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Abstract 

Many teachers find themselves working with immigrant and refugee learners with complex 

psychosocial needs. This study examines qualitatively how 11 teachers of preparatory classes 

in Danish public schools approach and respond to the care needs of newcomers. Through an 

ethics of care lens, we show, one, how teachers care for newcomers, and two, how external 

support structures and individual dispositions to go beyond their teaching duty determine their 

care responses. We find that some teachers feel ill-equipped to address the psychosocial needs 

of newcomers, which, in the absence of external support, translate to feelings of stress and guilt. 
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1. Introduction 

There is growing interest in the potential of schools to act as nodes of care and support for 

vulnerable learners (Skovdal and Campbell, 2015a). This is evident in the expanding literature 

on the role of schools in promoting the psychosocial well-being and mental health of newly 

arrived refugee and immigrant youth (Rousseau and Guzder, 2008, Fazel et al., 2016, Crosnoe 
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et al., 2004, Pastoor, 2015, O’shea et al., 2000, Bennouna et al., 2019). Evidence suggests that 

school-based initiatives can improve the mental health outcomes of refugee and immigrant 

youth. A review of 13 studies evaluating the effects of school-based interventions to improve 

the social-emotional function of refugee learners noted mostly positive effects, but also negative 

or null effects (Sullivan and Simonson, 2016). Whilst recent reviews of school-based 

interventions suggest that schools may offer a suitable space for promoting the mental health 

and psychosocial well-being amongst refugee and immigrant youth, many challenges remain, 

including school capacities to engage with mental-health promoting interventions (Bennouna 

et al., 2019). Before school capacities can be strengthened, there is a need to examine the 

capacities of teachers, the frontline staff who interact with vulnerable refugee and immigrant 

youth on a daily basis. At present we have little understanding of how teachers experience and 

interpret the boundaries shaping their capacities to practice care and support of refugee and 

immigrant youth within the school environment (Hos, 2016). Against this background, and in 

our interest to understand the context within which school-based mental health promotion 

initiatives are located, we explore qualitatively how teachers approach and respond to the care 

needs of newly arrived refugee and migrant learners in Danish public schools. 

  

1.1. Teacher support of refugee and immigrant learners’ psychosocial care needs 

Three bodies of literature reveal core functions of teachers in supporting the psychosocial 

health and well-being of refugee and immigrant learners.  

One, teachers play a pivotal role in identifying vulnerable learners and mediating their 

access to mental health services (Fazel et al., 2009, Hodes, 2002a, Hodes, 2002b, Rousseau and 

Guzder, 2008). However, some teachers feel reluctant or incapable of assuming this role. A 

study with Norwegian teachers of young unaccompanied refugee youth, noted that “most 

teachers neither have sufficient knowledge nor competence regarding the psychological 

problems their learners struggle with” (Pastoor, 2015, p. 252). While this may partly be 

explained by the hidden and internalised nature of mental health struggles (Durà-Vilà et al., 

2013), teachers who operate in schools where mental health is spoken about and form part of 

their support structures, are more likely to identify and refer vulnerable youth to mental health 

services (Pastoor, 2015). One way to strengthen the mental health competence of schools is to 



Children and Youth Services Review 

3 

 

make available school-based mental health services. School-based mental health services have 

been shown to have a greater effect on uptake and retention in care compared to mental health 

services that are not school-based (O’shea et al., 2000).  

Studies suggest that school-based mental health services carry less stigma compared to 

more conventional and clinic-based alternatives (Durà-Vilà et al., 2013, Hughes, 2014), and are 

more accessible to children with refugee backgrounds (Cheney et al., 2014, Fazel et al., 2014). 

This leads us to the second core function of teachers, namely their engagement with school-

based mental health services (Tucker et al., 2015). Fazel et al. (2016) show how teachers can 

give important credibility to external mental health professionals and facilitate the 

establishment of trustful relations. When mental health services are located in school settings 

and partnerships forged between teachers and mental health professionals, both seem to benefit. 

A case study from the United Kingdom shows how teachers, in addition to referring learners to 

the mental health professionals, also invite these professionals to the classroom for observation 

when needed (O’shea et al., 2000). They describe how teachers and mental health professionals 

can discuss and facilitate treatment and management strategies for the learners. On the other 

hand, when teachers and the mental health professionals fail to form working partnerships, 

tensions between them are likely to undermine the mental health services (Flaherty et al., 1998, 

Waxman et al., 1999).  

A third health-promoting function of teachers is to create a safe, positive and inclusive 

classroom environment for newcomer learners (Eide and Hjern, 2013, Kohli and Mather, 2003, 

Mock-Muñoz de Luna, 2009, Montgomery, 2011, Kia-Keating and Ellis, 2007, Fazel and 

Betancourt, 2017, Isik-Ercan et al., 2017, Reed et al., 2012). This can be done in many different 

ways, one of which is to develop close teacher-learner relationships. Newcomer learners who 

feel connected to, and supported by, teachers have both higher educational outcomes and self-

rated well-being (Jones and Deutsch, 2011, Sanders et al., 2017, Crosnoe et al., 2004, Pastoor, 

2015, Sullivan and Simonson, 2016). Factors influencing teacher-learner relationships are both 

personal and structural. Ehrlich et al. (2016), for example, investigate how personal 

characteristics such as shared interests facilitate close relationships between teachers and 

learners. Structural factors, such as the availability of support networks, are also necessary. 

Studies show that schools with well-functioning support networks facilitate teachers’ sense of 

their mission and their willingness to build supportive relationships with learners (Humphrey 
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et al., 2010, Lam and Hui, 2010). Lam and Hui (2010) observe that teachers who feel cared for, 

and who interact with colleagues who share the same understanding of teacher’s pastoral role, 

are more effective in their own care of their students. Support networks have also been 

identified to help teachers deal with stress and workloads associated with a more holistic teacher 

role (Chan and Hui, 1998). Another way is for teachers to generate social capital and supportive 

peer relations between learners by facilitating school spaces where learners can exchange 

perspectives and experiences in a safe social setting. Borsch et al. (2019) have explored how 

teaching and school practices guided by an inclusive ethos and a sense of collective 

responsibility help refugee and non-refugee learners build trustful relationships and learn from 

each other. A number of teacher-guided programmes for newcomer learners, including class-

based discussion groups and playback theatre, have also shown promising results in terms of 

enhancing peer social capital and improving learners’ psychosocial wellbeing (Bennouna et al., 

2019, Rousseau and Guzder, 2008).  

All of these functions require teachers, in different ways, to go beyond their teaching role and 

engage in roles and activities that may exceed their competences or emotional availability.  

While there is no doubt that teachers play an instrumental role in promoting the psychosocial 

health and well-being of children, it is disconcerting that there has been little effort to 

understand how teachers who interact with refugee and migrant learners on a daily basis 

experience and practice care within the school environment. It is precisely such insights, which 

scholars, programme planners, evaluators and educators must consider and act on if they are to 

facilitate the function teachers to support the psychosocial health and well-being of refugee and 

immigrant learners. Moreover, commentators have cautioned against earmarking teachers as 

responsible for responding to the complex psychosocial needs of learners with refugee and 

migrant backgrounds (Skovdal and Campbell, 2015a). Campbell et al. (2016a, p. 1) go on to 

argue that we need to “caution against policy expansions of teacher’s role without recognition 

of the personal and social costs of emotional labour, and the need for significant increases in 

resources and institutional recognition to enable teachers to adopt support roles.”  

Given a paucity in literature elucidating everyday care in classrooms with refugee and migrant 

learners, we explore how teachers of preparatory classes approach and respond to the care needs 

of refugee and migrant learners on a daily basis and examine how their care conundrums are 

shaped by broader structural and contextual factors. Our findings raise questions about the 
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feasibility of teachers taking on care and support roles beyond what they were trained to do, 

even if willing and able to care holistically for immigrant and refugee learners. Thus, we 

conclude the paper with a discussion of whether teachers’ provision of psychosocial support for 

newcomer learners holds realistic promises or rather rests on false premises. Such insights and 

discussions are critical to inform future school-based mental health programming for newly 

arrived refugee and immigrant learners. 

 

1.2. Conceptual framework: Ethics of care 

To investigate how teachers approach and practice care in the classroom, we turn to the ‘ethics 

of care’ literature for an analytical lens. Ethics of care is a theory put forward by Gilligan (1982) 

and later elaborated upon by Tronto (1993). We take inspiration from Tronto’s phased and 

processual understanding of ethics of care, which first stipulates that a prerequisite of care is 

for someone or some group to notice unmet needs. In other words, pastoral care in the classroom 

is only possible if teachers notice the unmet care needs of newcomer learners. However, the 

process of identifying unmet needs involves both learners and teachers. It is how the learners 

respond and relate to their teachers, which will guide the teachers’ understanding of the 

learners’ needs. Tronto calls this phase ‘caring about’. Secondly, once unmet needs have been 

identified, someone or some group needs to take responsibility for meeting those needs. For 

pastoral care to become a reality, teachers (the one caring) need to recognise that they play a 

role, or have a responsibility in meeting the pastoral care needs of learners (the ones cared for). 

As a conceptual framework, ethics of care, and its interest in the processes through which 

responsibility is assumed, allows for a critical assessment of the care obligations assigned to 

teachers. Tronto calls this ‘caring for’. Thirdly, once care responsibility is assumed, the hands-

on work of giving care can be done. Care-giving, according to Tronto (1993) necessitates 

competence and capacity of the one-caring. Competence can refer to the combination of skills, 

knowledge and values that guide the pastoral care practices of teachers. Capacity is the degree 

to which teachers can act on the basis of their competence. This allows us to examine how 

structures, relationships and resources influence the individual’s chances to make use of his or 

her competence (Hugman, 2014). Fourthly, and lastly, care is received and responded to. 

Newcomer learners are not passive recipients of care, but respond to the care they receive. 
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Teachers can observe this response and adapt their care-giving accordingly. Rather than seeing 

care-receiving as a fourth phase, we consider it a crucial element of the three preceding phases.  

Ethics of care has been used to study teacher support and conceptions of care in a number of 

different contexts. This includes teacher’s care of orphaned and vulnerable children in sub-

Saharan Africa ( Skovdal and Evans, 2017, Campbell et al., 2016b), British and Swiss primary 

school teachers’ conceptions of care (Vogt, 2002), as well as in newcomer classrooms in the 

United States (Hos, 2016). This literature suggests that ‘ethics of care’ can helpfully steer 

analyses of care interactions between teachers and learners and be usefully applied to an 

exploration of how teachers respond to the varying needs of learners with refugee and migrant 

backgrounds.  

 

2. Methodology 

This study is guided by the following research question: How do teachers of preparatory classes 

in Denmark approach, respond to, and negotiate, the pastoral care needs of learners with refugee 

and migrant backgrounds? To answer this question we draw on a qualitative research design, 

enabling an exploration of experiences, meanings and practices and the role of context in 

shaping these (Skovdal and Cornish, 2015). The study has been reported to relevant authorities 

in accordance with the rules set forward by the Danish Data Protection Agency and the EU 

General Data Protection Regulation. Written and informed consent for participation was sought 

and granted from all participants, informing them of the right to withdraw without implications 

and systems in place for data protection. Names and other personal identifiers have been 

anonymised to protect the identity of participants. 

 

2.1. Study setting and participants 

The study took place in Copenhagen, Denmark. In Denmark, learners, whether they are 

migrants or refugees, are placed in preparatory classes when they join Danish schools if they 

are in the compulsory school age (between 6 and 16 years of age) at arrival. The primary aims 

of preparatory classes are to teach the newcomers basic Danish and to promote their integration. 

After a maximum of two years, they are expected to join the mainstream classes. The newcomer 
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learners come from all walks of life. Some are children of highly skilled and well-off migrant 

families, who have moved to Denmark following job offers, whilst others are refugees, 

sometimes unaccompanied by adults. Teachers report that the group composition in this regard 

affects the dynamics and the pastoral care needs of the learners. To obtain a spread of 

experiences, five schools from four different municipalities of greater Copenhagen participated 

in the study. Some schools were placed in more affluent neighbourhoods, whilst other schools 

were located in more deprived neighbourhoods. Several factors, such as teacher-learner ratio 

and the professional training and experience of teachers varied significantly between the chosen 

schools. We sought variation to capture a broad range of issues and strategies shaping the 

capacity of teachers to respond to the care needs of migrant and refugee learners, not to 

systematically compare schools and explain how this variation affected the care-giving. We 

recruited 11 teachers working with newly arrived migrant and refugee learners aged ten and 

older. This was done through a mix of gatekeepers (typically school directors) and snowballing 

(teachers recruiting other teachers) (Patton, 1990). The mean age of the participant teachers was 

45, and roughly, three quarters were women. Nine of the interviewees had received formal 

teacher training. Most preparatory classes had two teachers assigned to them. The mean number 

of learners in each class was ten. The proportion of refugees in the classes ranged from 30% to 

100%. 

 

2.2. Data collection and analysis  

To answer the research question, we draw on data generated through in-depth interviews and 

field observations. The data was produced by the first author over a three-month period, from 

February to April 2018. FH conducted 11 interviews and spent 5 days observing teacher-learner 

relations in two different preparatory classes, one with a high teacher-learner ratio, and one with 

a low teacher-learner ratio. The observations were steered by an observation guide, drawing 

attention to the actors, objects, communication and moods shaping care practices, as well as 

their spatial and temporal boundaries (Madden, 2010). The interviews were steered by a topic 

guide (Green and Thorogood, 2004), covering i) teachers’ perceptions of the learners’ 

psychosocial needs, ii) teachers’ experiences of interacting with the learners, and iii) teachers’ 

perceptions of resources available to support them in their work. As the field observations took 
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place first, initial observations were used to inform the development of the interview topic 

guide. The interview topic guide was repeatedly modified to reflect learning from previous 

interviews and to tailor the interview to respective participants (Skovdal and Cornish, 2015). 

The interviews took around 1 hour and were conducted primarily in Danish by FH, a native 

Swedish speaker. Although Scandinavians can generally understand each other’s languages, 

English was occasionally used to avoid misunderstandings. 

Interview transcripts and field notes were imported into NVivo 11 for coding and exploratory 

analysis (Richards, 1999). At first, codes and basic themes were developed inductively. 

Secondly, we used our conceptual framework as an analytical lens through which we 

deductively clustered basic themes into thematic networks  (Attride-Stirling, 2001) – reflecting 

our interests and research question. Thirdly, the basic themes were grouped together, depending 

on their content and relevance to Tronto’s (1993) four-phased process of care. This process 

generated organising themes, each providing detail to one of the four phases of care. Finally, 

the main claim of the different clusters of organising themes was summarised, which generated 

the global themes.  

Table 1: Thematic network of findings 

 

Basic Themes Organizing Themes Global Themes 
Teachers assume responsibility differently depending on the 
support that is available for the learner 

Context shape teachers’ 
assumption of caring 
responsibilities 

Teachers’ care for 
newcomer learners 

Teachers assume responsibility differently depending on the 
availability of professional support 
To counteract discrimination, teachers attempt to assume holistic 
responsibility and care 
Teachers assume responsibility for the learners’ well-being in 
order to teach them teach them Danish 

Learners influence how 
teachers assume caring 
responsibilities Teachers takes responsibility by leaving the learner be  

Teachers understand their profession as a caring profession 

Teachers work to create an environment that enables care-giving Teachers benefit from 
and contribute to an 
environment that is 
conducive for care-giving  

Teachers’ capacity to 
give care 

The reception class culture promotes good care-giving 

Teachers go far to adapt their care-giving to the learners’ 
demands 

Teachers collaborate with other actors to give care 

Teachers experience lack of knowledge and skills to give care Lacking support systems 
for teachers limit their 
care-giving Dysfunctional collaboration between teachers and other actors 

affect the learners negatively 
Aspects of the reception class structures impedes teachers’ care-
giving 
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To answer the research question of this paper, we focus on the global themes illuminating 

phases two and three of care, which also constitute the headings and structure of our findings 

(see Table 1) 

 

3. Findings  

3.1. Teachers’ care for newcomer learners  

Teachers of newcomer learners approach care very differently, depending on how they assume 

their care responsibilities and view their role as teachers in preparatory classes. One teacher 

explains how she understands the temporal boundary of her role, recognising that she only has 

two years to help the learners achieve their potential: “Life is a process, education and learning 

is a process. They will achieve what they have time for with us. After that they will achieve 

what they have time for in the mainstream classes.” Relatedly, one teacher highlights that her 

responsibility is to provide learners with the necessary tools, or “rules of the game”, to prepare 

for mainstream classes: 

“One pupil was very sensitive and emotional. After every break, something 
was wrong, and he was sad. Then it is difficult to start in a [mainstream] 
class. He reacted inappropriately both to himself and to others. […] If they 
[the learners] haven’t learnt the rules of the game, then we support them so 
that they can be better integrated in the normal classes.” (Lara, female, 57)  

In our fieldnotes we recounted how learners who seemed to master the Danish language and 

the ‘rules of the game’, appeared more restless and bored, supporting the argument of some 

teachers that the more language-capable learners should be transferred into mainstream classes. 

This pragmatic and functional approach centres on the learners’ language acquisition and 

integration into school life, and does little to cater for the learners’ psychosocial needs. This 

approach however often comes with conflicting emotions, and perhaps even guilt: 

“Sometimes, we transfer a learner because new learners start in our class. It 
is really difficult to teach learners on varying levels […] You cannot educate 
in the same way as in a normal class. So sometimes we have push them out 
before they are ready, based on the fact that our task, in reality, is to teach 



Children and Youth Services Review 

10 

 

basic Danish. And then we should of course give them some strategies and… 
But in reality, it is to teach them basic Danish.” (Cecilie, female, 46) 

The teacher seems to prefer a situation where she could keep the learners in her class longer. 

There is a conflict between her role “in reality” and what she would prefer. However, her 

responsibility “in reality” has clear limits that are useful when resources are limited, and 

priorities must be made. Demarcating the boundaries of their roles becomes particularly 

important for teachers who lack professional support. One teacher gives an example from earlier 

in the semester, where she was asked to mediate a dispute between the families of two learners 

in her class:  

“We had two families that did not like each other, I mean the parents. And 
the learners brought with them that conflict to the classroom. So, the 
caseworker asked us to deal with it by calling in the parents to a meeting. We 
said no. The parents cannot come to the school and talk about their conflict. 
We will talk to the learners, but not the parents.” (Sylvia, female, 43) 

Despite the need for a mediator, the teacher refused to expand the teacher role to domains she 

felt unqualified to do. For some of the teachers participating in this study it became important 

to articulate the boundaries of their role, highlighting their role as teachers of Danish, while 

downplaying their pastoral care role. This may arguably be a strategy for some teachers to 

manage their self-sacrifice and feelings of guilt. 

Other teachers felt unable to adopt this functional and Danish language focused role without 

also assuming a level of responsibility to care for the learners’ well-being, for instance by 

building close relations with the learners: “Relationship building is number one. If you do not 

have a relation with the learner you cannot teach them anything. So that is the first thing that 

this is about”. Another teacher elaborates: 

“We have worked a lot with language-related goals. That is mainly where 
our focus is […] But we more and more see the well-being of the learner as 
equally important for their learning. You know, being able to collaborate. 
And if you have problems with others, it will affect your language learning.” 
(Maj, female, 39) 

For some teachers, language teaching goes hand in hand with efforts to address other complex 

needs characteristic of this group of learners. This means that some preparatory class teachers 

consider themselves to have very different responsibilities compared to their peers in 
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mainstream classes. As one teacher explains, going through the set curriculum is just a side 

issue compared to their pastoral care role:  

“I feel that I don’t have a classical teacher role. I feel that I, just like all other 
teachers, have a curriculum. But for me it is a side issue. My most important 
task is for the learner to feel comfortable. If I fail, I will not be able to teach 
them Danish, and they will not be transferred to a Danish [mainstream] 
class.” (Rose, female, 39) 

Some teachers get emotionally involved with the learners, finding joy, reward or meaning 

from caring about their well-being, and tailoring their teaching and relations according to the 

learners’ psychosocial needs:  

“When you speak with them and you notice that you get through to them. I 
think that is the most rewarding thing. To build a good relationship. To notice 
that we are actually doing this together.” (Tom, male, 34)   

The sense of doing something rewarding and meaningful appeared to be a significant motivator 

for taking on pastoral care roles and going beyond language teaching. One teacher explains her 

choice to sometimes help parents find jobs or accommodation: 

“I think it’s because they really get to me. There are five kids and one father, 
and they have nowhere to live and he earns seven thousand a month. I 
mean… You just get this desire to help them with something. And his son is 
so cool. He never complains, he never says anything, I mean we really have 
to approach him for him to say something.” (Cecilie, female, 46)   

This teacher – and others – act out of a “desire to help” and go beyond their teaching role. This 

group of teachers talk enthusiastically about their job, and find value in working with “the entire 

human” and being one of the learners’ closest connections to Danish society. This care approach 

appears to be more prevalent amongst teachers who feel supported, both internally at the school, 

and externally through links and networks. One teacher explains how she finds relief in 

knowing that there are other actors out there to back her up:  

“It is comforting to know where to refer the learner if they need to ventilate 
something. They feel, and they sigh, and it is difficult - bla, bla, bla. It can be 
whatever! Then I can ask them: so, who can you speak to about this? Is it 
maybe just that kind of thing that you can bring up with him or her?” (Sylvia, 
female, 43) 
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It is evident that teachers assumed responsibility for caring for this group of newly arrived 

learners differently. These different approaches, in turn, involved different tensions and 

dilemmas for the teachers to navigate. One group of teachers felt guilty about being unable to 

devote more time for meeting the students’ psychosocial needs. Possibly as a response to this 

feeling of guilt, they demarcated their roles as academic rather than care-related and mainly 

focused on their responsibilities in promoting language learning. A second group spoke about 

how they transcended their purely academic roles to provide psychosocial support for the 

learners because they viewed this as a necessary step in achieving the primary goal of language 

learning and mainstreaming. A third group foregrounded their emotional involvement with the 

learners and found the provision of psychosocial support to the children to be personally 

rewarding and meaningful. However, teachers’ capacity to take on this role widely depended 

on the availability of internal support at school as well as external support and referral networks. 

3.2. Teachers’ capacity to give care 

What is the capacity of teachers to provide care for newcomer learners, and what constrains 

their responses? While teacher responses differ, depending partly on their approach to care (as 

described above), their perceived competence and capability to care, and the availability of 

external support, they all went beyond their Danish language-teaching role. From the field 

observations, it appeared that teachers, to varying degrees, were attentive to the learners’ health 

and wellbeing, asking about their emotional state or if they slept enough last night. Humour 

was also an important part of the instruction and was employed by teachers as a strategy to lift 

the learners’ mood if they were feeling down or unmotivated. Teachers who were well 

connected with local civil society and support services spoke about elaborate referral systems, 

targeting both the learners and their parents:  

“When we know that the parents speak worse Danish than the newcomers, 
we refer the parents to learning support. We also refer the newcomers to 
sports clubs. It is almost a rule in M3 [oldest age group of preparatory class 
learners] that after a month in class, we begin to push for them to start with 
some leisure activity.” (Tom, male, 34) 

This teacher collaborates with a range of external actors to accommodate the learners’ needs 

for social stimuli, rest and integration. Such responses illustrate that teachers often assume 

indirect responsibility for the learners’ other needs, and having a strong referral network may 
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help reduce the responsibility and workload of the teacher. However, many teachers felt isolated 

from broader professional support networks. One teacher describes her relationship with the 

municipality:  

“We rarely get any information back about the newcomers … I think the 
municipality could inform us about, for example, how they are proceeding in 
their asylum-seeking process. It would be very good to know, if his mother 
is coming soon or not, so that we can care for him if it has been rejected.” 
(Sylvia, female, 43) 

The feeling of being isolated is further enhanced when teachers experience other actors to lack 

the knowledge needed to support them. One teacher explains why she hesitates to consult the 

school psychologist:  

“They do not have enough knowledge about this learner group. We have… I 
mean we need help, but [when] we come to them, we almost need to teach 
them about our learner group. If you have a normal child in public school, 
the psychologists just enter and conducts her evaluation. But our children 
exhibit such complex problems at times.” (Karoline, female, 52) 

Another teacher has similar experiences: “There are so many problems. I think we are a bit lost. 

And we feel a bit lonely in the preparatory classes. There is not much knowledge about them 

… And you know, the understanding of how much it takes to lift these learners is lacking”. The 

perceived lack of knowledge leads not only to a lack of confidence in external support services, 

but also a feeling of misrecognition. Teachers who have access to a proficient professional 

network and know how to navigate in it, may refrain from doing so anyway:  

“We have a Pedagogical Psychological Counsellor. Up in the municipality. 
But first you have to send a request, and then it takes a year. And then 
something starts to happen. It is so slow. I mean, you cannot use that for 
anything in you every-day life.” (Maj, female, 39) 

The delayed response to requests for support forces teachers to take on tasks they are not 

necessarily willing nor capable of. For example, many teachers stress how interpreters would 

enable them to “dig deep” with the newly arrived learners – but “it takes too much time and we 

have so much to do.” We noted through our observations that teachers find other solutions, such 

as using other learners for translation or using Google Translate. This serves well in most 

classroom scenarios, but teachers pointed out that it was suboptimal for more intimate 

conversations. 
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There are other ways in which dysfunctional professional collaboration impedes the teachers’ 

ability to care. Teachers using their skills and experience to develop initiatives that aim at 

improving the well-being of the learners, are less likely to succeed if those with decision making 

powers are not supporting them. One teacher, attempting to start a mentorship-programme for 

her learners, explains the challenges she has faced: “It has not yet succeeded, but I have really 

worked for a mentorship-programme, where the older children can mentor and support the most 

recently arrived newcomers … I think it would be such a good idea to systemise this. But then 

you need support from above.”  

While many teachers want to make use of external support structures, past experiences have 

contributed to a scepticism of the relevance and timeliness of their support. As a result, many 

of the accounts of care that emerged from our interviews centre around their own efforts to 

create a safe social space in the classroom, and an environment where both their psychosocial 

and practical needs could be addressed, as articulated by one teacher:  

“I have always considered this to be a special place to work. We have this 
comprehensive approach … [We] write job applications for them, we talk 
with them about their interests, we help them contact a sports club ... and 
bring them out for a walk, show them some places in Copenhagen where they 
can go also in their spare time. [We] help them get settled. [We] help them 
beyond just teaching them Danish … That is what is special, working with 
this group … There is room to work with the entire human-being.” (Sylvia, 
female, 43) 

Our field notes provide examples of this as well. Teachers devoted large parts of the day to 

assignments and exercises that were not specifically tailored to develop the language skills of 

the students, but to create a safe space with room for play. The teachers spoke about the 

importance of building trustful relationships with the learners, both to make them feel at ease 

in the classroom, but also to help them open up and talk to the teachers about their circumstances 

and needs. The teachers adopted different strategies to create trust. One way was to show 

flexibility and leniency with the learners, and not impose rigid school practices. For example, 

some teachers that FH observed did not scold the learners when their behaviour diverged from 

school expectations. If learners were talking about things not related to schoolwork, teachers 

would join in the conversation and after a while direct the interaction back to the academic task. 

Another strategy, as illustrated in the quote below, was to stress their connections with actors 

that the learners already know and trust:  
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“I often refer to them [the carers at the refugee centre] and say, “yes I heard 
that… They called me and said you did not want to go to school today, but it 
is good that you made it!” And at that point, perhaps, it’s a good occasion to 
say: “why did you not want to go to school?” And then you have opened up. 
[The learners] rarely just tell you things out of the blue.” (Sylvia, female, 43) 

This strategy necessitates well-functioning collaboration with the network of carers and 

professionals connected to the learners, including colleagues, carers at their accommodation 

centre, municipal and social service workers. The above quote also exemplifies the need to get 

the learners “on their side”, and the need for relationship building. While recognised as 

important, some teachers expressed insecurity about their ability to develop close relations with 

the learners: “Anyway, I have to say, that [relational work] is not my expertise. To ask how 

things are going and that sort of thing. No… My point of entry is very much Danish language.” 

Teachers compensate in different ways for such insecurities, often on their own initiative: “I 

will up-skill and start a Danish for Refugees training. I notice there are some things I lack.” 

Another teacher explained how she consults pedagogical literature in her free time in order to 

improve her care-giving practices. While this is an indication of the teachers’ devotion, it also 

reveals how they must go beyond their professional duty to gain the competences needed for 

them to feel confident in their care-giving practice. 

Most teachers encouraged the learners to take responsibility for their own learning and to work 

independently, as propagated in the Danish curriculum. However, this approach was not always 

feasible, depending on the energy in the classroom. On occasions, the teachers adopted 

approaches that were more didactic. One teacher explains: “… they shall not run around and be 

confused. If that is authoritarian, then I am authoritarian – clear instructions.” In adopting a 

more “authoritarian” role, the teachers created much needed structure for the learners. One 

teacher provides an example of why she thinks this particular group of children needs more 

guidance and structure. Referring to a project month, where the learners were encouraged to 

work on a theme of their choice, she said:  

“That was too much freedom. When you are given a choice, you choose 
themes that interest you, or that you know a lot about. And all of them did. It 
was either about war, or oppression of women or torture. I mean all those 
things they come from. And the result was that they felt really bad for three 
weeks […] Next time we will do it differently. We want them to be happy. 
To do things that motivate them.” (Maj, female, 39) 
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Through trial-and-error many of our participating teachers adapted their teaching, learning and 

care strategies to reflect the composition and backgrounds of their students. For many of the 

teachers we spoke to, building close relations and trust, as well as adapting their teaching styles 

to reflect the needs of their learners, was a core care function. While all the teachers wanted to 

connect with and draw on external support structures, many experienced constraints with such 

support structures.  

 

 4. Discussion  

Our research sought to explore how teachers approach and respond to the care needs of 

newcomers with refugee and migrant backgrounds on a daily basis. Building on the work of 

Hos (2016) we drew on an ethics of care lens (Tronto 1993) to unpack how teachers perceive 

their care roles and responsibilities, as well as to understand their perceived capacity to care for 

newcomer learners. Our research identified a number of specific care practices, illustrating how 

teachers of learners with migrant and refugee backgrounds go beyond their language teaching 

duty. But, does this going beyond the academic aspects of the teacher role hold realistic 

promises for supporting newcomer learners, or does it rest on unrealistic and false premises? In 

the same way as teachers’ general approaches to their care roles are conditioned by the support 

available to them, we found that external support structures and networks enable teachers to 

coordinate, collaborate and consult colleagues on strategies of care and support. Teachers with 

access to functioning and professional external support structures were able to mobilise a web 

of support structures for vulnerable learners – leaving them with more energy to teach Danish 

and to provide care on their terms. On the other hand, teachers who are less networked, or found 

themselves in a context with fewer external support structures, struggled to focus on their 

language teaching and assumed caring responsibilities regardless of their ability or desire to do 

so. This group of teachers often expressed feelings of guilt and stress of not doing enough. This 

further supports arguments made against the expansion of the teacher role in settings without 

structural support (Bhana et al., 2006, Campbell et al., 2016b, Skovdal and Campbell, 2015b, 

Skovdal and Evans, 2017).  
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This study has also highlighted that it is not just about making structural support available if 

teachers’ care roles in relation to newcomer learners are to be realistic. The quality of this 

structural support, or teachers’ perceptions of these support structures, are also hugely 

important. The teachers in our study were often reluctant to engage with external support 

structures, mistrusting their capacity and willingness to offer competent and timely support to 

the teachers. Similar observations have been made in a study of the support for unaccompanied 

young refugees in secondary schools in Norway (Pastoor, 2015). Here, school staff found that 

national and local authorities did not allocate adequate resources and support to teachers and 

school counsellors working with refugee learners, possibly because of insufficient knowledge 

of the complex needs of newly arrived young refugees. Such insights underline the importance 

of educating professionals and authorities who may not be interacting with the learners on a 

daily basis on the circumstances and situations of newcomer refugee and migrant learners.  

Some teachers felt that caring for the well-being of their learners took valuable time away from 

work focused on language acquisition and integration into school life. This tension between 

teachers mandate to teach Danish and to support learners psycho-socially, must be considered 

in the context of a growing body of literature emphasising the benefits of teachers providing 

psychosocial support to children (Ferreira and Ebersöhn, 2011). As teachers are thus 

increasingly perceived not only as educational professionals but also as pastoral caregivers, 

there is a need for clearly defined pathways of care and effective referral networks for teachers 

to be confident about where their care role begins and ends (Mazzer and Rickwood, 2015, 

Mælan et al., 2018). 

Caring teachers can play a significant part in the pursuance of socially just outcomes for 

vulnerable learners regardless of their migrant status. Thus, by shedding light on the context in 

which vulnerable learners develop and thrive, this article also achieves a broader applicability. 

Our findings speak directly into current debates about schools as nodes of support (Skovdal and 

Campbell, 2015a, Pastoor, 2015). While there is no doubt that teachers of preparatory classes 

should tailor their teaching and care to the needs of their learners, this study highlights that 

teachers of preparatory classes are often ill-equipped, both practically and emotionally, to deal 

with their complex psychosocial needs. Teachers of newly arrived learners with migrant and 

refugee backgrounds should not be charged with the responsibility of responding to their 
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psychosocial needs, but instead be networked with well-functioning support structures. This 

would allow teachers to focus on the needs they have been trained to address, while still playing 

a role in mobilising different forms of care. This would not only give teachers more bandwidth 

to provide high-quality instruction, but also alleviate teachers’ feelings of stress and guilt for 

not doing enough for their learners.  

The findings have implications for policy and practice. For example, our findings show how 

some teachers are reluctant to engage with existing support structures. Although the underlying 

reasons for this are varying, the findings indicate that the integration of preparatory class 

teachers in available support networks could be improved by: consolidating trust in the network, 

increasing the knowledge of the predicaments of refugee and immigrant learners and reduce the 

time it takes to mobilise support. 

Our findings are constrained by some methodological limitations, which deserve mentioning. 

First, our study was susceptible to social desirability bias, such as teachers representing 

themselves as more caring than they actually are, or using the interviews to vent frustration 

about feeling unsupported. However, the diversity of views expressed in the interviews resonate 

with the impressions gained from the field observations. Two, our study was cross-sectional, 

and only provides a brief snapshot of how teachers of newcomer learners, at a particular 

moment in time, approach and respond to the needs of vulnerable learners. In Denmark, policies 

pertaining to migrants and refugees are highly dynamic, re-shaping the context of preparatory 

classes. Three, the study’s sample size is limited. However, given the homogeneity of the study 

participants, a level of saturation (Saunders et al., 2018) was achieved. Four, and relatedly, the 

generalizability of our findings are also limited and may not apply to other settings. How 

schools in different municipalities, regions or countries organise their reception of newcomer 

learners vary significantly from context to context. Future research could consider how other 

professionals and service providers working with refugee and migrant children perceive and 

exercise their care roles and responsibilities. This may help promote the coordination of care 

for newly arrived learners with migrant or refugee backgrounds and expand our understanding 

of the diverse contexts and networks in which teachers navigate. In addition, further 

ethnographically informed research is warranted in relation to teacher-learner interactions to 

learn more about care practices and related dilemmas as they unfold in the classroom on an 

everyday basis.  
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5. Conclusion 

We found that to different degrees and in different ways, all teachers in our study went beyond 

their Danish language teaching roles to care for their learners’ psychosocial wellbeing. 

However, the extent to which teachers of newly arrived migrants and refugees are able to avail 

pastoral care depends on i) their understanding of how the learners’ psychosocial well-being 

intersects with their capacity to learn Danish; ii) the capacity and competence of the teachers to 

deal with the complex psychosocial needs of this group of learners; and iii) the level of external 

support available to the teacher, as well as the learners. When learners’ care needs exceeded the 

teachers’ competences, resources and emotional availability, those teachers lacking appropriate 

support were left with feelings of guilt and powerlessness. For teachers’ ethics of care in 

preparatory classes to be a realistic promise rather than a flawed premise, school-based care 

practices need to be embedded in well-functioning collaborations and external networks of 

structural support. 
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