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Abstract
In this study, we investigate how professionals in early childhood education (ECE) 
reason about multilingualism. Empirical data are analyzed in terms of ‘traditions of 
argumentation’ which proposes that we cannot argue for something without, explic-
itly or implicitly, arguing against something else. The analyses use transcribed data 
from two focus groups conducted with teachers in two preschools in Sweden. These 
teachers had experience teaching culturally and linguistically diverse groups of chil-
dren. The reoccurring rhetorical strategy used by the teachers to talk about their 
work with multilingual children used a set of contrasts. Three contrasts were identi-
fied: (1) I/we versus them (others); (2) here-and-now versus there-and-then; and (3) 
building ECE on research versus personal experience. The study has implications 
for teachers and students in preschool teacher education to understand the possible 
tensions and contrasts inherent in teaching culturally and linguistically diverse chil-
dren. Rather than simplifying professional practice to either side of a dichotomy, 
teachers should be encouraged to understand and verbalize the bases of their pro-
fessional knowledge, and understand the different positions from which they draw 
knowledge to inform practice.

Keywords Multilingualism · Traditions of argumentation · Communication · 
Discourse analysis · Early childhood education

Résumé
Dans cette étude, nous examinons comment les professionnels de l’éducation de la 
petite enfance (EPE) conçoivent le multilinguisme. Des données empiriques sont 
analysées sous l’angle des «traditions d’argumentation», ceci suggérant que nous 
ne pouvons pas argumenter en faveur de quelque chose sans, explicitement ou im-
plicitement, argumenter contre quelque chose d’autre. Ces analyses font appel à des 
données transcrites à partir de deux groupes de discussion menés avec des ensei-
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gnants de deux écoles maternelles en Suède. Ces enseignants avaient une expérience 
d’enseignement auprès de groupes d’enfants diversifiés au point de vue culturel et lin-
guistique. La stratégie rhétorique récurrente que ces enseignants utilisaient pour par-
ler de leur travail avec des enfants multilingues fait appel à un ensemble de contrastes. 
Trois contrastes ont été identifiés: (1) moi/ nous par opposition à eux (les autres); (2) 
ici-et-maintenant par opposition à là-bas-et-alors; et (3) élaborer l’EPE en se basant 
sur la recherche par opposition à l’expérience personnelle. Cette étude a des implica-
tions pour les enseignants et les étudiants en formation des enseignants du préscolaire 
pour comprendre de possibles tensions et contrastes propres à l’enseignement à des 
enfants différents au point de vue culturel et linguistique. Au lieu de simplifier la pra-
tique professionnelle d’un côté ou d’un autre d’une dichotomie, il faudrait encourager 
les enseignants à comprendre et traduire en paroles les bases de leurs connaissances 
professionnelles pour prendre conscience de différents points de vue pouvant être 
source de connaissances pour orienter leur pratique.

Resumen
Este estudio investiga la forma en que los profesionales de educación preescolar ra-
zonan con respecto al multilingüismo. Se analizaron datos empíricos en forma de 
‘tradiciones de argumentación’ las cuales proponen que no podemos argumentar a 
favor de algo sin, en forma explícita o implícita, argumentar en contra de algo más. 
Los análisis utilizaron información transcrita de dos grupos focales de educadores en 
dos escuelas de preescolar de Suecia. Dichos educadores tenían experiencia en la en-
señanza a grupos de niños de procedencia cultural y lingüística diversa. La estrategia 
retórica recurrente utilizada por los educadores para hablar sobre su trabajo con niños 
multilingües, utilizó una serie de contrastes. Se identificaron tres contrastes: (1) Yo/
Nosotros versus ellos (otros); (2) aquí- y-ahora versus allá- y-entonces; y (3) basar la 
educación preescolar en investigación versus experiencia personal. El estudio tiene 
implicaciones para educadores y estudiantes de programas de educación prescolar 
para que entiendan las tensiones y contrastes inherentes a la enseñanza a niños de di-
versa procedencia cultural y lingüística. En vez de simplificar la práctica profesional 
a un extremo u otro de una dicotomía, se debe motivar a los educadores para que 
comprendan y verbalicen la base de su conocimiento profesional y así entender las 
diferentes perspectivas desde las cuales puedan obtener el conocimiento que informe 
su labor profesional.

Introduction

The interests of this study are twofold: empirically, how do early childhood edu-
cation teachers respond to contemporary multilingualism and methodologically, 
in research, how to analytically account for what is implicitly stated in teachers’ 
responses rather than what is explicated. The first issue is a pressing issue for con-
temporary early childhood education (ECE), because there can be a multitude of 
languages represented among children in ECE groups. How ECE teachers respond 
to this challenge in their practice and their reasoning about multilingualism are 
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important to study empirically. One theoretical premise is that how teachers speak 
about the use of language by children in ECE groups has consequences for how they 
relate to the children. A second theoretical premise is that in communication indi-
viduals communicate much more than what they explicitly say. In most communica-
tion, we respond not necessarily to what is explicitly said, but what we take to be the 
intended meaning. In research, this poses a challenge about how we can examine 
analytically what is metaphorically said, beyond the words that are spoken.

Argumentation and the Example of Multilingualism in ECE

In this paper, we use a theoretical perspective of argumentation to study the pro-
cesses of how teachers explain and justify their beliefs about multilingualism and 
their practices in their preschools. Studying argumentation related to multilingual-
ism in ECE is essential for several reasons that are explained in this section.

First, this is a complex issue with important implications for supporting multilin-
gual children’s learning as a part of the professionalism of ECE. On a general level, 
it relates to the organization of education, both in terms of monolingual and bi-/
multilingual education in which several languages are used as tools of instruction 
(Skutnabb-Kangas and McCarty 2008). Organizing education is not only a linguistic 
and pedagogical issue but also a political and socio-political one (Freeman Field 
2008; García and Otheguy 2020; Lo Bianco 2008; May 2008). For example, the 
choice of terminology in discussing multilingualism is value-laden. Therefore, the 
terms and concepts used by teachers need to be considered because they make some 
aspects of meaning more visible, beneficial, problematic, interesting or uninteresting 
(Freeman Field 2008; Skutnabb-Kangas and McCarty 2008).

Second, a study from the project from which the present data are drawn implies 
that teachers’ professional work with multilingualism and language learning in the 
context of ECE is more likely to be based on personal experiences of teachers than 
on educational theory or research evidence (Kultti and Pramling Samuelsson 2016, 
2017). Multilingualism is a key feature at an overarching level in Swedish ECE. 
Facilitating children’s opportunities for language development in both their first and 
second language is explicitly stated in national education law (SFS 2010: 800) and 
in the curriculum for preschool (The Swedish National Agency for Education 2019). 
In addition, personal beliefs about multilingualism and language development may 
be based on misunderstandings (May 2008; Tobin, Arzubiaga and Adair 2013). 
For example, a common understanding is that language learning is easy for chil-
dren (e.g., Kultti and Pramling 2016, for a critical review). There is also a tendency 
to stress grammatical and semantic skills rather than pragmatics when discussing 
the teaching and learning of language(s) in ECE. In response to these conditions, 
Tobin et al. (2013) argue that preschool teacher education needs to emphasize ways 
in which to relate to and engage with recently migrated children and their families.

Third, multilingualism and language learning require collaboration between pre-
school teachers and the child’s caregivers with a first language other than the major-
ity one. Using and learning a majority language, on ideological and practical levels, 
are major issues debated in relation to linguistic and cultural diversity in ECE, as 
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shown by Tobin et  al. (2013). In their study, caregivers expressed a wish for the 
child’s fluency in the home language as well as in the majority language. Despite 
this wish, the question of bilingual education was not a focus of discussion. Instead, 
the caregivers voiced their opinions about pragmatic concerns for the child which 
was commonly about learning a second language for academic purposes. They also 
expressed a fear that using the child’s first language in education settings might 
result in a lack in skills in the majority language which could lead to stigmatizing 
the child. This is something that early childhood professionals can contribute to 
counteracting through building on and talking about research-based education prac-
tice that highlights the importance of multilingualism and second language learning 
during the early childhood years.

In this study, we analyze the reasoning of teachers in ECE in Sweden working 
in multilingual settings. In Sweden, preschool denotes settings for children up to 
5  years, guided by a national curriculum and with personnel including preschool 
teachers with a 3.5-year university education but also adults without specific quali-
fications. In this study, we explore what and how participating preschool teachers, 
who work in a multilingual area of Sweden, argue about the challenges posed by 
multilingualism. The data from teachers are analyzed in terms of what we, and Bil-
lig (1996), refer to as traditions of argumentation.

Researching Communication: Theoretical Premises

A basic premise of human communication is that we always communicate more than 
what we say. In everyday life, we all respond to what is intended, rather than merely 
processing what is explicitly said. This is fundamental in being able to communicate 
and interact with others. However, to research this ‘extra meaning,’ which is implicit 
in communication poses some challenges. How can we analytically account for 
what is communicated in the extra meaning which may often be in contrast to what 
is explicitly said (as is the case with irony)? There are different approaches to this 
analytical problem. One is to have particular transcription conventions, for exam-
ple, being able to show how speakers change their tone of voice to indicate irony 
or humor (e.g., Psathas 1995). Another is to present people with alternative sugges-
tions and see how they respond. One example of this latter approach is presented by 
Kövecses (2000) who asked people with different languages to respond to sentences, 
such as ‘He was angry, but he didn’t lose control’ and ‘He was very angry, but he 
lost control’ (p. 24). The conjunction ‘but’ is used to counter expectations. Hence, 
respondents natural use of language can reveal implicit perspectives. In this exam-
ple, the different sentences revealed how respondents understood the nature of anger 
and how people who are angry are expected to behave. Such a method can be very 
useful to identify taken-for-granted, cultural perspectives on phenomena.

If instead, we wanted to analyze communication of individuals’ reasoning, we 
may need different analytical tools. One such analytical approach is referred to as 
traditions of argumentation (Billig 1996; Shotter 1993). This concept refers to the 
fact that we cannot argue for something without, explicitly or implicitly, at the same 
time argue against something else. For example, to argue that teaching in preschool 
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needs to be understood in different terms than in how teaching in schools is per-
formed, we make this distinction explicit. However, often what we argue is implied 
rather than explicitly stated. For example, to argue that learning in the era of digital 
technologies poses particular challenges to education implicitly counters the argu-
ment that education can proceed as it did before the advent of these technologies. 
Even if this idea is not stated explicitly, it is implied by the structure of the argument.

One reason why people communicate with implied assumptions rather than 
stating explicitly what they mean is that we adhere to a principle of communica-
tive economy in order not to bore the listener with extensive explication. We make 
assumptions that others will understand what we mean. Getting at these taken-for-
granted viewpoints are important when studying how individuals communicate 
about debated and contested issues. The following example illustrates this idea:

This study provides empirical support for the view that Spanish-speaking chil-
dren from low socioeconomic status (SES) families in the US benefit from L1 
maintenance and enrichment, and are not disadvantaged in their L2 English 
progress compared to peers in monolingual English programmes (Hickey and 
de Mejía 2014 p. 135).

The authors point out that the children referred to ‘benefit’ from L1 maintenance 
and also that the children ‘are not disadvantaged’ compared to ‘peers in monolin-
gual English programmes.’ The researchers seemed to be implicitly arguing against 
a tradition whereby some ‘disadvantage’ for progress in L2 English language was 
implicitly presumed or claimed. Hence, the authors do not merely present their con-
clusions, they also argue against an alternative view. This duality lies at the heart 
of argument, if this communication practice is understood in terms of traditions of 
argumentation (Billig 1996). Hence, we can analytically account for what is taken-
for-granted in communication which has also been described as, what goes with-
out saying (Wittgenstein 1969). In this study, we will analyze the responses of early 
childhood education (ECE) teachers to multilingualism, in terms of such traditions 
of argumentation.

The overall structure of our reasoning is: (1) in communicating with others, peo-
ple communicate more than what they (explicitly) say; (2) this is an empirical phe-
nomenon; (3) this poses an analytical challenge to research on how we identify what 
is ‘taken-for-granted’ in participants’ discourse; and (4) this phenomenon and the 
analytical challenge become salient when studying discourse on debated and contro-
versial issues. This is the focus of this research on exploring the responses of early 
childhood education teachers to multilingualism.

Methodology

The study is part of a research project which aimed to develop new knowledge 
about collaboration between teachers and children’s caregivers from diverse linguis-
tic backgrounds in the context of preschools in which Swedish is the language of 
instruction (see Kultti and Pramling Samuelsson 2016, 2017). More specifically, the 
research project investigated how the teachers and caregivers talk about, reflect on, 
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and develop participation in preschool in order to promote young children’s partici-
pation and learning during a settling-in period. The settling-in period, in this case, 
refers to a child’s first three days in preschool as well as the introduction and follow-
up meetings between teachers and caregivers.

Participants

This project was conducted in two preschools where the teachers have experience 
with culturally and linguistically diverse groups of children. The context for the pre-
sent study is focus group conversations between teachers and researchers after the 
settling-in period for new children at the preschool. There were three to five educa-
tors and one to two researchers participating in these conversations which utilized 
readings from a popular-scientific book (Kultti 2014), which teachers had received 
for preparatory reading for the research project. This book introduces a sociocultural 
perspective on language learning; language use in different contexts; communica-
tion and communicative resources; institutionalized activities and tools for partici-
pation in play; guided participation, scaffolding and teaching. This book also con-
tained questions for discussion related to each of these themes.

Data Generation

The research data consisted of 6 h of audio-recorded conversations. At each meet-
ing, the teachers were asked, based on their reading (see above) to introduce a dis-
cussion of one of the themes and connecting it to their experience. The focus group 
conversations were audio-recorded, transcribed and translated into English for pub-
lication purpose, by the researchers. When translating the participants’ utterances, 
great care was taken to mimic the nature of their talk, for example their use of figu-
rative speech. The examples presented in the analyses are intended to cover the vari-
ety of argumentative work subsumed under each identified theme in the data.

The ethical guidelines of the Swedish Research Council for social science 
research concerning informed consent, anonymity and confidentiality were fol-
lowed. In the analysis, we use acronyms to identify participants (e.g., PA refers to 
Preschool teacher A; PB refers to Preschool teacher B; etc.).

Data Analyses

We analyze the data as dynamically evolved sense-making, rather than with an inter-
est in what a particular participant says/argues. We have therefore pooled all the data 
into one data set, not separating out groups/preschools in our presentation. This is of 
analytical as well as of ethical importance. The emerging themes from the analyses 
(see below) were generated through repeatedly reviewing the data and transcripts 
(cf. Derry et al. 2010).

Analyzing talk (‘reasoning’ in this research) as social practice means to see how 
meaning is negotiated over consecutive turns of speech (cf. Wells 1999), as respon-
sive to previous utterances as well as potentially anticipating coming ones (e.g., to 
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preclude an expected counter argument or critical remark) (cf. Bakhtin 1986). Ana-
lyzing talk as social practice also means to approach empirical data in terms of the 
participants’ concerns, that is, what they say is seen as what they perceive to be 
relevant responses even if they do not talk about what the researcher perceives to be 
directly relevant to the conversation topic or aligned to the researcher’s perspective.

Findings

In this section, we present the findings through three excerpts from focus group con-
versations on preschool teachers’ reasoning about multilingual issues. Each excerpt 
is presented indicating the speaker (e.g., teacher PA or teacher PB, etc.). The num-
ber of the conversational turns is also noted, as recorded in the transcriptions/trans-
lations of the focus group conversations.

Traditions of Argumentation in Response to Multilingualism

Across different topics discussed in the focus groups over time, three emerging ten-
sions or contrasts were identified across excerpts and these are illustrated across the 
presented excerpts:

(1) I/we versus them (others);
(2) Here-and-now versus there-and-then; and
(3) Building ECE on research versus personal experience.

Excerpt 1: Reasoning About the Importance of Children’s First Language

A starting point in the focus groups was questions concerning teachers’ knowledge 
about the different languages that children speak in their group: How many lan-
guages do the children in your group speak? What are these languages? What lan-
guages are spoken by the work team/teachers at your preschool? What is possible in 
your work team to find out about any languages that you are not familiar with?

10: PC: I think, we have the hang of what languages the children speak and 
where they come from. I remember at my, at the start of my career, then it 
was a lot ‘I don’t know what languages they speak, don’t know where they’re 
from.’ And then one wasn’t as interested as today. At least in the house we care 
about where the parents come from, what languages are spoken at home. It has 
changed, gotten better.

11: PA: Precisely.

12: PB: Very good.
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13: PA: I also think that we’ve gotten much better when it comes to us adults 
being more curious about other languages and want to use single words, and 
use in the activities.

Speaking about linguistic diversity among children in contemporary Swedish pre-
school, PC argues, ‘I think we have the hang of what languages the children speak 
and where they come from.’ She then creates a contrast, suggesting ‘I remember at 
my, at the start of my career, then it was a lot “I don’t know what languages they 
speak, don’t know where they’re from”’ (turn 10). Her reasoning is grounded in per-
sonal experience, and presented in somewhat tentative terms (‘I think’) rather than 
stating ‘how it is.’ Through her reasoning, she establishes her and her present col-
leagues’ position in contrast to what happened previously (before). She summarizes 
her reasoning in terms of ‘… and then one was not as interested as one is today.’ 
Hence, when put in contrast to her and her colleagues’ present understandings, she 
speaks about, ‘I’ and ‘one.’ These are also placed in the past. Finally, she formulates 
a conclusion, ‘It has changed, gotten better.’

In this way, she argues for the professional group of which she is a member as: 
‘having the hang of’ the linguistic diversity among children in their settings. At the 
same time, she implicitly and explicitly argues against the professional knowledge 
and interest that was previously evident. Rhetorically, her reasoning is constituted 
through a number of distinctions: between us and ‘I’ in the here-and-now and as 
knowledgeable, while they (‘one’ and ‘I,’ in the past) as there-and-then, were less 
informed. This reasoning can be understood as talking one’s profession into being 
(cf. Shotter 1993), as part of narrating the identity of this ECE professional group. 
This identity in-the-making is in part argued through distancing oneself as ‘other’ 
and also distinguishing between ‘now’ and ‘before.’ This focus group session was 
held at the start of the preschool teachers’ participation in the research project and 
was focused on general considerations for working with multilingual children.

Excerpt 2: Reasoning About Supporting Usage of the Mother Tongue

This conversation addresses the support given for using mother tongue, rules regu-
lating this support, and whether the staff know this information, as well as informing 
the children’s caregivers about the nature and availability of this support.

35: PC: Then it’s important to raise research and experience. Research says, 
experience says that children best learn Swedish if they have grounding in their 
mother tongue, not that we think, I think but that research says that it’s good.

[---]

37: PA: Only when I worked twelve years ago, or ten years ago, almost forbid-
den for children to talk their mother tongue. And when two children, for exam-
ple with Somali as mother tongue or Bosnian start talking their mother tongue, 
‘no, we talk Swedish here.’ It was like that at first. But now it’s changed. You 
challenge the children to play and talk, and you’re like this really curious about 
this. Those limitations are no longer there.
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38: PC: Attitude and approach have changed. Here everyone is very interested 
in language and curious: what’s it called in your language? In my language it’s 
called. Our children are early language aware. They know that when I talk to 
you I cannot talk my home language. But I can talk to her, she understands my 
home language. They know that it’s different languages and that’s not obvious 
to all children.

39: PA: But at in-schooling they may start talking their mother tongue. We 
listen and try to interpret. Respond in Swedish. But still listen. It has changed 
greatly this, the approach.

40: PC: But I don’t know if it’s like that everywhere. I have worked in a pre-
school where there were only Swedish-speaking children and Swedish-speak-
ing families. There was an entirely different approach. They weren’t at all as 
favorable or curious. There it was only Swedish. [---] It’s not obvious that it’s 
like that everywhere.

In arguing the importance of children being given the opportunity to build on 
their first language when learning a second language, PC makes a distinction, ‘then 
it’s important to highlight research and experience. Research says, experience says 
[…], not that we think, I think but research says…’ (turn 35). According to Swed-
ish School Law (SFS 2010: 800), school—including preschool—should build on 
‘research and practiced experience.’ PA emphasizes this grounding in contrast to 
personal opinion (‘not that we think, I think’). This reasoning implicitly connects 
to a long tradition of debate about Swedish ECE, whether it is to be grounded in 
research and/or other forms of knowledge, for example appropriated through being 
socialized by more experienced members, or grounded on philosophical/ideological 
bases.

In this excerpt, PA argues that things have changed through contrasting current 
practice to previous practice, and by implication how she (and unspecified oth-
ers) have changed in expected ways: ‘It was like that in the beginning, but now it’s 
changed’ and ‘… such limitations do not remain’ (turn 37). PC confirms this idea 
by suggesting, ‘ … here everyone is very interested in language and curious’ (38) 
and, after PA adds ‘…it has changed very much this, the approach’ (turn 39), ‘…
but I don’t know if it’s like that everywhere’ (turn 40); for example, where she used 
to work, ‘…there was an entirely different attitude’ (turn 40). Hence, the argument 
that this group of ECE teachers do their work adequately is made through creating a 
contrast between ‘here’ and ‘there,’ and ‘everywhere [else].’ There was also a shift 
in tempo, from ‘here is…’ to ‘there it was…’ (turn 40). In this way, through a set of 
contrasts, the teachers talk their profession ‘into being’ by discussing the expecta-
tions of what the professional role entails.

Excerpt 3: Reasoning About How Best to Support Language Development

The next conversation starts with teachers’ reflection about communication 
practices. 
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98: PB: I work with the youngest children and I notice that it’s very important 
as pedagogue not to be quiet, we’re not used to, we talk with the children who 
talk. It’s even more important for the children who do not speak, to give them 
a language and words for what they do. [--] And unfortunately, there are many 
who do not speak with the children. Who are quiet when they work with the 
children ‘cause they do not speak. And I can feel sometimes, that I’m nagging, 
talk, talk, name, tell, put word on. ‘Cause if you’re not aware of it and our chil-
dren, it’s important to our children who don’t have Swedish at home. […]. If I 
don’t have these Swedish words, when am I gonna talk Swedish then? So, it’s 
really important. And then when you have older children, I sometimes notice 
that we’re attracted to the talkative children.

[---]

104: PA: Mindful way of working. But it can always be better. We think a 
lot about this, how we are with, conversing with children, how do we com-
municate? To be in a smaller group. To really be part. To interpret, see what 
the children do, put words on their actions. ‘It’s very easy to see who has 
this approach, who doesn’t’. Like this, what the children do, and do not sup-
port the children in communication and interaction with each other.

[---]

109: PB: Then I think also about the parents we have today, I notice when I 
work with the youngest children, many parents regardless of cultural back-
ground, it may be Somalia, it could be any country. They do not have this 
tradition like in Sweden, that we talk with our children and tell and name 
what will happen. Now we’re going shopping and you need to put on your 
shoes. That is, they don’t talk with their children, they don’t talk with them. 
They think that if they don’t talk, it doesn’t exist. So, it’s even more impor-
tant to lay the foundation somewhere, ‘cause language is not so important.

110: PA: It’s important with role models, I think. When I came to Sweden 
and parents talked with their children I got an ‘a-ha.’ It feels like, I began 
to think that I want to talk like this, in this way with my children. And then 
your colleagues can also be role models for each other. We can be role mod-
els for the parents. I see a change. When you work with awareness that you 
convey something, important to talk with the children, you sit down and talk 
with the children, the parents listen. And then you see a change also with 
the parents when they meet their children, I think.

Talking about how to facilitate children’s language development, PB argues 
for the necessity to talk particularly to those children who do not yet speak by 
themselves (turn 98). This argument is constituted in contrast to another tradition 
of argumentation where ‘everything should come from the child’ and the teach-
ers’ to follow the children’s lead. PA continues, talking about ‘mindful way of 
working. But it can always be better’ (turn 104), that is, again, indicating that 
they do what they should, while at the same time modesty hinting that they can 
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develop their practice further. Emphasizing, ‘to really be a part,’ ‘one can very 
easily see who has this approach or who does not’, implies a critical difference 
between themselves (who can still develop what they do) and others (who do not 
have such an approach).

Constituting themselves as a professional ECE group is done in contrast to 
(some) parents: ‘… they think that they [i.e., their children] do not talk so it doesn’t 
exist’ (turn 109). PA reconnects, arguing, ‘…it’s important with role models, I think. 
When I came to Sweden and parents talked with their children, I got an ‘a-ha’…’ 
(turn 110). Personal experience is used to ground the teachers’ reasoning. In this 
case, parents as a group are constituted as role models; hence, a distinction which 
is not clarified is made between some parents and other parents; one group that the 
ECE teachers need to inform and another group of parents from whom they (she) 
can learn. Hence, in the teachers’ arguments, groups of caregivers (parents) and 
their perceived characteristics are not uniform and fixed. Rather, these groups are 
invoked as rhetorical strategies in arguing one’s point of view, about one’s work as a 
preschool teacher (i.e., parents as a group can be invoked rhetorically as supporting 
one’s reasoning but also as providing a counter case to one’s own stance).

Discussion

In this study, we have analyzed the reasoning of preschool teachers in focus group 
conversations as they discussed their work with multilingual children in preschool 
through traditions of argumentations (Billig 1996; Shotter 1993). This meant ana-
lyzing not only what the teachers argued for but also at the same time, explicitly or 
implicitly, argued against. Through our analysis, we have shown how the teachers 
argue their point of view through constituting three relationships between differently 
valued poles:

• I/we versus them (others);
• Here-and-now versus there-and-then; and
• Building ECE on research versus personal experience.

These patterns, traditions of argumentation, were prevalent throughout the data, 
regardless of more specific topics of the conversation. In this final section, we briefly 
review the findings and the implications for the developmental support provided to 
multilingual children.

A reoccurring rhetorical strategy in the preschool teachers’ argumentation was 
that they talked their profession into being, through a set of contrasts (cf. Shotter 
1993). In this way, they constitute themselves as a knowledgeable and developing 
group of professionals who are responsive to perceived expectations. However, the 
image of their profession generated through their arguing is ambiguous. On the one 
hand, they emphasized their collective knowing, on the other hand, they talked, 
almost exclusively, in terms of personal experiences. Only on rare occasions did 
they make explicit the need to ground professional decisions in research (Excerpt 2).
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The starting point for the conversations about multilingualism and language 
use and learning, was rather invisible, unless it was pointed out by the researcher. 
Instead, the discussions were carried out in rather general terms without grounding 
the conversations in the contextual conditions in which the majority of the children 
have first languages other than Swedish. In addition, language learning was referred 
to in general terms rather than specifying what it includes, such as grammatical, 
semantic and pragmatic skills, as well as communicative skills and competencies 
and how these can be supported through pedagogical actions.

An implication for ECE teacher education from these findings and the nature 
of the reasoning expressed by the preschool teachers is to highlight and provide 
teacher education students and teacher educators with opportunities to understand 
how teachers’ reasoning is expressed about the complexities in ECE practices and 
children’s learning and development in multilingual settings. On the one hand, this 
could be seen to maintain and reinforce the inherent professional tensions that are 
evident in current preschool teacher education. On the other hand, gaining an under-
standing of these dialogical processes, which can be a basis for learning to think 
critically, can inform teacher education. Students and teacher educators can under-
stand and be responsive to the inherent complexities which characterize different 
aspects of professional work in ECE.

Conclusions

In communication, we co-constitute what we talk about and how we speak about 
phenomena will have material consequences (Säljö 2002). The traditions of argu-
mentation that we have focused on testify that ECE can be a field of tensions 
between different ideologies and traditions of knowing (e.g., personal experiences 
versus research-based education). The ambiguous character of argumentation is not 
necessarily an inherent problem. It can provide realization that pedagogical practices 
are not clear-cut or one-dimensional. This idea builds on a long-standing but not a 
dominant tradition of argumentation in educational theory (e.g., Dewey 1916/2008). 
We would argue that managing the tensions and dilemmas evident through these 
research findings lies at the heart of the professional work of early childhood teach-
ers (cf. Pramling and Pramling Samuelsson 2018). Rather than precluding to either 
side of the dichotomies, often expressed in discussions on professional work in early 
childhood education, it is important to simply recognize the complexities.

Another contribution of the present study is the insight provided about the rea-
soning of ECE teachers. It illustrates how traditions of argumentation can be a 
useful analytical tool to identify what features underpin professional thinking and 
which tend to remain implicit. These features are crucial elements in shaping the 
professional work of preschool teachers, for example, the finding that participants’ 
approach to argumentation drew on personal views rather than research findings. 
However, we only had access to participants’ reasoning through group conversations 
and we do not make any claims beyond this about the basis of their knowledge.

The findings may also illustrate teachers’ unfamiliarity with verbalizing their 
ways of working when they are in conversations with others. Against a background 
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in which multilingual issues in ECE have become a political issue (Freeman Field 
2008; García and Otheguy 2020; Lo Bianco 2008; May 2008), skills for verbalizing 
professional understandings are crucial in current times when it has become impor-
tant for teachers to base their professional understandings on research evidence and 
policy documents, as a means to define the profession. Tobin et al. (2013) had also 
identified that caregivers were more likely to express pragmatic concerns rather than 
describe theoretical understandings about second language learning.

Another theoretical premise underpinning this study was, in Shotter’s (1993) 
terms, ‘to talk in new ways is to “construct” new forms of social relations’ (p. 9). 
From this premise, a conclusion of the present study is that in order for ECE to 
support the development of children with a first language other than the majority 
language in any context is for preschool teachers to reconnect with the traditions of 
argumentation. Assigning a role for preschool teachers on their active participation 
in mutual activities with children as a means to facilitate learning is also important.
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