. The content of the codes can 
thus largely be related to the identified themes. However, the content housed 
under ‘miscellaneous’ was identified as irrelevant and therefore excluded, which 
means only the first three themes were considered relevant to the research 
question. As a result, only the concepts of individuality and inclusive teaching, 
differences as resource, and theory-practice dynamics were considered necessary 
and relevant to the study’s aim and research question. Finally, the initial inspec-
tion resulted in three main themes that were considered relevant to the research 
question, and they are defined as presented in the results section below. Examples 
of data excerpts are included in the presentation of the results to augment the 
transparency and trustworthiness of the results. The aspects of reflexivity and 
respondent validation (Maxwell, 2013) have been taken into consideration in the 
construction and analysis of data to address issues of validity and reliability 
concerning the results. 
 
 
Results 
 
In this section, the results are presented and discussed. The three main results from 
the analysis are as follows: (1) differences are individual and considered natural, 
(2) diversity as a value and challenge, and (3) belief in practice rather than 
theory. 

Acta Didactica Norden Vol. 15, Nr. 1, Art. 8

KC, B. K. & Ohna, S. E. 9/21 2021©adno.no



Difference is individualistic and considered natural 
While discussing both diversity and teaching in diverse classrooms, the preservice 
teachers demonstrated their awareness and appreciation of diversity. They men-
tioned that every pupil is different and that differences are natural. Reflecting on 
these differences in focus group interviews, one of the participants said, “[…] all 
pupils are different and they have different needs”. The other participants in the 
groups also added that every pupil is different and has different educational needs 
that must be addressed. Additionally, they emphasised the importance of 
becoming familiar with pupils’ family and other background factors, as knowing 
that this is significant for the implementation of diversity sensitive teaching. One 
of the participants said, “it’s very nice to be aware of sort of background 
experience with, or background knowledge about the pupil before you go to a 
classroom”. Other participants mentioned that by being familiar with pupils’ 
backgrounds, it is possible to create learning conditions that are suitable for 
meeting the diverse educational needs of all pupils. 

Likewise, the preservice teachers pointed to the significance of adapted 
teaching, where pupils’ prior learning experiences and other background factors 
are considered as significant factors in the process of planning and implementing 
teaching. One of the participants said, “I also think a bit about [… that] all pupils 
are different and then I also think a lot about adapting educational practices, 
facilitating learning for all the pupils”. Other participants agreed on the import-
ance of adapted educational practices in order to facilitate learning for everyone 
in the classroom. In addition, they highlighted the significance of including the 
differences while planning and implementing teaching, and further stated that 
through the implementation of adapted teaching it becomes possible to address 
pupils’ differences. They also mentioned that the implementation of inclusive 
teaching is one way to address the diversity. 

Reflecting on diversity, one of the participants said, “[…] there is a lot of 
diversity at this school, but I haven’t really noticed it”. Other participants agreed 
with this statement and added that it is natural to have pupils from various back-
grounds. They categorised diversity in terms of the individual and group charac-
teristics of pupils, such as language, culture, ethnicity and special educational 
needs. This sort of framing of diversity relates to an individual and group orien-
tation towards diversity. They also emphasised the significance of having 
knowledge of and being familiar with pupils’ family and other backgrounds, 
which relates to a contextual and pedagogical orientation towards understanding 
diversity. Although they demonstrated a positive view towards diversity, they 
were uncertain of what to do with it, which shows their dilemma of differences. 
Such dilemmatic views towards diversity raise an interestingly important question 
regarding how diversity is conceptualised and dealt with in relation to whether 
everyone is to be treated the ‘same’ or ‘different’. 
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Diversity as a value and a challenge 
In the focus group interviews, the preservice teachers discussed the different 
forms of diversity prevalent in classrooms. They categorised diversity as related 
to special educational and behavioural needs, low socio-economic status, different 
ethnicities, particular cultural and religious origins and Norwegian as a second or 
foreign language. They considered these various forms of diversity as a positive 
value. One of the participants said, “[…] you often talk about the individual pupils 
who often have a special challenge or need, [and] you often talk about those 
challenges and needs, you probably don’t talk much about the advantages of 
diversity”. The value perspective of diversity considers difference as a positive 
resource. This means that the differences pupils bring to the classroom are used 
as resources for one another. Thus, the value perspective of diversity appreciates 
commonalities shared by individuals and groups, where the differences are con-
sidered something positive. 

Hence, this advocates that differences should be acknowledged and valued. 
By valuing differences, the preservice teachers not only acknowledge them, they 
also create an inclusive learning environment for everyone. Describing pupil 
diversity as a positive resource, one of the participants said, “[…] in the books 
[curriculum and textbooks] as such, there is a lot about how you can use them 
[pupils] as a resource in the classroom”. The preservice teachers considered 
diversity as something positive to be utilised for pupils’ learning. Confirming this, 
one of the participants said, “there [in the classrooms] they [pupils] should learn 
from each other [and] use one another as resources”. Through their discussions 
about diversity as a value, the preservice teachers emphasised the importance of 
drawing connections to pupils’ prior experiences and other backgrounds while 
planning and implementing teaching. Thus, the value perspective on diversity 
considers differences as a positive resource to be utilised in teaching pupils from 
diverse backgrounds. 

In contrast, the preservice teachers also discussed the challenges that diversity 
can create. Reflecting on any challenges associated with diversity, one of the 
participants said: 
 

I think we had a lot of good discussions in teacher education about diversity and have 
learned about many sides of it, many different pupils and how you should accommodate 
them. During our teacher education we have gone through much […] in the different 
types of groups, but we have not received very much information about what we should 
do in a way, the didactics, how we should adapt the sort of teaching. To be honest, we 
have only received information about their characteristics. 

 
The preservice teachers mentioned challenges associated with how diversity can 
be used as a resource. They stated that even teachers who have spent many years 
working with diverse pupils might face difficulties in handling diversity. This 
shows preservice teachers’ uncertainties concerning how to address differences 
while teaching diverse pupil groups. For example, they mentioned that diversity 

Acta Didactica Norden Vol. 15, Nr. 1, Art. 8

KC, B. K. & Ohna, S. E. 11/21 2021©adno.no



cannot just be taken as something good without thinking of the challenges 
associated with it. 

Reflecting on their experiences from teaching in schools, the preservice 
teachers pointed out how identifying some pupils as ‘challenging’ can be 
problematic when it comes to working with diversity. One of the participants said, 
“[…] perhaps in relation to my own experiences as such, on the negative 
[challenge] side that is in a way all of these diagnoses that are to be found in the 
pupils that are then problematic in the school”. The other participants added that 
the task of getting along with everyone is one of the most challenging aspects of 
working with diverse pupils. It is also essentially important that the variety of 
learning needs represented by diverse pupils are taken into account. Despite their 
appreciative views towards diversity, the preservice teachers also reflected on 
challenges associated with diversity. Hence, the preservice teachers seem to hold 
positions regarding diversity both as something to be valued as well as challenge. 
 
Belief in practice rather than theory 
The preservice teachers in the focus group interviews reflected on their 
experiences of learning about issues related to diversity through teacher prep-
aration programmes. They discussed discrepancies between theory and practice 
in ITE, where they pointed to the significance of theoretical knowledge as a 
necessary part of teacher preparation. They moreover emphasised the need for 
more opportunities to practise their skills rather than just focus on theoretical 
learning. One of the participants said: 
 

Yes, so we must know the theory just like that, that’s the goal, that’s how it should be, 
blah, blah, blah. And then more practical experience. I completely agree with what you 
are saying in theory. It’s crazy difficult to do that in practice. Well, the theory is good 
to have in a way in the back of your head, but we don’t need so much. 

 
Similarly, when reflecting on the dimension of theory-practice coherence, one of 
the participants added, “we need to have practice where the focus is diversity and 
not to develop ourselves [just] as classroom leaders”. The preservice teachers 
stated that one of the aspects related to theory-practice coherence concerns the 
inclusion of more practical examples and case studies on issues related to diversity 
in schools. By highlighting the inconsistency between theoretical learning and its 
practical implications for teaching, one participant said, “they’re very good at 
talking about […] diversity here and there and that it’s like such and such, but 
there’s actually very little we in a way focus on when we plan lessons and such”. 
The participants agreed on the importance of having consistency between theory 
and practice, where they emphasised the need for a longer field placement. One 
of the participants gave an example from the nursing profession and said, “take 
nurses, for example. One third of their education is practice. [….] why is this not 
so for teachers? Because teaching is an equally important profession”. Further, 
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the participants added that just two to three weeks of field placement a semester 
does not provide sufficient opportunity to put the theory into practice. 

The preservice teachers discussed coherence between theory and practice in 
ITE. Establishing a good coherence between theory and practice is one of the most 
significant aspects of teacher preparation for diverse classrooms. One of the 
participants said: 
 

[….] many of my friends taking teacher education courses learned one thing on the 
course about what it is like being a teacher, and then they went out into practice and 
then it is completely different. You can’t learn to be a teacher by reading a book, you 
know. 

 
The participants stated that, although diversity is a discussed phenomenon in ITE, 
there is actually little focus on it during field placement in schools, which points 
to a lack of coherence between theory and practice. The preservice teachers high-
lighted two main aspects regarding the theory-practice dimension. One of these 
relates to the need for a longer field placement, whereas the second aspect con-
cerns establishing consistency between theoretical teaching in ITE and its impli-
cations for real teaching in schools. ITE should play an important role in the 
process of teacher preparation for diverse classrooms. In so doing, it is important 
for preservice teachers to find a good connection between the theoretical knowl-
edge gained through teacher preparation programmes and its implications for 
actual teaching in schools. 
 
 
Discussion 
 
The aim of this study is to explore preservice teachers’ reflections on diversity 
and on teaching pupils from diverse backgrounds with regard to the preservice 
teachers’ preparedness for working in diverse classroom settings. 

The increased pupil diversity in schools demands that preservice teachers be 
educated with the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to meet the needs and 
challenges associated with diversity. Hence, the goal of teacher preparation for 
diverse classrooms is to prepare teachers who can meet the pupils’ variety of 
needs regardless of their differences. It is thus significant to understand how the 
notion of diversity is conceptualised in contexts of teacher preparation for diverse 
pupils and how the dimension of theory-practice relates to the process of 
preparing preservice teachers for teaching pupils from diverse backgrounds. 
 
Teacher preparation for diverse pupil populations 
One of the results from the study relates to preservice teachers’ conceptualisation 
of diversity. This result indicates that the differences are individual and con-
sidered natural. Understanding diversity as an individualistic and natural 
phenomenon relates to Paine’s (1990) perspective on conceptualising diversity, 
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where the differences are viewed in terms of pupils’ individual characteristics. 
Likewise, the results point to the significance of including pupils’ personal, family 
and other backgrounds in teaching. By so doing, it becomes possible for teachers 
to include everyone. Such views towards diversity relate to it as a value 
perspective, where the differences are considered a positive resource for all pupils 
in the classroom. In addition, the results point to the significance of becoming 
familiar with pupils’ prior learning, life experiences and other contextual back-
grounds. This is in line with Gay’s (2018) statement: “teaching is most effective 
when ecological factors, such as prior experiences, community settings, cultural 
backgrounds and ethnic identities of teachers and students, are included in its 
implementation” (p. 28). This means that teaching diverse pupils becomes more 
meaningful when personal and other factors are reflected in their learning. 
Villegas and Lucas (2002) state that when teachers include pupils’ personal, 
family and other information in teaching, their differences are acknowledged and 
embraced, that is, the differences that the pupils bring into classrooms are recog-
nised and valued. 

However, at the same time, various contextual factors, like pupils’ social class, 
language, culture and similar factors, are considered influential factors for 
learning. Paine (1990) states that categorical and contextual variations of diversity 
are responsible for creating patterns of differences among pupils, and these need 
to be recognised and provided a response. Thus, the task of teaching diverse pupils 
requires that they take into account individual, categorical, contextual and peda-
gogical aspects of pupils’ differences. In the same way, Norwich (2008) points 
out that the process of working with diversity relates to dilemmas of identification, 
curriculum and location. The dilemma of identification concerns recognising and 
valuing the differences, whereas the curriculum refers to whether everyone should 
be treated equally and offered a common learning content. Location deals with 
whether every pupil is placed within the same classroom despite their differences. 
The dilemmatic perspectives of diversity raise interesting and important concerns 
regarding preservice teachers’ conceptualisation of diversity and teaching pupils 
from diverse backgrounds. 

Paine’s (1990) perspectives on understanding diversity allow us to con-
ceptualise diversity in a broader perspective by providing an implied hierarchical 
path. For instance, preservice teachers might start by becoming familiar with 
pupils’ individual and other contextual backgrounds prior to planning lessons for 
teaching. However, shifting from one perspective to another will have conse-
quences for preservice teachers’ pedagogical actions. Therefore, critics of Paine’s 
framework for understanding diversity, such as Bell et al. (2007), state that it does 
not specify how “teachers might move from one kind of understanding to another” 
(p. 125). 

The results in this study indicate that individual and categorical perspectives 
are more prevalent in preservice teachers’ conceptualisation of diversity, which 
means that they did not point out the consequences of contextual perspectives in 
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the implementation of pedagogical activities. Thus, it is imperative that preservice 
teachers consider all four dimensions of diversity in order to provide a broader 
frame for their conceptualisation of diversity and teaching of pupils from diverse 
backgrounds. Similarly, the results indicate that the preservice teachers are aware 
of pupil diversity and have positive views towards it. Nevertheless, they are 
uncertain regarding whether they should treat everyone as the ‘same’ or ‘different’ 
when it comes to recognising and responding to differences. As a result, the 
preservice teachers’ dilemma of difference has implications for teaching pupils 
from diverse backgrounds. Since such differences, according to Paine (1990), are 
created in larger social contexts, they have pedagogical implications for teachers’ 
work in diverse classroom settings. 

The results from the study also reveal a lack of coherence between preservice 
teachers’ theoretical learning at ITE and its implications for teaching in schools. 
This corresponds to the findings of Siwatu et al. (2009). The dimension of theory-
practice coherence is one of the key issues in teacher education for diversity. This 
points to the significance of having good coherence between the ‘rhetoric’ and 
‘reality’ of teacher preparation for diverse classrooms. Schjetne and Skrefsrud 
(2018) thus emphasise that, in the changing circumstances of growing pupil 
diversity in schools, it is essential that teachers are well prepared for teaching all 
pupils regardless of their differences. Therefore, Florian and Pantić (2017) state 
that the task of preparing teachers for diverse classrooms demands that preservice 
teachers be educated to view diversity from a broader perspective and have a 
coherent conception of theory and practice in teacher education. 

Dack (2019) states that the process of preparing teachers for diverse class-
rooms involves developing teacher candidates’ knowledge, skills and dispositions 
through course work and field placement. Feiman-Nemser (1983) points out that 
teachers’ learning involves not only what teachers are taught, but also how they 
are taught. It is therefore important that the teacher candidates’ practical experi-
ences from schools should be linked to their learning settings in teacher pre-
paration programmes (Klette et al., 2017). Likewise, Ross and Smith (1992) point 
out the significance of having consistency between preservice teachers’ theoreti-
cal learning experiences from teacher education programmes and field placement 
in schools. On the other hand, Weston and Henderson (2015) argue that a lack of 
coherence between teacher candidates’ course work and field placement is one of 
the challenges that should be addressed. It is significantly important that there is 
a good integration between theoretical course work and practice. That means there 
should be a coherent linkage between teacher candidates’ theoretical knowledge 
and their practice in the workplace (Korthagen, 2010; Rasmussen & Rash-
Christensen, 2015; Smeby & Heggen, 2014). Hence, Korthagen (2001) empha-
sises the significance of having coherence between teacher candidates’ theoretical 
learning and practice in schools. 

As schools continue to welcome pupils from diverse backgrounds, it is 
imperative that preservice teachers are prepared with the knowledge, skills and 
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attitudes required to address the needs and challenges they will face in diverse 
classrooms. Hence, the task of preparing preservice teachers for increasingly 
diverse pupil populations in schools involves establishing a good coherence 
between theory and practice. 
 
 
Concluding remarks 
 
Drawing on qualitative data from focus group interviews, this study has explored 
preservice teachers’ perspectives on diversity and on teaching pupils from diverse 
backgrounds. The study has contributed to knowledge on how preservice teachers 
conceptualise diversity regarding their preparedness for teaching diverse pupils. 
The three results differences are individual and considered natural, diversity as a 
value and challenge, and belief in practice rather than theory raise concerns 
surrounding the significance of preparing preservice teachers for a greater 
diversity of pupils in schools. One of the key issues in the study relates to the 
preservice teachers’ dilemmas of diversity. Despite their positive views towards 
diversity, the preservice teachers therefore seem to be in a dilemmatic position 
regarding whether they should treat all pupils the same or differently. Moreover, 
the study points to the significance of coherence between theory and practice in 
ITE regarding the preparation of preservice teachers for diverse pupils. 

The results from this study are important for understanding preservice 
teachers’ perspectives on diversity and on teaching pupils from diverse back-
grounds. However, they should be considered within the following limitations. 
First, the study represents a case from one form of ITE programme in a Norwegian 
context, while there are different structural provisions of ITE internationally. 
Thus, the results drawn from one qualitative investigation may not be gener-
alisable to other settings. Second, empirical data in the study came only from 
focus group interviews. Perhaps the results would provide different perspectives 
if the views of individual participants were in focus. Third, the study did not 
include the perspectives of teacher educators, who are significant agents in the 
process of educating preservice teachers. 

Initial teacher education for compulsory school in Norway is now provided 
through a 5-year integrated master’s programme. Given the changing circum-
stances, it will be interesting and important for future research to investigate how 
issues related to diversity are framed within the 5-year master’s programme in 
relation to the preparation of preservice teachers for increasingly diverse pupil 
populations in schools, including the perspectives of teacher candidates as well as 
teacher educators. 
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