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 Teachers' beliefs regarding multilingualism were mainly positive.
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This study examined Finnish teachers' (N ¼ 820) beliefs related to multilingualism and teaching multilingual Finnish language learners. Teachers' beliefs were mainly positive. However, teachers did not always consider home languages as learning resources. There were three categories of multilingual
ideologies: advocacy for, allowance and denial of multilingualism in the classroom. Factors inﬂuencing
the teachers’ beliefs were experience in teaching migrants, teaching area, training in linguistically
responsive teaching and language awareness. The results indicate a need for professional development
for all teachers to promote a move away from maintaining monolingualism to advocating for multilingualism to better reﬂect the realities of the classrooms.
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1. Introduction
Increasing migration around the globe in the 21st century has
led to multilingual students in more and more classrooms. Most
often, the language of instruction is solely the dominant language
of the country, not the students' home languages. In order to teach
content well in a multilingual context, every teacher has to ensure
that all students can beneﬁt from their instruction which places
increasing demands on both teachers and students. However, in
many countries, for example in Canada, “students' diverse linguistic
capital is rarely framed or tapped into as valuable forms of literacy”
(Taylor, Bernhard, Garg, & Cummins, 2008, p. 270). Ignoring the
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students’ home languages often leads to poorer academic
achievement (Menken & Kleyn, 2010), and thus, for example, the
European Commission recommends that its member states develop
language awareness and multilingual pedagogies, that is, linguistically responsive teaching in schools (European Commission,
2018).
Becoming a linguistically and culturally responsive teacher
means understanding the role that language and culture have in
students' learning. This is recognized in the current Finnish core
curriculum, which for example calls for all teachers to have linguistic awareness and to use students' whole linguistic repertoire
as a resource for learning (National Agency of Education, 2014;
2015). The purpose is to help students value different languages
and cultures and advocate for multilingualism in its broadest possibilities. The curriculum also advocates for the use of multiple
languages side by side. However, different languages have different
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status in the Finnish school context, and especially the languages of
migrant students are not always seen as valuable as, for example,
the foreign languages studied at the schools. This can affect students' motivation to use and develop their languages (Tarnanen,
€ ma
€ki, 2017.). Other research suggests that when
Kauppinen, & Yla
all languages are seen as valuable resources for literacy and
learning, it afﬁrms multilingual students’ identity, strengthens
their feeling of belonging in the school community, and engages
them in literacy practices more actively (Cummins et al., 2005;
Taylor et al., 2008).
The World Economic Forum (Chan, 2016) reported on the most
inﬂuential languages in 2015, and those predicted to be the most
inﬂuential in 2050. Russian and Arabic are among the top ten
languages for both periods, both of which are among the most
€la
€inen, personal
spoken foreign languages in Finland (H€
ama
communication from Statistic of Finland, January 12, 2018). This
contrasts with public perceptions. According to a recent report by
the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture about language resources in Finland, the perception of economic life is that Russian is
€ , 2017). This failure to see that there
not spoken in Finland (Pyykko
are many migrants who speak this language vital to Finnish economic interests thus undervalues the possibility of using native
speakers as resources in the economy, not to mention how it affects
the identities of the speakers of different languages. As Delavan and
others argue (2017): “A comprehensive resource perspective would
acknowledge a language's social, racial, cultural, political, economic, intellectual, and identity contributions, not just its economic beneﬁts” (p. 87).
The same report suggests that the society needs to foster positive attitudes towards multilingualism in order to defend against
increasingly negative attitudes towards migrants. In Finland, all
language groups have a legal right to maintain and develop their
own languages. Moreover, the new core curriculum (National
Agency of Education, 2014) mandates that different languages
should be used side by side in the classroom as students seek to
master subject area knowledge. However, as people may use
different languages at home, school or work, they are often unaware of the underlying ideologies that guide the choices they
make in their language use (Lilja, Luukka, & Latomaa, 2017, pp.
11e29). Formal textual practices at school are still mainly monolingual, while students' home languages are used mainly during
informal situations, usually outside the school context (Tarnanen
et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2008). These monolingual practices do
not meet the multilingual realities of modern classrooms. To the
contrary, they strengthen monolingual ideologies and tend to
identify acceptable and unacceptable languages for multilingualism. If migrant students' home languages are not seen as resources for learning, their prior knowledge may also be neglected
(Blommaert, Creve, & Villaert, 2006.). According to Taylor and
others (2008), all languages and cultures should be considered as
assets to the society as a whole in terms of enriched intercultural
communication. This then can lead to a more peaceful society and
afﬁrm and build the identities of diverse students.
The ways different languages are viewed in the school context
are related to the attitudes and beliefs that teachers have about
multilingualism. James’ (1913) suggestion that beliefs inﬂuence
actions and vice versa, is still relevant today. Teachers' beliefs are
affected by previous schooling and professional studies, their
working context, curriculum, and collegial interactions (Borg,
2006; Richards, Tung, & Ng, 1992; Voet & DeWever, 2016), as
well as language policies and the attitudes and beliefs of the general
public. According to Barcelos (2003), beliefs inﬂuence the perceptions teachers have about teaching and learning, and thus affect
their choices of classroom activities. Further, beliefs and values
about social reality construct ideologies that inﬂuence our
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understanding of the world and guide our actions (Althusser, 1976),
and teachers’ ideological beliefs are related to the social identities
of their students (Fitch, 2003). As Delavan and others argue (2017),
also language policy orientations can be seen as particular ideological stances. Connections between beliefs, ideologies and actions
are presented in Fig. 1.
In the Finnish context, Tarnanen et al. (2017) found that along
with curricula and learning materials, teachers' ideologies inﬂuence the selection of texts and languages used in the learning
context. Therefore, obtaining information about teachers' ideologies about multilingualism and teaching multilingual Finnish language learners can be valuable for understanding teachers'
pedagogical ideologies in multilingual classrooms. The data presented in this article are based on the beliefs and ideologies of
Finnish teachers (N ¼ 820) regarding migrant Finnish language
learners' use of home languages as learning resources. The study is
a part of a larger project focusing on Finnish teachers’ beliefs and
practices related to culturally and linguistically responsive
pedagogy.
1.1. Linguistically and culturally responsive teaching
Linguistically and culturally responsive teaching recognizes that
every student's languages, cultures, identities and prior knowledge
must be taken into account in instruction (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Culturally responsive teaching is “a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using
cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes”
(Ladson-Billings, 1994, pp. 16e17). Further, it connects students'
cultural knowledge, prior experiences, and performance styles to
academic knowledge and intellectual tools in ways that legitimize
what students already know (Gay, 2000). Because schools are sites
for students' identity development, it is important to create classroom settings, where all students have a sense of belonging. It is
also crucial to recognize and afﬁrm students' home cultures,
practices and identities, as well as to develop them in the school
context (Paris, 2012). It is essential to understand that culture is
always socially constructed and learned, and it is inﬂuenced by the
contextual circumstances (Valdiviezo & Nieto, 2017).
Linguistically responsive teaching includes understanding that
language, culture, and identity are intertwined, as noted by Lucas
and Villegas (2011, 2013). Further, they suggest that linguistically
responsive teachers value linguistic diversity and advocate for
multilingual students' language learning. Moreover, linguistically
responsive teachers view students' multilingualism as a resource
and promote students’ abilities to draw on all of their linguistic
resources for learning content (Lucas & Villegas, 2011, 2013.).
Culturally and linguistically responsive education is every
child's right (Valdiviezo & Nieto, 2017). Skutnabb-Kangas (2008)
deﬁnes linguistic human rights as inviolable basic rights that
everyone possesses. However, in the education system, according

Fig. 1. Connections between beliefs, ideologies and actions.
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to Skutnabb-Kangas (2008) and Dunbar (2010), linguistic diversity
is very easily suppressed. Linguistic human rights in education are
realized through linguistically responsive teaching only when the
students are able to learn through the language of schooling, and
also to learn their own languages (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2017).
According to García and Kleyn (2016), to make linguistically and
culturally responsive pedagogy a part of teachers' knowledge and
skills, teacher education should include the following topics: understanding multilingual students and their families, knowledge of
language and multilingualism, and understanding how to implement multilingual pedagogies. Moreover, it is important to develop
the future teachers’ cultural skills in various ways. Overall, it is vital
that pre-service teachers have possibilities to experience working
with multilingual students (Edwards, 2017).
Although language and culture are intertwined, the focus of this
paper is mainly on language perspectives while culturally responsive teaching is the topic of other sub-studies in the project. The
analysis in the present study is tied to the renewed Finnish core
curriculum, where linguistically responsive teaching has a signiﬁcant role in pedagogy within the Finnish school system.

to use, can also build and afﬁrm their identities (Cummins et al.,
2005; Tarnanen et al., 2017). Moreover, looking only at students'
additional language proﬁciency will give a distorted picture of their
knowledge and skills. Teaching without regard to students' home
language knowledge can limit expectations and students’ ability to
beneﬁt from the instruction (Thomas & Collier, 2002).
In the past decade, the ﬁeld of language acquisition has taken
what May (2013) refers to as a “multilingual turn.” In contrast to
earlier views that separated learners' linguistic repertoire into ﬁrst,
second, or additional languages, a multilingual perspective examines language acquisition and development from a more holistic
perspective and seeks to understand how learners' languages
interact with and support each other. Chances for success increase
when teachers actively engage students' home languages as a part
of the learning processes and teach them how to transfer concepts
and skills from one language to another (Commins, 2011; Cummins
et al., 2006). By raising multilingual learners’ awareness of how
their languages can work together, teachers can send a signiﬁcant
message to students about the importance of all languages as languages for learning.

1.2. Importance of home languages

1.3. Supporting students’ multiple linguistic repertoires

Research from multiple settings over the past several decades
points to the signiﬁcant role students' home languages play in their
learning of other languages and subjects at school (Cummins, 1979,
2007; Goldenberg, 2008; Ovando & Combs, 2011; Slavin & Cheung,
2005). Miramontes, Nadeau and Commins (2011) suggest that “[t]
he primary language, developed in the context of social interaction,
is fundamental to the thinking, learning, and identity of every individual” (p. 12). That is, students’ primary language is one of their
principal tools for learning. While this is a basic educational
concept, it is often a difﬁcult one for people to accept and act on
when it comes to linguistically diverse students. There are, however, a number of studies indicating that multilingualism has positive cognitive effects resulting in positive educational outcomes
(see e.g. Collier & Thomas, 2007; Cummins, 2000; Mehmedbegovic
& Bak, 2017). Previous research also shows that learning content in
multiple languages does not lead to negative learning results
n, Thierry, Goborov, Anassagasti, & Dun
~ abeitia, 2016).
(Anto
Proﬁciency in ﬁrst and additional languages interact with one
another (Commins, 2011; Cummins, 1979; Genesee, 1994), and the
development of additional languages can beneﬁt from, and build
on, what students know and learn in their primary language. For
this reason, teachers should create educational environments that
allow students to develop all of their languages in the most effective and beneﬁcial ways possible, recognizing that students in any
classroom will represent a range of levels of proﬁciency. As
Miramontes et al. (2011) assert, “[a]s students move from ﬁrst
language to second language, the task involves not simply learning
new vocabulary, but rather a whole new system, expressing their
knowledge and understanding” (p. 13). Moreover, as Cummins and
others (2005) put it, “pre-existing knowledge for - - language
learners is encoded in their home languages”, and thus, teaching
should foster “transfer of concepts and skills” from students’ home
languages to the language of school (p. 38). However, if students are
made to wait to develop new school-based concepts and skills until
they have enough of the language of schooling, they are blocked
from using their available cognitive tools to their full potential.
According to García and Hesson (2015), monolingual practices
lead to “high rates of academic failure” in language-minoritized
learners (p. 221). Instead, multilingual learners' whole linguistic
repertoire should be viewed as a valuable resource for learning, and
teaching should be built on it (Cummins, Cohen, & Giampapa,
2006). Allowing students to make choices about which language

Linguistically responsive teaching that takes students' whole
linguistic repertoire into account challenges language policies that
put languages in hierarchical order, discriminate against students
and their languages, and view multilingualism as a deﬁcit (Lilja
et al., 2017, pp. 11e29). Many researchers and educators (Beeman
& Urow, 2012; Escamilla et al., 2013; García & Wei, 2014) recommend that teachers use various multilingual practices in their
classrooms. In the 2000s’, the term translanguaging has emerged in
education contexts to promote bilingualism as a sustainable community resource rather than a transition to a majority language
(MacSwan, 2017). García and others have taken this idea even
further, stating that discrete languages do not exist (García &
Otheguy, 2014), but that bilingual's languages are a uniﬁed system (Canagarajah, 2011). Within this view on language, bi-/multilingualism is not seen as a deﬁcit but as a resource. García and
Hesson (2015) and García, Ibarra-Johnson, and Seltzer (2016)
refer to teaching within a translanguaging framework. They suggest
that translanguaging is part of the practice of bilingual (or multilingual) persons who use their whole linguistic repertoire for
communication purposes. In a classroom that holds this view,
students are able to use all their linguistic resources for all types of
learning, including critical thinking and analyzing or producing
texts. The role of teachers, then, is to build on all of the student's
knowledge and skills in and out of the classroom regardless of the
formal language of instruction. According to García and Hesson
(2015), in order to employ a translanguaging framework, schools
must have translanguaging practices both at the macro- and microlevels: in the school organizational and management level, as well
as in teachers' discourse to teach multilingual learners meaningfully. The new Finnish core curriculum calls for what García and
Hesson term a translanguaging space, by mandating that all students in basic and upper secondary education are able to use their
whole linguistic repertoire for the purposes of learning (National
Agency of Education, 2014; National Agency of Education, 2015).
In addition, as also reﬂected in the Finnish curriculum, a strong
emphasis is placed on Finns learning additional languages. Our
experience in schools, however, is that this positive orientation to
multilingualism does not necessarily extend to the home languages
of recent immigrants, particularly to languages like Arabic, Somali
and Kurdish. Even in schools where there are home language
teachers, support for home language instruction is not necessarily
universal. In their study regarding home language teachers in
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€ki (2017), found that there
Finland, Tarnanen, Kauppinen and Yl€
ama
was no collaboration between the home language teachers and
other teachers at the school. Moreover, home language support was
not provided for learning other subjects.
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different teaching areas of the respondents. Only 13% of the respondents had had some training related to linguistically responsive teaching either as a part of their teacher studies or as in-service
teacher training. Of the teachers, 87% reported not having any kind
of training in linguistically responsive teaching.

2. Research context
4.2. Instrument and data analysis
Finland, the site of this study, is ofﬁcially a bilingual country.
Finnish and Swedish are the national languages, and in northern
Finland, the Sami language has an ofﬁcial status. Further, Romani,
Karelian, and Finnish and Finnish-Swedish sign languages are
recognized as national minority languages. During the last decade,
migration into Finland has increased considerably. At the moment,
the growth in population is based completely on migration
(Statistics of Finland, 2016). This demographic change has also
brought change to many classrooms. In 2015, 5.7% of students in
basic education had a home language other than Finnish, Swedish
or Sami, the three ofﬁcial languages of Finland. During the past 10
years, the number of multilingual learners has grown especially in
the largest cities (National Agency of Education, 2017.)
Finland has always been a multilingual country, and all language
groups have a constitutional right to maintain and develop their
own languages. However, instruction in Finnish schools is mainly
monolingual, though all Finnish students are expected to eventually learn at least two languages in addition to their mother tongue
(typically Finnish or Swedish), and thus they could all be considered multilingual. Nevertheless, in Finnish policy documents, linguistic diversity has mainly referred to migrant students (Zilliacus,
€m, 2017).
Holm, & Sahlstro
The new core curriculum, implemented in 2016 for basic and
upper secondary education, introduced new perspectives into the
Finnish school context, such as linguistically responsive teaching.
The guidelines require every teacher to take into account the
challenges language poses for learners. It also states that all students should be able to use their whole linguistic repertoire as a
resource for learning (National Agency of Education, 2014; 2015.).
In order to assure that teachers in Finland are prepared to meet the
demands of the new curriculum and address the increasing
multilingualism among their students, it is important to understand the beliefs they have about multilingualism and about
teaching multilingual learners. This study examines what kind of
ideologies Finnish teachers have about multilingualism of Finnish
language learners and teaching these multilingual learners. Further,
it studies, whether these ideologies reﬂect the reality of the new
curriculum, and what factors lay behind these ideologies.
3. Research questions
In order to understand the aims mentioned above, this study
was framed by the following questions:
RQ 1 What are Finnish teachers’ ideologies about multilingualism
and about teaching multilingual learners?
RQ 2 How do these Finnish teachers justify their beliefs that
support either monolingual or multilingual ideologies?
RQ 3 What factors are related to these teachers’ ideologies?

4. Methods
4.1. Participants
A total of 820 teachers participated in this study. Of the respondents, 78% were female, 21% male and 1% other. The mean age
of the participants was 41 years. Table 1 presents the distribution of

We collected the data for this study in an online survey during
spring 2016. The survey was based on a preliminary version of a
survey on linguistically and culturally responsive teaching by
Milbourn, Viesca, and Leech (2017), which builds on the framework
of linguistically responsive teaching by Lucas and Villegas (2013).
Two of the authors translated and adapted the survey to ﬁt the
Finnish context. It was then reviewed by the National Agency of
Education and by scholars working in The Finnish Network for
Language Education Policies and in the Centre of Applied Linguistics. Based on the comments, we modiﬁed and ﬁnalized the survey
in cooperation with a statistician and transformed it into an online
survey. We tested the reliability of the survey by looking at Cronbach alphas during analysis.
We advertised the survey on various email lists, on social media,
on the websites of the journal of the Finnish teachers’ trade union,
Opettaja, and the Association of the Finnish as a second language
teachers, as well as at the national educational fair, EDUCA, in
January 2016. In addition, we sent a link to the survey and a cover
letter to all the local education departments in Finland, either in
Finnish or in Swedish (depending on the language of the department) and asked them to pass it on to all the teachers in the area.
The cover letter and the ﬁrst page of the online survey contained
information about the study, including information about the
purpose of the study and the protection of the data collected. It also
included an explanation that the term multilingual learner used in
the study referred to multilingual Finnish language learners from a
migrant background. Participants were informed that by ﬁlling out
the survey they gave a written consent to participate in the study.
As the number of people who received or saw the link is not known,
it was not possible to count the participation percentage.
The survey included both Likert scale (1e5) statements and
open-ended questions. This article reports on the analysis of a part
of the survey. The Likert-scale statements analyzed in this study are
presented in Table 3. One open-ended question “Should teachers
have a “Finnish only”-policy during their lessons? Why or why
not?” was included to uncover the speciﬁc views held by teachers
related to monolingual vs. multilingual ideologies.
We analyzed the quantitative data with IBM SPSS version 23 by
describing frequencies, and by using one-way ANOVAs, and t-tests
in the following manner: We answered research question 1 by
looking at the frequencies of all the Likert-scaled statements
included in this study, and by content analyses of the answers to the
open-ended question. Two of the authors did the content analyses
independently (the inter-rater reliability was over 95%). The analyses revealed three main content categories (advocacy, allowance
and denial of multilingualism), which we describe and discuss
more speciﬁcally in the results section.
To be able to answer research question 2 concerning teachers'
justiﬁcations for either monolingual or multilingual ideologies, the
same two authors analyzed the answers to the open-ended question using content analysis. First, we independently coded the data
preliminarily to determine the themes emerging from the data.
Second, we discussed the emerging themes together, and then we
did a second analysis, again independently. The results of the
separate analyses were compared with the inter-rater reliability
found to be over 95%. In reporting the responses to the open-ended
question, we use codes to refer to the respondents’ teaching area
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Table 1
The distribution of the respondents to the different teaching areas.
Area

Percentage of all the respondents

Classroom teacher in primary school (CL)
Subject teacher in secondary or upper-secondary school (SU)
Classroom teacher with additional qualiﬁcation of a subject teacher (CS)
Special education teacher or a teacher of newly arrived migrants (SE)
Counselor (CO)
Principal (P)
Other (O)

23.1%
44.3%
4%
14.9%
2.9%
5.7%
3.6%

Subject teachers formed the biggest group within the participants. In Table 2, we present the content that subject teachers reported
teaching.

5.1. Teachers’ beliefs and ideologies related to multilingualism and
teaching multilingual Finnish language learners

Table 2
Subjects taught by subject teachers.
Subject
Finnish as a ﬁrst language & literature
Finnish as a second language & literature
English
German
Swedish
French

Mathematics
Physics
Chemistry
ICT
Heath care sciences

(see Table 1), to the subjects taught (Table 2) and the running
numbers of the respondents.
We answered research question 3 by using one-way ANOVAs
and multiple comparisons to compare groups of teachers to each
other according to different variables: work experience with students with migrant background (in years), work experience in total
(in years), training in linguistically responsive teaching, and attitudes toward the use of students’ home languages in instruction.
The last variable was formed based on the analyses of the openended question for RQ1. The variable regarding awareness of
linguistically responsive teaching was based on our previous work
(Alisaari, Heikkola, & Acquah, forthcoming).

5. Results
The results in this section are organized according to the
research questions presented above in the following order: 1)
teachers' beliefs and ideologies related to multilingualism and
teaching multilingual Finnish language learners; 2) teachers' arguments used to justify either monolingual or multilingual ideologies and 3) underlying factors found to be related to teachers’
ideologies about migration related multilingualism and teaching
multilingual Finnish language learners.

Our results indicate that teachers' beliefs related to multilingualism reﬂected an awareness of the current realities (see Table 4
for the frequency of the teachers' responses to the statements). For
example, most of the teachers (85%) believed that people can be
discriminated against based on their language, and more than half
of the teachers (59.5%) agreed that the social status of a language is
related to the power the people who speak that language have in
society. Most of the teachers (81.8%) considered language to be an
important part of one's identity, and that language, culture and
identity are intertwined (82.6%). Further, most of the teachers
(81.7%) thought it was beneﬁcial to carefully examine school policies with regard to the potential impacts on multilingual learners.
The teachers’ beliefs were also quite positive in the sense that
the teachers believed that it is important to take the backgrounds of
the students into account: Over half of the teachers (60%) considered that using materials that reﬂect the cultural, racial/ethnic, and/
or linguistic backgrounds of their multilingual learners as beneﬁcial. However, 16.7% of the teachers did not promote the use of
these kinds of materials.
Teachers' beliefs about implementing multilingual practices in
the classroom were somewhat contradictory. The teachers
considered it important to ask questions about students' home
languages and to ask them to teach phrases in their languages to
other students (see Table 4). However, when it came to the actual
use of different languages for learning, the teachers' beliefs were
more negative, and did not appear to support multilingualism in
the classroom. A quarter of the respondents felt that it was ethical
to prohibit the use of home languages in multilingual classrooms,
while 53.3% considered it unethical. Moreover, 41.7% of the teachers
reported that in the school context, multilingual Finnish language
learners should not be allowed to write in their home languages.

Table 3
Statements included in the analysis.
Language, culture and identity are intertwined.
Language is a minor aspect of one's identity.

It is unethical to prohibit the use of students' home language in the classroom.
It is important for teachers to ask multilingual learners questions about their home
language.
Teachers should allow students to write in their home language.
It is important for teachers to ask multilingual learners to teach others in the classroom
words and/or phrases in their home language.
Teachers should use materials in class that reﬂect the cultural, racial/ethnic, and/or
linguistic backgrounds of their multilingual learners.
It is important for teachers to draw on students' proﬁciency in their home language when
teaching Finnish.
Teachers should advocate for Finnish language development support for their multilingual
learners.
The responsibility to learn Finnish well rests primarily on the multilingual learners.

People can be discriminated because of their language
The social status of a language is related to the power the people who speak
that language have in the society
I feel uncomfortable when I am in a group and others are speaking a language I
do not know.
It is important for teachers to encourage multilingual learners' families to use
Finnish as much as possible at home.
Multilingual learners who maintain their home language have difﬁculty
learning Finnish.
A multilingual learner's home language development is a valuable asset to his
or her Finnish language development.
It is beneﬁcial for teachers to carefully examine school policies for their
In a typical week, I translate (or have asked for help in translating) key concepts into the
potential impacts on multilingual learners.
students' home language.
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Table 4
The frequency of the teachers’ responses to the statements regarding multilingualism and teaching multilingual learners.
Statement

Strongly agree (%)

Agree(%)

Don't know(%)

Disagree(%)

Strongly disagree(%)

Language, culture and identity are intertwined.
Language is a minor aspect of one's identity.
People can be discriminated because of their language.
The social status of a language is related to the power the people who speak that
language have in the society.
It is unethical to prohibit the use of students' home language in the classroom.
It is important for teachers to ask multilingual students questions about their
home language.
Teachers should allow students to write in their home language.
It is important for teachers to ask multilingual students to teach others in the
classroom words and/or phrases in their home language.
Teachers should use materials in class that reﬂect the cultural, racial/ethnic,
and/or linguistic backgrounds of their linguistically and culturally diverse
students.
It is important for teachers to draw on students' proﬁciency in their home
language when teaching Finnish.
Teachers should advocate for Finnish language development support for their
multilingual students.
The responsibility to learn Finnish well rests primarily on the multilingual
students.
I feel uncomfortable when I am in a group and others are speaking a language I
do not know.
It is important for teachers to encourage multilingual students' families to use
Finnish as much as possible at home.
Multilingual students who maintain their home language have difﬁculty in
learning Finnish.
A multilingual students' home language development is a valuable asset to his
or her Finnish language development.
It is beneﬁcial for teachers to carefully examine school policies for their potential
impacts on linguistically and culturally diverse students.

57.7
2.7
46.1
18.4

24.9
8.3
38.9
41.1

1.8
5.9
6.7
26.3

6
38.8
4.8
9.5

8.5
43
3
3

22.9
32.3

30.4
40.5

20.2
15.7

19.4
7.9

5.5
2.4

6.3
24.3

20.2
42.6

30.5
20

31.6
8.5

10.1
3.7

15.9

44.1

22.3

12.8

3.9

19.4

43.4

27.1

6.8

2.2

59.8

33.5

2.9

1.3

1.8

6.5

22.6

14.8

41.7

13.2

16.2

37.4

15.1

19.8

10.7

32.6

25.1

15.9

16.2

9.9

3.7

3.2

7

29.3

56.1

45.1

37.4

11.1

3.2

1.8

31.1

50.6

10.9

4.8

1.5

However, 26.5% did approve of allowing writing in the multilingual
learners' home language. Additionally, when teachers were asked
whether they translate or ask someone else to translate key concepts into the multilingual learners’ home languages in a typical
teaching week, 58.9% of the teachers reported never doing this. One
ﬁfth of the teachers (22.1%) reported doing this once a week, 9.7%
two or three times a week, and only 9.3% four or more times a week.
Nearly two thirds of the teachers (62.8%) reported that it was
important for teachers to draw on the students' proﬁciency in their
home language when teaching Finnish. Similarly, most of the
teachers (82.5%) agreed that multilingual Finnish language
learners’ home language development is a valuable asset to their
Finnish language development. When teachers were asked in the
open-ended question whether they should have a “Finnish only”
policy during their lessons, only 25.1% of the teachers disagreed,
and in their answers, they reported ideologies advocating the use of
multiple languages. Thus, they were categorized as having an
advocacy approach in their multilingual ideologies. More than a
third (35.6%) felt that depending on the situation, multilingual
learners could sometimes use their home languages in the classroom. These teachers were categorized as having an allowance
approach since they did not actively promote the use of minority
languages in the classroom. However, over a third (39.2%) of the
teachers reported that the home languages should be always denied during lessons. Thus, they were categorized as having a denial
approach regarding the use of multiple languages in the classroom.
Teachers considered Finnish language development to be
important, and almost all of the teachers (93.3%) considered it to be
the teachers' responsibility to advocate for Finnish language
development support for their multilingual learners. More than
half of the teachers (54.9%) also believed that the responsibility to
learn Finnish well did not rest primarily on the students. However,
29.1% of the teachers considered it to be primarily the students’
responsibility. The importance of Finnish language development

was also reﬂected in the responses to the statement arguing that it
is important for teachers to encourage multilingual families to use
Finnish at home as much as possible: more than half of the teachers
(57.7%) agreed with the statement and only 26.1% of the teachers
disagreed. However, most of the teachers (85.4%) disagreed when
asked whether maintaining home language creates difﬁculty in
learning Finnish. Tolerance for being surrounded by different languages was not very high: in response to the statement asking
about feeling discomfort when in a group of people speaking a
language one does not understand, over half of the teachers (53.6%)
reported that they would feel uncomfortable, while 30.5% reported
the opposite.

5.2. Teachers’ arguments to justify either monolingual or
multilingual ideologies
We also investigated how teachers justiﬁed their arguments
related to monolingual or multilingual ideologies in the classroom.
This was done by content analysis of the teachers’ answers to the
open-ended question “Should teachers have a “Finnish only” policy
during their lessons? Why or why not?” There were two main
themes that emerged from the arguments the teachers used to
justify their monolingual or multilingual ideologies. The ﬁrst one
was “allowing the use of home languages in the classroom” with 6
sub-themes, and the second one was “not allowing the use of home
languages in the classrooms” with 4 sub-themes. These are all
presented in Table 5.
Most of the teachers allowed the use of home languages in the
classroom. Further, most of these teachers (73.8%) justiﬁed the use
of home languages with the argument that it supports learning. The
rest of the justiﬁcations in this group were linked to the ideology
that home languages are valuable per se, or that home language use
is a human right. Of the teachers who did not allow the use of home
languages, 52.9% argued that the main aim at school is to learn the
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Table 5
Arguments to justify the monolingual or multilingual ideologies.
Main
Allowing the students to use their home languages in the
THEMES
classrooms
SUB THEMES Curriculum requires it
It supports learning
Human rights require it
Usefulness of multilingualism
Valuing home languages
Everyone's freedom to expression

N ¼ 480
%
1.5
73.8
6.2
6.8
3.2
8.5

Finnish language, and 39.2% reported home languages being mainly
used for bullying.
Looking more precisely at the language ideologies that the
teachers' answers reﬂected, there were three other categories of
language policies that emerged: within the ﬁrst main theme
“allowing the use of home languages in the classroom” the teachers' multilingual ideologies reﬂected two categories: advocacy
(25.1%) and allowance (35.6%). Within the second main theme “not
allowing the use of home languages in the classrooms”, the
teachers were categorized as having a denial ideology (39.2%). Next,
we will present examples of teachers’ responses regarding their
views of multilingualism in the classroom.
The teachers who reported encouraging their students to use
their home languages during the lessons were categorized as
advocating for multilingualism and multilingual policies. Teachers
in this category advocated the use of home languages for the
following reasons: learning is improved when all linguistic resources are used, multilingualism is beneﬁcial for the individual
and the society, and the home language is an important part of
identity and everyone's right. The following excerpts illuminate
teachers' advocacy ideology:
It may be beneﬁcial to use the home languages for learning
difﬁcult topics, for example in pairs. You have to trust the
learners, even though you do not understand the language.
35EN/FR
Diversity is richness. The right for your own language is
extremely important. 41EN/SWE
That was already experienced by Sami people and those who
experienced that have lots of traumas related to inequity, feeling
guilty and unfairness. 160MA/PHY/CHE
The teachers who did not actively promote the use of home
languages, but allowed their use in the classrooms occasionally,
were categorized as having an “allowance” ideology related to
multilingualism. These teachers understood that it is sometimes
important for the students to be able to use their home languages,
for example to clarify the content of the lesson. However, Finnish
language learning was considered as the primary goal, whereas the
use of home languages was an exception. The following excerpt
reﬂect the teachers’ ideology in this category:
Speaking Finnish is essential for learning Finnish. There might
be some occasions, when it is better to use some other languages, for example for understanding some content related
issues. 42HC
Among the teachers surveyed, 39.2% did not allow their students to use their home languages during the lessons, and thus,
their multilingual ideology was categorized as denial. Mainly, the
teachers denied the use of home languages because they thought it
would hinder the learning of both content and the Finnish language. Further, they reported that teachers have to be in control
and be able to understand their students at all times:

Not allowing the students to use their home languages in the
classrooms
Main aim is to learn Finnish language
Home languages are used for bullying
Learning occurs only in Finnish
Teacher has to understand the language

N ¼ 204
%
52.9
39.2
2.5
5.4

Science is full of concepts, and exact vocabulary is the basis for
learning the topics. If there are no words, there can't be learning
science either. In these classes, only Finnish has to be spoken
and you have to be extremely careful with the concepts and
terminology you use. 44MA/PHY/CHE
The teacher has to know what is going on during the lessons and
what the students are talking about. Moreover, speaking Finnish
beneﬁts learning Finnish. 97MA/PHY/CHE/ICT

5.3. Underlying factors related to teachers’ beliefs about teaching
multilingual learners
The differentiating factors related to teachers' beliefs, (teachers’
experience in teaching migrant background students, their overall
teaching experience, their teaching area, and their awareness and
training related to linguistically responsive teaching, as well as
their multilingual ideologies) were investigated with one-way
ANOVAs and independent samples t-tests. The results of the analysis are presented in Table 6.
The general teaching experience in number of years was not a
distinguishing factor, but teachers’ experience in teaching migrant
students had a signiﬁcant inﬂuence on some of their beliefs related
to multilingualism (see Table 6). Those who had been teaching
students with migrant background for more than 5 years (39.6% of
the teachers) had the most supportive beliefs about multilingualism as reﬂected in how they would advise families in using
their home languages. Moreover, these teachers were also more
aware that maintaining the home language does not cause difﬁculties in learning the Finnish language. They also reported feeling
less uncomfortable when being in a group where others speak a
language that they do not understand. In addition, the more
experienced teachers with migrant students considered it more
beneﬁcial to carefully examine school policies and to advocate for
Finnish language development for their multilingual learners.
Finally, the more experienced teachers agreed more strongly than
the less experienced teachers that the home language is a valuable
asset for the development of the Finnish language.
The respondents' teaching area inﬂuenced their beliefs as well.
Special education teachers and teachers of newly arrived migrants
differed signiﬁcantly from class (1e6) teachers, subject teachers,
principals and counselors, for example, in their responses related to
the use of home languages in learning. These teachers agreed more
than other respondents that teachers should ask questions about
students' languages, let them teach phrases in their languages to
other students, and that they should be allowed to write in their
languages. Moreover, these teachers considered students' home
languages as valuable assets for the students’ Finnish language
development more than the other teachers. Of these teachers, 14.8%
reported that they had had some training about linguistically
responsive teaching which is in line with the 13% of participants
overall who had received training in linguistically responsive
teaching. Thus, having training in linguistically responsive teaching
alone does not explain the more positive beliefs of this group
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Table 6
Factors related to teachers’ beliefs about multilingualism and teaching multilingual learners.
F

df

p

Experience in teaching migrant students
I feel uncomfortable when I am in a group and others are speaking a language I
do not know.
It is important for teachers to encourage multilingual students' families to use
Finnish as much as possible at home.
Multilingual students who maintain their home language have difﬁculty in
learning Finnish.
A multilingual students' home language development is a valuable asset to his
or her Finnish language development.
It is beneﬁcial for teachers to carefully examine school policies for their potential
impacts on linguistically and culturally diverse students.
Teachers should advocate for Finnish language development support for their
multilingual students.
Teaching area

Multiple comparisons
Work experience in years

4.180

2, 758

.016

1-5 vs. > 5 p ¼ .015

10.815

2761

<.001

4.332

2, 757

.013

<5 vs. > 5 p < .001
1-5 vs. >5 p ¼ .005
<1 vs. >5 p ¼ .037

11.365

2, 753

<.001

4.616

2, 754

.010

<1 vs. > 5 p < .001
1-5 vs. >5 p ¼ .002
<1 vs. >5 p ¼ .009

8.034

2, 759

<.001

<1 vs. >5 p < .001
(see Table 1 for the codes)

4.490

3, 803

.004

SU vs. SE p ¼ .002

2.932
7.700

3, 802
3, 805

.033
<.001

4.417

3, 805

.004

3.015

3, 803

.029

CL vs. SE p ¼ .041
CL vs. SU p ¼ .001
SU vs. SE p < .001
CL vs. SE p ¼ .014
C/P vs. SE p ¼ .023
CL vs. SE p ¼ .024

2.772

3, 805

.041

3.290

3, 807

.020

12.087

3, 802

<.001

Language, culture and identity are intertwined.
Language is a minor aspect of one's identity.
People can be discriminated because of their language.
Teachers should advocate for Finnish language development support for their
multilingual students.
Allowing the use of the home languages

4.588
12.324
6.333
8.746

1,
1,
1,
1,

.032
<.001
.012
.003

The social status of a language is related to the power the people who speak that
language have in the society.
Awareness of linguistically responsive teaching

3.241

2, 658

.040

Continuous allowance vs. occasional allowance p ¼ .033

It is important for teachers to encourage multilingual students' families to use
Finnish as much as possible at home.
Multilingual students who maintain their home language have difﬁculty in
learning Finnish.
A multilingual students' home language development is a valuable asset to his
or her Finnish language development.
It is beneﬁcial for teachers to carefully examine school policies for their potential
impacts on linguistically and culturally diverse students.
It is important for teachers to ask multilingual students questions about their
home language.
It is important for teachers to draw on students' proﬁciency in their home
language when teaching Finnish.
Teachers should advocate for Finnish language development support for their
multilingual students.

5.369

2, 809

.005

Scarce awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .004

7.958

2, 807

<.001

10.290

2, 804

<.001

10.725

2, 805

<.001

3.639

2, 806

.027

No awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .025
Scarce awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .001
No awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .002
Scarce awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .001
No awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .006
Scarce awareness vs. adequate awareness p < .001
No awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .044

4.968

2, 807

.007

No awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .017

8.617

2, 804

<.001

No awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .005
Scarce awareness vs. adequate awareness p ¼ .002

It is important for teachers to ask multilingual students questions about their
home language.
Teachers should allow students to write in their home language.
It is important for teachers to ask multilingual students to teach others in the
classroom words and/or phrases in their home language.
Multilingual students who maintain their home language have difﬁculty in
learning Finnish.
A multilingual students' home language development is a valuable asset to his
or her Finnish language development.
Teachers should use materials in class that reﬂect the cultural, racial/ethnic,
and/or linguistic backgrounds of their linguistically and culturally diverse
learners.
Teachers should advocate for Finnish language development support for their
multilingual students.
The responsibility to learn Finnish well rests primarily on multilingual learners.
Linguistically responsive training

compared to the other teachers.
Teachers' training related to linguistically responsive teaching
was related to three areas: teachers' perceptions of language as a
part of identity; language being a possible reason for discrimination; and teachers' role as advocates for students' Finnish language
development. Teachers’ awareness of linguistically responsive
teaching inﬂuenced their beliefs signiﬁcantly. The more aware the
teachers were about the challenges that developing language skills
pose, the more supportive beliefs they reported having in relation
to multilingualism. For example, they had stronger opinions about
home languages being valuable assets for Finnish language development than teachers with less awareness.
Teachers’ attitudes toward allowing students use of their home

810
808
815
814

language in content instruction was only related to their beliefs on
the possibility of language being a reason for discrimination. There
was a signiﬁcant difference between teachers who advocated for
the use of home languages continuously during the lessons (25.1%
of the teachers), and those who only allowed it occasionally (35.6%
of the teachers); interestingly, however, the latter ones were more
aware of the possible discriminative aspect of language.
6. Discussion
The results of this study indicate that Finnish teachers' attitudes
towards multilingualism and teaching multilingual Finnish language learners are generally positive. However, the teachers

56

J. Alisaari et al. / Teaching and Teacher Education 80 (2019) 48e58

surveyed in this study had varying beliefs regarding multilingualism and multilingual ideologies and mixed views regarding the
use of home languages as a learning resource. A majority of the
teachers surveyed believed it to be beneﬁcial to examine school
policies, and they emphasized the teachers' role in supporting
multilingual learners. However, even though home languages were,
for the most part, considered as valuable assets for Finnish language development and as basic linguistic human rights (see
Skutnabb-Kangas, 2008), and even though many teachers reported
allowing their use in their classrooms, students’ home languages
were not always considered as resources for learning, particularly
in subject area instruction.
The ﬁndings of this study are in line with previous ﬁndings from
both international and Finnish national research (see Tarnanen
et al., 2017; Taylor et al., 2008). Many teachers also promoted the
use of Finnish instead of home languages in students' homes. These
kinds of beliefs support monolingual ideologies (see Blommaert
et al., 2006), and may contribute to the academic failure of
language-minoritized learners (see García & Hesson, 2015; Thomas
& Collier, 2002). Moreover, they are contrary to the recommendations the European Commission (2018) has given to their member
states. Thus, even though the Finnish core curriculum (National
Agency of Education, 2014; National Agency of Education, 2015)
creates the macro-level context for multilingual practices in school,
what García and Hesson (2015) would label translanguaging
spaces, if the teachers’ ideologies do not support this view, the
micro-level context might not be offered to students.
In previous research, it has been shown that there are beneﬁts in
using home languages for operating on higher cognitive level (e.g.
Cummins, 1979, 2007). In this study, more than half of the teachers
encouraged or at least allowed the use of home languages in the
classroom. However, in their responses to questions about their
beliefs about implementing multilingual practices, many of the
teachers selected the option “I don't know” for statements related
to the use of home languages in classrooms. This may indicate that
many teachers lack sufﬁcient knowledge about the importance of
home languages in learning or that they do not know how to
encourage students to draw on all of their linguistic resources. This
suggests that teachers need more training targeted at promoting
the use of students' home languages as an asset for learning in all
subjects at school (see e.g. Cummins, 1979, 2007; Goldenberg,
2008; Miramontes et al., 2011; Ovando & Combs, 2011; Slavin &
Cheung, 2005), and in how to enable students to gain their full
potential in their languages other than the language of instruction
(see Blommaert et al., 2006; Miramontes et al., 2011).
Most of the teachers in this study viewed it as highly important
to advocate for Finnish language support for their multilingual
Finnish language learners. However, more than half of the teachers
also believed that multilingual families should use the Finnish
language at home as much as possible. While this might be
construed as promoting the students' multilingualism by gaining
Finnish, these attitudes may overlook the beneﬁts of the home
language to further cognitive and conceptual development. In
addition, this view fails to take into account its importance in
afﬁrming identity, creating family bonding, nurturing relationships
and maintaining relations with relatives in the countries of origin
(see also Delavan, Valdez, & Freire, 2017). Even though most
teachers reported sometimes allowing the use of their students'
home languages in their lessons, one fourth of the teachers reported having a “Finnish only” policy, arguing that the use of other
languages would be a tool to bully others and exclude other students (and the teacher) from discussions. Moreover, they believed
that the use of home languages would hinder learning Finnish. This
conﬁrms the perceptions reported by Tarnanen and others (2017)
and indicates that not all Finnish teachers have sufﬁcient

knowledge about multilingual learners’ language development and
how to teach multilingual learners. Some of the justiﬁcations for
the “Finnish only” policy reveal that when teachers were not able to
understand the language used in their classroom, they felt that they
did not have enough control over the situation. Similarly, more than
half of the teachers reported that they would feel uncomfortable
being in a group of people where a language they did not understand was being spoken.
Results of this study indicate that Finnish teachers' beliefs and
ideologies are inﬂuenced by having participated in training related
to linguistic responsiveness, as well as their working context, which
is in line with previous studies (Borg, 2006; Richards et al., 1992;
Voet & DeWever, 2016). The most signiﬁcant factor related to beliefs supporting multilingual ideologies was experience in teaching
migrants, while overall experience in teaching was not. This ﬁnding
indicates that especially pre-service teachers need opportunities to
practice teaching in linguistically diverse contexts. Another significant factor was teachers’ awareness of linguistically responsive
teaching (see also Alisaari et al., forthcoming). These ﬁndings suggest that both pre- and in-service teachers would beneﬁt from
professional development.
The ﬁndings from this study of Finnish teachers' beliefs and
ideologies are especially timely given the Finnish National Curriculum's requirement that all teachers build on every student's entire
linguistic repertoire. The curriculum recognizes that all students,
not only multilingual Finnish language learners, beneﬁt from an
environment and classroom culture that values languages. This is in
line with Skutnabb-Kangas’ (2008, 2017) idea of linguistic human
rights. Under the mandate of the national curriculum, every teacher
can decide to use multilingual practices instead of monolingual
ones as often as it is meaningful. The question is how to best
implement these practices at the micro-level in each classroom as
an integral part of teachers' pedagogical strategies. Because teacher
training has a signiﬁcant inﬂuence on teachers' beliefs, it is crucial
to provide more training about linguistically responsive teaching to
all pre-service and practicing teachers.
The ﬁndings of this study also coincide with the recommendations from a recent report about language resources in Finland
€ , 2017). The report points to the need for targeted profes(Pyykko
sional development so that every teacher can become more
linguistically aware and responsive in their work. Positively, in
Finland, the Finnish Ministry of Education and Culture has begun to
provide substantial funding to a number of projects to reform
teacher education for example to align with the new curriculum.
One of these, DivEd (www.dived.ﬁ), is focused on integrating
linguistically responsive and culturally sustaining practices into
pre- and in-service training at seven institutions of higher education. The ﬁndings from this study point to speciﬁc areas that can be
targeted for this professional development.
€ , 2017) that the National
It is suggested above (see also Pyykko
Agency of Education, should work together with schools and
teacher training departments to develop ways to recognize, support and utilize multilingualism as a resource much more than is
currently evident. The ﬁndings of this study can provide directions
for such collaboration. This professional development can draw on
research that supports the beneﬁts of multilingualism (see e.g.
Mehmedbegovic & Bak, 2017), and the use of multilingual practices
in classrooms (see Beeman & Urow, 2012; Escamilla et al., 2013;
García & Wei, 2014). Our ﬁndings suggest that one speciﬁc area to
target is the promotion of positive multilingual consciousness. This
means making students’ languages more visible and encouraging
teachers to value all languages, in other words, to take on an
advocacy ideology for multilingualism in the classroom.
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7. Conclusions

Acknowledgements

The results of this study conﬁrm our own experiences that, too
often, children are not allowed to speak their own languages at
school. One consequence of this is that they are unable to connect
their home language to the school context. However, the recommendation of the Council of Europe (1740, 2006) encourages
migrant adolescents to study both their own languages as well as
the language of their new country. This could be done by highlighting the practice of translanguaging and encouraging students
to make use of all their languages simultaneously. Likewise, the
€,
report of the Finnish Ministry of Culture and Education (Pyykko
2017) emphasizes the importance of languages in informationseeking and that teaching delivered in home language improves
learning outcomes.
García and Hesson (2015) suggest that operating in and across
many languages, translanguaging, is a critical 21st century skill and
an “important communicative resource” (p. 230). Thus, it is
important that every student has the possibility to study in a
context where all their languages are seen as a potential for
learning. Instruction should be organized to maximize students'
ability to take what they know in one language and express it
through another. This requires creating a variety of distinct and
meaning-enriched opportunities to use language and learn concepts that are intentionally linked (Miramontes et al., 2011).
Teachers need to understand that if students are allowed to use
their whole linguistic repertoire, they are more likely to develop
their cognitive skills more holistically. At the same time, promoting
multilingualism indicates to students that they are valuable as they
are, encouraging students to reach their full potential. Every language is valuable in its own right even if it does not bring an
external economic beneﬁt with it, as studying home languages
€,
increases self-conﬁdence and builds positive identity (Pyykko
2017). However, our ﬁndings suggest that teachers need to
develop a willingness to ease their control in the classroom and to
be comfortable with their own lack of knowledge of students’
languages.
As the present study demonstrates, language awareness significantly inﬂuences teachers’ beliefs related to multilingualism and
teaching multilingual learners. Thus, professional development is
needed to strengthen both attitudes and practices that value linguistic diversity. We recommend that teacher training should
explicitly advocate for valuing multilingualism. It should reﬂect the
view that the multilingual nature of schools all over the world requires “teacher educators to put language difference at the center of
the educational enterprise” (García, 2008, p. 393). This is especially
important for multilingual learners from migrant backgrounds that
are in the process of learning Finnish.
In conclusion, many Finnish teachers have positive ideologies
related to multilingualism and teaching multilingual Finnish language learners. Yet, work remains to ensure that all teachers have
knowledge about and speciﬁc strategies for using all the languages
of their learners as resources for learning, in order to ensure successful academic outcomes for multilingual students. It is a challenge for future teacher development to strengthen ideologies that
value and utilize linguistic diversity at schools to make sure that all
students, both monolingual and multilingual, beneﬁt from an atmosphere that values languages. Lastly, it is important that all
teachers see how providing students with a voice will promote
success for all students. Finnish teachers have a unique opportunity
to do so given the macro level support in the National Curriculum.
Teachers around the globe can beneﬁt from understanding how to
take the advocacy for multilingualism ideology to the classroom
itself.
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