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ABSTRACT:  This paper sheds light on linguistic support concerning the 
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education. We ask how the teachers consider knowing their students, what the 
needs in linguistic and academic support are, and how the needs are met. The 
data were collected from teachers in eight lower secondary schools in different 
parts of Finland. The findings show that the means to scaffold Finnish 
language learners are still in the development phase as there are no uniform 
ways to support students with an immigrant background in Finnish basic 
education. 
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Although Finland has been a country experiencing both emigration and 
immigration for centuries, only from the beginning of the 1990s has the number of 
people with an immigrant background rapidly grown (Martikainen, 2013). Due to 
the increasing cultural and linguistic diversity in Finnish society, the school system 
in Finland is facing new challenges. The low academic performance of minority or 
immigrant students is a stable phenomenon in many Western countries as well as 
in Finland (Hachfeld, Anders, Schroeder, Stanat, & Kunter, 2010; Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2015). Furthermore, Finland 
has been referred to as the Miracle of Education (Niemi, Toom, & Kallioniemi, 
2012), but the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) results for 
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2012 and 2015 indicate that Finland can no longer rely on its previous results in 
learning (OECD, 2015; Vettenranta et al., 2016). On average, immigrant students 
perform less well in school compared to native students in Finland than do 
immigrant students in other countries (Harju-Luukkainen et al., 2014; NAOF, 
2015). The PISA 2015 results seem to confirm this trend, although the number of 
immigrant students participating in the tests is limited (Vettenranta et al., 2016). 
However, immigrant students are not the only group performing less well in 
schools, this phenomenon is also met among students who live in foster care 
(Heino & Oranen, 2012).  

In 2015, Finland was one of the countries in Northern Europe to receive a 
record number of asylum seekers (OECD, 2015). In addition to that, migrant flows 
have increased during the latest decades: People move to Finland for several 
reasons, such as family relations, work, or studies (see Martikainen, 2013). Most 
of the migrants come from Eastern Europe, but especially after 2015 the number 
of immigrants from the Middle East and Northern Africa has risen (Statistics 
Finland, 2019a). The most spoken foreign languages (i. e., other than Finnish, 
Swedish, or Sami) are Russian, Estonian, Arabic, and Somali, but there are 
dozens of other foreign languages spoken in Finland as well (see Statistics 
Finland, 2019b). This new-scale intensification of cultural diversity in society with 
more heterogeneous groups (e.g., Civitillo et al., 2017; Gutentag, Horenczyk, & 
Tatar, 2017; OECD, 2015) requires teaching methods that meet the needs of 
linguistically and culturally rich classrooms. It also requires attention to be paid to 
the fact that the newly arrived students come from a variety of backgrounds, and 
their reasons for moving to Finland are also very different. The need for specific 
linguistic support for adolescents arriving in Finland is undisputed: Language is the 
key to learning (Harju-Autti, Aine, Räihä, & Sinkkonen, 2018; Sinkkonen & Kyttälä, 
2014). Over 80 percent of the first-generation immigrant students in Finland do not 
speak the language of instruction at home (OECD, 2015).    

The aim of this survey is to provide information on the current situation in 
lower secondary schools in Finland, especially in regard to multilingualism and 
ways of supporting the Finnish language learners (FLLs), who in this present study 
are defined as students who have lived in Finland for less than five years. The 
research questions are:  

 

1. What do the teachers report concerning the FLLs’ linguistic and academic 
skills?  

2. How do teachers describe the needs for support among FLLs in basic 
education?  

3. In what ways is the support organized?  
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Finnish Basic Education and Immigrant Students 

 

Basic education and lower secondary education in Finland are divided into 
four different levels: pre-primary education at the age of six, primary level 
education from the age of seven to twelve (grades 1 to 6), lower secondary level 
education from the age 13 to 16 (grades 7 to 9), and general or vocational upper 
secondary level education (grades 10 to 12). In primary school, teaching in almost 
all the subjects is conducted by primary school teachers who have a master’s 
degree in educational sciences. From lower secondary level onwards, the subjects 
are taught by specific subject teachers who are specialized in particular subjects, 
having pedagogical studies as a minor subject (60 ECTS, European Credit 
Transfer and Accumulation System) in their master’s degree (Finlex, 1998). On the 
primary level, students spend approximately 20 hours per week with their class 
teacher, and there is time for forming a pedagogical relationship. This study 
focuses on the lower secondary level, where the subjects are taught by subject 
teachers whom the students meet only for a couple of lessons in the week, 
depending on the subject. Class supervision on a more administrative level is 
carried out by subject teachers as homeroom teachers (see for example City of 
Helsinki, 2019; Ministry of Culture and Education, 2019).   

Basic education from pre-primary school until the end of lower secondary 
school is free for all children in Finland. Because Finland is a bilingual country, 
basic education is provided in Finnish or in Swedish, which are the two official 
languages (Basic Education Act 628/1998, 1998).  In Finnish basic education, the 
newly arrived students can be provided with a year of preparatory studies (Finnish 
National Agency for Education [FNAE], 2019a). However, offering the preparatory 
studies is not mandatory for the municipalities (FNAE, 2015a). Preparatory 
education aims at providing students with the basic skills in the language of 
schooling (i.e., Finnish or Swedish), as well as in the Finnish academic school 
culture (FNAE, 2015b). After approximately a year in preparatory education, 
students are placed in regular classes, and the support they are given there 
depends on decisions and funding based on municipal decision-making. 
Unfortunately, one year of preparatory education for learning in a new country may 
provide the FLLs with an inadequate start. Further, when attending regular classes 
at the primary level, the students work both with the same peers and with the same 
teacher until the end of the sixth grade. In that context, the teacher is able to form 
a coherent pedagogical relationship with FLLs, as it is possible to observe and 
assess the students on a daily basis. This is not the case when students attend 
regular classes on the lower secondary level, as subject teachers and the students 
only work together for a couple of lessons per week. In addition to the variety of 
teachers, the groups of students vary because there are differences in the optional 
courses the students take. Furthermore, the teachers on the lower secondary level 
are used to teaching students with similar backgrounds: Six years of Finnish basic 
education has been the default setting for decades. As the number of culturally 
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and linguistically diverse students has grown, and continues to grow, it is important 
that the teachers gain new teaching skills. However, it has been found that subject 
teachers use less versatile teaching methods in teaching diverse classes when 
compared to primary school teachers (Saloviita, 2018). 

In Finnish basic education, Finnish as a second language (FSL) teaching is 
taught as part of the regular lesson planning for the syllabus of Finnish language 
and literature. Also, a variety of different mother tongues of the students are taught 
outside the regular lesson plan as optional studies, such as Russian, Arabic, 
Persian, Kurdish, etc. However, often only the most common mother tongues can 
be taught, and the selection of languages varies depending on the size of the 
multilingual population and the financial resources, as well as on the teacher 
capacity of each municipality (Harju-Autti et al., 2018). The government offers 
financial support for teaching minority languages and the students’ mother tongues 
(Finlex, 2007). However, only teaching the FSL syllabus is mandatory—forming 
separate groups for Finnish language and literature and FSL is not required 
(FNAE, 2019b).  

 

Theoretical Framework 

 

The theoretical framework for this study is based on both linguistics and 
education, as well as on educational linguistics (van Lier, 2004; Spolsky, 2008). 
The main theoretical background for this study is sociocultural theory, on which the 
Russian psychologist L. S. Vygotsky and his colleagues based their research on 
sociocultural learning (Lantolf & Thorne, 2006). More specifically, this study is 
based on the concept of the zone of proximal development (ZPD) (Vygotsky, 1978; 
1986), which has been widely used as a theoretical framework in the context of 
second language acquisition (SLA) (e.g., Donato, 1994; Lantolf & Appel, 1994; 
Lantolf & Poehner, 2010; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006; van Lier, 2004; Washburn, 1994; 
Zuengler & Miller, 2006). However, SLA has mainly been studied among English-
speaking countries, and the focus of SLA studies has been on the acquisition of 
English as a second language (Cenoz & Gorter, 2019). 

When discussing the ZPD (Vygotsky, 1978; 1986) in the school context, the 
key action is scaffolding, that is, offering the novice an encouraging and supportive 
environment for learning (see Kayi-Aydar, 2013; Walqui, 2006). The concept of 
scaffolding was introduced by Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) and derives from 
cognitive psychology and first language (L1) learning research wherein a 
knowledgeable partner provides the novice with suitable practicing methods and 
encouragement to learn the language in social interaction (e.g., Donato, 1994; van 
Lier, 2004).  

 Learning a new language is a time-taking process. According to Cummins 
(1981), it takes approximately one to two years to learn the basic interpersonal 
communication skills (BICS) in a new language, but in order to master cognitive 
academic language proficiency (CALP), the learning process can take up to 5–7 
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years. Furthermore, the language used at school can also be divided into 
categories, such as basic everyday language, essential academic language, 
discipline-specific language, and school navigational language (Beacco et al., 
2015). Language development is always an individual process, and the different 
aspects of proficiency cannot be considered to reflect just one unitary proficiency 
dimension (Baker, 2007; Cummins, 2008).  

In Finland, Finnish or Swedish as a second language is taught in schools 
with FLLs. Several studies have been conducted within the field of teaching 
immigrants in Finland (e.g., Honko, 2013; Latomaa & Suni, 2011; Suni & Latomaa, 
2012; Talib, 2002). In spite of the research conducted and the obvious need to 
improve the means to support FLLs, a lack of amendments on the legislative level 
still exists: There is a core curriculum for preparatory education (FNAE, 2015b) 
that is based on Finnish legislation (Basic Education Act 628/1998, 1998), but the 
ways of organizing preparatory education vary. Furthermore, the means to support 
FLLs depend on municipal decision-making, and that creates inequality in 
education. The structure of support varies, as there are no official guidelines.  

For the first time, the term language awareness (see Carter, 2003; Denham 
& Lobeck, 2010) was introduced in the Finnish Core Curriculum for Basic 
Education (FNAE, 2014) to refer to all teaching and school culture: What had 
previously been seen as the duty of language teachers, or special education 
teachers, should now be the responsibility of all the teachers. Traditionally, 
language awareness has been connected to language teaching (Carter, 2003; 
Breidbach, Elsner & Young, 2011), and research concerning language awareness 
is often conducted within language teaching (see for example van den Broek et 
al., 2019). Furthermore, considering the high quality of language education in 
Finland (Hildén & Kantelinen, 2012), the paradigm shift for all teachers to become 
“language teachers” will take time. The aim, however, is that every teacher works 
in a linguistically responsive manner (Alisaari et al., 2019; Lucas & Villegas, 2013).    

In countries such as the United States, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, 
Ireland, and the UK, the assessment of English as an additional language (EAL) 
learners has been discussed for decades as the number of EAL learners has 
increased. However, as Sinclair and Lau (2018) have pointed out, language 
assessment policies differ, and further research is needed in order to form fair and 
effective assessment policies to support equitable educational opportunities.  

Finland is a country where standardized tests are not used in basic 
education or student assessment, nor in evaluating teacher performance (Morgan, 
2016). Furthermore, the questions concerning EAL learners in the English 
speaking countries mentioned above do not translate to Finland with its less than 
five million speakers of Finnish: Learning English as a lingua franca is about 
gaining a tool with which to operate both locally and globally, whereas learning 
Finnish is only helpful in the Finnish context.   

The need for scaffolding multilingual students’ linguistic skills is widely 
recognized, but the means to provide adequate support have not been taken into 
use, and linguistic approaches have not been systematically used in intercultural 
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education and classrooms (Dervin & Liddicoat, 2013; Latomaa & Suni, 2011). In 
Finland the number of multilingual students with Finnish as an additional language 
is increasing, especially in the areas with a dense multiethnic population (Statistics 
Finland, 2019a). Monolingual practices are still prevalent in Finnish basic 
education, and the shift to understanding multilingual realities is needed (Alisaari 
et al., 2019; Latomaa & Suni, 2011). Teachers have not received enough training 
on working in multilingual contexts (Alisaari et al., 2019; Baker, 2007).  

A study carried out by Arnot et al. (2014) noted three key elements that have 
to be taken into account in EAL education, both in primary and secondary schools: 
educational achievement, language development, and school integration. 
Educational achievement refers to a student’s academic progress throughout 
basic education, and it is measured by classroom participation, examinations, and 
project work. Language development refers to the linguistic skills in a language 
that is new to the EAL student and as a mediating tool for the learning of different 
subjects. School integration refers to participation, both academically and socially, 
emphasizing collaboration and cohesion as means of preventing marginalization 
and polarization (Arnot et al., 2014).  

In sum, as the Finnish basic education system was created in times of 
relatively strong monolingualism—in spite of the country’s official bilingualism—
changes in the society now call for an educational update in which the different 
dimensions (Arnot et al., 2014) are taken into account. Until now, the studies 
concerning FLLs in Finland have mainly focused on language learning, not on 
school integration and academic development (Sinkkonen & Kyttälä, 2014).  

 

Methodology and Data 

 

Using a qualitative approach, in this study we surveyed teachers’ views on 
a topic that is multi-faceted, sensitive, and relatively new in the Finnish context. 
According to Creswell (2005), qualitative research is often used to study 
phenomena that are less examined and when there is a recognized need for 
listening to the views of the participants of the study (e.g., Ianes, Cappello, & 
Demo, 2017).  

The data for this study were collected using an electronic questionnaire with 
open-ended questions that was sent to the principals of eight lower secondary 
schools in northern, eastern, western, central, and southern parts of Finland in 
October 2016. The reason for sending the questionnaire to schools in different 
parts of Finland was to find out differences between geographically distant schools. 
The principals, who were also asked to participate as respondents, forwarded the 
questionnaires to their teaching staff members. 

 The survey was developed using the three dimensions of Arnot et. al (2014) 
as a basis, as we were interested in finding out how teachers reflect on educational 
achievement, language development, and social integration among FLLs. The 
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survey was pre-tested by two special education teachers, and some amendments 
were made based on their comments in autumn 2016.   

The entire research process was conducted in accordance with the 
guidelines provided by the Finnish National Board on Research Integrity (TENK) 
(TENK, 2019): Participation was voluntary, and anonymity was guaranteed 
throughout the process. Reminders asking the respondents to fill out the 
questionnaires were sent twice to the principals of the schools. By the end of March 
2017, the total number of filled questionnaires was 43, but four questionnaires had 
to be discarded because of their ambiguity.  

Four of the eight schools that were located in the same city in Central 
Finland have a specific resource of a teacher in linguistic support (TLS) for 
students after the year of preparatory education. Additional linguistic support is 
targeted at teaching the language of schooling, Finnish in this case, along with the 
subject contents (see sheltered English [Baker, 2007]). The school in northern 
Finland has an additional teacher resource for linguistic support. The schools 
located in southern, western, and eastern Finland do not have additional teacher 
resource for linguistic support, but they provide the FLLs with FSL instruction and 
special education, if needed. 

In addition to background information (gender, age, working location, 
current position, education and main subject, and whether or not teachers had 
completed their pedagogical studies) the questionnaire had seven statements, 
some of which gave respondents additional instructions for commenting and giving 
more information on their choices. The statements used for this study are based 
on the three dimensions of supporting the language learner at school (see Arnot 
et al., 2014): educational achievement (Statements 1 and 2), language 
development (Statements 3, 5, and 6), and school integration (Statement 7). The 
last, open-ended question was provided for additional opinions and comments. 
Before commenting in the statements, the teachers were asked first to respond 
using a five-point scale: 1 (very well), 2 (rather well), 3 (I don’t know), 4 (rather 
poorly), and 5 (very poorly). In addition, they were asked to give reasons for their 
answers concerning every statement. In this article, we focus on analyzing the 
comments that the respondents provided for their numerical choices.  

The respondents were asked how well they think they know their FLLs and 
their backgrounds, especially the students who have lived in Finland for five years 
or less. They were also asked to evaluate the teaching arrangements in their 
schools. The first two statements are considered within the dimension of 
educational achievement. The second dimension, language development, is 
examined with the comments for three questions: (3) What kind of linguistic 
support is offered at the school? (5) What is the meaning of linguistic support? and 
(6) What is the role of linguistic support in learning subject-specific contents? For 
the third dimension, in Statement 7 the respondents were asked to give their 
opinion on the role of the school in meeting the needs of the students in social 
integration. 
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The data include answers from 39 respondents. Most of them (n = 25, 64 
%) are from four schools located in one city in central Finland. The rest of the 
answers (n = 14, 36 %) are from four schools in different parts of Finland. In Figure 
1 the division of the respondents and the subjects they teach is presented.    
 

 

Figure 1. The Respondents and the Subjects They Teach 

 

Altogether, the answers of 39 respondents are analyzed in this study by means of 
qualitative data analysis (see Miles & Huberman, 2002). The method of analysis 
was conventional content analysis (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Patton, 2002), in 
which the themes were derived from a pre-existing theoretical model presented by 
Arnot et al. (2014). The comments were categorized for analysis according to the 
three research questions. The analysis was conducted by the first author.  

The quotes from the respondents are represented in random order to 
anonymize them and coded with “T” for teacher and the ordinal number of the filled 
questionnaire, followed by the subject the respondent teaches. The quotes were 
translated from Finnish into English by the first author. The results are represented 
according to the three dimensions of supporting the language learner at school 
presented by Arnot et al. (2014).  

 

Results  

The results are given in the order of the research questions. First, the 
comments concerning knowing the FLLs’ backgrounds are presented. Second, the 
needs of the FLLs for academic support are presented, and third, the needs for 
linguistic support are reported.  
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Knowing the FLLs’ Backgrounds 

 

The respondents reported knowing the backgrounds of their students (i.e., 
the country of origin, the languages they speak, their skills in Finnish) either rather 
poorly (19, 49 %) or very poorly (2, 5 %):  

 

It takes time to know the languages the students speak or their skills in 
Finnish. One has to be very sensitive about students’ backgrounds. Social 
workers and tutors exercise professional secrecy. I draw my own 
conclusions if necessary. (T1, FSL) 

The students join my classes without me getting any information about their 
previous situation. They can have had a rough history so asking questions 
seems inappropriate. (T4, physical education) 

I don’t know that much. On the other hand, some of the information may be 
classified as confidential. I would like to get more information on the 
students’ skills in Finnish language. (T21, special education) 

 

The quotes from T1, T4, and T21 seem to indicate that teachers are not fully aware 
of the information that they are supposed to know or of what they are not allowed 
to know. According to Lucas and Villegas (2013), linguistically responsive teachers 
possess a repertoire of strategies for learning about the linguistic and academic 
backgrounds of the language learners in both the language of schooling and their 
native languages. A linguistically responsive teacher also has to be able to identify 
the language demands of the classroom tasks (Lucas & Villegas, 2013), which 
helps the teacher in supporting the students on their individual ZPDs.  

The teachers felt they need to take the initiative in getting information 
concerning immigrant students:  

 

Mainly it’s about me asking the students about their backgrounds. Some of 
the information can be read in the personal education plan. (T1, FSL) 

I know if the student studies Finnish as a second language, nothing more. 
(T5, history) 

I have never received any information on the backgrounds of the 
immigrant students beforehand. I have collected data after the student 
has joined my group. (T37, FSL) 

 

As T1, T5, and T37 pointed out, there is no uniform way of providing information 
for teachers, and teachers often have to do some extra work in order to find out 
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where the students are from and what their skills in Finnish are, as well as what 
their skills in the particular subject in question are. 

Furthermore, the homeroom teachers need to know more about their 
students than does a subject teacher without the responsibility of supervising the 
class:  

I am not very aware of the students’ backgrounds. However, I am a 
homeroom teacher, and I know the students in my own class quite well. 
(T10, mathematics) 

Homeroom teachers are responsible for all the personal education plans in 
the class, and that can be a reason for knowing the students better than other 
subject teachers. However, a homeroom class usually consists of 20 to 30 
students, whereas the subject teacher supervising the class may teach up to 200 
students in a school. 

Knowing the student seems to be a core issue for many of the respondents. 
Of course, it is easier to find out the student’s skills when the language spoken is 
mutual. Many of the respondents pointed out that it is important to know the 
backgrounds of the students in order to be able to communicate, support, and 
evaluate the students (see Arnot et al., 2014).  

Only one respondent, a special education teacher, reported knowing the 
new students very well. Three respondents, all teachers of languages, were not 
able to say. However, 15 teachers said they knew the backgrounds of their 
students rather well; these teachers were either teachers of a language, especially 
FSL, or teachers of special education. 

 

The Needs Concerning Academic Support   

 

The respondents were asked to evaluate the arrangements for academic 
support (i.e., lesson plan structure, FSL instruction, additional linguistic support, 
remedial teaching) in the school where they worked. Of the 39 respondents, 30 
(77 %) were of the opinion that the arrangements were organized rather well. 
However, the respondents pointed out the need for smaller teaching groups and 
more teacher resources:  

We cope with the existing resources the best way we can. However, a lot 
should be done in order to improve the situation. The sizes of the groups 
should be small enough for the teacher to pay attention to FLL support. It 
would also be necessary to limit the number of FLLs per class and avoid 
placing them all in one group. (T3, languages) 

Well, we are trying to support the FLLs, but due to the scarce resources, it 
is quite impossible. If you are responsible for teaching a subject that needs 
a lot of reading to be understood by a group of 27 students, it is sometimes 
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difficult to estimate the FLLs’ needs, both in terms of learning the language 
and the contents of the subject. (T5, FSL) 

There are no guidelines nor equal financial resources for organizing support for 
immigrant students in Finnish basic education. Furthermore, the respondents 
seem to have several ideas about how to improve the current situation, such as 
smaller groups, providing more teachers, and restructuring lesson plans. Many of 
the respondents stated that with smaller groups, it would be easier to get to know 
the students, provide them with adequate assistance, and scaffold them (see van 
Lier, 2004; Walqui, 2006). Good practices need to be developed, and teachers feel 
they need time for planning and implementing educational methods that meet the 
needs of more heterogeneous groups (see  Sinkkonen & Kyttälä, 2014).   

Three of the respondents considered that the teaching arrangements were 
carried out very well in their school:  

FLLs receive a lot of support, and teachers pay attention to them. For 
instance, arrangements for taking exams are taken care of well. (T10, 
mathematics) 

Furthermore, T10, a teacher of mathematics, is the only respondent who gave 
more detailed information on the “very well” organized school arrangements (as 
quoted), but no further details on the actual means of supporting FLLs are reported 
by T10.  

In sum, the statements concerning school arrangements are quite similar to 
one another, independent of the fact that the respondents have chosen either 
rather well (77 %) or rather poorly (13 %). Not one of the respondents was of the 
opinion that school arrangements were organized very poorly. However, all the 
respondents who had chosen the alternative rather poorly were teachers of 
languages, who are educated to be aware of issues concerning linguistic 
development (Kantelinen, Jeskanen & Koskela, 2016).   

 

The Needs Concerning Linguistic Support 

 

The majority of the respondents (27, 70 %) stated that the arrangements for 
linguistic support in their schools are organized rather well. However, lack of time 
and teachers is mentioned by 22 respondents. The similarities in schools are 
mostly within the availability of FSL instruction and special education. Yet, there 
are significant differences in offering additional linguistic support (in addition to FSL 
instruction) and students’ mother tongue instruction:  

 

The lack of a clear structure is a problem. Teachers in special education 
have to use their resources for FLLs, which makes it difficult to provide 
support for the Finnish-speaking students with special needs. Many subject 
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teachers have a lot of knowledge and skills to support FLLs, but it takes a 
lot of effort. (T1, FSL) 

The need for support has been noted, and we do talk about it. Having 
adequate resources for offering support annually is another story though. 
(T5, history) 

FLLs do get FSL instruction, but there should be more linguistic support in 
other subjects as well. (T6, FSL) 

 

The lack of a clear structure of support in the schools is referred to by several 
respondents. The need for linguistic support in all subjects is mentioned in many 
answers, and it is especially pointed out not just by the teachers specialized in 
language education or special education but also in the answers of principals and 
teachers of the other four categories. Although the need for linguistic support is 
mentioned by other than language teachers and special education teachers, only 
one of the respondents mentioned the class subject, religion in this case, as a 
means to also teach the language of schooling. Furthermore, using the students’ 
mother tongues in learning was not mentioned by any of the respondents, which 
in turn underlines the monolingual ideologies (see Alisaari et al., 2019). 

In schools that provide a specific resource in linguistic support (TLS) it 
was seen as useful help for FLLs by the respondents. In schools with no specific 
linguistic support other than FSL instruction, organizing linguistic support in other 
subjects seems to be more challenging: 

Our FSL teachers are competent, but there are so few of them that we 
can’t get any help from them concerning the other school subjects. (T28, 
mathematics) 

The comment by T28 is somewhat puzzling, since it is difficult to know who the 
we is that is referred to: the FLLs or the teachers of other subjects? On the other 
hand, as pointed out by T40 (religion), it is necessary for all the teachers to 
support all students’ linguistic development. Furthermore, T16 (languages) brings 
up the challenges in all subjects taught at the lower secondary level: As the 
teaching is conducted in Finnish and as all the material is in Finnish, mastering 
the language of schooling—as well as offering support in learning the language—
is essential.   

Linguistic support or collaboration provided by the teachers of FLLs’ 
mother tongues is mentioned by three respondents, but as T12 (mathematics) 
states, the teachers of mother tongues teach in several schools, and therefore 
they do not easily become part of the school community. Further, mother tongue 
instruction is not available in all municipalities. As the teachers of students’ 
mother tongues are mostly teachers who are not educated in Finland, different 
working cultures may hinder collaboration with native teachers.    

To conclude, we found that the respondents recognized the needs for 
linguistic support, but they were uncertain about the means to provide it. The 
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respondents from different parts of Finland shared similar thoughts concerning 
the lack of teacher resources as well as large teaching groups, and also the 
feeling of not knowing how the responsibility of teaching the language of 
schooling can—or should—be shared among colleagues.   

 

The Needs Concerning Support for Social Integration  

 

School plays an important role in social integration for every student, and 
for an FLL, school can be the only place in which to communicate with Finnish 
peers. Social integration refers to academic and social participation in all school 
activities (Arnot et al., 2014). All the respondents were of the opinion that in social 
integration, school is either a very significant place for an FLL (31 respondents, 80 
%) or a rather significant place for an FLL (8 respondents, 20 %):  

School can be the only place for FLLs to communicate with other people 
outside their home. (T8, languages, preparatory education) 

However, social integration can be problematic in schools in cases where the 
FLL remains in groups who speak the same (foreign) language: 

School, and especially friends alongside with the family, forms the most 
important basis for integration in society. This should be noted in the 
schools. FLLs mainly get social contacts within the groups of FLLs, and this 
should be changed so that FLLs and Finnish-speaking students would 
communicate more with each other. This would definitely help learning the 
Finnish language as well. (T15, special education) 

Finnish-speaking friends are especially important for FLLs in regard to 
learning the language. School is the place to make friends and get 
acquainted with the Finnish habits and traditions. (T31, FSL) 

Attention should be paid that the FLLs do not isolate themselves and that 
they are not isolated from the school community. (T37, FSL) 

FLLs are often left on their own and are not included in the groups. (T44, 
special education) 

Language is a tool of both exclusion and inclusion, and therefore it is important to 
pay attention to social relationships among the FLL and non-FLL students both in 
classroom strategies as well as in other school activities (Arnot et al., 2014). 
Moreover, the language used among peers differs from the language that is used 
for learning the contents of school subjects (see Baker, 2007; Walqui, 2006), and 
that may not always be recognized by all teachers. Further, providing the FLL with 
knowledgeable partners for learning the language in social interaction in the 
classroom (see Donato, 1994; van Lier, 2004) often depends on the pedagogical 
methods chosen by the teacher. Social integration is seen as a means against 
exclusion, marginalization, and polarization but how, and to what extend it can be 
supported in schools remains unclear (see Arnot et al., 2014).   
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Discussion and Conclusions  

 

This study has features that concern both education and linguistics. 
Furthermore, this study underlines the need for improving the Finnish education 
system in order to meet the needs of FLLs. Special attention should be paid to 
create understanding of how improved language development, educational 
achievement, and social integration reduce the social and academic disadvantage 
of FLLs (see Arnot et al., 2014).   

The understanding of the need to reorganize teaching in multiethnic schools 
is stated quite clearly, but the lack of concrete action plans is obvious according to 
the respondents of this study (seeSinclair & Lau, 2018). Cultural diversity in Finnish 
classrooms has grown immensely during the past few years, and the means for 
providing support for both Finnish-speaking students and FLLs are at the 
development stage. The respondents were clearly aware of the needs that FLLs 
have, but they also recognized the shortage of financial resources: One teacher in 
a group of 25 students with several different mother tongues and different kinds of 
previous school histories provides a challenging environment for both learning and 
teaching, and scaffolding every student is both time-taking and burdensome. 
Considering the aspects of pedagogical scaffolding (e.g., Kayi-Aydar, 2013; van 
Lier, 2004), good practices, especially in heterogeneous classrooms, can be 
demanding. The problem of not knowing the students’ backgrounds is evident as 
our results revealed that the teachers of subjects other than languages or special 
education did not have enough information concerning the FLLs they teach. This 
is consistent with the findings of Latomaa and Suni (2011); over half of the 
respondents in their study were of the opinion that they did not have enough 
information on their students’ language background.  

Furthermore, FSL teachers who work with the students in the field of 
language learning in particular reported knowing their students either rather well 
or very well. This may be a result of teaching FSL in relatively small groups 
(National Audit Office of Finland, 2015). FSL teachers are specifically educated to 
focus on linguistic development, but language plays a significant role in all 
subjects. When assessing the students, it is very important to know the students’ 
skills, both in the subject being studied and in the language of schooling, in order 
to provide equal opportunities to show what the student knows about the topic in 
question. This, however, is not an easy task since subject teachers in Finland are 
not comprehensively trained to understand the role of language and literacy in 
disciplinary learning, nor are they trained in linguistically and culturally responsive 
pedagogy (Aalto & Tarnanen, 2017; Kimanen, Alisaari, & Kallioniemi, 2019). 
Furthermore, teachers need to become involved in professional growth for 
developing their expertise in teaching more versatile classes (Alisaari et al., 2019; 
Kayi-Aydar, 2013; Walqui, 2006). Understanding every teacher’s ability to support 
second language acquisition in all the categories of school languages (Beacco et 
al., 2015) in order to help the FLLs to progress from basic interpersonal 
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communication skills to cognitive academic language proficiency (Cummins, 1981; 
2008) is essential.  

In order to offer every student, both Finnish-speaking and FLL, experiences 
of learning in the ZPD, teachers should have enough time to get to know the 
students as individuals. The results of our study reveal that in order to offer 
adequate support for students, attention should be paid to financial resources. For 
instance, co-teaching can only be arranged if there are enough teachers (see 
Loertscher & Koechlin, 2015; Saloviita, 2018). However, it is not merely about the 
financial resources. Many of the respondents pointed out the need for linguistic 
support in all the subjects, and from a linguistically responsive point of view, every 
teacher should be able to provide linguistic support in order to enhance both 
academic and linguistic achievement (Lucas & Villegas, 2013; Walqui, 2006). This, 
however, would require a shared understanding that all languages are resources 
for learning, and that both native learners and FLLs would benefit from a space 
where all languages are valued (Alisaari et al., 2019; Arnot et al., 2014).  

The comments of the respondents show that teachers are aware of the 
linguistic and academic challenges, but the means to deal with them are 
ambiguous (see Arnot et al., 2014). Moreover, the issue needs to be discussed by 
educational organizers in order to attain uniformity and equality in basic education. 
Local arrangements without coherent guidelines add up to inequality in Finnish 
basic education, and FLLs have different educational experiences depending on 
where they live (see Arnot et al., 2014; Sinclair & Lau, 2018). Many of the 
respondents pointed out that the importance of the Finnish education system in 
integrating the students is indisputable, but at the same time, there are many 
details that have to be improved in order to offer equal education for all. This result 
is consistent with the findings of Latomaa and Suni (2011). 

One of the limitations concerning this study is the small number of 
respondents. Most of the respondents are either language teachers or special 
education teachers; however, that can be understood as a result of these teachers 
being more interested in this topic. The more experience the teachers have 
teaching students with an immigrant background, the more they see the 
importance of it and are willing to talk about it. Another limitation of our study is the 
lack of definition of our sample. We do not know the number of teachers to whom 
the questionnaire was forwarded by the principals. This makes our data vulnerable 
to sample bias; as e-questionnaires are quite an efficient tool for data collecting, 
there is always a risk of the loss of some amount of control (Sargis, Skitka, & 
McKeever, 2013). The respondents working in the four schools located in the same 
city with a specific resource for linguistic support (TLS) shared similar problems 
with the 14 respondents from other school around Finland. This implies that in spite 
of the resources provided, the structure of organizing support in teaching remains 
unclear. Further interviewing of the respondents could have given more 
information on this topic.  

The aim of this study was to let professional teachers reflect on their 
thoughts concerning FLLs and how the needs of the language learners in the 
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classrooms are met. The value of this research is that it reveals the need for 
improvements in the Finnish school context from the teachers’ point of view. 
Finnish basic education, as well as Finnish society, is undergoing significant 
changes. Cultural diversity and linguistic challenges are a growing part of our 
education system. As the classrooms grow more diverse, this study indicates that 
pre-service and in-service teacher education also have to be developed: Teaching 
the language of schooling is not for language teachers only.  

 

Practical Implications 

 

Finland is known for high quality education, but further development of the 
Finnish education system is required in order to maintain the quality of education. 
The Finnish National Core Curriculum for Basic Education (FNAE, 2014) states 
that every teacher is a language teacher. However, teachers of subjects other than 
languages have not received training as language teachers. Diversity in Education 
(DivEd; DivEd, 2019), a key government project, is one of the current projects 
developing both pre-service and in-service teacher education towards linguistically 
and culturally responsive methods in Finland. Unfortunately, a project with a limited 
time of funding is not able to reach the whole country, nor all the teachers.   

Although it is very important to include linguistically and culturally 
responsive pedagogy in all teacher education, reconsidering the Finnish teachers’ 
job descriptions is required. The results of this study indicate that when schools 
have a specific linguistic support (a TLS), teachers of other subjects also recognize 
its importance in supporting the FLLs. Unfortunately, special education teachers, 
who have not received any particular training in a specific linguistic approach, often 
teach FLLs who would benefit from teaching strategies aimed at learning both the 
content and the language. Given the growing student diversity, the teaching staff 
needs to have new members. In addition to subject teachers and special education 
teachers, we need teachers who are specifically trained in offering linguistic 
support (i.e., TLSs) in collaboration with other teachers, for example, teachers 
trained in co-teaching, in collaborating in lesson planning, and in providing 
opportunities for creating smaller teaching groups (Harju-Autti et al., 2018). 

The findings of this study are applicable in all countries in which English is 
not an official language: That means all the Nordic countries but also other 
countries around the world. As the linguistic landscape has changed, the education 
system cannot remain the same. Lucas and Villegas (2013) emphasized the value 
of linguistic diversity in schools: A linguistically responsive teacher sees that 
linguistic diversity is worth cultivating, which in turn requires sociolinguistic skills 
from all teachers. However, teacher education does not necessarily provide its 
students with adequate skills in sociolinguistics nor in linguistically and culturally 
responsive pedagogy. Development of both teacher education programs and the 
job descriptions concerning these teachers is required to meet the needs of 
linguistically and culturally diverse classrooms.  
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