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Societal Versus Individual Patterns of DLCs in a Finnish Educational Context - 

Present State and Challenges for the Future 

Siv Björklund, Mikaela Björklund, Kaj Sjöholm  

Abstract 

Teachers in officially bilingual Finland are, according to the national curricular guidelines, 

expected to promote the development of language awareness and multilingual competence 

among their students. In order to do so, they need a well-developed multilingual awareness 

themselves. The concept Dominant Language Constellation (DLC) could be used as a tool to 

describe the domains and functions of different languages and to promote multilingual 

awareness among student teachers. Thus the aim of this chapter is to describe what patterns of 

DLC emerge at the societal and individual levels within the domain of education in Finland and 

to compare how these societal and individual patterns match each other. The research approach 

is qualitative and the data consist of the objectives and assessment descriptors specified for 

languages in the last two national curricula (2004, 2014) and data from two pre-service student 

teachers in Swedish-medium teacher education and two Swedish immersion student teachers. 

The chapter ends with a discussion of the usefulness of DLC as a tool for describing 

multilingual language patterns at the societal and individual levels as well as for developing 

multilingual awareness among student teachers in Finland.   

 

Keywords: Dominant Language Constellation, multilingual awareness, teacher education, 

student teachers, Finland 

 

1. Introduction 

The primary aim of this chapter is to describe what patterns of Dominant Language 

Constellations (DLC) emerge at the societal and individual levels within the domain of 

education in Finland and to compare how these societal and individual patterns match each 

other. We also endeavour to discuss briefly the usefulness of DLC as a tool for describing 

multilingual language patterns at the societal and individual levels as well as for developing 

multilingual awareness among student teachers in Finland.   
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The concept DLC was originally proposed and used by Aronin (2006) to refer to a “person’s 

most expedient languages, functioning as an entire unit and enabling an individual to meet all 

his/her needs in a multilingual environment” (Aronin 2019, p. 21). Thus, the definition of DLC 

aims at highlighting the way human beings use their languages instead of a more static view of 

what languages we have or master (cf. language repertoire) (Aronin 2019). It should be noted 

that Aronins’ definition entails a relationship between the most expedient languages of an 

individual and a multilingual environment. The interdependence between these two together 

shapes the dynamics of DLC, and therefore individual DLC and societal DLC constantly 

influence each other.   

 

We find that Finland, a bilingual nation with two national languages, Finnish and Swedish, 

provides an interesting case where the inclusion of more than two languages in the language 

education program is natural and thus provides a good starting point for the investigation of  

societal DLC, and in this case, within the field of education. Contrastingly, officially bilingual 

Finland is - compared with other Nordic countries - by far the least multilingual and 

multicultural with no more than 7.5 % speaking other languages than the two national languages 

Finnish (87.3 %) and Swedish (5.2 %) (Official Statistics Finland 2020). In Sweden, for 

instance, the percentage of people with a foreign background is 25.5 % (SCB 2020).  

 

The population of Finland is relatively small (5.5 million), but there has been a steady growth 

of the population during the last hundred years. A current trend is that the natural growth (due 

to the number of births exceeding the number of deaths) has come to an end during the last few 

years. Thus, the population growth is today almost completely due to immigration. As the 

speakers of indigenous languages in Finland have tended to decrease, the influx of immigrants 

has made Finland more culturally and linguistically diverse than before. The largest groups of 

immigrants are the Russian speakers (81.600) and the Estonians (49.400). The Arabic speakers 

(31.900) have increased rapidly during the last few years and have exceeded the number of 

English speakers (22.000) and Somali speakers (21.900) (Official Statistics Finland 2019). 

 

Even though many countries are much more multilingual, we believe that Finland may provide 

a great potential for the development of successful policies and practices for multilingual 

education (cf. Björklund et al. 2013). Does, for instance, Finland's history as an officially 
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bilingual country and its experiences of managing official bilingualism prove useful as 

linguistic diversity increases? (cf. Latomaa and Suni 2011). In practice, Finland's bilingual 

status implies that there are two separate school systems (a Finnish and a Swedish one) with a 

similar curriculum. In bilingual areas where there exist Finnish- and Swedish-medium schools 

side by side, there is occasionally some co-operation across the language boundaries (e.g. 

exchange of students and the like).  

 

Although multilingualism is considered to be an attractive aim at all levels of education and is 

mentioned in many official documents and national strategies, English has emerged as an 

indispensable global lingua franca, especially after Finland entered the European Union in 

1995. A dichotomous situation seems to have arisen between a view that it is enough to know 

English versus a view that other languages and insights into multilingualism are also needed. 

The indispensability of English tends to be supported for instance at the university level, 

because the application for external funding of international research projects has to be done in 

English, also when it comes to the dissemination of important research results in international 

journals, English is the natural choice (cf. Heimonen and Ylönen 2017).  

 

At the same time, Swedish has lost ground as a national language, partly due to the eagerness 

of the 2015-2019 government to centralize, and partly due to the anti-Swedish policy of the 

Finns' party. Some Swedish institutions have been closed down or been merged with Finnish 

institutions. Similar trends have been noticed among the national minorities (e.g. Sámi people 

in Finnish Lapland). But today, after Brexit and after EU having lost some of its stability, there 

is a trend that the Nordic dimension may be reinstated which implies that the importance of 

Swedish in Finland may be restored. It has also been noticed that some immigrants choose 

Swedish (instead of Finnish) as a second language as it is seen as a bridge to the cultures and 

languages of other Nordic countries.  

 

2. Languages in National Curricula and Pre-Service Teacher Education 

Teacher education programmes in Finland generally hold high standard, almost all kinds of 

teachers are required to hold a master's degree. It is also noteworthy that Finland has achieved 

top results in the Pisa evaluations of students' educational attainment at the school level 

(Programme for international student assessment 2018), especially so in reading, but also in 
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science; in fact considerably better than in the other Nordic countries. Though schools are 

mostly separated into schools with either Finnish or Swedish as the language of instruction, 

there are also some good examples of cross-language co-operation between the two systems as 

in the pre-service education of immersion teachers (Swedish immersion) for the Finnish-

medium schools. Together with Canadian pre-service programs, this program represents the 

most highly developed education of language immersion teachers worldwide (see Peltoniemi 

2015).  The data collected in this study comprises of two student teachers who in the future will 

act as class teachers in grade levels 1-6 (7-12 year-old pupils) in Swedish immersion, and two 

student teachers who prepare for work as class teachers for the corresponding age groups in 

Swedish-medium schools in Finland. Both student teacher-groups aim for a master’s degree. 

However, the student teachers in Swedish-medium schools have education as their major 

subject, while the major subject of the student teachers in Swedish immersion is the Swedish 

language that entails courses in Swedish language and culture as well as on immersion 

education and bi- and multilingualism. The focus on language in the latter program is due to 

the fact that the program predominantly addresses Finnish-speaking students who enter the 

program with an independent user level (B2), in terms of the Common European Framework 

of Reference for Languages (hereafter CEFR, Council of Europe 2001), in the other national 

language Swedish, but who in their profession will use mainly Swedish as the language of 

instruction in class.  

 

The two target groups represented by four student teacher voices are well suited for 

investigating possible DLCs. Student teachers in Swedish immersion prepare for operating 

daily in Swedish, Finnish and other languages in school. Similarly, student teachers for 

Swedish-medium schools have to attend to both Swedish and Finnish as many of them will 

work in regions where Swedish is a de facto minority language and Swedish-medium classes 

may consist of two thirds of bilingual Swedish-Finnish pupils. Thus, both types of student 

teachers can be expected to have developed some language awareness, because of the active 

language related choice of the immersion student teachers, and the national language status, but 

de facto minority status, of Swedish in Finland. 

 

Finland introduced a new core curriculum for basic education in 2014, which has been 

implemented from August 2016 (Finnish National Board of Education 2015). It also seems that 
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the 2014 national curriculum exhibits some aspirations to adjust the classroom practices to 

match the increasing cultural and linguistic diversity by expecting teachers to promote the 

development of language awareness and multilingual competence, which is here illustrated with 

the following target descriptions related to cultural diversity and language awareness. The 

relevant core areas from the point of view of this article are highlighted in italics.   

 

T1 supervise the pupil to notice the linguistic and cultural diversity in the closest 

environment and in the world, as well as the position of English as a global language 

T2 motivate the student to appreciate her/his own linguistic and cultural background and 

the linguistic and cultural diversity in the world, as well as to treat people without 

prejudice 

T3 guide the pupil to notice what unites and separates different languages, as well as 

support the development of her/his linguistic power of deduction (Finnish National Board 

of Education 2015, pp. 246-247) 

 

The targets described above are general in kind, and require all teachers to face up to the 

challenge of supporting language and cultural awareness among their pupils, as well as fostering 

a sound linguistic and cultural identity and pride of one’s own linguistic resources.  In relation 

to the explicit language syllabi, it is worth pointing out that there are different syllabi for the 

first languages Finnish, Swedish, Sami, Romani, Sign language in the two latest national 

curricula from 2004 and 2014. The 2014 national curriculum (Finnish National Board of 

Education 2015) presents six syllabi for the second national language subject: an advanced 

syllabus in Swedish and Finnish, an intermediate syllabus in Swedish and Finnish, and the 

syllabus in native-level Swedish and Finnish. In addition to that, seven different syllabi have 

been defined for the foreign language subject: advanced syllabi in English, another foreign 

language, and Sámi; an intermediate syllabus in an unspecified foreign language; and basic 

syllabi in an unspecified foreign language, Sámi, and Latin. 

 

3. Research Questions  

Our study addresses the use of DLCs as a methodological tool for describing and analysing 

multiple language use in the domain of education in Finland.  The analysis consists of two parts, 

where the first part aims to study how Finnish society positions the use of different languages 
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in the school context and the second part aims to investigate multiple language dynamics among 

individuals in teacher education. In the first part, we scrutinize the two recent national core 

curricula for basic education to investigate how assessment descriptors of different languages 

are described and prescribed. In the latter part of the empirical analysis, we highlight how 

student teachers conceive their use of languages and their multilingual identity in officially 

bilingual Finland. The focus is on looking into two groups of student teachers, Swedish L1 

speakers and Finnish L1 speakers. 

 

It is believed that a DLC approach might be a useful methodological tool in a study like this. 

Unlike a language repertoire, a DCL comprises the languages, which, together, perform the 

most vital functions of a language (Aronin 2017). Whereas language repertoire relates to the 

totality of an individual's skills and resources where each language is dealt with separately, 

DLC is concerned with the vehicle languages standing out as being of prime importance. Thus 

DLC is seen as an emergent entity, a form of social action and linguistic practice, a process 

rather than a product (Aronin 2017).  

Our empiric research questions are: 

 What pattern of DLCs emerge in the two latest national core curricula for basic 

education in Finland? 

 What patterns of DLCs emerge among bi-/multilingual student teachers in Finland? 

We expect these operationalized research questions to provide us with a platform for discussing 

the following questions:  

 What can be suggested regarding the usefulness of Dominant Language Constellation 

as a tool for describing multilingual language patterns at the societal and individual 

levels? as well as  

 What is suggested for developing multilingual awareness among student teachers in 

Finland? 

 

4. Data and Method 

 

As mentioned, the focus is set on the educational domain and more specifically on basic 

education and the approach is qualitative, hermeneutic-phenomenological (Geanellos 2000). 

Thus, the method could be described as directed interpretive content analysis (cf. Armat et al. 
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2018, Geanellos 2000). As the source of data at the societal level the two most recent Finnish 

national core curricula for basic education were chosen and explicitly the sections where the 

objectives, core content and assessment criteria for mother tongue/first language (L1) Swedish, 

Finnish and Sámi, the advanced syllabi for second national languages (SNL) Swedish, Finnish, 

and the advanced syllabi for foreign languages (FL) English and other unspecified foreign 

languages for pupils in basic education (grades 1-6) are described (Finnish National Board of 

Education 2004, pp. 44-83, 118-147; Finnish National Board of Education 2015, pp. 160-177, 

196-205, 220-228). The reader ought to note that both the Swedish and the English versions 

have been made use of in the analysis of the 2004 national curriculum texts, whereas mainly 

the Swedish version was used for analysing the texts from the 2014 national curriculum. The 

English version of the latter turned out to be less faithful to the original versions in the national 

languages, which is why the authors’ own translations to English are used for the 2014 national 

curriculum.      

 

Regarding the curricular texts, the aim was to identify patterns related to language as a vehicle 

for communicative purposes and as expression of identity (cf. Aronin 2016) of the above–

mentioned languages, in order to identify societal DLCs in both curricula. Hence, there was a 

degree of directedness in the analysis based on previous knowledge and the preconceptions of 

the researchers. The analysis then pended between part and whole in order to validate the results 

and keep them as close to the lived experience as possible. The analysis was challenged by the 

fact that the categorization of objectives has developed since 2004. In 2004 the objectives and 

assessment descriptors were categorized into:  Reading/Text comprehension, speaking, 

listening comprehension and writing, whereas the categories used in 2014 identifies 

communication, understanding and production. In addition to this, culturally related aims are 

also referred to in both curricula, in 2004 under the heading Cultural skills and in 2014 as 

Growing into cultural diversity and language awareness and thus makes it impossible to 

compare some aspects on a one-to-one basis.   

 

The data comprising the student teacher voices were gathered during the years 2015-2016 

through recorded, self-directed group discussions with a set of questions on language identity, 

attitudes towards their languages and language use within different domains. At the time when 

the group discussions were made the focus of the research team was not on individual DLCs 
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among student teachers but on their perceptions about language use in order to learn how aware 

the student teachers from the two target groups are of their own multiple language use and 

language identity. Hence, the question of what languages constitute dominant languages of the 

individual student teachers was never explicitly addressed during the discussions, but during 

the discussions it was quite apparent that language dominance emerges in different ways, i.e. 

in how student teachers define themselves linguistically, in what domains and how frequently 

they use their languages. The data of the four student teachers have been analysed in accordance 

with the above described method, and with a focus on data that can be used for comparisons 

with the curricular texts of the study. In the selection of individual student voices, two 

individuals from each group (Swedish-medium student teachers and Swedish immersion 

student teachers), representing different profiles in terms of languages as vehicle for different 

communicative purposes and languages as expressions of identity, were chosen. All participants 

highlighted in this study have been informed about the use of the data for research purposes and 

have approved to participate in the study.   

 

5. Results  

The first part of the results presents data related to the two latest national curricula and hence 

attempts to provide some answers regarding the communicative purposes and identity 

expressions of different languages at a society level. The second part presents results related to 

individual student teachers, their language use and language identities. 

 

5.1 . Curricula  

The results presented below illustrate and describe variation in the prescribed communicative 

purposes and identity aspects of some of the languages presented in the national curricula from 

2014 and 2004. Competence levels are used to illustrate the expected growth in communicative 

functions. For the sake of clarity of presentation and economy of space, this chapter only 

presents results concerning the first language (L1) syllabi Swedish (SWE), Finnish (FI), and 

Sámi, as well as second national language (SNL) advanced level syllabi for Finnish and 

Swedish and foreign language (FL) advanced level syllabi for English and other foreign 

languages (commencing for beginner pupils in grades 1-6).  

 

5.1.1. Communicative Purposes 
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The communicative functions are illustrated with examples for the language learning 

assessment descriptors in the current curriculum (Finnish National Board of Education 2015). 

Even though the studied curriculum does not apply the levels of competence identified in the 

CEFR (Council of Europe 2001) for L1-syllabi, an interpretation of the verbal descriptors used 

in the curriculum has been made in relation to the CEFR-levels with the following result:  

 

Table 1 Interpretation of the expected competence levels for good competence in L1 Swedish, 

Finnish, and Sámi by grade 6 in the 2014 national curriculum (Finnish National Board of 

Education 2015) 

Language Communication Interpretation  Production  

L1 Swedish B2-C1  B2-C1 B2 

L1 Finnish B2-C1 B2-C1 B2 

L1 Sámi B2- B2 B2-C1 

 

Firstly, Table 1 above shows that quite high competence expectations are identified for all three 

L1s, which indicates a very broad spectrum of communicative purposes. Secondly, differences 

are also noted regarding the competence levels in the different L1s presented in the curriculum. 

Both Finnish and Swedish as first languages appear to follow the typical pattern of expecting 

interactional and receptive language uses to develop faster than the productive uses. 

Interestingly enough, the L1 Sámi-descriptors represent an almost opposite pattern, where 

higher expectations are set for the productive uses than for interpretation and communication. 

This can be interpreted as an indication of differences in expected communicative purposes and 

functions (see section below) of L1 Finnish and Swedish over the other official minority 

languages identified in the 2014 national curriculum (Finnish National Board of Education 

2015).  

 

In order to follow the consistency of expected competence level patterns of different languages 

over time, the assessment criteria for the two SNLs Swedish and Finnish as well as the FL 

English and Other FL in the two last national curricula were compared. The results are shown 

in Tables 2 and 4 below, where the levels and descriptors defining a “good performance” for 

grade 6 pupils are presented. As mentioned, the assessment criteria, or “descriptions of good 

performance” as they are called (Finnish National Board of Education 2004, 2015), for 

language education in the two last national curricula are based upon the levels of competence 
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identified in the CEFR (Council of Europe 2001). However, the areas of competence identified 

have changed to some extent between the curricular reforms, which means that the results 

presented are our interpretations of the identified areas of competence. In the 2004 curriculum 

the CEFR-competence levels were divided into the four traditional areas of language 

competence: listening comprehension, text comprehension, speech, and writing, whereas the 

2014 curriculum uses the division communication, interpretation, and production. In the 2004 

curriculum explicit criteria for the assessment of communicative and interactional aspects of 

language competence were not included, even though communication strategies is identified as 

one of the key content areas,  as indicated in Table 2 below. It is also worth noting that for SNL 

Finnish in the 2004 curriculum, the communicative focus can only be found implicitly among 

the objectives.      

 

Table 2 Description of good performance at the end of grade 6 

Language Communication 

2004 and 2014 

Interpreting     

2004 and 2014 

Production  

2004 and 2014 

SNL FI n.a./ A2.1 A1.3 (listen), A2.1 

(read)/ A2.1 

A1.3 (speak), A1.3 

(write)/A1.3 

SNL SWE n.a. / A1.3 A1.3 (listen), A1.3 

(read)/ A1.3 

A1.2 (speak), A1.2 

(write)/A1.2 

FL ENG n.a./ A2.1 A2.1 (listen), A2.1 

(read)/ A2.1 

A1.3 (speak), A1.3 

(write)/A2.1 

FL Other n.a./ A1.3 A1.3 (listen), A1.3 

(read)/ A1.3 

A1.2 (speak), A1.2 

(write)/A1.2 

 

An explicit development has thus taken place regarding the communicative aspect of language 

performance. This is relevant for all listed languages, but most prominent for SNL Finnish, 

indicating that there has been a strengthened focus on the communicative and interactional 

functions of the languages included over time. There has also been an increase in the 

competence levels expected for SNL Finnish and FL English between the two latest curricular 

reforms, whereas the competence levels identified for SNL Swedish and Other FLs have 

remained similar and stable over time. Contrary to the L1- results, this pattern seems to indicate 

that SNL Swedish is to be regarded more as a “national foreign language” than a second national 

language with a wide variety of communicative functions. The competence levels stated for 

English as FL point in the direction that English is moving towards being a “third national 

language” (cf. Leppänen et al. 2008) in terms of communicative purposes.  
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Even though it is not part of the actual data presented, it might be worth noting, that the 

advanced level syllabus for SNL Swedish included in the table above is studied by a minority 

of Finnish-speaking pupils who commence their studies of SNL Swedish in grades 1-6, whereas 

a majority of Finnish-speaking students in Finland start their studies of Swedish in grade 6. A 

majority of Swedish-speaking pupils, on the other hand, commence their studies in the SNL 

Finnish along the advanced syllabus.    

 

5.1.2. Functions and Identity  

Regarding the objectives described for different L1s in the 2014 national curriculum (Finnish 

National Board of Education 2015), the cultural objectives provide a clear variation, which 

seems to indicate differences both regarding functions and identity (see below). As shown in 

Table 3 below, the most obvious difference is related to Sámi, which in this descriptor is clearly 

viewed as a language for maintenance of an indigenous minority culture (cf. Sarivaara 2016). 

The difference to both L1 Finnish and Swedish is remarkable, since the descriptors for both of 

these clearly point towards language and cultures of contact and the importance of interlingual 

awareness.  

 

Table 3 Assessment criteria related to language, cultural awareness, knowledge and identity 

for L1 Swedish, Finnish and Sámi in grade 6 in the 2014 national curriculum (Finnish National 

Board of Education 2015) 

 

Language Language, cultural knowledge, awareness and identity in 

the  2014 national curriculum 

L1 Swedish The pupil has knowledge of her/his own as well as the 

languages and cultures of others, and can describe and reflect 

upon similarities and differences between different languages 

and cultures. (p. 166) 

L1 Finnish The pupil is able to describe noticed similarities and differences 

between different languages and cultures. The pupil can talk 

about media- and cultural offerings of their own interest/of 

interest to them. (p. 171) 

L1 Sami The pupil can describe the main characteristics of the Sámi way 

of life and name the most common manifestations/expressions 

of Sámi culture. (p. 177) 
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There are, however, also differences in the descriptors for L1 Swedish and Finnish. The 

descriptor for Swedish departs from the pupil’s own language and culture and contrasting that 

to other languages and cultures, whereas that point of departure is not mentioned in the 

descriptor for Finnish. One could speculate that it might be an indication of the will to highlight 

the pupils’ ownership of Swedish, whereas the majority position of Finnish has not made such 

an identity marker an explicit issue. Also, knowledge as well as an ability to describe and reflect 

upon cultural and linguistic differences and similarities are stressed for Swedish. For Finnish 

these cognitively demanding aspects are not mentioned, but rather the ability to talk about the 

linguistic and cultural similarities and differences noticed by the pupil. Furthermore, the Finnish 

descriptor refers to consuming different media products, a dimension missing entirely in the 

cultural descriptors for the other two L1s, even though literature and other cultural and 

multimedia products are mentioned elsewhere e.g. in the curricular objectives and/or 

assessment descriptors.  Hence, the interactional function and the relation to current media are 

stressed for Finnish rather than aspects of widening one’s frames of reference and deepening 

the ability for reflection.  

 

These culturally related descriptors seem to indicate that Sami is taught mainly to strengthen 

cultural and linguistic identity, whereas the descriptors for the other L1s indicate that the 

languages are seen as a useful point of reference in relation to other languages, i.e. strengthening 

language awareness and a broader sense of language identity. For Swedish the functions related 

to cognitive development and reflection become clear, whereas mainly the interactional aspects 

in relation to other people and media products are stressed for Finnish. On the basis of these 

descriptors one could argue that Swedish as a second national language is to be seen as a 

language of education, with little connection to contemporary media products. However, that 

is too narrow a view, since other parts of the 2014 national curriculum, as mentioned, do balance 

the lack of reference to media-products in the culturally related assessment criteria. What can 

be claimed, however, is that the identity-building function is more connected to current media 

and culture products for L1 Finnish than for L1 Swedish and Sámi. In Table 4 (below) we will 

continue with a look at the culturally related assessment descriptors for the SNLs and FLs.   

 

Table 4 Description of good cultural skills in SNLs and FLs at the end of grade 6 in the 2004 

and 2014 national curricula (Finnish National Board of Education 2004, 2015) 
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Language National curriculum 2004 (Eng) National curriculum 2014 (Swe) 

SNL FI “The pupils have to be able to state 

some of the most important 

differences between Finnish and 

Swedish, and have a command of 

basic information, such as names, 

localities, places and manners in 

Finland.” (p. 130) NB! Not 

explicitly highlighted as cultural 

skills. 

The pupil is able to give reasons why 

Swedish and Finnish are spoken in 

Finland. The pupil perceives 

similarities and differences related to 

e.g. grammar, vocabulary and 

meanings between Finnish and the 

mother tongue or other languages the 

pupil knows. The pupil can describe 

in what situations/connections one 

can read and hear Finnish. (pp. 200-

201 

SNL SWE “The pupils will know the main 

contents of, and differences 

between, their own culture and 

Swedish-language culture. The 

pupils will be able to interact with 

Swedish-speaking individuals in 

simple everyday situations.” (p. 

120)  

The pupil is able to provide reasons to 

why Swedish is spoken in Finland and 

describe the linguistic diversity in the 

Nordic countries. The pupil is able to 

observe/notice differences and 

similarities related to grammar, 

vocabulary or other aspects between 

Swedish and the mother tongue or 

other languages the pupil knows.  The 

pupil is able to tell/explain where 

Swedish can be seen or heard. (p. 

204) 

FL ENG “The pupil will know the main 

contents of, and key similarities and 

differences between the culture of 

their own language and the target 

language, be able to interact with 

speakers of the target language in 

simple everyday situations.” (p. 

141) 

The pupil is able to generally describe 

what kind of languages there are in 

their own surroundings, what 

languages are most commonly spoken 

in the world and how wide-spread 

English is. The pupil perceives 

similarities and differences related to 

e.g. grammar, vocabulary and 

meanings between English and the 

mother tongue or other languages the 

pupil knows. (p. 223) 

FL Other “The pupil will know the main 

contents of, and key similarities and 

differences between the culture of 

their own language and the target 

language, be able to interact with 

speakers of the target language in 

simple everyday situations.” (p. 

141) 

The pupil knows that the languages of 

the world are divided into language 

families and can describe to which 

one the target language belongs. The 

pupil can account for the languages 

spoken in her/his surroundings. The 

pupil perceives similarities and 

differences related to e.g. grammar, 

vocabulary and meanings between the 

target language and the mother 

tongue or other languages the pupil 

knows. The pupil can describe where 
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the target language can be read and 

heard. (p. 227) 

 

These assessment descriptors related to cultural skills and awareness show that the curricular 

scope has become both broader and more explicit between the two national curricular reforms. 

This developmental pattern can be noted regarding all the languages specified in Table 4 above. 

For instance, in the 2014 descriptors a language awareness perspective is present in the 

descriptors for all the listed languages, and hence also an evident expectation of multilingual 

language communities, whereas the 2004 descriptors focus on contrasting the pupil‘s own 

culture and the target language culture.  

 

Especially for SNL Finnish one can see a progression from more nationally focused, realia-

centred assessment criteria to a broader multilingual and reflective scope. Contrary to the 

differences related to cognitive development and reflection in relation to the L1s, the descriptors 

for SNL Swedish and Finnish are quite similar, with the exception that the Nordic dimension is 

mentioned explicitly for SNL Swedish and that similarities and differences regarding meanings 

are mentioned for SNL Finnish and the FLs, but not for SNL Swedish. A strong resemblance is 

thus evident also for FL English, where the most marked difference is that pupils are not 

required to explain where English can be seen and heard, presumably because it is taken for 

granted that English is present in the surroundings of even young pupils. English is brought 

forth as a language with a global function, whereas the dimension that different languages might 

be more or less related is stressed for other foreign languages, drawing a picture of quite 

different identity relations and scope of functions for the different FLs.  

 

5.2. Individual student teacher voices    

The excerpts chosen to highlight individual student voices on the dynamics and communicative 

purposes of their multiple languages and languages as expression of identity comprises four 

female student teachers. Thus, the data presentation follows the same categorization as the one 

used in the previous section on languages perspectives in Finnish national core curricula 2004 

and 2014.  The individual students were anonymized by naming the Swedish-medium student 

teachers Frida and Dana and the Swedish immersion student teachers Peeta and Opri.  

 

5.2.1. Communicative Purposes 
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Though the definition of multicompetence has been modified during the years (see e.g. Cook 

1991, 2003, 2012), it clearly aims at treating the diverse languages as a coherent whole, rather 

than selecting one language separately. In the voices of the Swedish-medium student teachers 

this coherence between the separate languages is expressed by explicit comparisons but also by 

using different verbal markers to intricately group languages together referring to the 

competence level (see examples 1-2). 

1. “Swedish is my mother tongue, Finnish almost as my mother tongue and I know 

English and French.” (Frida) 

2. “I know Finnish, English, I ought to be able to say I know German, French, Spanish. 

I knew them, then. The Nordic languages one understands acceptably, except 

Icelandic” (Dana). 

In her list of languages, Frida chooses to start by mentioning Swedish as her mother tongue, 

whereas Dana excludes Swedish in her first list of languages even though she later during the 

discussion confirms that she regards Swedish as her mother tongue. Frida groups English and 

French together as languages she “knows”, whereas Dana groups Finnish and English together 

and then inserts a brief comment on her “ought-to-have” knowledge of German. Following her 

remark about her competence in German, Dana adds French and Spanish, and the discourse 

indicates that she is now listing languages she associates with a previous learning context 

(probably school) where she has studied the languages but now feels that the communicative 

functions of these languages are receptive. The excerpt ends with a shift towards a more general 

remark that Nordic languages, except Icelandic, are in general comprehensible for Swedish-

speakers.  

 

The reflections by the Swedish immersion student teachers Peeta and Opri show a similar point 

of departure as found for Dana; i.e. the mother tongue is taken for granted and is therefore not 

included when reflecting about multiple language use and communicative purposes.  Also the 

discourse centred on language as expression of identity supports the notion that the Finnish 

language is very much at the core of the languages used by Peeta and Opri (see next section). 

For their other languages, Peeta and Opri do not refer to skills and competences but rather to 

domains of learning and usage. All four student teachers express a positive view towards 

strengthening the less active languages in their language repertoire or enlarging their present 

repertoire with new languages. Opri would like to maintain and gain more fluency in the 
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languages she has already learnt, especially French, a language that also Dana would like to 

learn better.  Frida would like to learn Spanish and Italian and expresses the view on oral 

interaction as an important communicative purpose, since she states that she would be most 

successful in this effort if given the opportunity to spend time abroad.  Also Opri too underlines 

the importance of regular oral interaction with native-speakers and concludes that the best way 

to learn languages is to live in the country. Peeta endeavors to refresh her skills in French and 

Spanish and would like to include German and Russian in her language repertoire.  

 

5.2.2. Functions and Identity 

The national languages of Finland position themselves as languages that are part of the early 

years in two of the four student teachers lives. Frida states that she did not master Finnish during 

her early years even though her mother is Finnish-speaking. She maintains that she actually did 

not learn Finnish until she moved to the capital area of Finland. At home Opri’s mother spoke 

Swedish with the children who answered in Finnish. Whereas Frida and Opri were raised in 

families with both languages, Dana and Peeta have similar trajectories when it comes to 

learning the other national language. They did not encounter the other national language until 

later in life. Dana was raised in a small Swedish-speaking village and she really had to struggle 

to learn Finnish, while Peeta says she learnt Swedish when she began her university studies.  

 

It is noteworthy that in the discourse of the two Swedish immersion student teachers there are 

no words indicating that the learning of the other national language (Swedish) has been 

specifically important or stressful. It seems like Opri as a child did not find it relevant to use 

Swedish at home since her family’s shared language was Finnish, whereas Peeta finds 

university studies in the Swedish language to be her entry point of learning the language though 

she has had several years of Swedish lessons in school before university. In the same vein, both 

Swedish-medium student teachers have had Finnish at school, but both underline that they come 

from very Swedish-dominant surroundings and that it required active engagement to learn 

Finnish. Dana explicitly says that she has struggled with learning Finnish but that many today 

think that she is a Swedish-Finnish bilingual. This discourse shows the different conditions 

under which the two national languages of Finland are being used in daily life. For Swedish-

dominant speakers in Finland it is essential to be able to use both languages, whereas Finnish-

dominant speakers do not experience the same need to master both languages. The voices of 
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the student teachers thus clearly show how societal patterns influence individual patterns. 

Consequently, Opri and Peeta do not specify contexts or domains where Swedish would be 

more predominant than other languages and they just note that Finnish is used at home. 

Contrastingly, Frida and Dana estimate that part of their daily activities are in Swedish, part in 

Finnish.  Furthermore, their wordings also show that there is a self-initiated responsibility to 

motivate the use or non-use of Swedish: 

3. “Swedish 60-70 % at work, Finnish 30-40 % in the family and in society. This is 

probably due to convenience and conformism.” (Frida) 

4. “Nowadays more Swedish, earlier both oral and written Finnish.” (Dana) 

For the other languages of Frida, Dana, Opri and Peeta, the domains for learning the languages 

are mainly school and abroad. Frida learnt English at school and French at school and abroad. 

Dana does not specify domains for her different languages (see previous section) except for the 

English language, which she uses for literary reading. Opri learnt English while studying in 

Great Britain where she also learnt Norwegian and Danish. She has spent a year in Germany as 

an exchange student, has travelled frequently in Sweden because of her hobby and has taken a 

course in French. Likewise, Peeta has spent time in Sweden where she has had language courses 

in French and Spanish. She mentions that she has almost forgotten all her Danish but it remains 

unclear where she has learnt Danish. She learns more English when skyping in English with 

friends in Europe.  

 

When asked about the linguistic identity (perceptions about being mono-, bi- or multilingual), 

all four student teachers add an explanation to their answer and the question opens for a lengthy 

discussion and even shifts in perspectives. 

5. “I am bilingual, earlier monolingual. When I was young English did not have the same 

position in society as it has now.” (Frida) 

6. “…but I have had to struggle with Finnish, so I see myself as being monolingual 

Swedish, but if multilingual means to be able to use many languages so OK, but not 

bilingual if bilingual means to get two languages from home.” (Dana) 

7. “I am monolingual but mentally bilingual…Inside of me I have a very strong Swedish 

identity but to produce Swedish, it is not at all as easy as Finnish… I would perhaps 

say that I am multilingual. I know a little bit of every language… Now perhaps 
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monolingual or multilingual, and yes, bilingual…But when you are bilingual, it feels 

as you should be as comfortable as when using Finnish” (Opri) 

8. “I am... sort of monolingual Finnish. … It feels like you should have got it [the other 

language] at home. … Right now I would classify myself as a monolingual who feels 

at home in Finnish, Swedish and English… Whenever I get an opportunity to use 

English I drive there and use it! [Another discussion partner asks: But why are you 

not multilingual then?] Maybe it is something in the Finnish mindset, that I cannot 

allow myself.” (Peeta) 

As shown in the excerpts, there are arguments that support identifications of monolingual, 

bilingual or multilingual states among all four student teachers. To identify as a bilingual person 

seems to be strongly associated with being raised bilingually at home and poses challenges to 

Dana and Peeta, whereas Opri underlines the importance of being at ease/being fluent in using 

both languages. All of them hesitate to readily define themselves as multilinguals, but indicate 

that they are more inclined to define themselves as multilinguals in a pragmatic sense (cf.  Dana 

and Opri above). Only Frida and Peeta explicitly mention English in the language identity 

discussion and it is the only other language besides Finnish and Swedish that shows up in this 

discourse. Frida’s argument expresses almost a defence for why English is not as visible among 

her languages as generally expected in Finland, whereas Peeta emotionally claims that she is 

ready to drive to places where she has an opportunity to use English.  

   

6. Conclusions and Implications for the Future  

We have used two different sets of data to show how multicompetence and DLCs can be 

identified and analysed in the domain of education in Finland both societally and individually. 

For the purpose of our study, we have separated a societal level, where the focus is on a 

document analysis of the two most recent national curricula, and an individual level, 

represented by group discussions with four student teachers. In both sets of data we have 

focused on language as vehicle for communicative purposes and language as expression of 

identity. Even though the two sets of data are rather different, they show to what extent the 

DLCs described in the steering documents and the DLCs of student teachers match and if there 

is a potential to develop towards multicompetence. 
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To sum up the results at the society level, we ask what patterns of DLCs emerge in the two 

latest national core curricula for basic education in Finland. A distinct development towards a 

more explicit recognition of diversity among students and in society is clearly visible. This is 

linked with an expected growth of language awareness, mainly connected to the assessment 

descriptors used for Swedish and Finnish as L1s and SNLs and FL English. The descriptor for 

Sámi as L1 does not contain that perspective, stressing Sámi as a separate entity, which is 

interesting, considering the fact that there are several different Sámi languages present in 

Finland and the whole Northern region (cf. Lainio, Pesonen & Nordin, 2017). The general path 

of development is thus in the direction towards viewing languages as interconnected and useful 

tools, but there is still a long way to go to reach a consistent view on multicompetence (cf. Cook 

2012). This process then has to become teacher-driven, which sets requirements for consistent 

efforts within teacher education.  

 

Regarding the internal relations between the studied language descriptors, the pattern to emerge 

is thus one where the communicative uses and identity-related functions of L1 Sámi (and other 

minority languages) is more limited than those of the two national languages as L1. On the 

other hand, the language-specific linguistic and cultural identity aspects are much more explicit 

for the minority languages, even though they are mentioned more explicitly also for L1 Swedish 

than L1 Finnish. The expected competence patterns differ between the national languages and 

Sámi, which we take as an indication of the more limited communicative scope expected for 

the Sámi language.  

 

Another internal relation relevant for our discussion is the fact that there are higher competence 

demands set for SNL Finnish (advanced syllabus for Swedish-medium schools) than for SNL 

Swedish (advanced syllabus for Finnish-medium schools), which seems to indicate that the 

communicative uses of the SNL are to be regarded as more crucial for Swedish-speakers than 

for Finnish-speakers. What the empirical data does not illustrate, but which further strengthens 

that assumption, is the fact that a majority of Finnish-speaking pupils in Finland do not study 

Swedish in accordance with the advanced syllabus, but follow an intermediate syllabus 

commencing in grade 6 as mentioned earlier.  
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The internal relation patterns between the SNLs and FL English is interesting, since the 

competence descriptors contain higher expectations for English than the SNLs. This can be seen 

as a clear indication of a move away from English as a foreign language towards a second 

language, i.e. a language of wide communicative uses. Also, the culturally related descriptor 

indicates that English is a language of relevance in the local community as well as a language 

for international communication. Hence, the conclusion can be drawn that English is definitely 

to be included in the expected DLC at a society level. This interpretation is further strengthened 

by the fact that the national curricula do not include descriptors for other specified foreign 

languages, only a common for all other possible foreign languages and thus not part of the 

expected societal DLCs.  

 

To conclude, we thus claim that the DLCs at the society level indicate that the expected DLCs 

are slightly different, depending on whether one attends the Swedish or Finnish medium school. 

For pupils in the Swedish medium schools the expected DLC consists of the first language 

Swedish, followed by both Finnish and English as equally important, with complementary 

communicative uses and identity functions. For pupils in the Finnish medium schools the DLC 

is expected to consist of L1 Finnish, followed by English for both domestic and international 

communicative functions. On the basis of our findings, we claim that Swedish is included in 

that constellation, although with a slightly more narrow scope of communicative uses and 

weaker identity claims than English. The inclusion of Swedish in the DLC is relevant when the 

language is studied at an advanced level, but not necessarily for pupils who commence their 

studies later.  

 

The analysis of the four student teacher voices show that communicative purposes, use and 

function indicate what languages constitute DLCs. Education, home and abroad stand out as 

three domains of prime importance for language learning and use. Furthermore, it is not possible 

to identify present DLC constellations among the individual student teachers without including 

several measures on language communicative purposes and identity. The language identity 

examples show that student teachers view themselves as monolingual, bilingual and 

multilingual. The bilingualism perspective seems to be more associated with equally high 

competence in both national languages (cf. two monolingualisms referred to as the two-

solitudes assumption by e.g. Cummins 2007) and the multilingualism perspective with 
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pragmatic views (knowledge of and ability to use several languages). The discussion further 

shows, that the individual definitions are dynamic and change in line with different perspectives 

and during different periods of time throughout an individual’s life. Finnish is the language that 

the two Swedish immersion student teachers think that fulfill most of their communicative 

purposes, whereas the Swedish-medium student teachers also stress Finnish as an important 

language for several communicative purposes after Swedish. They also express a responsibility 

for making active use of Swedish. When more languages than Finnish and Swedish are 

mentioned, Swedish and English are grouped together as an equal pair for both communicative 

purposes and use by the two immersion student teachers. The Swedish-medium student teachers 

are somewhat more oriented towards the simultaneous use of two languages but English is 

implicitly referred to as their third dominant language. 

 

In the light of the four student teachers’ reported multiple language use it is a matter of 

definition if two or three languages belong to their dominant languages, but the result of the 

analysis clearly shows that there are three languages (Finnish, Swedish and English) that 

function as the three most dominant languages in their present constellations. Even if English 

can be classified as a “foreign” language in the sense that there are not so many native speakers 

of English in Finland, its use and frequency has a clear position and status not comparable with 

those other languages mentioned in the language repertoire of all four student teachers. We 

assume that Swedish would not have been present in the two Swedish immersion student 

teachers’ DLC if they had not chosen to enter Swedish immersion teacher education. Though 

they use Swedish daily during their teacher training they tend to group Swedish and English 

together with equal status for both competence and use. 

 

A comparison between the DLCs emerging in the national core curricula and the four student 

teachers shows a clear picture of the presence of three languages (Finnish, Swedish and 

English). Among these three languages the balance between Swedish and English seems to be 

specifically delicate and subject to change. In addition, the analysis also revealed that there is 

little evidence of familiarity with regional/national minority languages. There are many 

languages of newcomers in Finland neither mentioned nor included in the languages the student 

teachers mention they would like to learn in the future.  The Russian language is the only 

language mentioned in the language bucket list of the four student teachers (at present Russian, 
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Estonian, Arabic and Somali are the four biggest languages in terms of first language speakers 

in Finland). In relation to teacher education, one has to assume that new student teachers will 

come with only slightly different views on expected DLCs and the majority will probably need 

support to raise their awareness of the communicative and functional value of the variety of 

minority languages presently less visible in curricula and individual DLCs. The explicit use of 

the concept DLC may be a way to raise the language awareness of student teachers and a holistic 

understanding of the variation, dynamics and didactic opportunities of multilingual classrooms. 

The constellation charts (cf. eg. Aronin 2019) used to illustrate the DLCs and other languages 

present in the dynamic language use of an individual or institution used as support for think-

aloud protocols, individual or focus-group interviews has turned out to scaffold language 

awareness and support reflection related to language identity, multilingual language use, as well 

as status and functions of different languages (cf. Björklund and Björklund forthcoming).        

 

It would not have been possible to arrive at the cross-language comparisons needed to display 

DLCs if we had not had the whole picture of languages mentioned in our two data sets. On the 

other hand, we think there is a need to refine analyses to be able to present the nature of the 

DLCs in even more holistic and dynamic ways. In both our data sets, languages are separated 

as isolated entities. We find that this separation does not optimally illustrate the multifaceted 

and intertwined ways in which languages are used simultaneously and overlapping in situated 

daily language use. We need to continue to search for ways to best highlight the real nature of 

multicompetence. 
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