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Chapter 27
Finland and Sweden: Muslim Teachers 
as Cultural Brokers

Inkeri Rissanen

Abstract This chapter focuses on the experiences and perspectives of Muslim 
teachers, who serve informally as “cultural brokers” in Finnish and Swedish schools. 
It begins by reviewing research on minority teachers and their roles as cultural 
mediators, as well as on Muslims in European public education. After that, the con-
texts, methodology and results of a case study are presented. The data includes 
semi-structured interviews with 14 “cultural broker” teachers. The results present 
the tasks of cultural brokering, as well as teachers’ perceptions of what makes a 
good cultural broker and how this role should be developed. The chapter includes a 
critical discussion on what is expected of minority teachers; they are not a homog-
enous group and their willingness to take on the tasks of cultural brokering depend 
on the nature of their jobs. The simplistic view of cultural broker teachers as role 
models for minority students is scrutinized, likewise the ways of outsourcing “all 
things multicultural” in the school to them.

 Introduction

Diversifying the teaching staff in culturally diverse schools by recruiting minority 
teachers is promoted in many European countries for several reasons. For instance, 
increasing “parent-teacher ethnic match” is considered an important means to 
develop parents’ trust in the school and achieve higher parental involvement 
(Mantel, 2020; Calzada et al., 2015). Minority teachers are regarded as important 
“role models” for minority children yet the assumptions and implications of what it 
means to act as a role model are sometimes criticized as vague and simplistic 
(Carrington & Skelton, 2003). In any case, having higher proportions of ethnic 
minority teachers has been found to correlate positively with ethnic minority stu-
dents’ educational achievement (Lindahl, 2007).
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The common focus on minority teachers as intercultural mediators includes a 
risk of increasing stereotypical images of teachers as “ethnic professionals”, and of 
recognizing their competencies only in urban-immigrant neighborhoods. On the 
other hand, many teachers of immigrant background willingly assume the role of 
mediator: they wish to be of use particularly in such contexts through their language 
skills and experiences attached to their personal histories. However, naïve assump-
tions of minority teachers as a homogeneous group are common, and more research 
is needed on the experiences of teachers from different minority groups in various 
contexts (Mantel, 2020; Santoro, 2015).

Apart from the question of whether minority teachers want to tie their profes-
sional identity to their ethnic/racial/religious positioning, the need for intercultural 
mediators in school communities has been recognized. “Cultural broker” is a 
descriptor, which in the educational research literature has been assigned to inter-
mediaries who in different ways help to bridge the gap between the worlds of minor-
ity families and school. They may be teachers, instructional aides, family members, 
staff in community programs, or different kinds of project workers. Their role as 
intermediaries can be officially recognized, or they may informally mediate in vari-
ous negotiations between members of the school community over and above their 
principal work duties. Cultural brokering is used as an umbrella concept for a wide 
array of tasks, such as translating and interpreting language, helping immigrant par-
ents to navigate the school system, serving as advocates of minority parents and 
integrating and affirming their cultural values, educating school staff about the cul-
tures of the families and generally helping disparate social systems to adapt to each 
other on both micro- and macro levels (Cooper et  al., 1999; Martinez-Cosio & 
Iannacone, 2007; Yohani, 2013; Ishimaru et al., 2016).

The role of cultural brokers in schools may be recognized as important and valu-
able, but often their work is not without tensions. Acting simultaneously as advo-
cates of parents and as institutional agents means that cultural brokers, on the on 
hand, are part of and reproduce the existing order, and on the other hand, expose 
forms of structural injustice in it. This means they may receive credit in the school 
from the more superficial bridging activities (e.g. organising cultural activities), but 
encounter resistance when exposing the privileges of the dominant group or calling 
for extra resources to fight against existing inequalities (Martinez-Cosio & 
Iannacone, 2007). This article presents the results from a study that explored Muslim 
teachers’ perspectives and experiences of serving as cultural brokers in Finnish and 
Swedish schools. Since the vast majority of Muslims in Finland and Sweden are of 
immigrant background, the focus is mostly on the role of cultural brokers in sup-
porting the inclusion of immigrant Muslims. The research questions are:

 1. What tasks are involved in cultural brokering?
 2. What makes a good cultural broker?
 3. How do cultural brokers perceive their role and how would they like to see it 

evolve in the future?
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 Muslims in European Public Education

The reason to focus research on Muslim cultural brokers stems from the relevance 
of questions concerning Islam and Muslims in European public education systems. 
European Muslims are a heterogeneous group and categorize themselves in various 
ways, but identification as a Muslim rather than identification through ethnic identi-
ties, and the construction of collective Muslim identities have been rising trends, 
powered by common experiences of exclusion (Hopkins & Blackwood, 2011; 
Tinker & Smart, 2012). However, failure to understand the “diverse diversity” of 
Muslims stemming from e.g. different schools of law, cultural factors and different 
identity strategies in the West is mirrored in the perception that there are two kinds 
of Muslims – “good Muslims” who share “our” modern liberal lifestyles, and “bad 
Muslims” who are non-modern and difficult (Mamdani, 2002).

The majority of young European Muslims are educated in public (i.e. not faith- 
based) schools. The accommodation of Muslim identities in compulsory schooling 
has raised debates that reflect the wider renegotiation of the public role of religion 
in contemporary European societies. The failures experienced in Muslim inclusion 
in public schools have increased the willingness to found Islamic schools in many 
European countries. Muslim parents’ reasons for prioritizing faith schooling relate 
to concerns about the general well-being of their children – developing a positive 
sense of identity and belonging – and fears and experiences of discrimination in 
public schools (McCreery et al., 2007). In Finland and Sweden, for example, Somali 
parents feel that teachers assume parents do not know what is in their children’s best 
interests (Haga, 2015).

Much is known of the high impact of socio-emotional factors and teacher- student 
relationships on learning. Thus, the mis/recognition of students’ identities in school 
as well as negative teacher attitudes may play a role in explaining the differences in 
students’ educational achievements. Immigrant pupils from Islamic countries may 
be outperformed by other immigrant students, and these differences are not fully 
explained by socio-economic background, characteristics of the school or education 
system (Dronkers & van der Velden, 2013). However, research on the inclusion of 
immigrant Muslims in education has been somewhat polemic – either Muslims have 
been posited as a social problem or teachers have been accused of racism and 
Islamophobia (Niyozov, 2010). The focus of this study on the experiences and per-
ceptions of Muslim cultural brokers is one attempt to overcome this polemic.

 Contexts of the Study: Finland and Sweden

Finland and Sweden are Nordic welfare countries with majority populations that 
can be described as “secular-Lutheran”, but they are becoming increasingly multi-
cultural, Finland a little later and at a slower pace than Sweden. Muslims in Sweden 
account for approximately 5% of the population, while the corresponding figure in 
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Finland is 1% (Larsson., 2015; Pauha, 2018). The Muslim population in both coun-
tries is heterogeneous. The state and municipal school systems in both countries 
offer instruction in pupils’ mother tongue and Finland provides religious education 
(RE) “according to students’ own religion”. Islamic religious education (IRE) has 
been offered in Finnish schools since the mid-1980s, and currently it is the second 
largest form of RE with 2.2% of students participating in it  – Lutheran RE still 
dominates in Finnish schools (Sakaranaho & Rissanen, 2021). In both countries, the 
vast majority of pupils study in mainstream (not faith-based) schools; however, in 
Sweden there also are Islamic schools.

Both Finland and Sweden have been ranked as countries of “strong multicultur-
alism policy” (Multiculturalism Policy Index, 2010), and have included efforts to 
recognise and support minority cultural identities in their public education systems, 
but Sweden has experienced a backlash in multiculturalism policies with the state 
taking less responsibility for immigrants’ cultures (Zilliacus et al., 2017). In Finland 
there seems to be a gap between the multiculturalist policies and the everyday reali-
ties. For instance, attitudes toward Muslims are exceptionally negative when com-
pared to those in other countries in Western Europe (Pew Research Centre, 2018), 
and teachers’ attitudes mirror this general tendency (Rissanen et al., 2015). School 
cultures in Finland and Sweden are commonly based on trust, democratic leader-
ship and low power distance (Rissanen, 2018). School-home collaboration is 
regarded as important and actively pursued. In the face of increasing cultural diver-
sity new forms of collaboration as well as parental education have been developed; 
however, there are also reports of immigrant parents being treated by their chil-
dren’s teachers in a manner which they find alienating, paternalistic or even dis-
criminatory (Mohme, 2017; Haga, 2015). Earlier research has described how the 
“secular normativity” of Finnish and Swedish schools indicates that non-religious 
positions tend to be regarded as “normal” or “neutral”, while religious positions, 
and particularly Islam, are seen to be contradictory to modern, rational and indepen-
dent thinking (Berglund, 2017; Rissanen, 2018, 2020, 2021).

In both countries, the number of students with immigrant background entering 
into teacher education is slowly increasing. There are also more ways for teachers 
with foreign degrees to complement their studies and achieve eligibility for teaching 
in Finnish/Swedish schools. However, teachers with immigrant background and 
without proficiency in the local language are often recruited for positions where 
they mainly teach immigrant students  – for instance, as native-language support 
teachers, language teachers or RE teachers (Käck et al., 2018; Virta, 2015; Hahl & 
Paavola, 2015). School leaders in both countries emphasize the importance of hiring 
teachers with migrant backgrounds as a strategy to develop multicultural schools, 
and often take for granted teachers’ ability and willingness to serve as cultural inter-
preters (Rissanen, 2021; Jönsson & Rubenstein Reich, 2006; Lahdenperä, 2006, 
10). However, immigrant teachers themselves may want to emphasize their profes-
sional role as teachers even though they also are willing to mediate relations between 
home and school. They struggle for professional respect and see their position as 
marginalized and insecure, often face discrimination and sometimes feel their back-
ground is seen as a handicap (Colliander, 2017; Virta, 2015; Lefever et al., 2014).
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 Methodology

This study is part of a larger qualitative research project concerned with the inclu-
sion of Muslims in Finnish and Swedish schools. In this project, principals of 
Finnish and Swedish urban multicultural schools (n = 10 in each country) as well as 
Muslim parents and teachers/other staff members (n  =  8  in each country), were 
interviewed. For the present article, the perspectives and experiences of the Muslim 
teachers (of religious education, languages or social sciences) (total n = 16) were 
analysed. They all were self-identifying as Muslims and served informally as cul-
tural brokers in their school communities. Eight of the interviewees were female 
and eight male; apart from two native Finns, they were first-generation immigrants 
(from Iraq, Iran, Malesia, Morocco, Senegal, Somalia and Turkey). They were flu-
ent in Finnish, Swedish or English and the interviews were conducted in these 
languages.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with the informants in the spring of 
2016. The interviews lasted from 50 to 90 min. They were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim. The data were analysed by means of inductive qualitative content analysis 
(Elo & Kyngäs, 2007). Condensed meaning units were formed of the parts of the 
interviews that related to the research questions. The condensed meaning units were 
then coded and the codes categorized. In this article, the results for each research 
question are reported in their own respective sections and the categories appear in 
bold face and in italics in the text. Previous analyses on the data of the project have 
focused on schools as the arenas for negotiations on Muslims’ inclusive citizenship 
(Rissanen, 2018), principals’ diversity ideologies in supporting the inclusion of 
Muslims (Rissanen, 2021) as well as School-Muslim parent collaboration and the 
role of parental cultural capital (Rissanen, 2020).

 Findings and Discussion

 What Tasks Are Involved in Cultural Brokering?

Serving as Information Banks for Other Teachers, School Leaders, Parents and 
Students Previous research on cultural brokers often highlights their role in edu-
cating minority families about the dominant culture and its school system (Ishimaru 
et al., 2016; Cooper et al., 1999). The brokers of this study also reported these tasks 
but often put more emphasis on their role in providing information for other teach-
ers as well as school leaders about Islam, Muslims, and the realities of Muslim 
immigrant families. Through this they challenged teachers’ eurocentric views, 
increasing understanding on the internal diversity of Islam and tackling prejudices. 
Sometimes Muslim parents’ or students’ prejudiced views of teachers as racists also 
needed to be challenged by giving them information about the Finnish/Swedish 
educational culture. Furthermore, the brokers were educating both teachers and 
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 parents about the different cultural styles of communication in order to reduce friction. 
All this was done informally through everyday interactions with the different 
members of the school community. The cultural brokers who worked as teachers of 
all students (as class teachers or subject teachers), mostly wanted to confine their 
brokering tasks to providing information and avoid a role where they would be seen 
as the allies of minority students:

F3 (Finnish Islamic Religious Education-teacher): It’s more like… a teacher comes to me 
before the meeting (with Muslim parents) to ask why it is that they want this and that, like 
informally we discuss the issue and I can explain what I think the problem is and the inter-
pretations (of religious matters) some families have. They come to me for information, I am 
a Finn so I understand their view and I work at the school, but I also understand the fami-
lies’ views and why some want to obey certain rules a bit more strictly. Rarely do I partici-
pate in those meetings because I would be in a very uncomfortable position, I work at the 
school but I’m also a Muslim, I would have to choose sides, which would be uncomfortable, 
so consciously we have tried to avoid these situations.

Serving as Advocates and Support Persons of Parents and Students However, 
cultural brokers who mainly taught minority students also served as advocates and 
support persons in school for Muslim families, which meant they positioned them-
selves more openly as their allies and as minority members themselves. According 
to them, Muslim parents contacted them with a much lower threshold than they did 
other teachers, asking for help in matters concerning the accommodation of their 
children’s culture- or religion-based needs in the school:

S6 (Swedish teacher of social studies): When I have had Muslim students, their parents 
seem to trust me, like oh, ok, so you will understand that my child cannot eat pork in 
school… and these kinds of small things we talk about, they trust me.

Furthermore, they talked about how Muslim students often long for an adult who 
understands both their religion and their everyday realities, and sometimes even 
trust cultural brokers with their most difficult issues.

Serving as Role Models Efforts at diversifying teaching staff in many countries are 
often based on the “role model” argument (Carrington & Skelton, 2003), but the 
cultural brokers in this study rarely participated in this discourse of minority teach-
ers as role models for minority students; they deemed it more important to model 
and represent Islam to non-Muslim teachers and students. Only the Finnish IRE 
teachers talked about themselves as role models for Muslim students in the sense of 
combining identities as Finns and as Muslims. The idea of Muslim girls needing 
role models met with criticism:

S8 (Swedish language teacher): Each time I got hired, I encountered the discourse of 
being…they thought that it was good for the school to get a role model of a veiled Muslim 
woman, who has an academic background. So… I mean for me, that’s fine, but… why 
people don’t realise that Muslim women with hijab, with a veil, can be educated?  
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Because in Indonesia, in Iran or Iraq, they are members of the parliament, in Indonesia, they 
do work in universities, they are like you, you know— but the thing is that… we should be 
role models for the Muslim girls but the Muslim girls KNOW that women can get educated. 
So it’s like, they (teachers and principals) have the…the idea that these girls belong to a 
closed world… that these girls think that because you are a Muslim and you have hijab you 
cannot succeed in life, so here’s a teacher to show you. But these girls live in a Muslim 
environment, they KNOW…

Mediating Conflicts If there were conflicts between the members of the school 
community  – these were reported between parents from different ethnic back-
grounds, between Muslim students and non-Muslim teachers, parents and school 
leaders, and among Muslim students – the cultural brokers were often asked for 
help. Sometimes they helped in resolving conflicts even in other schools or outside 
the school:

F2 (Finnish Islamic Religious Education teacher): For example, last week in one school one 
kid’s parents came to me and told me that the kid had been bullied outdoors. They did not 
want to go to the principal since the quarrel seemed to have been between Muslim kids and 
Finnish kids. So they asked if I could take care of the situation and maybe also talk to the 
principal.

Even though conflicts are often trivial, cultural brokers regard it as important to 
work to resolve them by increasing mutual understanding. They also talked about 
how the problem often is not in a lack of cultural knowledge but failure to listen or 
respect and, for instance, principals’ authoritative ways of managing issues or giv-
ing up on collaboration. However, they also reported on seeing how through dialogi-
cal practices the need for cultural brokers as mediators diminishes.

Serving as Interpreters Very commonly, the cultural broker teachers served as 
interpreters in the school, even though some of them also talked about the impor-
tance of simultaneously encouraging parents to practice their Finnish/Swedish skills 
in the school and communicate without an interpreter. However, when negotiating 
difficult issues the cultural brokers wanted to help with the language since they felt 
that immigrant parents were often in a weaker position and not respected as intelli-
gible equal adults due to their lack of Finnish/Swedish skills, even though entirely 
able to express themselves in other languages.

Influencing Practices and Structures in the School and Municipality Some of the 
cultural brokers also reported efforts to exert influence at the structural level. They 
had taken an active role in developing an inclusive school culture, but had also been 
involved in different committees designing municipality-level solutions and sugges-
tions. Resistance was reported but also successes: one of the cultural brokers had 
designed a whole new model for hiring assistants from different language back-
grounds for schools, and now worked as their supervisor.
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 What Makes a Cultural Broker?

A Good Understanding of the Majority Society and Sufficient Commitment to Its 
Norms All the cultural brokers wanted to emphasize that having certain ethnic or 
religious background is never a sufficient condition for successfully serving as cul-
tural broker. A good understanding of the majority society and sufficient commit-
ment to its norms was considered vital. The brokers deplored some principals’ lack 
of interest in what teachers new to the society (and sometimes hired without formal 
qualifications) actually taught and the models they provided for minority children. 
Even though cultural brokers need not share all the values and ways of thinking 
common in the dominant cultures, they had to understand them – and make them 
understandable to others. A profound understanding also made it possible to pro-
mote immigrant minorities’ matters constructively:

F6 (Finnish mother tongue teacher) […] For religious reasons, people feel they have to be 
polite and express gratitude. But AFTER that, these problems have to be intelligently faced 
[…] you always have to remember the histories of things and people, get to know them, to 
remember that you are from Somali culture and how to effectively communicate there and 
how here, also to know the history and culture of Finland.

Being Seen as an Insider in Minority Cultures and Knowing Enough About 
Them On the other hand, cultural brokers also felt a need to be seen as insiders 
among the minority groups. Mere recognition as a Muslim is sometimes enough to 
create trust in Muslim parents, but most informants regarded familiarity with the 
minority culture and religion (and their internal diversity) essential for their broker-
ing tasks. They talked about the problems that occurred if all Muslim teachers were 
assumed to be able to serve as experts and mediators in issues related to religion; 
IRE teachers could be expected to possess this kind of knowledge. Nevertheless, 
being members of minorities enabled the cultural broker teachers to discuss sensi-
tive issues with families:

F6 (Finnish mother tongue teacher): The kind of conversations I have (with the parents), it 
is impossible for Finns to have, they will be called racists. But I can have those conversa-
tions, and I can be blamed for being westernized, but I have the benefit that I KNOW the 
field, and they know me and that I am a well-intentioned person, I just want people to see 
things from both sides.

Developing Networks Outside the School Some of the informants reported that 
their success as cultural brokers was heavily based on their networks and relation-
ships outside the school, which they had consciously cultivated. The IRE teachers 
in particular reported creating a position where they enjoy the trust of Muslim 
families from very different backgrounds had required a lot of footwork among the 
ethnic and religious communities. However, the brokers had very varying views on 
this and the networks were regarded as important mostly by those teachers who 
themselves mainly taught minority students: those who had a teaching position 
where they taught majority and minority students alike actually considered it harm-
ful to be associated with minority communities and tried to keep their distance.
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Knowing the Limits of Cultural Brokering The need to critically reflect their role 
and be aware of the limits of appropriate cultural brokering was discussed:

F4 (Finnish Islamic Religious Education teacher): I also want to question this role of a 
consultant, there are some pitfalls in it. Like…a typical question to the Islamic religious 
education teacher is, what is appropriate clothing for Muslim girls in the P.E. lessons? You 
know, I am not a fatwa-bank. What is important is that they have separate clothing for sports 
and are able to take care of their personal hygiene, I mean I don’t issue scarf measures. Or 
tell them how much ankle they can show. It is an erroneous idea to put RE teachers or 
mother tongue teachers in this kind of position, where we actually would violate equity and 
freedom of religion. I am not going to dictate how people can practice their religion, that is 
not my job as a teacher, as a public servant.

According to this broker, some Muslim teachers did not understand that it was not 
their job to standardize religious practice, and this undermined the autonomy of 
families.

 How Do Teachers Perceive Their Role as Cultural Brokers 
and How Would They Like to See It Evolve in the Future?

Experiences of Cultural Brokering as a Rewarding and Respected Position The 
brokers talked about seeing the everyday problems Muslim students and their fami-
lies face in the school and feeling the urge to help. As already discussed, their will-
ingness to profile themselves as cultural brokers varied, but some had purposefully 
sought to be employed in schools where their background and cultural/religious 
expertise could be of use. They talked about big differences in how they were seen 
by other teachers and principals: many brokers worked in several schools and 
reported difficulties in receiving respect in some of them, but being regarded as “key 
persons” and “treasures” in others. Principals who valued their contributions as cul-
tural brokers occasionally organized substitute teachers for their lessons so that they 
could use their time on brokering tasks.

Experiences of Frustration However, experiences of frustration and exhaustion 
were also reported. Much of the frustration was caused by the fact that the brokers 
were given a lot of responsibility, but little power. Many of the issues they tried to 
handle  – for example, problems in school-family collaboration  – would require 
more structural level changes to be truly resolved, but the brokers’ endeavors to 
influence school level or municipality level decision-making were often met with 
resistance and even hostility. Occasionally brokering felt like continuously cleaning 
up the messes other teachers or principals had made through their ignorance or 
insensitive communication. Sometimes the immigrant teachers felt caught between 
two fires  – being accused of being “too westernized” by the immigrant Muslim 
families, and being seen as difficult or “reluctant to integrate” in the professional 
community. Also the students’ might “test” them, as described by this broker:
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S8 (Swedish language teacher): when I had a conversation with one student, she told me 
this is SWEDEN here, and she told me in that tone you know, this is SWEDEN […] And 
they like to test me, in the class, like what do you think about gays, so well, you know, I 
don’t really care. If I didn’t tolerate gays I would live somewhere else… so they test me. I 
don’t know how it goes with other teachers but I suppose that I get… It might be little more 
difficult for me to handle the group, to build the relationship with the group as a teacher. 
And then I get all the immigrant kids who try to, “ok, you speak Arabic so you are our 
friend”. No, I represent Swedish values and, you know… So no, I don’t speak Arabic. And 
I get, ok, it’s haram, it’s haram, from some students who always try to drag me into these 
conversations, but I avoid it, systematically.

According to the brokers, many immigrant Muslim parents were afraid of raising 
any issues in the school for they fear their children would be seen in a negative light, 
but needed a channel to express the feelings of frustration they sometimes had 
behind the polite and grateful façade. Here is how one cultural broker described 
efforts at negotiating issues related to organising IRE in schools:

F6: (Finnish mother tongue teacher): They (parents and teachers) lean on me in all kinds of 
questions, but I don’t have any answers to them. I have sought guidance from the education 
division of the city administration, but everyone just evades the issue. Nobody wants to take 
responsibility. […] I am constantly in contact with the city administration and ask them to 
come up with guidelines, but the answer is that this is the law and we live by it. But I think 
this is not responsible. And I take flack because of this but I don’t care. As long as I know 
I’m doing the right thing. Somebody has to raise these issues.

Furthermore, open communication on the part of other teachers was sometimes 
prevented by fears of being regarded as racist. Thus, cultural brokers served as fil-
ters for concerns and emotions from different sides.

Perceptions of the Continuous Need for Cultural Brokering at All Levels of the 
Public Education System In order to avoid segregation in the public educational 
system, cultural brokers called for public schools to be developed as arenas where 
the inclusion of different groups in society was continuously negotiated, and saw 
the role of cultural brokers in this as also relevant in the future. They did not con-
sider the need for cultural brokers to be an interphase: in multiculturalizing societ-
ies, negotiations on inclusion are contextual and continuous. School cultures have 
to reflect the changing realities and local populations, and cultural brokers are 
needed as “continuous problem solvers”, as described by one of the informants.

Perceptions of the Need to Help Minority Members to Take Agency in 
Society When talking about the changes they would like to see in the educational 
system and society, none of the brokers considered this as something that could be 
expected to arise from the majority society: they emphasized the agency of active 
minority members such as themselves to push unflaggingly through resistance by 
acting like model citizens and finding new ways to exert influence. They wanted to 
believe that relentless work on correcting misconceptions and increasing mutual 
understanding through knowledge would have the desired effect.

I. Rissanen



435

 Conclusions and Implications

This study analyzed the experiences of Muslim cultural broker teachers in Finnish 
and Swedish schools. There are limits to the interpretations that can be made on the 
basis of this case study sample, which is by no means representative. The study does 
not aim to cover the whole variety of experiences of Finnish and Swedish Muslim 
cultural brokers and it makes no claim of generalizability. Furthermore, it is likely 
that some differences in the brokers’ views may have been linked to their respective 
background factors such as nationality, but making interpretations of these correla-
tions on the basis of individual representatives of different nationalities in this data 
would be mere speculation. However, the data enabled tentative interpretations on 
the links between teachers’ orientations to cultural brokering and their job descrip-
tions (whether or not teaching mainly minority students). Previous studies have 
demonstrated how minority teachers are sometimes stereotyped and their profes-
sional competence is reduced to being “professional ethnic”, which serves to nar-
row their career paths and professional prospects. Professional respect for minority 
teachers may suffer if their background is seen as the reason for their recruitment 
(Santoro, 2015; Wilkins & Lal, 2011; Carrington & Skelton, 2003). On the other 
hand, they may have very different orientations: while some want to be assimilated 
into the dominant professional community of teachers, others seek to be employed 
in urban-immigrant neighborhoods and want to use their language skills, cultural 
competences and experiences to negotiate issues related to the inclusion of minori-
ties (Mantel, 2020). The cultural brokers in this study also seemed to have different 
orientations, which were linked to their professional roles. All teachers who mainly 
taught minority students (RE teachers or mother tongue teachers) were strongly 
committed to cultural brokering and took up a wide variety of brokering tasks. 
Those whose job description was not mainly focused on teaching minority students 
wanted to avoid being profiled as the advocates of minorities; however, they, too, 
wanted to serve as cultural brokers by advising their colleagues.

The “role model” argument, according to which minority teachers are primarily 
needed as role models for minority students, has been criticized for its vagueness 
(Carrington & Skelton, 2003) and the brokers in this study also criticized the often 
simplistic views of Muslim girls in particular being in need of role models. They 
saw the barriers to inclusion in the fixed attitudes and misconceptions of majority 
teachers and principals rather, and challenged assumptions of ignorance and lack of 
academic motivation among Muslim minority members. Even though minority 
teachers are often recruited to teach minority students, the thinking and professional 
practices of their colleagues and principals may also change through collaboration 
with these teachers (see Rissanen, 2020, 2021). This study demonstrated the strong 
agency of cultural broker teachers: their professional role was not limited to the 
expectations and tasks assigned to them from outside, but much shaped by their own 
active way of getting involved in matters where they believed their contribution 
might be needed.
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According to the findings of this study, policies that enable developing some 
formal recognition and resourcing of the informal tasks of cultural brokers are to be 
recommended. The results reveal the quantity of the work cultural broker teachers 
continuously accomplish informally in addition to their “normal” workloads. 
Sometimes this work extends outside school hours and school premises. Much of 
the work is invisible to the professional community, and meagre resources are allo-
cated to it. Furthermore, cultural brokers are often asked to address problems at the 
grassroots level, which in their view would need more structural level solutions. The 
mismatch between the problems they are asked to resolve and their lack of power to 
influence their root causes creates frustration. Thus, another policy recommendation 
is to increase cultural brokering at all levels of the education system and educational 
decision-making.

Furthermore, the challenges encountered by cultural brokers demonstrate the 
need to cultivate all teachers’ cultural responsiveness. Sometimes cultural brokers 
are given complete power and responsibility to deal with “minority issues” without 
any support or interest from principals or other teachers: this is experienced as indif-
ference towards developing inclusive schools. Thus, even though many Finnish and 
Swedish principals affirm the value of cultural broker teachers in schools (Rissanen, 
2021; Jönsson & Rubenstein Reich, 2006; Lahdenperä, 2006, 10), the common 
assumptions that they can outsource “dealing with minorities” to cultural broker 
teachers and that all minority teachers are willing to assume this role are decidedly 
problematic and based on perceptions of one-way inclusion. Instead of giving cul-
tural brokers responsibility for “all things multicultural”, culturally responsive 
teaching and efforts to promote inclusion, equality and social justice are the respon-
sibility of all teachers (see Santoro, 2015).
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