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Abstract 
The Swedish curriculums point out that language is crucial to social interactions, 

learning and individual development as well as essential to uphold a democratic and 

multicultural country. However, a recent report from the Swedish National Agency 

for Education depicts the language introduction programs for immigrant adolescents 

in Sweden as a school form in great need of development (Skolverket, 2016a). This 

systematic literature review, which draws on sociocultural theory, contributes to the 

field of how to teach English to newly arrived adolescents in Sweden. The main 

findings, gathered from six studies from around the world, suggest several different 

areas for improvement concerning EFL teaching. A specific pedagogy for EFL 

learners is suggested as well as targeted professional development for EFL teachers. 

Additionally, the results point out challenges faced by EFL teachers in multilingual 

classrooms. Further research could investigate how EFL teachers deal with these 

challenges. Furthermore, further research could investigate EFL textbooks for 

multilingual students at upper secondary school in terms of language, culture, 

identity texts and difficulty level. 
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1 Introduction 
Worldwide, the number of people seeking refugee status has risen enormously since 2013. The 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) states that currently, most refugees 

are driven by war and civil unrest in Syria, Iraq, Afghanistan and Eritrea (UNHCR, 2015). In 

2015, hundreds of thousands of refugees sought permits for residence in Europe (UNHCR, 

2015) and many were children and adolescents. Many of these adolescents travel to Sweden 

hoping for education or work. However, to achieve success in school or to get a job in Sweden, 

the adolescent refugees not only need to learn Swedish, the official language, but also English. 

In Sweden, as well as in many other countries, the English language functions as a lingua franca, 

which means both Swedish and English play important roles in the society. 

 

In Sweden, already by the age of fifteen, some English proficiency is essential. 

Correspondingly, if junior high school students fail to receive a pass in English class they might 

not be able to attend the upper secondary school of their choice. Moreover, regarding 

universities, most courses tend to use some material written in English and many courses at 

Swedish universities are conducted primarily in English. Consequently, English proficiency in 

Sweden becomes increasingly important for students as they increase in age and tackle more 

advanced courses. 

According to a recent report from the Swedish National Agency for Education (Skolverket, 

2016a) nearly 18,700 adolescent immigrants in upper secondary school attended a language 

introduction program in the fall of 2015, which is an increase of 34% from the previous 

semester. Moreover, the same report (2016a) shows that municipalities and schools have not 

had time to adjust to the challenges presented by this considerable increase in adolescent 

refugees. These challenges include both a lack of facilities as well as an insufficient amount of 

appropriately educated teachers. In addition, the report shows alarming numbers of adolescents 

not succeeding in the introduction programs in their existing school form. Therefore, the 

Swedish National Agency for Education is calling for effective measures in order to facilitate 

adolescent immigrants’ access to further education or a profession. 

As a student of education I have spent a few months teaching newly arrived adolescents in the 

introduction programs in Sweden. I have witnessed struggling students as well as struggling 

teachers and therefore feel inspired to investigate how to improve the language introduction 

pedagogy in upper secondary school introductory programs devised specifically for English 

instruction to newly arrived adolescents. 

1.1 Research aim and questions 
Since teaching English to newly arrived refugees and immigrants is of significant importance, 

this thesis investigates and analyzes previous research on curriculum development in EFL/ESL 

classrooms around the world. The aim of this systematic literature review is to gain knowledge 

about how to more effectively teach English to newly arrived adolescents in Sweden. The 

research questions are as follows: 

 What does research say about how EFL/ESL is taught to newly arrived 

refugees/immigrants? 

 What challenges do teachers face when teaching EFL/ESL to newly arrived 

refugees/immigrants? 

1.2 Definitions of terms 
This section clarifies different abbreviations and concepts included in this study. 
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1.2.1 Refugee, immigrant and adolescent 
A refugee is a person who has been forced to leave his/her country due to war or for religious 

or political reasons (Longman Dictionary, 2012, p. 1462). An immigrant, on the other hand, is 

a person who enters another country, often by choice, in order to live there permanently (2012, 

p. 878). An adolescent is a young person who is developing into an adult (p. 23). The term 

“adolescent” is especially used when referring to problems that these young people have (p. 

279). Henceforth, in this thesis the term immigrant will be used to refer to both those who have 

come to Sweden by choice and those who have been forced to leave their home country. 

Furthermore, the term adolescent will be used since this thesis focuses on students who are 

developing into adults and who face many coming-of-age challenges. 

1.2.2 ESL/EFL 
ESL is short for English as a Second Language and is taught in a country where the English 

language is a dominant language, whereas EFL is short for English as a Foreign Language and 

is taught in a country where the English language is not a dominant language. However, since 

the English language functions as a lingua franca in Sweden it is debated whether EFL or ESL 

is taught in Swedish classrooms. Henceforth, in this thesis the term EFL will be used since this 

thesis focuses on adolescent immigrants learning EFL. 

1.2.3 Target language 
The term target language refers to the language that you are learning, or that you are translating 

into (Longman Dictionary, 2012, p. 1803). 

1.2.4 BICS and CALP 
Cummins (2000, p. 58) suggests that a distinction is needed for dividing the basic vocabulary 

learned at home, or for informal purposes, from the more academic language learned at school. 

These two domains are called Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) and Cognitive 

Academic Language Proficiency (CALP).  

1.2.5 The Swedish educational definition of a newly arrived pupil 
The Swedish National Agency for Education (2016b) defines a newly arrived pupil as a child 

who has lived abroad and arrives in Sweden just in time to begin compulsory school, at the age 

of seven, or later. Moreover, a newly arrived pupil to a Swedish school is to be considered as 

“newly arrived” for a maximum of four years (2016b). The National Agency for Education uses 

the term newly arrived when referring to immigrant pupils, and therefore, the term “newly 

arrived” is also used in this thesis.  

 

2 Background 
In this section relevant background information is provided regarding the Swedish curriculums, 

the introduction programs at upper secondary school and the recent report on language 

introduction by The National Agency for Education. Furthermore, this section provides some 

background on research about how adolescents acquire a new language. 

2.1 The Swedish curriculums 
The Swedish curriculums for compulsory school (Lgr11) and upper secondary school (Gy11) 

point out that language is crucial to social interaction, learning and individual development 

(Skolverket, 2011a, p.30; Skolverket, 2011b). English is a global language used in education as 

well as in politics and the economy (2011a, p. 30). Knowledge of English, therefore, increases 

the possibility for people to engage in different social and cultural environments (p. 30). 

Therefore, an important mission for the schools in Sweden is to educate democratic, respectful 

and tolerant citizens (p. 7). Furthermore, it is stated in the curriculum that no one in the Swedish 
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school should be discriminated against on the basis of ethnicity, religion, age, gender, sexual 

orientation or because of disabilities (p. 7). Tolerance comes from understanding and 

understanding comes from knowledge gained through shared experiences and interaction with 

other people and through language. Consequently, developing every pupil’s knowledge of 

language is essential to uphold a democratic and multicultural country like Sweden. 

2.2 Sweden’s introduction programs in upper secondary school 
Sweden has compulsory school for nine years. During ninth grade, at the age of 15-16, pupils 

use their grades achieved at school to apply for a place at upper secondary school. Pupils who 

have not received the grades required for upper secondary school are offered a place within the 

five introduction programs (Skolverket, 2011b, p. 30). The goal for these programs is to help 

students achieve the grades required for an upper secondary school of their choice and to 

prepare for a profession (2011b, p. 30). In the introduction programs students may only study 

the subjects in which they have incomplete grades. For one student this may mean only studying 

the English language for a few hours every week for one semester and for another student this 

may mean studying English, Swedish and math for a year or longer.   

Within the introduction programs the following five alternatives are offered:  

1. Preparation course  

2. Program focused on the individual’s choice  

3. Vocational introduction  

4. Individual alternative  

5. Program focused on language learning (Skolverket, 2011b, p. 30; author’s own 

translation) 

 

Immigrants who arrive in Sweden early enough to attend compulsory school, but who do not 

receive the grades needed for the upper secondary school of their choice before the end of the 

ninth grade, are offered a place in one of four alternatives in the introduction programs. In those 

four programs they are allowed to study the subjects needed for further education.  

However, adolescents arriving in Sweden too late to enter compulsory school, instead enter the 

fifth program, focused on language learning, in order to learn the language of instruction, 

Swedish, as soon as possible. Thereafter, they begin to study other subjects to catch up on what 

they may have missed in terms of subjects such as English, mathematics, science etc. 

Students who do not get the required grades before they turn 20 years old may apply to attend 

a municipal or private adult educational institution. However, school education for adults is not 

free of charge, and older students arriving in Sweden will find it harder to graduate from school 

and to find work.  

2.3 The recent report by the Swedish National Agency for Education 
In April 2016 the Swedish National Agency for Education released a report on the introduction 

programs in upper secondary school. The report depicts a problematic view of the current 

education for adolescent immigrants in Sweden (Skolverket, 2016a). Furthermore, it depicts 

the introduction programs as a school form in great need of development (2016a). 

It has already been mentioned that the increase in adolescent immigrants has resulted in 

challenges for municipalities in finding facilities suitable for education as well as finding 

appropriately educated teachers. Moreover, the report by the National Agency for Education 

(2016a) shows that only 9% of the students who started the language learning program in 2011 

completed a program of their choice at an upper secondary school within four years. 

Additionally, a large number of immigrant students leave school without an exam. However, 
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the National Agency for Education indicates that improvements within a few areas would 

enhance the introduction programs for adolescent immigrants and calls for measures within five 

different areas. These areas are: 

 Recruitment and further training of teachers 

 Privilege for municipalities to arrange flexible education when needed 

 Better identification and assessment of the immigrants’ previous knowledge 

 Better communication and cooperation between school forms 

 Better monitoring of the introduction programs (Skolverket, 2016a; author’s own 

translation) 

 

The report by the Swedish National Agency for Education (2016a) also suggests that there is a 

connection between the high rate of failure in school and the age of arrival of pupils. However, 

this systematic literature review aims to suggest improvements in a few of the above five areas.  

2.4 Learning EFL as a newly arrived adolescent  
Schleppegrell (2010, p. 79) states that the challenges for second language learners are great. In 

Sweden, EFL pupils need to simultaneously learn the new target language and learn through an 

additional new language. However, according to Schleppegrell (p. 79) the challenges not only 

lie with the learners but also with the teachers. Educated teachers are prepared for a variety of 

approaches but not necessarily to take on beginners of English at the secondary school level. 

Schleppegrell (p. 80) suggests the main priority should be to teach EFL learners the language 

needed to be able to effectively engage in learning the school subjects. Often simplified material 

is used for adolescent EFL learners. Thus, Schleppegrell (p. 80) states that this teaching 

approach is only suitable for a short period of time since it prevents the students from 

developing CALP.  

Abrahamsson (2009, p. 12) describes a few different variables which determine how fast a 

second language is learned by multilinguals. These are, age of arrival and personal factors such 

as social background, previous education, contact with the target language, motivation and 

language abilities (p. 12). Abrahamsson states that how a second language is learned depends 

on social factors as well as on biological and psychological factors (p. 12). Hence, immigrants 

learn a target language with varying degrees of speed and facility. 

Furthermore, Abrahamsson (2009, p. 243, 244) points out that a second language learned later 

in life does not develop the same way as a first language. Language learning paths with baby-

talk and child-directed talk do not exist in second language learning. Instead, Abrahamsson 

explains that the learning of a second language is based on the phonological systems already 

acquired (p. 243). 

Cummins (2000, 57, 65) describes academic school language as abstract and cognitively 

demanding, but emphasizes that students must be given the opportunity to learn this academic 

language since it is a prerequisite for school success. He refers to research which indicates that 

CALP takes at least five years to develop (p. 156). Similarly, Wedin (2009) points out that the 

academic language is difficult for many second language learners to acquire since they are often 

trying to learn the language of instruction at the same time.  

 

3 Theoretical perspective 
This section describes relevant theory which is appropriate to use in this systematic literature 

review. 
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3.1 Sociocultural theory 
This thesis draws on sociocultural theory. The Swedish curriculum (Skolverket, 2011a, p. 30) 

points out how languages are learned in interaction with others and through actual experience 

in practicing a new language. Donato (2000, p. 45) emphasizes that within a sociocultural 

framework, learning a second language is a process which benefits from participation and 

socially-mediated activities. Furthermore, Donato states that the role of instruction is central to 

second language learning in classrooms (p. 45). He explains that sociocultural theory has 

developed from Vygotsky’s (1978) theory about how to give instructions in students’ Zone of 

Proximal Development (p. 46). In addition, Gibbons (2009, p. 24) points out the importance of 

Bruner’s (1960) theory about scaffolding when teaching in students’ zone of proximal 

development. Both these concepts are presented individually in this section.  

3.2 The Zone of Proximal Development 
Many researchers, including Gibbons, (2009, p. 42) Cummins, (2000, p. 61, 254) and Lindberg 

(2009, p. 492) refer to Vygotsky who believed that students learn most beneficially in the zone 

of proximal development. Gibbons (2009, p. 42) explains that student’s need to be given 

cognitively demanding tasks. Furthermore, she explains that teachers must teach how to do 

things and not only inform students what to do. Basically, the zone of proximal development is 

the difference between what a student can accomplish on his/her own and what a student can 

accomplish with effective support (p. 42). If a student receives effective teacher support, the 

student will develop the ability to manage on his/her own in the future. Gibbons (2009, p. 24) 

points out that second language learners need to learn in what she calls the challenging zone. 

According to Gibbons (p. 25), there is a positive link between teachers’ high expectations and 

their students’ accomplishments. However, the cognitively demanding tasks which students 

need are only comprehensible if they receive effective support. 

3.3 Scaffolding 
A large amount of support (also known as scaffolding) has to be provided by the teacher when 

the tasks are cognitively demanding. Scaffolding is a technique whereby teachers temporarily 

support students in order to help them reach higher comprehension levels than they could on 

their own. Lindberg (2009, p. 497) points out that teachers need to include the students in the 

learning process through discussions and interactions in the classroom. Furthermore, teachers 

need to pay attention to the students’ questions, thoughts and ideas. Lindberg emphasizes that 

teachers have to provide subject-specific language and must ask questions in a way that inspires 

the students to think by themselves (p. 497).  
 

However, scaffolding may preferably also be provided by other students/peers. In today’s 

multilingual classroom, sometimes a fellow student with access to a struggling student’s first 

language is a better teacher than the actual teacher. Lindberg (2009, p. 499) suggests that 

students are given tasks which encourage scaffolding through teamwork. She explains how 

students need to be given tasks eliciting partner and small group discussion, and that these tasks 

also should encourage the students to debate with one another. Likewise, Lindberg highly 

recommends group work and group discussions for adult learners since it not only improves the 

students’ language acquisition but also raises the students’ linguistic awareness (p. 499). 

Gibbons (2009, p. 204), on the other hand, suggests designing lesson plans with speech acts for 

pupils in order to build a bridge to learning the written language. She explains that if teachers 

provide opportunities for the students to discuss written texts with each other, a bridge will be 

built to students’ literacy development (p. 205). 
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4 Methodology 
This section provides information about the study design, selection strategies, analysis and 

ethical aspects.  

4.1 Design and selection strategies 
The method design chosen for this study is a systematic literature review. According to Eriksson 

Barajas, Forsberg & Wengström (2013, p. 30) a systematic literature review aims to gather and 

identify as much available and relevant information as possible on a specific topic or within a 

certain field. It aims to summarize previous research in order to answer new research questions. 

The number of studies included in a systematic literature review is determined by the number 

of quality research studies possible to find on the specific chosen topic (p. 31). However, 

Litosseliti (2010, p. 21) points out there has to be an adequate number of quality studies in order 

to make an analysis. Since this thesis is limited in time and scope, it does not claim to be a 

complete overview of the chosen topic. 

In the beginning of the research process three different databases were used in order to find 

relevant peer-reviewed research articles or doctoral theses for this systematic literature review. 

Further on, structured searches were made in three linguistic journals and finally a few manual 

searches were made in Google.   

The three databases used were ERIC, Summon and Swepub, although only ERIC provided 

relevant research for this thesis. During the search process a variety of words and combinations 

of words were used to find appropriate research for analysis. Furthermore, the previous research 

had to be published after the year 2000 to ensure quality.  

Some combinations of words garnered multiple hits. If the hits were fewer than 50 all the 

abstracts were read in order to find the most relevant research. However, if there were hundreds 

or thousands of matches, only the first 20 abstracts were read. The most frequent search words 

used and combined in the search for relevant previous research were: teaching, learning, ESL, 

EFL, ELL, immigrants, refugees, adolescents, teenagers, L2, L3, multilingual, bilingual, 

students, upper secondary school. 

Although many different search words were used and combined, the number of relevant titles 

found within the three data bases were few. Therefore, on a recommendation, some of the 

chosen search words were used to search in three different journals: the TESL Canada Journal, 

the Australasian Journal of Educational Technology and the TESOL Quarterly. Thereafter, a 

few manual searches were made in Google. Accordingly, four of the studies, which feature in 

this study, were found during the searches within the three databases and the three linguistic 

journals, and two of the studies were found during the manual search in Google. Altogether, 

over 300 abstracts were read.  

For systematization of the searches within the databases and the linguistic journals the table 

below was used: 

Table 1. Search matrix 

Search engine Search words Hits Read Used 

     

 

The search is presented in Appendix 1. However combinations of words which ended up in 

zero hits are not included. A total of six sources were chosen for this analysis, including both 
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empirical studies and research reports. The chosen sources are presented in the table below, in 

alphabetical order: 

Table 2. Included empirical studies and research reports 

Author(s) Title Year Country Type of study 

Barnett, J. & 

Antenucci R. 

Building connection in working 

with new arrival immigrant and 

refugee students. 

2009 Australia Research 

report 

Cummins, J.,        

Hu, S.,       

Markus, P. & 

Montero, M. K. 

Identity texts and Academic 

Achievement: Connecting the 

Dots in Multilingual School 

Contexts. 

2015 Canada Research 

report 

Erdmann, S. Figurative language and 

multicultural education: 

metaphors of language 

acquisition and retention. 

2015 Norway Empirical 

study 

Haim, O. Factors predicting academic 

success in second and third 

language among Russian-

speaking immigrant students 

studying in Israeli schools. 

2014 Israel Research 

report 

Kamil, M. L., 

Borman, G. D., 

Dole, J.,           

Kral, C. C., 

Salinger, T. & 

Torgesen, J. 

Improving Adolescent 

Literacy: Effective Classroom 

and Intervention Practices. 

2008 USA Research 

report 

Plews, J. L. & 

Zhao, K. 

Tinkering with tasks knows no 

bounds: ESL teachers’ 

Adaptations of Task-Based 

Language-Teaching. 

2010 Canada Empirical 

study 

 

4.2 Analysis 
Eriksson Barajas et al. (2013, p. 151) describe content analysis as a method to systematically 

revise and classify data in order to identify common patterns and themes. Therefore, the method 

of content analysis was chosen for this thesis. 

The content analysis of this thesis was undertaken in five stages. Firstly, all six articles were 

read twice. Secondly, all sentences including relevant information with regard to the research 

questions were highlighted and copied into a new word document. Thirdly, the sentences were 

categorized into two different domains depending on whether they answered the first or the 

second research question. Fourthly, the sentences were analyzed to find common patterns and 

themes. Finally, the sentences were rewritten and placed under a relevant subtitle. As the 

sentences were placed under the relevant subtitles they were ticked off to establish that no 
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relevant data was left out of the analysis. Throughout the analysis, the theoretical perspectives 

were also kept in mind. 

4.3 Ethical considerations 
All research studies are, in one way or another, influenced by the researcher. According to 

Holliday (2010, p. 100, 101), for that reason, it is important for a researcher to describe a study 

as thoroughly as possible. Furthermore, Holliday (p. 100) points out that a researcher needs to 

stay unbiased. The validity and trustworthiness of a study depends on the researcher’s ability 

to let the data speak for itself. 

 

Several aspects have been considered in order to make this thesis as reliable, objective and 

trustworthy as possible. For instance, only peer-reviewed articles figure in this systematic 

literature review. However, the articles were selected by the author herself and the author may 

have been subjective in this process. Furthermore, the articles have been read and reread in 

order to minimize the risk of misunderstandings. Importantly, the author is an inexperienced 

researcher whose first language is not English, and therefore some information may have been 

misunderstood or misrepresented.  

 

5 Results 
This section presents the results divided under two main headings and several subheadings. The 

first topic regards what previous research reveals about how EFL is taught to multilingual newly 

arrived immigrants around the world. This topic is in turn organized under three different 

subsections. The second topic presents challenges that teachers face when teaching EFL to 

newly arrived immigrants, organized in five subsections.  

5.1 How English is taught to newly arrived immigrants 
This section presents beneficial teaching methods in three different areas. The first area presents 

beneficial teaching methods for newly arrived immigrants according to previous research. The 

second area describes the importance of identification and assessment of immigrants’ obtained 

knowledge, and the third area describes the importance of targeted professional development 

and support to EFL teachers. 

5.1.1 Beneficial teaching methods according to previous research 
Affirmation of identity 

Recent research suggests that one beneficial teaching method is to have students, in multilingual 

classrooms, writing identity texts. Cummins, Hu, Markus and Montero explain that “the 

construct of identity text conjoins notions of identity affirmation and literacy engagement” 

(2015, p. 555). Students engage in writing identity texts and receive positive feedback when 

sharing their texts with different audiences which leads to affirmation of self. Identity 

affirmation and literacy engagement are important factors for academic achievement. However, 

according to Cummins et al. (2015), teachers need to provide three components in order to make 

identity texts an academic achievement. Firstly, it is important to provide scaffolding. Secondly, 

it is important that the task activates and builds on students’ background knowledge. Lastly, 

teachers must extend “students’ knowledge of academic language through explicit instruction” 

(p. 559). 

  

Furthermore, their research implies that identity affirmation has a positive impact on the 

relationship between teacher and student (Cummins et al., 2015, p. 516). Moreover, identity 

text projects create meaning, insight, achievement and educational communication. Cummins 

et al. (2015) suggest multiple ways of working with identity texts, from studying migration 
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birds to working with photo stories. They explain that students get to express how they are not 

only one identity but a beautiful mix of many identities when working with identity texts (p. 

574). Cummins et al. state that students who work with identity texts see themselves as capable 

of: 

 becoming bilingual/multilingual 

 higher order thinking and intellectual accomplishments 

 creative and imaginative thinking 

 creating art and literature 

 generating new knowledge, and 

 thinking about and finding solutions to social issues (2015, p. 577) 

 

The identity of the immigrant students is stretched and reshaped in their new surroundings. 

Teachers need to understand and support this transformation since issues concerning identity 

have been confirmed to be directly related to school success (Cummins et. al., 2015, p. 556). 

Research suggests that teachers of newly arrived immigrants need to be engaged in the 

immigrants’ identity progress in four different ways. Firstly, it is important for teachers not to 

devalue the new students’ own culture (p. 556).  Secondly, teachers need to encourage the use 

of several different languages inside the classroom (p. 557), and let the newly arrived 

immigrants learn from each other through discussions and group work (Barnett & Antenucci, 

2009; Cummins et al., 2015; Kamil et al., 2008). Thirdly, teachers need to support active student 

participation in different school contexts as well as in different contexts outside of school 

(Barnett & Antenucci, 2009, p. 8). Haim (2014, p. 54) states that multilingual teaching has to 

be used as a tool in language learning for second or third language teenage learners. Finally, 

research suggests that teachers instruct in the students’ zone of proximal development and 

provide scaffolding (Cummins et al., 2015; Kamil et al., 2008). By utilizing these strategies, 

teachers will motivate newly arrived immigrant students to learn the languages needed. Kamil 

et al. (2008, p. 26) claim that motivation itself is a key component in effective language 

learning. 

 

Erdmann (2015), on the other hand, suggests immigrant students should write texts about 

immigration and language use. She explains that third language English learners often use 

metaphors when describing the relationship between their language skills and their available 

linguistic resources. Additionally, she states that metaphors actively argue for a specific 

perspective and that using metaphorical language performs a socio-didactic function, since it 

creates skeletons upon which new information and understanding may be applied (2015, p. 

186). Erdmann (2015) explains that the use of metaphors becomes a tool for increased learning 

and reflection for immigrant students as they attempt to enter a dominant discourse community. 

Furthermore, it gives access to a more complex vision of students’ native culture and language. 

According to Erdmann (2015), teachers who study their students’ use of metaphors are able to 

obtain knowledge about their students’ culture and their educational, linguistic, and social 

experiences. Furthermore, it highlights how multilingual students conceptualize the relationship 

between their languages and their own roles as multilinguals (p. 185). Consequently, the use of 

metaphors functions as identity-work.  

 

Vocabulary development 

Kamil et al. (2008) state that teachers must provide students with explicit vocabulary instruction 

in reading and language classes as well as in art, science and social classes. Explicit vocabulary 

instruction provides the meaning of new words which strengthens students’ independent skills 

of constructing a meaningful text on their own (2008, p. 11).  Furthermore, Kamil et al. point 
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out that students need print vocabulary since written text contains vocabulary not used in 

everyday oral speech (p.11).  

 

Haim (2014) refers to several researchers who claim that adolescent immigrants need to work 

with different genres in order to be able to understand subject content and develop CALP. In 

school a variety of genres and texts are provided and different genres and specific vocabulary 

are often connected to a particular school subject. Haim (2014, p. 43) also refers to Halliday 

(1994), who emphasizes that students need to understand how texts in different genres differ in 

terms of field, tenor and mode. Field expresses a type of social action or what the text is all 

about. Tenor describes the relationships of a text’s participants, and mode is about how the 

language is used and a text is structured (Halliday, 1994).  

 

Learning goals 

Furthermore, Kamil et al. (2008) state that teachers must help students gain confidence in their 

ability to comprehend content texts. Kamil et al. explain that teachers need to be supportive and 

view mistakes as learning opportunities since it encourages self-determination (p. 26). They 

also suggest students should be given support to set learning goals. Several studies have shown 

that students who have learning goals are more engaged and motivated (p. 27). Kamil et al. 

(2008) clarify that students who have learning goals have been shown to score higher in reading 

tests than students without learning goals. They believe that students see their learning goals as 

challenges which are fun to try to master (p. 27).  

 

Task Based Language Teaching (TBLT) 

Plews and Zhao (2010) emphasize the importance of implementing task based language 

teaching (TBLT) in EFL classrooms. Furthermore, they state that language learners need to be 

exposed to authentic and varied target language speakers (2010). Plews and Zhao (2010) present 

the following list of principles guiding TBLT, which are summarized from previous research: 

 Learners require exposure to real (authentic) and varied language of speakers of the 

target language (often modified; always comprehensible).  

 Learners must be exposed to and use the kind of language that they want and need for 

their own interests or purposes. 

 Learners must be provided with opportunities for unrehearsed and meaningful language 

use in purposeful interaction, where they take informed risks, make choices, and 

negotiate meaning while seeking solutions to genuine queries. 

 Teachers ensure that activities are interconnected and organized with clearly specified 

objectives and promote the desire to learn. 

 Teachers should elicit self-correction, enable personalized feedback, and consider 

learners’ individual developing language systems (interlanguage). 

 Teachers must set learners activities that help them notice language forms; 

induction/discovery is preferable to deduction/presentation; teachers should (explicitly) 

instruct form in the context of activities where meaning is primary. The whole language 

(listening, speaking, reading, and writing) should be integrated. 

 Teachers evaluate learners in a formative manner and in terms of the process of 

achieving a goal; learners need to evaluate their own performance and progress. (p. 43) 

 

Plews and Zhao (2010) point out that TBLT is a flexible whole-language approach and 

emphasize that it is not a traditional Presentation-Practice-Production (PPP) pedagogy (p. 43).  
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5.1.2 Identification and assessment of the immigrants’ obtained knowledge 
According to Barnett and Antenucci (2009), new arrivals’ knowledge development needs to 

build on existing capabilities. The authors (2009, p. 4) refer to Wenger (1998) who states that 

participation is personal and social since it includes bodies, minds and emotions as well as 

social relations (2009, p. 4). Immigrants’ active participation involves transitional performances 

built on language skills, cultural understanding and the immigrants’ familiarity with contexts 

(Barnett & Antenucci, 2009, p. 5). Barnett and Antenucci explain that the “stronger the sense 

of connection to the context in which the language is appropriate, the more likely that the 

student will progressively adopt the language into their repertoire” (p. 7). Teachers who 

consider participation as central to classroom learning need to understand the challenges faced 

by immigrants in terms of connections among contexts, language, learner and pedagogy. Thus, 

Barnett and Antenucci (2009) strongly suggest that schools need appropriately educated 

teachers and functional curriculums in order be able to identify and assess the knowledge gained 

by immigrants (p. 8). Furthermore, active student participation needs to be supported in a wide 

range of social contexts, in the classrooms as well as beyond. 

5.1.3 Targeted professional learning and support for inexperienced teachers 
In South Australia there is a New Arrival Program (NAP) in which both refugee students and 

teachers are supported in different ways (Barnett & Antenucci, 2009). When South Australia 

has experienced huge waves of immigration in the past, it has sometimes prompted the hiring 

of inexperienced teachers, who lacked the pedagogy required to teach new arrivals. Therefore, 

South Australia has developed a program where teachers without explicit experience in teaching 

newly arrived students are given targeted professional learning courses and support (2009, p. 

2). The program has been an ongoing process and is grounded on expertise from teachers of 

newly arrived immigrants as well as on national research, international research and curriculum 

frameworks (p. 2). It is suggested that teachers of newly arrived immigrants’ first need to be 

aware of, and understand, the distinctive learning challenges experienced by newly arrived 

immigrants. Instead of focusing on linguistic challenges, focus needs to be set on the challenges 

of entering a new culture and unfamiliar context (p. 5).  

5.2 Challenges faced by EFL teachers in EFL classrooms 
This section presents five different areas in which teachers are challenged when teaching EFL 

to newly arrived adolescent immigrants. 

5.2.1 Explicit vocabulary instruction 
Teachers need to teach explicitly and use a variety of modalities since some students respond 

better to sensory information than verbal information (Kamil et al., 2008). Moreover, Kamil et 

al. imply that students need to work with different kinds of texts in order to master new 

vocabulary (2008, p. 6). Some teachers find these tasks challenging due to both lack of time 

and understanding. Multiple approaches need to be provided when giving vocabulary 

instruction which is time consuming. Furthermore, textbooks used in school are often loaded 

with specialized vocabulary which need explicit teaching (p. 14). Teachers often feel that they 

do not have time to plan for this explicit teaching or do not understand what types of words are 

problematic for the students in class. 

5.2.2 Explicit comprehension strategy instruction 
Many teachers do not know how to explicitly teach direct comprehension strategies (Kamil et 

al., 2008). Teacher education programs fail in teaching this pedagogy. Even though teachers 

themselves innately use a number of different strategies, often they are not fully aware of them 

and therefore cannot explicitly teach them to others.  Some teachers also feel that it is not their 

job to explicitly teach vocabulary and strategies in addition to content, or they feel that they do 

not have enough time since they have to cover the content presented in the textbooks and 
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curriculum (p. 19). Effectively applying teaching strategies is also sometimes misunderstood 

by both students and teachers. Consequently, teachers lack the information on how to teach 

various strategies, what strategies to teach and when to do it. 

5.2.3 Opportunities for discussion of text interpretation 
Researchers imply that students need to be given opportunities to discuss texts and share their 

ideas with each other (Barnett & Antenucci, 2009; Cummins et al., 2015; Kamil et al., 2008). 

However, many teachers find this way of teaching challenging. Some teachers lack skills in 

how to elicit student generated discussion, critical thinking and text analysis and how to keep a 

productive discussion going (Kamil et al., 2008 p. 24). Discussions in the classroom are also 

considered to take up too much time and interfere with time constraints in covering all the 

content in the textbooks and the required curriculum (p. 25).  

5.2.4 Interesting material appropriate for the students 
Research suggests that it is beneficial for students’ learning if the content of learning material 

sparks the students’ interests in some way. Kamil et al. (2008) promote using students’ interests 

as a hook for motivation and creating long-term personal interests (p. 26).  

However, teachers might find that the texts in the textbooks provided, fail to interest the 

students (Kamil et al., 2008). Textbooks used in school might also be beyond the students’ 

ability to understand (2008, p. 15). Both the language and the culture used in textbooks might 

be difficult to comprehend for newly arrived immigrants. 

In order to discern the students’ interests and language abilities, teachers need to have a close 

relationship with each and every student; a feat hard to achieve in only a few hours of EFL 

teaching every week. Some teachers may also end up spending too much time working with 

motivational activities. The teaching of EFL may then be focused on entertainment rather than 

being focused on learning (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 29), which lowers the language learning 

possibilities. 

Moreover, EFL teachers are challenged in finding appropriate learning materials which 

incorporate every student’s first language. Erdmann (2016) states that students are often afraid 

to lose their first language in the process of learning a new language (p. 192). Therefore, the 

use of students’ first language in learning materials may spark students’ interest in learning the 

target language. 

5.2.5 Tasks for struggling students 

Teachers are also challenged to find appropriate material for struggling language learners. Some 

newly arrived immigrants who struggle with learning EFL might need professional help from 

specialized personnel (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 37). Many teachers have a hard time identifying 

some students’ learning disabilities and are therefore incapable of knowing when to send them 

to specialized personnel for help. Moreover, not all schools have specialized personnel and 

therefore teachers are often bound to try to resolve the situation themselves. 

If students are struggling, teachers have to provide appropriate diagnostic tests in order “to 

provide a profile of literacy strengths and weaknesses” (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 30). Difficulties 

in, for instance reading, may differ enormously from student to student. Kamil et al. (2008, p. 

30) suggest diagnostic tests should include testing elements such as phonemic awareness, 

phonemic decoding, reading fluency, strategies for building vocabulary, reading 

comprehension strategies and more. 

 



 

13 
 

6 Discussion 
The aim of this systematic literature review is to gain knowledge about how to more effectively 

teach English to newly arrived adolescents in Sweden. Hence, this thesis has analyzed six 

different sources from different parts of the world concerning the teaching of EFL/ESL to newly 

arrived immigrants, in order to answer the following two research questions: 

 

 What does research say about how EFL/ESL is taught to newly arrived 

refugees/immigrants? 

 What challenges do teachers face when teaching EFL/ESL to newly arrived 

refugees/immigrants? 

 

The results discussion in this section is presented in two parts where the first part discusses the 

results concerning the first research question and the second part discusses the results 

concerning the second research question. 

6.1 How English is taught to newly arrived immigrants 
The findings presented in the first part of the results section indicate that newly arrived 

immigrants should be taught by appropriately educated teachers. According to Barnett and 

Antenucci (2009), only appropriately educated teachers are able to identify and assess the 

knowledge already obtained by immigrant students. Additionally, they state that EFL teachers 

need to be aware of and understand the learning challenges faced by immigrant students (2009, 

p. 5). Moreover, Abrahamsson (2009, p. 243, 244) points out that the learning of a second 

language is based on the phonological systems already acquired and emphasizes that a second 

language is learned with varying degrees of speed and facility due to social factors, biological 

factors and psychological factors. Furthermore, Cummins (2000, p. 57, 65) describes the 

academic school language as abstract and cognitively demanding and Wedin (2009) points out 

that the academic school language is difficult for many second language learners to acquire 

since they are trying to learn the language of instruction at the same time. Knowledge of these 

aspects are important when teaching immigrant adolescents. However, in Sweden only teachers 

who teach Swedish to newly arrived immigrants are informed about these important aspects. 

 

Barnett and Antenucci (2009) present information about a New Arrival Program (NAP) in 

South Australia in which both students and teachers are supported and in which inexperienced 

teachers are given targeted professional development in order to understand the adolescent 

immigrants’ learning challenges. Currently, in Sweden, there is a lack of appropriately educated 

teachers which has prompted the hiring of teachers who are inexperienced in teaching newly 

arrived adolescents. Consequently, a similar NAP in Sweden would be beneficial for newly 

arrived adolescents as well as for their teachers.  

 

Today’s EFL teachers need to confirm and support immigrants’ background, language skills 

and identity in the classroom in order to more effectively teach English to newly arrived 

immigrants. Cummins et al. (2015) explain that immigrants’ identity adaptation is directly 

connected to school success and Haim (2014) claims motivation is a key component in effective 

language learning. Consequently, it is important that teachers use this knowledge when 

planning and conducting education for newly arrived immigrants. This also suggests that EFL 

teachers in Sweden must step away from only using existing EFL textbooks in order to achieve 

an effective learning platform for newly arrived immigrants. The EFL textbooks used in 

Swedish classrooms today are neither designed for multilingual students nor designed for 

beginners of English, at upper secondary school level. However, Kamil et al. (2008, p. 11) state 

that language learners need print vocabulary since it contains vocabulary not used in everyday 
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oral speech, and Cummins (2000, p. 57) emphasizes that students must be given the opportunity 

to learn CALP since it is a prerequisite for school success. Moreover, Schleppegrell (2010, p. 

80) points out that simplified material is only suitable for a short period of time since it prevents 

the students from developing CALP.  According to Gibbons (2009, p. 42) there is a positive 

link between teachers’ high expectations and students’ accomplishments. Therefore, she 

emphasizes that students should be taught in their challenging zone and that the students receive 

effective teacher support (p. 25). Lindberg (2009, p. 499) and Kamil et al. (2008) highly 

recommend group work and group discussions, while Gibbons (2009, p. 204) explains that 

designing lesson plans with speech acts for students builds a bridge to learning the written 

language. Consequently, EFL teachers in Sweden must focus on finding printed material that 

is cognitively demanding for the students and then provide scaffolding. Lindberg (2009, p. 499) 

suggests collaborative scaffolding through teamwork. Accordingly, students need to be given 

tasks which they are able to discuss and debate with one another, in several different languages, 

within the classroom. 

 

Overall, the six articles point out that effective EFL pedagogy for immigrant students should 

involve: 

 

 functional curriculums (Barnett & Antenucci, 2009, p. 7). 

 appropriately educated teachers (Barnett & Antenucci, 2009; Cummins et al., 2015) 

 active participation in class which involves transitional performances which are built on 

cultural understanding, language skills and the new arrivals’ familiarity with different 

contexts (Barnett & Antenucci, 2009, p. 3). 

 supporting the students’ identity formation and working with identity texts (Cummins 

et al., 2008; Erdmann, 2015). 

 working genre based or with different types of printed texts in order to provide CALP 

and specific vocabulary connected to particular school subjects (Haim, 2014; Kamil et 

al., 2008; Cummins et al., 2015). 

 explicit vocabulary teaching (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 14). 

 small- and large group discussions and debates and sharing ideas with others (Kamil et 

al., 2008). 

 task-based-language-teaching (TBLT) (Plews & Zhao, 2010). 

 tasks which spark the students’ interests (Kamil et al., 2008). 

 providing tasks in the students’ zone of proximal development and providing effective 

teacher support, scaffolding (Cummins et al., 2008).  

 combined multiple teaching approaches (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 14). 

 the use of different languages within classrooms (Plews & Zhao, 2010; Cummins et al., 

2015)  

 

In summary, EFL teachers in Sweden need targeted professional development regarding how 

to teach English to newly arrived immigrants, how to assess their already obtained knowledge 

and how to support their language development and identity affirmation. 

6.2 Challenges faced by EFL teachers in EFL classrooms 
The Swedish curriculums (Lgr11; Gy11) point out that language is crucial to social interactions, 

learning and individual development (Skolverket, 2011a; Skolverket 2011b). Additionally, the 

Swedish curriculums state that knowledge of language upholds a democratic society. However, 

the recent report by the Swedish National Agency for Education (2016a) depicts a problematic 

view for immigrant adolescents in the language introduction programs in upper secondary 

school, and Schleppegrell (2010, p. 79) states that the challenges for second language learners 
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are great. Moreover, Schleppegrell points out that the challenges not only lie with the learners 

but also with the teachers (p. 79). The findings of this systematic literature review present 

numerous areas and situations in which EFL teachers are challenged in today’s multilingual 

classrooms.  

 

The results identify five areas in which EFL teachers face challenges in today’s multilingual 

classrooms, particularly with regard to newly arrived immigrants. Firstly, EFL teachers are 

challenged in providing explicit vocabulary instruction due to lack of time and understanding 

the immigrants’ learning challenges (Kamil et al., 2008). Secondly, they face challenges in 

providing explicit comprehension strategy instruction due to the fact that they are not educated 

to teach strategies (2008, p. 19). Thirdly, lack of time to comprehend the curriculum creates 

challenges in providing opportunities for discussion of text interpretation (p. 24). Fourthly, EFL 

teachers are challenged in providing interesting material appropriate for the students (p. 15), 

since students in one class all learn with varying degrees of speed and facility (Abrahamsson, 

2009, p. 12). Moreover, they have different skills and interests. Finally, teachers face challenges 

in providing tasks for struggling students and often have no specialized personnel to ask for 

advice (Kamil et al., 2008, p. 37). 

 

Naturally, struggling teachers try their best to make their pedagogy suitable for their own 

classroom situation. However, working alone in this way constrains suitable and effective 

pedagogy from spreading. Instead, EFL teachers in Sweden need to be given targeted 

professional development based on research. Furthermore, EFL teachers in Sweden need to be 

able to discuss their challenges and gained knowledge with other teachers and colleagues in 

order to establish an effective pedagogy for newly arrived immigrants. Moreover, teachers of 

different subjects need to collaborate around newly arrived immigrants to effectively teach them 

both the language of instruction, Swedish, the target language English and specific subject 

content.  

 

7 Conclusion 
This section presents a concluding discussion and suggests further research is needed within 

several different areas regarding the teaching of EFL to newly arrived adolescents in Sweden. 

7.1 Concluding discussion 
Referring back to the first research question, it can be concluded that EFL teaching of newly 

arrived immigrants is conducted and planned in a number of different ways around the world. 

However, together the articles point out that newly arrived immigrants need to be educated by 

appropriately educated teachers. Furthermore, several of the articles highlight the necessity of 

learning in the zone of proximal development, the challenging zone, in order to develop CALP 

as soon as possible. This means that immigrant students need to be given cognitively demanding 

tasks accompanied by well-crafted support, scaffolding. Moreover, students need to be able to 

use their own language in the classroom and be provided with texts and tasks in which they are 

strongly encouraged to discuss and debate with one another. Additionally, EFL teachers need 

to support the immigrant students’ identity adaptation and social interaction when learning EFL 

since it is directly connected to school success. This offers a further suggestion that EFL 

teachers in Sweden need targeted professional development and that they need to step away 

from only using existing textbooks, since they are commonly not designed for newly arrived 

immigrants.  

 

The results concerning the second research question indicate five different areas in which EFL 

teachers face challenges when teaching newly arrived adolescents. Firstly, teachers face 
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challenges in providing explicit vocabulary instruction. Secondly, they confront difficulty in 

providing effective comprehension strategy instruction. Thirdly, providing opportunities for 

rich discussion of text interpretation does not come naturally to some EFL teachers. Fourthly, 

teachers are challenged by providing interesting material appropriate for the students. Lastly, 

EFL teachers encounter time constraints in providing tasks for struggling students and have 

difficulties understanding when students are in need of specialized personnel. In schools with 

no specialized personnel, EFL teachers are challenged to provide appropriate material for the 

struggling students themselves. In summary, teachers can struggle to understand the distinctive 

learning challenges experienced by newly arrived adolescents. These challenges may be 

reduced by targeted professional development and support to EFL teachers. Furthermore, 

teachers should be given opportunities to discuss their challenges and pedagogy with other 

teachers and colleagues, in order to gain knowledge, share practice and spread beneficial 

teaching methods appropriate to newly arrived adolescents. 

 

Finally a few words need to be said about the outcome of this thesis and the recent report 

released by the Swedish National Agency for Education. In the report, the National Agency for 

Education calls for measures in order to develop and improve the introduction programs at 

upper secondary school where 18,700 newly arrived adolescents enrolled in the fall of 2015. 

The results of this systematic literature review suggest several different areas for improvement 

in an effort to help the immigrant adolescents achieve success in further education or in finding 

a profession. It suggests specific pedagogy for EFL learners as well as targeted professional 

development for EFL teachers. 

7.2 Further research 
The results of this study do not comprehensively cover the field of EFL pedagogy for newly 

arrived immigrants. Therefore, further research is needed. However, further research is also 

needed to investigate how EFL teachers deal with the challenges they face in today’s 

multilingual classrooms in order to establish effective pedagogy. Additionally, further research 

should investigate EFL textbooks for multilingual students at upper secondary school in terms 

of language, culture, identity texts and difficulty level.
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Appendix 1 
This appendix presents the search results. However, search results which ended up in zero hits 

are not included. 
Search engine Search words Hits Read Used 

ERIC Teaching and 

L3 and 

immigrants 

1 1 1 

ERIC Learning and 

L3 and 

immigrants 

4 4 1 

ERIC Teaching and 

Immigrants and 

English and 

Multilingual 

53 20 1 

ERIC Teaching EFL and 

teaching strategies 

Audience: Teachers 

10 10 0 

ERIC Teaching EFL and 

methods and materials 

Audience: Teachers 

3 3 0 

ERIC Teaching L3 and 

strategies and methods or 

material and upper 

secondary school 

9 9 0 

ERIC Teaching EFL and 

teaching strategies and 

English and high school 

9 9 0 

ERIC EFL and teaching and 

Sweden or Swedish 

6 6 0 

ERIC EFL teaching and 

teenagers 

3 3 0 

ERIC EFL teaching and 

adolescents 

25 25 0 

ERIC EFL learning and 

teenagers 

4 4 0 

ERIC EFL learning and 

adolescents 

35 35 0 

Swepub EFL teaching 10 10 0 

Swepub Third language 228 20 0 

Swepub EFL 39 39 0 

Summon EFL teaching immigrants 1043 20 0 

Summon Multilingual immigrants 

learning EFL 

573 20 0 

Summon Teaching L3 to 

immigrants 

255 20 0 

Australasian 

Journal of 

Educational 

Technology 

Teaching EFL to 

immigrants 

2 2 0 

Australasian 

Journal of 

Educational 

Technology 

Teaching English to 

immigrants 

17 17 0 

Australasian 

Journal of 

Educational 

Technology 

Adolescents learning L3 14 14 0 
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TESL Canada 

Journal 

Teaching EFL to 

immigrants 

54 20 1 

TESL Canada 

Journal 

Teaching EFL and 

teaching strategies and 

English and high school 

81 20 0 

TESL Canada 

Journal 

Teaching EFL to 

immigrant adolescents 

4 4 0 

TESOL Quarterly Teaching EFL to 

immigrant adolescents in 

upper secondary school 

6203 20 0 

TESOL Quarterly Teaching ESL to 

immigrant adolescents 

6199 20 0 

 

 
 


