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Abstract 

 

In Finland, the core curriculum for basic education supports multilingual pedagogies. However, 

while the multilingual turn has been recognized in policy documents since 2014, the actual 

shift toward multilingual pedagogies has not yet happened. We examined Finnish teachers’ (n 

= 650) perspectives on using students’ linguistic repertoires by analyzing their responses to the 

following open-ended question: [The revised Finnish common core] curricula encourage the 

use of all the languages students know for learning. Do you practice this in your own teaching? 

How? If not, what are the potential obstacles? Our results showed that most of the teachers 

understood the importance of using students’ entire linguistic repertoires for learning, and only 

very few had a negative stance toward languages as a resource. Many teachers also reported 

implementing multilingual pedagogies in the classroom, for example, encouraging their 

students to use translation dictionaries or to process content in their first languages. 

 

However, other teachers reported various obstacles that prevented them from implementing 

multilingual pedagogies, such as inadequate skills, a lack of time, and heterogeneous groups. 

In addition, students were not always considered as willing to use their own languages or reveal 

their linguistic and cultural backgrounds, which can hinder supporting the linguistic diversity 

of students’ voices. To create equitable learning environments, ongoing work to foster 

linguistically and culturally aware school cultures, including in-service trainings in 

multilingual pedagogies, is needed.  

 



 

Introduction 

Classrooms all over the world are increasingly multilingual. Accordingly, a multilingual turn 

(Aronin & Singleton, 2019) has occurred in educational discourse: languages should be seen 

as resources for learning, not as obstacles. In some countries, educational policies have been 

adjusted to respond to this approach. In Finland, for example, the core curriculum for basic 

education supports multilingual pedagogies in which each student’s entire linguistic repertoire 

is acknowledged as a resource for learning (National Agency for Education, 2014).  

 

Teachers play a key role in putting multilingual pedagogies outlined in policy documents into 

action. However, research indicates that a shift toward multilingual pedagogies has not yet 

happened. Data gathered in Finland just before the educational reform shows that even though 

teachers have mainly positive attitudes toward multilingualism, they lack knowledge of how to 

put multilingual pedagogies into practice (Alisaari et al., 2019a; Harju-Autti & Sinkkonen, 

2020; Heikkola et al., 2022; Dražnik et al., 2022); their multilingual expertise seems to develop 

slowly (Repo, 2020; Tarnanen & Palviainen, 2018), and awareness is not always automatically 

implemented in teaching practices (Harju-Autti & Sinkkonen, 2020). Thus, top-down 

education policies, even progressive ones, are not always implemented (Bergroth et al., 2022; 

Hornberger & Johnson, 2007).  

 

On-going work to support linguistically and culturally aware school cultures is needed. 

Recently, teachers’ professional development related to language awareness (Bergroth et al., 

2022) and linguistically responsive pedagogy (see e.g., Lucas & Villegas, 2013) have been 

emphasized at the national level in Finland (Vaarala et al., 2021). Studies have shown that 

possibilities for professional development have led to improvements in teachers’ knowledge 

(Alisaari et al., forthcoming). With multilingual practices being systematized in Finnish 



 

classrooms, it is essential to understand teachers’ stances toward the use of languages other 

than the language of schooling in the classroom. Since previous studies have raised concerns 

regarding the implementation of multilingual pedagogies in Finland (Alisaari et al., 2019a; 

Heikkola et al., 2022; Dražnik et al., 2022), there is a need to better understand teachers’ 

beliefs about using different languages for learning. 

 

The aim of the study, was to examine Finnish teachers’ perspectives on multilingual 

pedagogies and their use of students’ linguistic resources. The topic was investigated with the 

help of the following research questions: 

 

1. What is the current state of the implementation of multilingual pedagogies in Finnish 

basic education? 

2. What kinds of good established practices related to multilingual pedagogies do 

teachers report? 

3. What kinds of obstacles do teachers report as preventing them from implementing 

multilingual pedagogies? 

Background 

The Finnish national core curriculum for basic education (National Agency for Education, 

2014) reflects the Constitution of Finland, Finnish Non-discrimination Act 21/201 and, human 

rights, especially linguistic human rights (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2017) by emphasizing everyone’s 

right to their language (Alisaari et al., 2019b). The curriculum sees languages valuable per se, 

considers every student as multilingual and requires that students are enabled to learn through 

the language of schooling but with the support of their linguistic resources (National Agency 

for Education, 2014). Thus, multilingual teaching practices are expected to be implemented in 



 

classrooms, meaning that both students and teachers should use their entire linguistic 

repertoires.  

 

The Finnish core curriculum requires that both teachers and students understand the role that 

languages play in students’ growth, learning, collaboration, identity building, and socialization 

into society (National Agency for Education, 2014). The Finnish curriculum refers to this kind 

of pedagogy as language awareness or the combined use of different languages (National 

Agency of Education, 2014), also referred to as translanguaging (García & Hesson, 2015), 

pedagogical translanguaging (Cenoz & Gorter, 2022), or multilingual pedagogies, the term 

used in this article. For multilingual pedagogies to function optimally, students’ first languages 

need to be academically sufficient (Schleppegrell et al., 2022): Students’ first language skills 

benefit all learning, including learning the language of instruction (see e.g., Agirdag & Vanlaar, 

2018; Ganuza & Hedman, 2018; Goldenberg, 2008).  

 

Multilingual pedagogies are learner-centered and support the development of all of the 

learners’ languages (Cenoz & Gorter, 2022). According to Symons (2021), multilingual 

pedagogies can be preplanned, as well as spontaneously implemented (see also Walqui, 2006). 

Preplanned pedagogies are intentionally designed and executed by teachers, and they should 

be based on students’ skills, knowledge, and experiences (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; 

Walqui, 2006). Spontaneous multilingual pedagogies occur in real-time instruction as concrete 

practices, such as explaining key concepts and highlighting texts, or when a student asks their 

peers for clarification in their first language (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; see also Walqui, 

2006). However, purposefully planned multilingual pedagogies might allow students to co-

construct knowledge through social interaction with peers who speak the same language 

(Teemant & Hausman, 2013).  



 

 

In a simple form, multilingual pedagogies may include using dictionaries and web-based 

translation tools, asking students to use expressions in other languages, or learning greetings in 

the different languages that the students in a classroom know. In a deeper form of multilingual 

pedagogies, in which teachers are required to make conscious decisions (Nikula & Moore, 

2019), students are asked to produce texts in their first or other languages, or they are guided 

to negotiate the meanings of different topics with peers in their strongest language, which 

supports their understanding of the topics being taught at a deeper level compared with 

situations in which they are restricted to using only the language of instruction (Tharp et al., 

2000). It is crucial to consider various ways of using students’ linguistic resources for learning 

and not to simplify or overgeneralize strategies since contexts and learners’ needs differ (see 

also David et al., 2021; Nikula & Moore, 2019). Importantly, valuing students’ previous 

knowledge, including their language skills, supports their identity (Cummins, 2021; Li & Qin, 

2022); thus, it is essential that teachers’ practices reflect that their students’ linguistic resources 

are valuable per se (Slaughter & Cross, 2021).  

 

Multilingual pedagogies may require recommendations from policy makers (García & Hesson, 

2015), and a system-level reform is needed, including educational policies and pre- and in-

service teacher education (Bergroth et al., 2022). However, when it comes to actual classroom 

practices, teachers’ actions are essential (Dražnik et al., 2022; Slaughter & Cross, 2021). Recent 

studies conducted in Finland show that Finnish pre- and in-service teachers have positive 

attitudes toward multilingualism in general, but their teaching practices are mainly 

monolingual (Alisaari et al., 2021; Harju-Autti & Sinkkonen, 2020; Heikkola et al., 2022). 

Although many pre- and in-service teachers have acknowledged the important role of students’ 

first languages in learning (Alisaari et al., 2019; see also Cummins, in press), 



 

misunderstandings persist. For example, many teachers still believe that if students continue 

using their first languages, their skills in the language of schooling will not develop sufficiently, 

and consequently prevent them from learning and  integrating into society (Alisaari et al., 

2019a; Shestunova, 2019). Alarmingly, interviews with (Repo, 2020) and survey responses 

from teachers (Alisaari et al., 2019a) have revealed remarkably negative stances toward 

multilingual students and their languages. Similar findings related to an insufficient use of 

students’ linguistic resources for learning have been found in international studies (Iversen, 

2019; Lundberg, 2019; Rodríguez-Izquierdo et al., 2020).  

 

Studies have shown that pedagogical and interpersonal motivations influence the language 

choices teachers make in their daily work (Nikula & Moore, 2019). Moreover, a lack of both 

resources and professional development opportunities has hindered the use of multilingual 

pedagogies in Finnish classrooms (Alisaari et al., 2019b; Harju-Autti et al., 2021). However, 

teachers’ stances toward students’ use of their first languages are dynamic and can be 

influenced by both changes in student body and gaining new knowledge, for example, from 

professional development (Kirsch et al., 2020; Slaughter & Cross, 2021). In Finland, there has 

been a remarkable emphasis on teachers’ professional development related to linguistically 

responsive pedagogies (Vaarala et al., 2021). When looking at teachers’ stances toward the use 

of students’ linguistic repertoires for learning, it is interesting to see whether changes in 

national educational policies and professional development affect the results. Teachers cannot 

be linguistically responsive in their practices without having positive attitudes toward linguistic 

diversity (Lucas & Villegas, 2013). 

 

 

 



 

Methodology 

This study is part of a larger research project investigating teachers’ beliefs, knowledge, and 

practices related to culturally and linguistically diverse learners. In this sub-study, we focused 

on one open-ended question from an online survey that elicited teachers’ self-reported 

perceptions of how they would be able to practice multilingual pedagogies, or what obstacles 

hinder their use of all students’ languages for learning. 

Data Collection and Participants 

The data were collected in autumn 2021 using an online survey that included both Likert scale 

(1–5) items and open-ended questions. The survey was developed by the research group X 

based on a survey that was used in 2016 for a similar purpose, which in turn was based on a 

preliminary version of a survey about linguistically and culturally responsive teaching by 

Milbourn et al. (2017). The survey used in 2016 was amended: items that were too ambiguous, 

did not fit the Finnish context, or were otherwise not operational were omitted. In addition, 

some aspects related to the revised Finnish basic education curriculum were added.  

The Ministry of Culture and Education sent a cover letter along with a link to the survey to all 

local education offices in Finland since it was part of another investigation of Finnish- and 

Swedish-as-a-second-language teaching in Finland. The school districts were asked to forward 

the survey to teachers working in basic and upper secondary education. In addition, the survey 

was advertised through social media. Information about the study, its purpose, and the 

protection of the data were included in the cover letter and on the first page of the online survey. 

Participants were informed that filling out the survey implied their consent. It was not possible 

to calculate a participation percentage, as the number of people who received or saw the survey 

link is unknown. 



 

A total of 1,035 teachers participated in the survey, 63% of which (n = 650) answered the open-

ended question that formed the data for this sub-study. The question was as follows: [The 

revised Finnish common core] curricula encourage the use of all the languages students know 

for learning. Do you practice this in your own teaching? How? If not, what are the potential 

obstacles?  Of the 650 respondents, 72% identified as female, 17% as male, and 1% as other. 

The mean age of the participants was 48. The gender and age structures correspond fairly well 

with the general Finnish teacher population (Kumpulainen, 2017). Of the participants, Finnish 

was the first language (L1) of 92.7%, while Swedish was the L1 of 5.8%, and the L1s of 1.5% 

were other languages. The respondents included primary school teachers (30%), various 

subject teachers from lower and upper secondary schools (46.5%), special education teachers 

(15.9%), principals (3.2%) and study counselors (1.9%) and others (2.5%), such as preparatory 

class teachers, language and culture teachers and supplemental teachers. All the 

aforementioned groups have teaching responsibilities in Finland. 

Data Analysis 

All the analyzed responses were in Finnish or Swedish, and the coding was done in Finnish. 

The examples from the data presented in this paper have been translated into English by the 

authors. At the beginning of the qualitative content analysis (Krippendorff, 1980), Authors 1 

and 2 read the first 150 responses to gain an initial understanding of the analysis of the data. 

Based on this preliminary review, Authors 1 and 2 identified four topics for more detailed 

content analysis: 1) teachers’ possible negative stances toward students’ use of home 

languages, 2) teachers’ current abilities to use their students’ linguistic resources in the 

classroom, 3) established practices (i.e., the ways teachers reported using their students’ 

languages in the classroom), and 4) possible obstacles that prevented teachers from using their 

students’ linguistic resources. Next, Authors 1, 2, and 3 created the final categories (see Table 



 

1). After the first 150 responses were coded by Authors 1 and 2, inter-rater reliability was 

calculated, and the coders reached satisfactory agreement for the different categories (current 

abilities: 82%; established practices: 43–54%; possible obstacles: 33–77%). Authors 1, 2, and 

3 then discussed and negotiated the cases until a consensus was reached. Finally, Alisaari 

analyzed all 650 responses. There were 24 cases that were somewhat difficult to code; Authors 

1 and 3 negotiated these together to reach a consensus.  

Table 1  

Topics and categories that arose from the data 

Topic Categories under the topic Subcategories 

1. Possible 
negative stance 

Negative stance 
No negative stance 

 

2. Current 

abilities to use 
students’ 

linguistic 
resources  

Able to use students’ linguistic 

resources 
 

Not able to use students’ linguistic 
resources 

 

3. Established 

practices 

 

 

 L1 used as a support and resource 

for learning  

  

  

  

  

  

Using dictionaries and 

translation tools 

Encouraging students to 

translate concepts and 

expressions into their L1 

Processing content or taking 

notes in L1 

Using all linguistic resources to 

search for information 

Taking exams in L1 

L1 material is available 

Teacher actively searches for L1 

materials, such as videos or texts 

Peers with the same L1 



 

Collaboration with more capable 

others 

  

  

  

Teacher’s own language skills 

and experiences 

School personnel or other adults 

with the same L1 

Collaboration with parents 

Additional teacher resources 

L1 treated as valuable per se or as a 

way to increase language awareness  

Students acting as experts in 

their L1 in the classroom 

 Comparing languages during 

lessons 

 L1 production in school 

 Textbooks encourage using all 

linguistic resources 

 Reading L1 books as part of 

coursework 

4. Possible 

obstacles that 

prevent teachers 

from using their 

students’ 

linguistic 

resources 

  

 Personnel-related challenges 

 

 

Lack of teachers’ skills 

Lack of staff or interpreters who 

share the student(s)’ L1 

No knowledge of students’ L1s 

or their needs 

  

Resources 

  

  

  

  

 

Lack of time 

Groups too big and too 

linguistically heterogeneous  

Lack of or insufficient materials 

or tools 

Lack of general resources and 

support 

  Student-related challenges 

  

Students’ language and literacy 

skills 



 

  

  Lack of student willingness 

  Teaching first grades in primary 

school 

  Lack of L1 peers 

 

The frequencies of the responses were calculated for all four categories. For the categories 

established practices and possible obstacles, the frequencies were calculated using the multiple 

response set function in SPSS (version 28), in order to include all the responses given by the 

participants (1–3 responses per participant).  

 

Results 

The results are presented following the order of the research questions: first, we present the 

current state of multilingual pedagogies in primary and upper secondary school classrooms in 

Finland and the respondents’ possible negative or pessimistic attitudes toward using students’ 

first languages as a resource during lessons. Next, we report the teachers’ established 

practices of multilingual pedagogies. Finally, we describe the obstacles preventing teachers 

from using multilingual pedagogies. 

 

Current State of Multilingual Pedagogies 

Over half (57.7%) of the teachers reported using multilingual pedagogies in their daily work, 

and some claimed to do so constantly, although this did not appear to be the norm. Examples 

of these responses can be seen in the following excerpts (at the end of each excerpt, we present 

the number of the respondent and the category): 

 



 

Yes. The different mother tongues of the pupils are taken into account so that 

everyone can use their mother tongue in their learning. All mother tongues are 

considered equally valuable. (421; currently using multilingual pedagogies) 

 

I try to do this to make learning meaningful. (505; currently using multilingual 

pedagogies) 

 

[I use multilingual pedagogies] to some extent. We translate Aapinen and Eka Suomi 

words into our own languages. The children help friends with the same language to 

tell about their weekends. They also help newcomers understand the teacher’s 

information, for example, when going on an excursion. Sometimes, the pupils get 

together to do things in language groups. We also have Lukulumo—a digital library 

where you can listen to stories in many languages and read in Finnish. Once a year, 

we take part in Multilingual Day, which is organized by the library. There, we play in 

different languages with teachers who speak different languages. It has been a really 

nice event. Every student gets to make a greeting in our classroom in their own 

language and put it on the door of the corridor. The birthday song is sung in several 

languages. (582; currently using multilingual pedagogies)  

 

Many of the teachers considered multilingual pedagogies a natural part of their teaching, and 

they justified these practices based on principles reflecting the recommendations of the Finnish 

core curricula (National Agency for Education, 2014, 2015) and current understandings of the 

importance of students’ first languages in all learning and identity development (Agirdag & 

Vanlaar, 2018; Cummins, 2021, in press; Ganuza & Hedman, 2018; Goldenberg, 2008). 

However, relatively many respondents (42.3%) reported that they were not currently able to 



 

use multilingual pedagogies. As indicated by one respondent, “It seems that resources for 

anything ‘extra’ are pretty scarce when the days are more about survival” (514; not currently 

implementing). 

 

Only 2.3% of the respondents expressed negative attitudes toward using students’ L1s as a 

resource during lessons. There were also responses that reflected outdated beliefs, namely, 

that using other languages would hinder second language (L2) learning and that the main aim 

or only relevant goal should be learning the language of instruction. 

 

I cannot; it is not always necessarily relevant. (337; negative stance) 

 

No. There are so many languages in our school. In addition, in Finland, you go to 

school, take exams, and are assessed in Finnish. Allowing the students to use other 

languages would put them on an unequal basis (quite a few teachers understand 

English compared to Swahili). (437; negative stance) 

 

Thus, there were many respondents who reported being unable or unwilling to implement 

multilingual pedagogies, as has been found in previous studies conducted in Finland (Alisaari 

et al., 2021a; Heikkola et al., 2022; Harju-Autti & Sinkkonen, 2020, Repo, 2020; Shestunova, 

2019) and internationally (Iversen, 2019; Lundberg, 2019; Rodríguez-Izquierdo et al., 2020). 

In sum, although remarkably few teachers expressed negative stances toward multilingual 

pedagogies compared to studies using previously attained, similar survey data (e.g., Alisaari et 

al., 2019a), the change in educational policies has not yet led to multilingual pedagogies being 

mainstreamed in all classrooms.  

 



 

Established Practices 

When the teachers’ established practices of multilingual pedagogies were analyzed, three main 

categories emerged from the data: 1) L1 used as a support and resource for learning, 2) 

collaboration with more capable others, and 3) L1 treated as valuable per se or as a way to 

increase language awareness. The frequencies of the teachers’ established practices were 

calculated using the multiple response set function in SPSS: all the respondents’ answers were 

pooled together to calculate frequencies. As respondents could give more than one response, 

the response percentages rose above 100% (see Table 2).  

 

Table 2  

 

Frequencies of the reported established practices (n = 650) (4 responses excluded, as they 

could not be coded into any of the categories below) 

 

Categories n % 

L1 used as a support and resource for learning  224 85.5 

  Using dictionaries and translation tools 77 29.4 

  Encouraging students to translate concepts and 

expressions into their L1 

54 20.6 

 Processing content or taking notes in L1 42 16 

  Using all linguistic resources to search for information 28 10.7 

  Taking exams in L1 9 3.4 

 L1 material is available 8 3.1 

  Teacher actively searches for L1 materials, such as 

videos or texts 

6 2.3 



 

Collaboration with more capable others 114 43.6 

  Peers with the same L1 59 22.5 

  Teacher’s own language skills and experiences 35 13.4 

 School personnel or other adults sharing the student(s)’ 

L1 

17 6.5 

 Collaboration with parents 

 

2 0.8 

  Additional teacher resources 1 0.4 

L1 treated as valuable per se or as a way to increase 

language awareness  

83 31.7 

  Students acting as experts in their L1 in the classroom 32 12.2 

 Comparing languages during lessons 30 11.5 

  L1 production in school 17 6.5 

 Textbooks encourage using all linguistic resources 3 1.1 

  Reading L1 books as part of coursework 1 0.4 

Of all the teachers’ responses, 87% mentioned the first main category, L1 used as a support 

and resource for learning (see the sub-categories in Table 2). Examples of these practices are 

presented below. 

 

Students can ask each other for help in the languages they know. I have guided them 

in the use of their mother tongue, for example, by writing down the most important 



 

words in their own language. I use English as an auxiliary language. (504; processing 

content or taking notes in L1) 

 

Students translate words and texts from different subjects into their mother tongue 

every day. I make picture glossaries using Papunet, and the pupils translate the words 

into their mother tongue. We use a highlighter to observe the main themes of the 

texts. The highlighted sentences are translated into their mother tongue in the 

notebook. The sentences are also written in Finnish in the notebook. This makes it 

easier, for example, to study for the exam and to understand the topic in more depth. I 

also encourage pupils to make their own vocabulary Quizlet on the Internet (word in 

Finnish and the same word in their first language + picture). (723; encouraging 

students to translate concepts and expressions into their L1, processing content or 

taking notes in L1) 

 

The most often used strategies concerned translating words or sentences, but they did not 

necessarily explore deeper ways to express the phenomena behind the words. Moreover, 

vocabulary-related strategies are the easiest to implement and do not require pedagogical 

planning in advance (see e.g., Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Cenoz & Gorter, 2022; Symons, 

2021). Thus, the most common strategies were pedagogies that were easy to use. 

 

The second largest category of established practices was collaboration with more capable 

others (43.6% of the mentions). This category included the sub-categories of peers with the 

same L1, teacher’s own language skills and experiences, and school personnel or other adults 

sharing the student(s)’ L1 (see all the sub-categories in Table 2). Examples of these practices 

are presented below. 



 

 

I guide the students to search for information in the languages they know. The 

students help each other with their shared languages. We also search for translations 

together in different languages. The students also do some of their homework in their 

home languages during their Finnish-as-a-second-language classes. (268; peers with 

the same L1) 

 

In a group, students can help other students in their own language. A native-speaking 

tutor clarifies concepts—this is a great asset. (815; peers with the same L1, school 

personnel or other adults sharing the student(s)’ L1) 

 

I use all the languages I speak to support my lessons—Russian, English, German, and 

Swedish—whenever they are useful. I let students search for information in their own 

languages, and I encourage them to say the key words in their mother tongue, even if I 

don’t know the language myself. It works quite well. (824; teacher’s own language 

skills and experiences) 

 

These responses indicate that the teachers acknowledge their students’ languages as resources 

for learning (see also Cummins, 2021) and use shared language knowledge as support. This 

approach fosters students’ perceptions of their language skills as valuable per se and creates a 

space wherein language is seen as a shared resource. Similarly, students’ languages were 

treated as valuable resources for the whole community or seen as valuable per se in the third 

category of established practices, L1 treated as valuable per se or as a way to increase 

language awareness (31.7% of all the mentions; see the sub-categories in Table 2). Examples 

of responses in this category are presented below. 



 

 

Different languages are constantly present in the classroom. Students help each other, 

and sometimes study in groups that share the same language, for example, new 

vocabulary. I might translate or explain individual concepts in English, French, or 

Russian, and sometimes I’ll throw in a few words of Arabic or Somali. Sometimes, 

I’ll ask how it’s expressed in the students’ mother tongues. Dari would be a good 

addition. I don’t know any Dari at all now. (98; students acting as experts in their L1 

in the classroom) 

 

I will use it if necessary. Not consistently, but whenever a migrant or Finnish as a 

second language learner would benefit from it in a foreign language class. Otherwise, 

we do reflect together on how different languages differ from each other and think 

about how to use other languages that we know in our learning. (873; comparing 

languages during lessons) 

 

To conclude, the teachers presented various established practices. Most of the reported 

practices were spontaneous (see e.g., Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Cenoz & Gorter, 2022; 

Symons, 2021), for example, using dictionaries and web-based translation tools, asking 

students to explain expressions in other languages, or learning to greet one another in the 

languages that the students in a classroom know. However, the use of multilingual pedagogies 

requiring more conscious decision-making and pedagogical planning by the teachers (see 

Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Nikula & Moore, 2019; Symons, 2021) was not often reported. 

For example, processing content or taking notes in students’ L1s were mentioned in only 42 of 

650 responses. However, an approach to content processing that accesses the phenomena 

behind the words (Bernstein, 1999) could optimally support students’ understanding of the 



 

topics being taught (Tharp et al., 2000) and co-construct knowledge through social interaction 

with peers who speak the same language (Teemant & Hausman, 2013).  

 

Reported Obstacles 

The teachers were also asked about the obstacles preventing them from using multilingual 

pedagogies. Frequencies for obstacles were calculated using the multiple response set function. 

The respondents could give several responses, so the percentage was above 100%. Three main 

categories arose from the data: 1) personnel-related challenges, 2) resources, and 3) student-

related challenges (see Table 3).  

 

Table 3  

 

Frequencies of reported obstacles (n = 650) (13 responses excluded, as they could not be 

coded into any of the categories below) 

 

Categories n % 

Personnel-related challenges 203 57.9 

  Lack of teachers’ skills 181 51.7 

  Lack of staff or interpreters who share the 

student(s)’ L1 

11 3.1 

  No knowledge of students’ L1s or their 

needs 

11 3.1 

Resources 125 35.7 

  Lack of time 51 14.6 

  Groups too big and too linguistically 

heterogeneous  

49 14 



 

  Lack of or insufficient materials or tools  13 3.7 

  Lack of general resources and support 12 3.4 

Student-related challenges 123 35.2 

  Students’ language and literacy skills 59 16.9 

  Lack of students’ willingness 24 6.9 

 Teaching first grades in primary school 22 6.3 

  Lack of L1 peers 18 5.1 

 

Personnel-related challenges were the biggest category of obstacles (57.9% of all mentions), 

with sub-categories related to lack of skills, knowledge, or personnel (see Table 3). Examples 

of these are presented below. 

 

I can’t. I do not personally know Arabic, Persian… (14; lack of teachers’ skills) 

 

Mission impossible in primary school, where we have to make sure that the students 

can move on to the next grade. Personnel resources in small schools in rural areas are 

limited, so it is correct that Finnish as a Second Language is centralized into a bigger 

unit. (68; lack of staff or interpreters who share the student(s)’ L1) 

 

There is one student in my group who studies Finnish as a second language and uses 

Finnish for everything in their everyday life. I do not even know their L1. I have used 

English a few times. (90; no knowledge of students’ L1s or their needs) 

 

I do not have the know-how. I would need training. (293; lack of teachers’ skills) 



 

 

Often, the responses in the sub-category Lack of teachers’ skills revealed the assumption that 

if teachers do not personally have skills in their students’ languages, they are not able to use 

multilingual pedagogies. However, as the quotes in the first category indicate, teachers do not, 

in fact, need to speak other languages to implement multilingual pedagogies.  

 

A lack of resources in general was mentioned as an obstacle in 39.4% of the responses. Sub-

categories included, for example, lack of time and groups too big and too linguistically 

heterogeneous (see all the sub-categories in Table 3). Examples of these are presented below. 

 

Every student can do this on their own. In teaching, we do not have time to delve into 

every student’s language repertoire. (240; lack of time) 

 

No, there can be many different languages in one group, and ensuring that the learner 

understands the teaching is challenging. Using Google Translate or other tools to help 

with text comprehension has mainly brought about misunderstandings. (289; groups 

too big and too linguistically heterogeneous) 

 

There are too many languages, and students’ language skills can be poor in all of 

them. (338; groups too big and too linguistically heterogeneous) 

 

Some of the responses in the category resources indicate that students are left alone with a task 

to develop their linguistic repertoires or their learning in general without teacher support. 

Previous studies have revealed similar findings (Dávila, 2012; Harju-Autti & Sinkkonen, 

2020). However, teachers should support their learners in ways that include creating space for 



 

using multiple languages during lessons. In the category resources, students were often seen 

as capable of surviving by themselves when working in their L1s. However, in the third 

category of obstacles, student-related challenges (35.2% of mentions), students were seen as 

lacking skills enabling them to use their L1s for learning. Sub-categories of student-related 

challenges were students’ language and literacy skills, lack of students’ willingness, teaching 

first grades in primary school, and lack of L1 peers. Examples of these can be seen below.  

 

I think this is a good and relevant idea, but I have noticed that some of my students 

have a lower command of their first language than Finnish, so in the end, their L1s are 

rarely useful. Other languages are usually needed to understand abstract concepts, but 

some of the students have no words for these phenomena in another language, either. 

For many pupils, their L1 is just a language spoken at home; they do not read 

anything in it, for example, leaving them with a very limited vocabulary and a lack of 

familiarity with the terms used in different subjects in any language. (234; students’ 

language and literacy skills) 

 

A large proportion of non-Finnish-speaking students do not want special attention to 

be paid to their differences. (354; lack of students’ willingness) 

 

I teach 1st grade. Children typically cannot yet read and write in their own language. 

This is a barrier to using their own language as a reference language, for example. In 

addition, the topics are still relatively easy, and all children are taught new words in 

Finnish. In addition, I do not have several children who speak the same language. 

(482; teaching first grades in primary school, lack of L1 peers) 

 



 

To sum up the reported obstacles, teachers reported being unable to establish multilingual 

pedagogies for various reasons, such as a lack of skills or time. This result is similar to the 

results of studies conducted during the previous Finnish curricula (Alisaari et al., 2022), before 

the requirement for linguistically responsive teaching. When claiming that a shortage of time 

hinders the use of multilingual pedagogies, teachers show that they might be unaware that if 

they focus on strategies for guiding students to better comprehend texts and access information 

with the help of their L1s, their teaching and their students’ learning might be more effective 

(Slaughter & Cross, 2021). Furthermore, it seems that many of the teachers were under the 

misconception that having language skills of their own was a prerequisite for implementing 

multilingual pedagogy, and if they did not know their students’ languages, they were not able 

to implement multilingual pedagogy. Thus, they were unfamiliar with ways of including 

students’ languages in learning processes. This result is similar to that of our previous study, 

which was conducted among pre-service teachers; almost one-third of the respondents reported 

allowing the use of L1s only if someone else, mainly the teacher, knew the language (Alisaari 

et al., forthcoming). This finding strengthens our belief that there is a significant need for 

targeted training for teachers concerning multilingual pedagogies in Finland.  

 

A relatively large number of teachers referred to teaching the first grades in primary school as 

an obstacle to implementing multilingual pedagogies, as the students in these grades do not yet 

have literacy skills in their L1s. Considering the established practices, however, there are good 

examples of how to implement multilingual pedagogies with younger learners. Thus, age 

should not be a restrictive factor; rather, pedagogy should be tailored to respond to the needs 

of various age groups. Good examples of these practices in our data include learning 

expressions in students’ languages, having students explain things orally to other students with 

the same L1, and multilingual morning routines, such as greetings in different languages.  



 

Conclusions and Implications 

Our results indicate that the participants had highly positive stances toward multilingual 

pedagogies, which many reported using as a natural part of their teaching routines. However, 

their established multilingual practices were mainly spontaneous and ones that did not require 

intensive pedagogical planning (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Symons, 2021) or take students' 

optimal knowledge construction into account (e.g., Teemant & Hausman, 2013; Tharp et al., 

2000). Moreover, many teachers reported not using any multilingual pedagogies for various 

reasons, mainly because of a lack of confidence or due to a perceived lack of time.  

In addition, a number of teachers seemed to believe that using multilingual pedagogies was 

possible only if they themselves knew their students’ L1s (see also Alisaari et al., forthcoming). 

On the one hand, this may be explained by a possible misunderstanding of the wording of the 

survey question: if the respondent interpreted the question as concerning the need for teachers 

to master all the languages present in their classrooms instead of the ability to encourage 

students to use their linguistic resources, their response may have been formed from this 

perspective. Thus, this must be taken into account when interpreting the results, and in further 

studies, the wording of the question should be revised to be more exact. On the other hand, 

previous studies have found that teachers often feel inadequately prepared to teach multilingual 

learners (Alisaari et al., 2022); stepping outside one’s comfort zone and losing the sense of 

being in control might feel frightening. However, seeing students as experts in their languages 

supports students’ learning and may bring joy and pedagogical satisfaction to the teacher as 

well. 

Some of the respondents reported not knowing that the curricula recommend the use of 

different languages for learning or had never considered what this would mean in practice. 

Many claimed that they would be willing to start implementing multilingual pedagogies more 



 

frequently. Therefore, it seems that taking part in the study provoked the teachers to consider 

implementing multilingual pedagogies in their own teaching in the future, which is 

encouraging. Some of the respondents also hoped for more professional development 

possibilities in order to increase their skills related to multilingual pedagogies. Although 

several in-service courses have been organized since the new core curriculum came into being, 

the availability and accessibility of these courses have been limited. Thus, such courses have 

not reached all the teachers that could benefit therefrom. In the future, multilingual pedagogies 

need to be a required component of teacher education (see also Bergroth et al., 2022; Dražnik 

et al., 2022). 

Somewhat alarmingly, some teachers believed that multilingual pedagogies would hinder the 

students’ learning of the language of instruction. Realistically, if students’ first languages have 

not yet developed to a sufficient level for academic purposes, multilingual pedagogies might 

not benefit their learning (Schleppegrell et al. 2022). It seems that changing the curricula to 

recommend the use of multilingual pedagogies (see Alisaari et al., 2019b) and increasing 

possibilities for professional development (Vaarala et al., 2021) is not enough; there is a need 

for national-level guidance, as well as more training and resources for teachers to be able to 

implement the national educational policy recommendations (see also Harju-Autti & 

Sinkkonen, 2020). There is also a need for more studies in the Finnish context to explore the 

most optimal ways to develop all students’ linguistic repertoires simultaneously with their 

content learning. Fortunately, where there is a will, there is also a way (see also Li & Qin, 

2022). 

Teachers send powerful messages to their students about the value of their languages, and the 

choices teachers make when implementing classroom practices determine “the position and 

value of [the] linguistic and cultural knowledge” that their students experience having 



 

(Slaughter & Cross, 2021, p. 56). Thus, it is essential that teachers critically reflect on their 

language practices and the consequences thereof on their students’ identity development. 

Multilingual pedagogies need to be mainstreamed to contest the monolingual paradigm and 

promote social justice in diverse classrooms and schools (Bergroth et al., 2022). Teachers 

might also need support to implement multilingual pedagogies in the form of material 

resources. From the responses, it is clear that multilingual ready-made resources are still scarce, 

and teachers do not often collaborate with students’ first-language teachers or guardians to 

develop their linguistic repertoires holistically.  

 

When considering the validity and generalizability of this study, it must be noted that the 

response ratio to the open-ended question was lower than the response ratio to the Likert scale 

statements. This may be due to the open-ended questions being at the end of the survey, the 

number of questions, or the fact that answering them was not compulsory. Nonetheless, the 

number of responses to this question (n = 650; 63% of all participants) was sufficient for 

providing data that enhances the understanding of the beliefs behind the classroom language 

practices of Finnish teachers. These are key to addressing the obstacles and opportunities 

related to the implementation of the progressive curricula. However, it should be taken into 

account that responding to the survey was voluntary; therefore, participants may have been 

more interested in the topic than teachers who did not participate, which can affect the 

generalizability of the results. 

 

There is a need to develop teachable strategies for using multilingual pedagogies (Aalto & 

Mustonen, 2022; Duarte, 2020), as well as to enhance teachers’ knowledge and skills to enable 

them to be confident doing so (see also Aalto & Mustonen, 2022). According to previous 

studies, professional development can support teachers in implementing multilingual 



 

pedagogies (David et al., 2021; Kirsch et al., 2020). Therefore, there is a need to create more 

opportunities for in-service teachers to participate in professional development courses, as well 

as to expand teacher education programs to better respond to the needs of multilingual students 

and the requirements of educational policies (Cinaglia & De Costa, 2022). Furthermore, to 

develop a school culture of mainstreaming multilingual pedagogies, collaboration among 

colleagues at the entire school level is of utmost importance. Only this way of implementing 

multilingual pedagogies can influence the learning of all multilingual students rather than a 

select few in individual classrooms.  

 

However, it is not enough to provide strategies for implementing multilingual pedagogies if 

teachers do not see the importance of these pedagogies or if they perceive them as competing 

with other, more relevant aims and strategies (David et al., 2021). Thus, it is crucial for teachers 

to reflect critically on linguistically responsive pedagogies, including multilingual pedagogies, 

as a way of supporting social justice and more equitable learning opportunities. This would 

also enable teachers to adjust their pedagogies to accommodate their students’ abilities and 

needs. Multilingual pedagogies are not one-size-fits-all tools; they need to be adapted to 

different classrooms and to individual students’ needs (David et al., 2021). At their best, 

multilingual pedagogies promote social justice in schools and enable each student to reach their 

full potential, as proposed by the Finnish core curriculum for basic education (National Agency 

for Education, 2014). 
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