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Educational institutions have a responsibility to ensure that all children
receive care and equal possibilities for development, independent of their
linguistic and cultural background. However, there is little knowledge about
how kindergartens ensure a welcoming and inspiring place for both
transnational migrants, Indigenous children, and children from the major-
ity population. Through a semiotic landscape analysis from two kinder-
gartens in Northern Norway, this article contributes to this knowledge gap.
Our starting point is that educational spaces are social, cultural, and politi-
cal places. Applying a Bakhtinian perspective on semiotic landscapes as dia-
logues, the analysis focuses on two discourses. The first concerns diversity
as an individual or shared value, and the second concerns balancing the
ordinary and the exotic. We find that diversity related to transnational
migration seems to be more integrated into the semiotic landscape, while
the minoritised Indigenous Sámi people is stereotypically represented in
kindergartens.
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1. Introduction

As transnational migration and attention on minoritised Indigenous peoples
across the world have increased, educational institutions have a responsibility to
ensure that all children receive care and equal access to development, indepen-
dent of their linguistic and cultural background. In particular, early childhood
institutions are important for safeguarding all children’s experience of belonging,
which allows them to thrive and take part in social and pedagogical practices
(European Council Communication, 2011; Sadownik, 2018: 956–957). However,
there is little knowledge about how kindergartens can ensure a welcoming and
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inspiring place for all. Based on a semiotic landscape analysis, the current article
contributes to this field of research. The empirical point of departure is kinder-
gartens in Northern Norway, where transnational migrants, the historical minori-
ties of the Sámi and Kven/Norwegian Finns1 (granted juridical status as
Indigenous people and a national minority, respectively) and Norwegians (as
the majority) are part of the linguistic and cultural diversity of the region. Even
though access to heritage languages and cultures in kindergarten is not given
to children with various backgrounds, new immigrants as well as children with
Sámi, Kven/Norwegian Finnish and/or Norwegian backgrounds have the right
to experience an inspiring and welcoming environment through other semiotic
means (Bubikova-Moan, 2017; Øzerk, 2016).

In this paper, the semiotic landscapes of kindergartens are considered an
empirical domain where children and pedagogical staff co-construct a place for
belonging through both the material aspects of the place (e.g. texts, pictures, toys)
and everyday interactions. Thus, our starting point is that a place for belonging
for all children – regardless of linguistic and cultural background – includes lin-
guistic and cultural diversity in the semiotic landscape. Our research question
is how linguistic and cultural diversity is constructed in the semiotic landscapes
of two Northern Norwegian kindergartens. In particular, we ask if diversity is a
shared value for all or whether diversity is considered in relation to individual
children.

In the following, we first present the societal and educational context of our
study. We include a brief outline of Norwegian kindergartens as educational insti-
tutions and the national framework plan that provides values and pedagogical
directions in kindergartens. Then, we present the theoretical perspectives, before
introducing methodological considerations and the data used in the analysis.
Finally, we present our findings and concluding remarks.

2. Societal and educational context

Increased migration creates increased diversity. According to Statistics Norway
(2020a), 18.2% of the 5,3 million people living in Norway are “immigrants” or
“Norwegian-born to immigrant parents”, to use Statistic Norway’s categories.
When transnational migrants settle down in both urban and rural societies, these

1. We use the ethnonym Kven/Norwegian Finns (kvener/norskfinner in Norwegian) as it is
used by the Norwegian Ministry of Local Government and Modernisation who is responsible
for Sámi and minority affairs in the government. This practice is an attempt to acknowledge the
diversity within the group.
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communities become more diverse due to the inclusion of new experiences and
perspectives. Some urban areas in Southern Norway – such as Oslo, where 33,1%
of the total population are immigrants or Norwegian-born to immigrant parents –
may be best described as superdiverse, to use Vertovek’s (2007) term. Although
this phenomenon occurs on a smaller scale in Northern Norway, where the data
for this study were collected, diversification of diversity is a valid description of
urban areas in this region. In the largest city, Tromsø, at the beginning of 2019,
14.7% of the population were immigrants or Norwegian-born to immigrant fam-
ilies (Kommuneprofilen, 2019) and around 130 different languages are spoken.
Other, more rural municipalities can have an equal or larger proportion of immi-
grants. For example, the municipality of Skjervøy, which is located north-east
of Tromsø, has 2917 inhabitants (Kommuneprofilen, 2019). Of these, 15,3% are
migrants from 29 different countries, with the largest group (42%) hailing from
Romania.

Even though superdivesity is a recent phenomenon in Northern Norway,
linguistic and cultural diversity is not (e.g. Brochmann & Kjeldstadli, 2014;
Pietikäinen, Huss, Laihiala-Kankainen, Aikio-Puoskari & Lane, 2010). The Sámi
are recognised as Indigenous people, and Norway has recognised five other his-
torical minorities (Kven/Norwegian Finns, Forrest Finns, Jews, Roma, and
Romani people/Tater)2 as national minorities on the basis of their long history in
Norway. Both the Sámi and the national minorities were minoritised as a result
of Norway’s colonial policies. The process of colonisation was an internal colo-
nialism with the aim to regulate people and their religious, cultural, and linguistic
practices in order to promote a Norwegian identity and belonging. The Norwe-
gianisation policy was abandoned after World War 2, but we can still observe
long-term consequences, like language shifts and marginalisation. Today, at the
national level, the state supports processes of revitalisation and reclamation of
minoritised languages and cultures. Kindergartens play an important role in these
processes (Olsen & Andreassen, 2016).

The Norwegian education system is centralised, and by basing their daily
activities on both national policy regulations and local surroundings, kinder-
gartens negotiate and recontextualise the national educational policies outlined
in policy documents, helping to create awareness of historical minorities at a
national level. While the educational sector was a main arena for the Norwe-
gianisation policy, there has been a paradigm shift as the education system today

2. The Norwegian ethnonyms are kvener/norskfinner, skog finner, jøder, roma, and romani/
tatere. One of the main differences between Kven/Norwegian Finns and Forrest Finns, is the
traditional homeland, with Kven/Norwegian Finns in the North and Forrest Finns in the South
Eastern parts of Norway.

316 Anja Maria Pesch, Maria Dardanou, and Hilde Sollid



is an important arena for supporting revitalisation of Norway’s three Sámi lan-
guages (South, Lule, and North Sámi) and Kven/Norwegian Finnish (the latter
only in Troms and Finnmark county). Indeed, there is an ongoing process of indi-
genisation of education in Norway (Sollid & Olsen, 2019). This means that there
are separate Sámi kindergartens and also kindergartens with co-located Sámi
and Norwegian sections. In addition, as outlined by the national curricula, all
kindergartens are expected to provide knowledge about Sámi culture and soci-
ety and, in so doing, develop an inclusive community based on reciprocal respect
(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2017).

In Norway, kindergarten is attended by children aged 1–5 years. It is not
mandatory, but 92,2% of children within this age group attend kindergarten
(Statistics Norway, 2020b). The pedagogical work is based on a national frame-
work plan for the content and tasks of kindergartens, which is a regulation out-
lined in the Kindergarten Act. A new framework plan went into force in 2017
(Norwegian Directorate for Education and Training, 2017). However, in this arti-
cle, we will refer to the 2011 Norwegian framework plan for the content and tasks
of kindergartens (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011), which was in use during the
period in which data for this article were collected.

The 2011 framework plan (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011) focuses on human
equality, solidarity, freedom of thought, compassion, and forgiveness. The pur-
poses, values, and tasks of the kindergarten are based on children’s development,
play, activity, learning, formation, and participation, and they focus on holistic
development of the child. Although the framework plan does not specifically
refer to the theoretical background on which it is based, its relation to sociocul-
tural theory is obvious. For example, Vygotsky highlighted the role of language
in general and one’s mother tongue in particular for interaction, language devel-
opment and participation (Øzerk, 2016). His theory also emphasises the connec-
tion between language and cognition, reasoning and reflection (Vygotsky, 1986;
Wittek, 2014). Play and interaction with others are also considered important
parts of children’s language development, as there is a connection between the
importance of language acquisition and social communication for the develop-
ment of children’s mental processes (Karpov, 2005). Likewise, the plan refers to
the importance of language as a means of communication and a tool for reason-
ing and expressing thoughts and emotions (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011).

On the one hand, the framework plan requires kindergartens to support
the use of a ‘mother tongue’ among ‘children with a mother tongue other than
Norwegian’ and actively develop children’s ‘competency in Norwegian’
(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011: 35). On the other hand, the Kindergarten Act
(Barnehageloven, 2005) emphasises that kindergartens must take into consider-
ation children’s social, ethnic, and cultural background. Nevertheless, according
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to Bubikova-Moan (2017), there is a dichotomy between being multilingual and
being Norwegian in official policy documents. The framework plan refers mainly
to multilingual children as children for whom Norwegian is a second language,
which contributes to the dichotomy.

Based on the outline of the context, there is a need for further analysis of the
discursive relationships between the concepts of ‘Norwegian’, ‘Sámi’, and ‘multi-
lingual’ in kindergarten settings. Our study contributes to this knowledge need at
the level of kindergarten practices.

3. Theoretical background

The starting point for our analysis is that physical spaces, like kindergartens in
Northern Norway, are also social, cultural, and political places. As such, the semi-
otic landscapes of educational places are not neutral, and as Blommaert (2013: 3)
points out, a space is always somebody’s place. These semiotic landscapes, or
schoolscapes, are sites ‘where place, text, and other semiotic resources constitute,
reproduce and transform’ ideas of whose place this is (Brown, 2012: 282). As the
term ‘schoolscape’ may imply, research into schoolscapes has mainly been car-
ried out within school contexts (e.g. Laihonen & Szabó, 2017; Sollid, 2019; Szabó,
2015). At times, ‘linguistic landscape’ is used as an equivalent term (e.g. Garvin
& Eisenhower, 2017; Gorter, 2006; Pakarinen & Björklund, 2017). It is worth
considering whether the term covers the semiotic landscapes of kindergartens
in the context of Norway. Even though kindergartens can be educational spaces,
they differ from schools in their curriculum, pedagogical aim, and approach. An
example of this is aims formulated in the curricula. The school curriculum states
competence aims for students, while the kindergarten framework plan outlines
guidelines and aims for the staff. Jaworski and Thurlow (2010) argue that the term
‘semiotic landscape’ covers ways that linguistic discourses and other discursive
modalities, such as pictures and nonverbal communication, can interact. It also
covers the possibility of semiotic resources other than language, which is why we
have chosen the term ‘semiotic landscape’ for this paper.

In our analysis, we focus on how ideas of linguistic and cultural diversity are
created in and through the semiotic landscape. In particular, we are interested in
how linguistic and cultural diversity are part of creating belonging in the context
of kindergartens. We see ideas of belonging from a language ideological point of
view, as a conceptualisation of the relationship between speakers, languages and
discursive practices (Irvine & Gal, 2000). Part of the semiotic landscape frame-
work is the concept of discourse. We base our understanding of discourse on
the nexus analysis framework (cf. Scollon & Scollon 2004:2), where discourse
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both refers to the use of language in social interaction and the use of language to
accomplish action in the social world. As such, this notion of discourse integrates
both micro and macro level perspectives on social action. This approach to dis-
course suggests that the semiotic landscape is language use in interaction and that
the semiotic landscape is intended to achieve something within the educational
space. Moreover, discourses found in the kindergartens connect to discourses on
an overall level, for example in steering documents or teacher education. Seeing
the semiotic landscape as social action, we recognise that there are numerous cir-
culating discourses, some more relevant than others, depending on the viewpoint
of the participant and their motives (Scollon & Scollon, 2004: 11). For our pur-
poses we focus on discourses in place that concern our research question, namely
diversity and belonging.

As mentioned earlier, the Norwegian education system is centralised, and due
to social and political stability, it has been fairly stable for many years, as the ped-
agogical foundation has not changed. However, this is not to say that ideas of
belonging are stable or uniform. As Brown (2012) and Laihonen and Tódor (2015)
show, the schoolscape can change as social and political circumstances change.
In the Norwegian context, the political recognition of the historical minorities as
well as increased transnational migration is changing the circumstances of peda-
gogical practice. Also, the semiotic landscape can change as a consequence of local
institutional developmental work, as all kindergartens are required to be learn-
ing organisations by the framework plan. Following Brown (2012), semiotic land-
scapes project ideas and messages about what is officially accepted or sanctioned
at a particular institution. This includes educational aims and ideals, which may
be culturally embedded (see Garvin & Eisenhower, 2017; Szabó, 2015). As Brown
(2012) points out, material spaces project ideas about what and who is sanctioned
and supported through semiotic resources in the educational context. Kinder-
gartens create environments where the material dimensions contribute to negoti-
ations about what and who is valued in this institution, both through the choice
of artefacts presented and through the way they are displayed.

Although research about linguistic landscapes within the education sector is
increasing (Laihonen & Szabó, 2017, 2018), there are still few studies on semiotic
landscapes in kindergartens. In her study of the semiotic landscapes of two
kindergartens, Pesch (2017) found that linguistic diversity emerges as both a value
attached to individual children and as a value shared by all children, regardless of
their linguistic background. In addition, in their study of a North Sámi language
nest kindergarten in Finland, Pachné Heltai and Bartha (2017) found that signs
in North Sámi were placed on top of signs in Finnish for the Sámi group of the
kindergarten, indicating that the minority language was valued. They also high-
light the fact that rooms equipped with traditional Sámi artefacts were viewed as
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historical (belonging to the past), authentic or exotic, depending on the groups of
actors who used them and the visual construction of being Sámi within the city’s
community. The fact that different actors may have different views on semiotic
landscapes is emphasised by Laihonen and Szabó (2017), Szabó (2015) and Szabó
and Troyer (2017) and is used as an argument for combining different methods
of semiotic landscape research that include both the researchers’ and participants’
perspectives.

In semiotic landscapes, there are numerous discourses that may contribute
to our understanding of diversity. Here, we focus on belonging in linguistically
and culturally diverse kindergartens. To operationalise ideas of belonging, we
investigate how the semiotic landscape achieves intercultural relationships and
competence. We base our understanding on the work of Barret, Byram, Lázár,
Mompoint-Gaillard, and Philippou (2014) and Østberg (2017), who emphasise
a dialogic stance as the starting point for developing intercultural competence.
Barret et al. (2014) describe intercultural competence as a combination of atti-
tudes, knowledge, understandings and skills applied through action. Through
their actions, participants are enabled to:

understand and respect people who are perceived to have different cultural affili-
ations from oneself, respond appropriately, effectively and respectfully when
interacting and communicating […], establish positive and constructive relation-
ships […], understand oneself and one’s own multiple cultural affiliations through

(Barret et al., 2014: 16 f.)encounters with cultural ‘difference’.

A question that arises is whether a semiotic landscape actually does achieve inter-
cultural competence. Potentially the landscape erases (parts of ) diversity, and it
may position participants in various ways. Thus, a semiotic landscape may also
point to exotification and othering (cf. Coupland 2010), creating a sense of ‘we vs.
them’.

To elaborate on semiotic landscapes as part of a dialogue, we draw upon
Bakhtin. From a Bakhtinian perspective, semiotic landscapes are dialogues that
are filled with utterances. Bakhtin (1986) views the utterance as the fundamental
linguistic entity. Every utterance has specific content, is filled with the speaker’s
intention, is related to a context, and is addressed to another speaker or group
of speakers. In other words, utterances position participants in the dialogue and
convey the speaker’s ideology. Ideology is not understood as a normative con-
cept, nor necessarily as a political concept (Freedman & Ball, 2004; Ongstad,
2004). Ideologies create meaning because they are part of the exchange of semi-
otic signs (Bakhtin, 1986). Thus, ideology is connected to a worldview that is
inherent in every semiotic system (Ongstad, 2004) as well as to the worldview of
individuals or groups of people. Moreover, ideology is dynamic. People develop
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their ideologies by struggling with others’ ideologies (Freedman & Ball, 2004).
Even though Bakhtin’s concept of ideology is not necessarily political, it may be
politically oriented systems of ideas (Freedman & Ball, 2004). In similar vein,
Irvine (1989:255) sees language ideologies as “cultural (or subcultural) system
of ideas about social and linguistic relationships, together with their loading of
moral and political interests – which is a crucial mediating factor”.

Utterances are dialogic; they always relate and respond to previous utterances
and involve different understandings (Bakhtin, 1986). Moreover, utterances antic-
ipate prospective utterances in the future (Silseth, 2014). This principle of dia-
logicity (Silseth, 2014), which views a single utterance as a rejoinder in a chain
of utterances, is an interesting aspect of the analysis of our data material. When
the resources in the kindergartens’ semiotic landscapes are viewed as utterances,
these utterances are dialogically filled with views on belonging and cultural and
linguistic diversity. Therefore, the utterances we find in the kindergartens’ semi-
otic landscapes may confirm or challenge previous utterances on cultural and lin-
guistic diversity in national curriculum and policy documents, and they might
relate to utterances that are common in the local and regional context. Simulta-
neously, they convey the kindergarten’s intentions and anticipation regarding fur-
ther utterances of possible addressees, as children and parents. In this respect, the
semiotic landscapes are constructions of cultural and linguistic diversity in a sin-
gle kindergarten on the one hand and, on a broader local, regional, and national
level on the other hand. Thus, semiotic landscapes are part of a dialogue on the
constructions of belonging and cultural and linguistic diversity on different scales
of time and space (Hult, 2017).

To explore the interrelationship between time and space in the analysis of
semiotic landscapes we draw upon the chronotope, a concept that has already
been applied in research on linguistic landscapes (Pietikäinen, 2014). The chrono-
tope “expresses the inseparability of space and time” and combines spatial and
temporal elements into a “concrete whole” (Bakhtin, 1981:84). It emphasizes that
action, though carried out in a certain place and at a certain time, always relates
to past and future discourses, making it impossible to understand the message
without knowing the history (de Vocht, 2015:66, see also Scollon & Scollon 2004).
Thus, the chronotope may be interpreted as a parallel to the nexus of practice in
nexus analysis (Pietikäinen, 2014:481; Pesch, 2017: 101–102). In the analysis of the
kindergartens’ semiotic landscape, the chronotope emphasises the importance of
diachronic perspectives of the space on different time scales as part of the semi-
otic resources studied.
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4. Methodology: Research methods and data analysis

The data presented in this paper were collected as part of a research and devel-
opment project on linguistic and cultural diversity during the winter and spring
of 2015. The diversity project was part of a national project called Kompetanse
for mang fold (Competence for Diversity). In line with the project guidelines
(Lødding, 2015; Utdanningsdirektoratet, 2017), the focus was on ‘new’ diversity,
but there was also an interest in the diversity represented by Sámi and Kven/Nor-
wegian Finns. The data collection was inspired by Blackledge and Creese (2010),
where a team of researchers collaborated to complete a multi-site ethnographic
project. As part of Kompetanse for mang fold, a research team collaborated to col-
lect snapshots from a number of educational institutions (both kindergartens and
schools) during the same time of the year. The data material is comprised of 27
educational institutions and includes interviews with the teachers and leaders of
the institutions, photographs from different rooms, field notes after the interviews
and documents like plans and informational brochures. Due to the national frame
of the project where we as teacher educators were to focus on the pedagogical
staff, we did not include children or parents in our data. Also, the timeframe was
strict. For the interviews, an interview guide that could be adapted to the individ-
ual interviews’ settings was developed. The interviews were based on the walking
tour methodology (Garvin, 2010) and, more specifically, on the tourist guide tech-
nique (Szabó, 2015). The Norwegian Data Protection Service (NSD) approved the
project.

In the research team, the authors had different roles. The diversity project
was situated within teacher education, where we all work. As teacher educators,
we are familiar with foregrounded discourses on multilingualism, multicultural-
ism, and language learning in the education sector. While all three authors con-
tributed to the data collection, Sollid also was the leader of the diversity project.
The data in this article, were collected by Dardanou and Pesch, but analyzed
by all three authors. We are part of the northern diversity. Dardanou and Pesch
are transnational migrants, who have moved to Norway and consider themselves
multilingual. Sollid is from a historically trilingual area, but due to Norwegiani-
sation politics she grew up with speaking Norwegian only. She considers herself
Norwegian and Sámi.

In our analysis, we use the findings from two kindergartens, here referred to
as Mountain and Moon Kindergarten. The data include 5.5 hours of interviews
with two kindergarten leaders and four kindergarten teachers as well as 74 pho-
tographs from the two kindergartens and 6 documents (annual and developmen-
tal plans and interviewers’ field notes). The data is collected in collaboration with
the participants as they guided us through the kindergartens. This means that
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they contributed to deciding what was relevant or important for the research
project. Given this, we acknowledge that there might be semiotic resources, and
hence ideas of belonging that might have escaped our attention. From a research
ethical perspective, the collaborative approach is important. We only spent about
a couple of hours in the kindergartens, and rather than being guided by our
own preferences and previous knowledge, we wanted to make space for the emic
perspectives of our participants. While the researchers decided that the semiotic
landscape was the main focus, the participants decided what in the landscape that
they wanted to show us. In our analysis we view it as equally important to crit-
ically discuss the semiotic landscape with our perspectives as researchers, as to
point to the teachers’ emic perspectives.

The discourse analysis is based on interpretation of photographs and inter-
views (Scollon & Scollon, 2004; Szabó, 2015; Øierud, 2011). In our analysis, we
pay attention to different elements in the photographs of the semiotic landscapes
(e.g. toys, texts, clothes, furniture, colours, placement) and the affordances of the
semiotic signs according to the participants in the walking tour interviews. These
interviews revealed that the semiotic landscape have different affordances for the
researchers and participating kindergarten teachers and leaders (Tønnesen, 2010),
and the procedure of the analysis is designed to consider these differences. First,
we analysed photographs of the different rooms of the kindergartens that the
participants showed us and asked ourselves, What do we see?. Thereafter we re-
analysed the photographs by looking for what the kindergarten staff told us about
elements of the semiotic landscapes during the guided tours. Here, the partici-
pants’ emic perspectives and motives (Scollon & Scollon, 2004) is an important
element in identifying the foregrounded discourses. This procedure acknowl-
edges that researchers, as outsiders, and kindergarten staff, as insiders, might
interpret elements of the semiotic landscapes differently. One of the limitations
with the guided tour method is that what initially seem to be details, might require
more questions to the kindergarten staff. Therefore, to acknowledge the data col-
lection procedures in the analysis below, we carefully report on the participants’
and our perspectives, and engage more critically in the findings in the discussion.

In the data there are numerous discourses on diversity and belonging that are
potentially interesting, but we chose two that are foregrounded in the nexus of
practice from emic perspectives and also relevant in light of the framework plan
and previous research. The analysis was abductive, going back and forth between
the theoretical framework and data. The first discourse, ‘diversity as a shared or
individual value’, was presented in previous research conducted in the same con-
text (e.g. Pesch, 2017), and it resonates with the discourses in policy documents
(Bubikova-Moan, 2017). We explore this discourse further in new data. The sec-
ond discourse is ‘balancing the ordinary and the exotic’. An utterance in one of
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the interviews explicitly related to this discourse, and even if there is only one
utterance, it connects to the wider theoretical discourse on linguistic and cultural
diversity, including processes of ‘intercultural competence’ (Barret et al., 2014)
and ‘othering’ (Coupland, 2010).

From an epistemological perspective, semiotic landscapes are changing from
day to day (cf. Gorter, 2006), but the main method of documentation is the
creation of frozen representations of the landscape (i.e. taking photographs and
doing interviews at a fixed point in a flow of social action and change). In order
to resolve this possible tension, we argue, in line with Blommaert (2013), that it is
necessary to go beyond simply noticing differences in the perceptions of semiotic
signs. We aim to integrate different perceptions and interpret them as complex
discourses of belonging in a setting with cultural and linguistic diversity. Through
this approach, we recognise that both the interviewee and interviewer contribute
to knowledge production (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2017). While researchers typically
have a synchronic perspective on place that is informed by research knowledge
from other settings, the kindergarten staff have insight on the historical trajecto-
ries and long-term experiences of the kindergarten. Given that educational prac-
tices are more complex and dynamic than can be shown by semiotic signs, we,
as researchers, find this combination of analysis approaches important, as it pro-
vides us opportunities to gain more insight into the recursivity of ideas regarding
language and culture in education and educational practices.

5. Findings

In the following, we focus on the two discourses mentioned above: ‘diversity as
a shared or individual value’ and ‘balancing the ordinary and the exotic’. In this
section, we use photographs and excerpts from the data that explicitly show these
discourses.

5.1 Diversity as a shared or individual value

At an overall level, our data show that linguistic and cultural diversity is, to some
extent, expressed as a shared value in the semiotic landscape, but this is not a per-
meable practice in kindergartens. Prominent semiotic resource used to express
diversity in Norway are national flags (cf. Pesch, 2017; Sollid, 2019). These flags
are intended to represent all children’s national backgrounds. The Sámi flag is
also included in Mountain Kindergarten (Figure 1), even though, according to our
data, none of the children or teachers had a Sámi background. This practice seems
to connect to the idea that one child is representative of one nation. However, a
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closer examination reveals other semiotic resources in which all children’s linguis-
tic and cultural backgrounds are represented. One example, also from Mountain
Kindergarten, is a poster with red and blue painted hands (we assume that the
colours is a binary representation of girls and boys) and the word ‘welcome’ in the
languages represented in the group of children (Figure 2). Sámi is not present. We
interpret this difference between the flags and the welcome poster as a difference
between officialness (flags) and localness (the actual children in the group). Both
the flags and hands are placed in the entrance area, visible to children and par-
ents as they arrive or leave. This placement contributes to the identification of the
kindergarten based on the diversity of the group.

Figure 1. Flags (Mountain Kindergarten)

According to the kindergarten staff, both the flags and languages on the wel-
come poster were chosen based on collaboration with the parents. This ensures
that the child (and the parents) are represented by their preferred national symbol
and name for the country from which they came. One teacher at Mountain
Kindergarten stated that this is the reason why they chose to write Burma and not
Myanmar, the official name of the country. From a Bakhtinian perspective, this
choice is based on former utterances that precede the composition of the semi-
otic resource. The flags and welcome poster can thus be read as a response in an
ongoing dialogue (Bakhtin, 1986) that includes the parents and their views and
ideologies. Interestingly, this dialogue includes both the individual child and fam-
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Figure 2. Welcome poster (Mountain Kindergarten)

ily and shared experiences of the kindergarten group. The choice of flags and the
welcome poster point backward in time and space, and they create a new chrono-
tope for individual children and families and for the group of children, which
also points to the future. Together, the flags and welcome poster are symbolic
representations of the diversity of Norway and the diversity of backgrounds in
the kindergarten. They promote an integrated view of diversity that represents all
children and adults as a collective ‘we’. Drawing upon Brown (2012), Szabó (2015)
and Garvin and Eisenhower (2017), this gives an impression of individual and
shared diversity as desired, accepted, and valued in the kindergarten.

The kindergarten teachers state that the parents do not necessarily ask the
kindergarten to display the flags, but they like it when it is done. We believe this
relates to positive attitudes towards flags as national symbols, which are quite
common in Norwegian kindergartens and schools. It might also reveal a differ-
ence in the parents’ and kindergarten’s expectations regarding the representation
of diversity in Norwegian kindergartens. Drawing on the idea of belonging as a
conceptualisation of the relationship between speakers, languages, and discursive
practices (Irvine & Gal, 2000), we argue that the flags on the one hand support an
idea of one child, one nation, and on the other hand together the welcome poster
are part of discursive practices intended to create diversity as a shared value.

Looking at semiotic resources that are closer to everyday pedagogical work,
we can identify diversity practices that are more directed towards the individual
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child rather than the whole group. One example is a Russian-Norwegian booklet
from Moon Kindergarten, which was made by the kindergarten staff for a child
with a Russian-language background in cooperation with the parents (Figure 3).
The booklet includes pictures of food and everyday items needed in the kinder-
garten with names written in both Norwegian and Russian. Additionally, a trans-
lation of the word from the Cyrillic to the Latin alphabet, makes it readable for
the kindergarten teachers. According to the kindergarten teacher, the booklet was
placed on the child’s wardrobe where it could be accessible to the child, and it was
used by the teachers to help the child learn Norwegian words faster and commu-
nicate easier. Our data does not state whether the booklet also was used on initia-
tive of the child. This practice relates to the requirement in the framework plan
to actively support the development of multilingual children’s linguistic skills in
Norwegian (Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011). Additionally, it can be interpreted
as a part of the socio-cultural pedagogical background on which the Norwegian
framework is based, which emphasises children’s interactions with both other
children and the teacher as important for language learning (Karpov, 2005). Alter-
natively, the booklet can be understood as a response to former utterances in a
dialogue between kindergarten teachers and parents (Bakhtin, 1986). Upon closer
examination, one can see that the Norwegian word is given the prominent posi-
tion in the booklet. For example, one of the pictures displays bread with a top-
ping, which is a typical breakfast and lunch in Norwegian kindergartens. The
word written next to the slice of bread is mat (‘food’), which can be interpreted as
a simplification and an implicit Norwegian ideology and educational aim (Brown,
2012) of the correct food to bring to kindergarten. Other pages in the booklet
depict items that are often used in kindergarten, such as winter clothes, a toilet,
and items for play. In line with Brown (2012), Garvin (2010) and Szabó (2015), we
argue that this booklet is connected to Norwegian values, which are embedded
and taken for granted as a baseline for linguistic and educational goals in Norwe-
gian kindergartens.

The booklet, as an utterance, positions both the kindergarten and the indi-
vidual child in a dialogic relationship on learning Norwegian (Bakhtin, 1986). It is
a tailored, individual resource, and it represents the idea of adapted education. It
builds on a sense of belonging that goes beyond celebrating different cultural and
linguistic backgrounds; it is connected and implemented in kindergartens’ daily
practices of diversity as individual language learning of Norwegian. It creates a
chronotope, a space intertwining the child’s past as mainly Russian speaking with
enhancing Norwegian as an important future language.

The intentions underlying the booklet are in accordance with the kinder-
garten framework plan. In addition, the booklet affords the possibility for all chil-
dren and adults to learn some Russian words. Still, according to the kindergarten
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Figure 3. Russian-Norwegian booklet (Moon Kindergarten)

staff it is mainly used to facilitate the Norwegian skills of one individual child.
Thus, the booklet, as a semiotic resource, does not exclusively contribute to a dis-
course of belonging but also contributes to difference and othering (Coupland,
2010: 244). The relational dimension of intercultural competence (Barret et al.,
2014), which could be applicable to this situation, seems to be replaced with
instruction about Norwegian culture and values. Therefore, this example raises a
question about standardisation: what is typical in Norway, and thus, what does
the child need to learn?

Another semiotic resource that raises questions about whether diversity is
a shared or individual value is a strategy plan for resolving conflicts in Moon
Kindergarten (Figures 4a and 4b). In the interviews, the kindergarten teacher
explained that the plan was made with children’s participation and was kept in
the group room where it was easily accessible to children. The teacher emphasised
how its use helped to solve conflicts and strengthen children’s friendship, and that
the plan could be used with both Norwegian and multilingual children because
the latter children could look at the pictures if they did not understand. Based on
this, it seems that visualisation is reserved for multilingual children, while Nor-
wegian children are considered to be competent readers. Although some children
are able to read before they leave kindergarten and go to school, this is not nor-
mally the case in Norway. Indeed, all children’s literacy is based on their ability
to read pictures. An implicit idea in the kindergarten teacher’s statement is that
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the pictures can support children’s oral use of Norwegian. However, the pictures
do not display the same content as the text, and only reading the pictures to find
the intended meaning of the text as a whole without support from others, might
be difficult for the child. Nevertheless, the conflict-solving plan connects to a dis-
course regarding pedagogical practices related to multilingual children that pro-
mote the use of objects and pictures to achieve better understanding and use of
the Norwegian language. The Russian-Norwegian booklet uses a similar practice
(i.e. using pictures to concretise culture-specific concepts).

Figure 4a. Strategy for solving conflicts (Moon Kindergarten)

To summarise, the semiotic landscapes of the kindergartens show the inten-
tions of the staff to visualise the linguistic and cultural resources of the group
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Figure 4b. Strategy for solving conflicts (Moon Kindergarten)

to foster a sense of belonging, either through shared values represented by the
flags and welcome poster or through individual resources intended to support
individual children’s learning of Norwegian. Drawing on the principle of dia-
logicity (Silseth, 2014), these practices limit and standardise future utterances. As
a consequence, the semiotic landscape conveys an understanding of legitimate
actions and practices to all children, including ideas of belonging. A question
that arises is whether the practices provide opportunities for more/other stories,
more/other voices or more/other perspectives to be taken into consideration
and pedagogically practised in relation to children’s linguistic and cultural back-
ground (Bakhtin, 1986; Pachné Heltai & Bartha, 2017).
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5.2 Balancing the ordinary and the exotic

The data used for this article were collected around February 6, which is the
Sámi National Day. For the kindergartens, this may be a good time to address
Sámi topics, and for researchers, it is a good time to find an access point to
explore the conceptualisation of the role of Sámi culture in relation to the wider
concept of diversity in the kindergartens. According to the framework plan
(Kunnskapsdepartementet, 2011), Norwegian kindergartens must improve all
children’s knowledge about the Sámi as Indigenous people. Specifically, kinder-
gartens should ensure that children have knowledge about Sámi culture and
everyday life.

According to our data, the kindergartens mainly display cultural semiotic
resources, and written texts in any of the Sámi languages are hardly present in the
semiotic landscape. The only exception is numbers written in North Sámi (from
1 to 10 in Moon Kindergarten, Figure 5; from 1 to 5 in Mountain Kindergarten,
Figure 6). As shown in Figure 5, in Moon Kindergarten, the numbers are listed on
a A4 poster and accompanied by pictures of the Sámi flag and details of Sámi tra-
ditional clothing (gákti in North Sámi). Interestingly, as shown in Figure 6, Sámi
is one of 13 languages present at Mountain Kindergarten, and it is on equal footing
with the other languages. For this reason, similar to the flags shown in Figure 1,
we interpret Figure 6 as expressing that diversity is both an individual and shared
value and both an expression of officialness (Sámi languages) and localness (the
languages of the children in the group).

Figure 6. Counting to 5 in 13 languages (Mountain Kindergarten)
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Figure 5. From 1 to 10 in North Sámi (Moon Kindergarten)

An emphasis on culture in the semiotic landscape reflects the priorities in the
framework plan; the cultural dimension is explicit, while languages are not men-
tioned. Closer examination of the cultural dimension of the data reveals that the
semiotic resources connected to the Sámi are mainly national symbols, like the
Sámi flag and the gákti. In Figure 7, which depicts Moon Kindergarten, one can
see the Sámi flag placed on top of the microwave and, next to it, several pictures
showing Sámi gákti. Activities related to reindeer husbandry, a traditional liveli-
hood in Sápmi, are depicted. Figure 8 shows two Sámi winter coats (beaska in
North Sámi) that were placed on the wall in the hallway of Mountain Kinder-
garten.

According to the interviews, the flag and pictures displayed in Figure 7 are
related to the celebration of the Sámi National Day. The prominence of traditional
Sámi resources is suitable for the festive occasion, and they are part of the process
of cultural differentiation (Irvine & Gal, 2000) between the Sámi and Norwegian
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Figure 7. Celebration of Sámi National Day (Moon Kindergarten)

Figure 8. Sámi coats in the hall (Mountain Kindergarten)

cultures. Together with the words for numbers (Figure 5 and 6) and the flags
(Figure 1), the traditional clothing describes the Sámi as part of the linguistic
and cultural diversity of these kindergartens. However, the absence of everyday
cultural or linguistic items beyond numbers might contribute to exotifying the
Sámi culture, to othering and a differentiation between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Coupland,
2010). Moreover, it might contribute to erasure of diversity within Sámi culture
(see Irvine & Gal, 2000). Here it is relevant to note that we did not see traces of the
Kven/Norwegian Finns. This absence could either be due to short-term presence
of this national minority in the daily activities to the extent that we as researchers
did not capture it, or it could be due to a pedagogical and semiotic negligence and
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erasure of this group. Also, the national minorities in Norway were not empha-
sized in the 2011 framework plan.

Regarding the Sámi beaska in Figure 9, the head of Mountain Kindergarten
stated they received the coats as a gift, and since they did not know where to place
them, they were temporarily placed in the hallway close to the teachers’ wardrobe:

And so they were hanging there a bit because we think it was nice to get them
and we had not found a specific place for them. […] And then we had a girl
doing practical training. She was around 19 [years old]. And one day, she sud-
denly comes to me and says, ‘when we have the Sámi day, I can put them on, I
see they are hanging there, I can put on a kofte that I have sewn. And then I can
come an extra day that day and tell a bit or be with you during circle time’. And
I told her that would be great […]. And she was Sámi, you know. And I thought
that maybe this made her develop the idea, because she saw something from her
culture (Head of Mountain Kindergarten, our translation).

The coats were rarely visible to the children because the hallway was a part of
the kindergarten that was not accessible to them. The interview indicated that the
placement of the coats was preliminary and coincidental, and was not an inte-
grated part of the kindergarten’s practice. Nevertheless, the coats led to social
action; a student voluntarily contributed to the celebration of the Sámi National
Day. The head of kindergarten interpreted the coats as items from the student’s
culture, which may position them as items that differ from the kindergarten’s
culture (Bakhtin, 1986), leading to othering (Coupland, 2010). Still, they can be
viewed as an utterance (Bakhtin, 1986) that led to another utterance at a later
point in time (i.e. the student’s social action). Her action can be interpreted as an
utterance of the integration and positioning of Sámi culture within the kinder-
garten. In using the clothes for pedagogical purposes, the student changes the
affordances of the coats as semiotic resources. Drawing upon Irvine and Gal
(2000), the use of the clothes changes the indexical links between Sámi culture
and the kindergarten and, hence, the conceptualisation of belonging in relation to
Sámi culture. However, it is uncertain whether the engagement with Sámi culture
lasted for longer than the celebration on the national day.

A question that arises from our analysis is how the exotic and the ordinary
can be balanced when working with diversity in kindergarten. This balance was
addressed in an interview:

The most important thing for us is that, when people come inside, that they are
supposed to see a bit that we are the kindergarten we are. But we have worked a
bit on that, [so] there should be a balance. It should not be so incredibly exotic,
but it should be an ordinary kindergarten. But our target group should see it [lin-
guistic and cultural diversity] at once. So, it [the semiotic landscape] is adjusted.
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But we have worked differently, little by little, so now we have just had a period
of time where we have taken everything off the walls and thought about what
we actually want to have there. Because it became so very, it became almost like
a museum. It was so, oh so multicultural, and that was a bit too much. But it
should show that is important for us; we wish to show that we also are an ordi-
nary kindergarten. So, it is both (Kindergarten teacher, Mountain Kindergarten,
our translation).

The kindergarten teacher presents a critical stance on the practices that the
kindergarten has applied over time. We interpret her emic perspective as a view
of the kindergarten staff as a part of the diversity of the kindergarten. The kinder-
garten staff understands their multiple cultural affiliations and cultural differ-
ences, such as during an intercultural encounter (see Barret et al., 2014) with
the other cultures represented in the kindergarten group. From this perspective,
Mountain Kindergarten has developed its visualisation practice beyond repre-
senting diversity through visual resources and in the direction of an intercultural
encounter. This kindergarten shows that a balance in practices is an action that
creates a sense of belonging for all involved parties and utilises a dialogical com-
munity (Østberg, 2017). Furthermore, the practices of the kindergarten may be
read as an ongoing encounter of different ideologies (Freedman & Ball, 2004),
and this may also be an important element in the distinction between being ‘ordi-
nary’ and ‘exotic’ and the teacher’s reference to too much multiculturalism. From
a critical research perspective, this may read as a process of erasure (Irvine & Gal,
2000) of diversity towards becoming an ordinary and mainly Norwegian kinder-
garten. For us as researchers, this raises the question of what an ordinary Norwe-
gian kindergarten may be and how this relates to the ideological struggle inherent
in the tension to being ‘exotic’.

6. Discussion

According to policy documents regulating everyday practices, the overarching
goal of kindergartens is to ensure that all children’s need for care and development
are met, independent of their linguistic and cultural background. In addition,
kindergartens aim to create a sense of belonging so that children thrive and take
part in social and pedagogical practices. As we have shown in the analysis, kinder-
gartens are physical places invested in historical, current, and future social, cul-
tural, pedagogical, and political dialogues. The kindergartens we examined have
semiotic landscapes in which linguistic and cultural diversity are shared values
and create a place of belonging for all children. At the same time, the semiotic
landscape includes resources that are obviously only for children with a migrant
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background, pointing to language and cultural diversity as an individual value
that creates otherness (Bakhtin, 1986; Coupland, 2010). Furthermore, there are
dialogical links to an official political discourse on the place of Sámi in kinder-
gartens in addition to the local diversity represented by the kindergarten children
and their families.

There are instances in which diversity is seen as exotic and put on display
with little intention of integrating it into pedagogical practices. Moreover, the col-
lective view that ‘we who know Norwegian’ is given more power than ‘they, the
learners of Norwegian’. This creates a hierarchical order, as ‘we’ have the knowl-
edge that ‘they’ need to acquire. The ‘we’ position is naturalised and taken for
granted in our data, as emphasised by the Russian-Norwegian booklet and the
conflict-solving plan in Moon Kindergarten. This highlights a process of other-
ing (Coupland, 2010) or group-based differentiation of the children involved in
this semiotic landscape. Although the intentions and ideas revolve around inclu-
sion and involvement, the staff see the document primarily as a resource for the
Norwegian children, while multilingual children can look at the pictures. The
kindergarten teachers’ reflexivity signals an emerging dialogic approach between
the inclusive ordinary and the exclusive exotic and between ‘we’ and ‘they’ in the
semiotic landscape. However, this distinction also points to ideological struggles
that relate to dichotomies in policy documents on whether this is true or tolerated
diversity (Bubikova-Moan, 2017).

Our data only contains reported practices of cooperation with transnational
parents by the teachers. As described in the analysis, these point to different
expectations between parents and teachers regarding the display of flags. While
the teachers understand the parents’ reaction as positive, this may also relate to
how parents and kindergarten teachers view each other’s competence and influ-
ence in the kindergarten. Kindergarten teachers do not necessarily view parents
as competent to contribute to the kindergarten practices, (Kultti & Samuelsson,
2016), and a difference in power and knowledge is regarded as general challenge
for equal collaboration with parents (Alasuutari, 2010; Einarsdottir & Jonsdottir,
2018). This may also prevent parents from getting involved or even criticising the
teachers.

There seems to be a difference with respect to how the kindergarten staff work
with new and historical diversity, represented by recent transnational migrants
to Norway and the Indigenous Sámi people. New diversity seems to be easier to
address and more concrete, as there is a specific goal to support the acquisition
of Norwegian. When it comes to Sámi, the staff seem to rely on more superficial
pedagogical solutions in which culture and language are homogenised
(Coupland, 2010) and stereotypically represented in the kindergartens. This
might reflect a position of cultural hegemony. Also, according to our data, none
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of the children or teachers in either of the kindergartens considered themselves
to be Sámi, and this might contribute to the officialness and less integrated local
status of representations of Sámi in our data. Furthermore, we know that one
long-term consequence of colonisation is lack of knowledge and relationship with
Sámi language and culture. As Sámi is becoming more centred in the education
sector, there might be an insecurity among non-Sámi kindergarten staff, whether
they have both enough knowledge and legitimacy to talk about Sámi topics. A rea-
son for this might be that according to our data, none of the children or teachers
in either of the kindergartens considered themselves to be Sámi. The goal seems
therefore to be to help children to differentiate between Sámi and Norwegian and
not necessarily to acknowledge Sámi culture as part of being Norwegian. This
observation reflects the ongoing process of rebalancing the relationships between
the Sámi and Norwegian cultures in educational settings in Norway (Olsen &
Andreassen, 2016; Sollid & Olsen, 2019). The goal of the process of Norwegian-
isation was to assimilate Sámi into Norwegian, giving little or no space to Sámi
culture and language in everyday life at schools. The distribution of kindergartens
across Norway emerged in the wake of the assimilatory politics during the 1970s
and alongside the emergence of explicitly emancipatory politics, as are evident in
the latest Official Norwegian Report on the Sámi languages, Hjertespråket (‘The
language of the heart’) (NOU 2016: 18). One of the historical trajectories of the
diversity discourse in Norwegian kindergartens and schools (Sollid, 2019) has
been to promote Norwegian language, culture, and values, regardless of the chil-
dren’s background, as a way to develop equity. Recent framework plans, including
the new kindergarten plan and also the school curriculum that entered into force
in 2017, have increasingly emphasised the presence of education for and about
Sámi (Olsen & Andreassen, 2016; Sollid & Olsen, 2019).

As researchers we are part of the Northern Norwegian diversity, and at times
it seems like a long distance between our views and experiences on the one
hand and the diversity discourses promoted through the semiotic landscapes
of the kindergartens on the other. From an etic and critical perspective, one
could emphasise the traces of othering and stereotypical representations of lan-
guage and culture in the kindergartens as epistemically insurmountable. Rather,
we acknowledge that developing an intercultural stance in kindergartens (Barret
et al., 2014; Østberg, 2017) and ensuring that many voices in kindergartens are
given space is part of an ongoing, long-term dialogue. In this dialogue, past,
present, and future ideas of diversity and belonging frame the contemporary
dialogues of kindergartens. Our data shows traces of dialogues and discourses
on different time scales (Hult, 2017; Scollon & Scollon, 2004). The relationship
between guidelines in the policy documents and concrete practices in the kinder-
gartens is an example of a dialogue with a long time scale, while the involvement
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of parents in the kindergarten’s choice of flags and languages on the welcome
poster is an example of a dialogue with a shorter time scale. Furthermore, these
time scales intersect in chronotopes (Bakhtin, 1981) that are created in the semi-
otic landscape of the kindergartens, contributing to both belonging and othering.

7. Conclusion

In this article we have analysed the semiotic landscapes of two Norwegian kinder-
gartens. The analysis reveals some tensions within discourses of diversity and
belonging. One tension concerns practices that create space for belonging on the
one hand and practices that create differences on the other. The semiotic land-
scapes ensure belonging for all children and include diversity as a shared value,
and at the same time diversity is an individual value which single or groups of
children and their families differently within the same space. Another tension
exists between the ordinary and the exotic. On the one hand we find a discourse
about the linguistically and culturally diverse kindergarten as a place like every
other Norwegian kindergarten. On the other hand, the display of the diversity
of the children and families involved with the kindergarten, may result in differ-
ences compared to other – ordinary – kindergartens. The ordinary is connected
to pedagogical practices in everyday dialogues with children, while the exotic
involves putting semiotic resources on display, sometimes in a similar way to a
museum, as expressed by the teacher from Mountain Kindergarten. In our study,
the connections between the pedagogical practices and the semiotic resources
also link to a third tension related to practices concerning historical minorities. As
pointed out, historical minorities are represented by stereotypical cultural arte-
facts, homogenising Sámi culture and languages and erasing diversity. Moreover,
due to historical processes the Indigenous Sámi seem to be less integrated in daily
pedagogical practices than transnational migrants. National minorities are not
represented in the semiotic landscape. More research should focus on how his-
torical minorities can be an integral part of Norwegian kindergartens, as required
by the framework plan. Moreover, the discursive connections between Sámi, mul-
tilingual and Norwegian children are unclear in policy documents and involve
different, contradictory ideologies when it comes to language and cultural revi-
talisation and reclamation. These different forms of diversity intersect in insti-
tutional reality, meaning that there is a need for more research both on how
historical minorities can be an integral part of Norwegian kindergartens and on
encounters between historical minorities and transnational migrants in educa-
tional institutions.
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Sammendrag

Utdanningsinstitusjoner har et ansvar for å sikre at alle barn får omsorg og like muligheter for
utvikling, uavhengig av språklig og kulturell bakgrunn. Det er likevel lite kunnskap om hvor-
dan barnehager arbeider for å være et sted der både barn med transnasjonal minoritetsbak-
grunn, barn med urfolksbakgrunn og barn fra majoritetsbefolkningen får en opplevelse av å
være velkommen og høre til. Gjennom en semiotisk landskapsanalyse av to barnehager i Nord-
Norge bidrar denne artikkelen til kunnskap på dette feltet. Vårt utgangspunkt er at utdan-
ningsinstitusjoner er sosiale, kulturelle og politiske steder. Basert på bakhtinske perspektiv der
vi ser på semiotiske landskap som dialoger, fokuserer analysen på to diskurser. Den første
omhandler mangfold som individuell eller felles verdi, og den andre omhandler balansen mel-
lom det ordinære og det eksotiske. Våre funn viser at mangfold som er knyttet til transnasjonal
migrasjon, virker å være integrert i større grad i de semiotiske landskapene i barnehagene, mens
samene er framstilt gjennom stereotypiske representasjoner.
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