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Finnish parents living in the UK face linguistic
challenges when their children start formal edu-
cation. It is the turning point when the communi-
ty language is used more than Finnish. The aim of
this article is to investigate Finnish parents’ per-
ceptions of how the linguistic milieu in nurseries,
schools and other communal establishments has
affected their language practices over time. The
content of this study was informed by an analysis
of informal discussions and observations of the
language use of three Finnish mothers living in
the UK. The data was part of a larger study of 35
trilingual families in the UK with various back-
grounds. The informants commented on their
families’ language practices over time in relation
to the children’s school settings, such as nurseries,
pre-schools or primary/secondary schools.

It was found that the mothers spoke exclu-
sively Finnish with their very young children
but started to struggle by using more English
when their progenies entered school or nursery.
Although the parents did not speak English as
their native language, they regarded it as im-
portant for their children’s academic path, which
in effect made English an essential language in
their families.

A major challenge for home language main-
tenance in multilingual families seems to
be the start of formal education, when the
child's dominant language is most likely to
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change. The language spoken in nursery or
school usually becomes the first language de-
pending on the time the child spends there,
which puts more pressure on the parents to
maintain the home languages. Particularly
the use of English has become so widespread
as a global language that its presence is felt
in almost all language domains: science, me-
dia, tourism, trade and other fields of con-
temporary life. It appears that education has
also played an important part in spreading
English, with governments across the globe
introducing English as early as the pre-school
stage.

In the process of the European Union's
enlargement, European and international
schools have been established to provide ed-
ucation for children with different native
languages and nationalities. Some of the
main objectives of these schools are to give
pupils confidence in their cultural identity
and sound education in the mother tongue
besides English, based on a broad range of
subjects, from nursery level to university en-
trance. In addition, some minority groups
have established supplementary schools,
teaching minority languages to their chil-
dren as a response to concerns that the “of-
ficial” education systems are neglecting the
minority children’s cultural, religious and
linguistic heritage. However, such schools are



rare and sometimes costly, and older children
often regard supplementary schools as tire-
some, and the lessons are attended mainly
through pressure from the family.

The overall aim of this article is to explore
the language use of Finnish mothers with
their children over time in relation to the in-
fluence of the linguistic milieu at schools and
other communal establishments.

Methods

As part of a longitudinal study, the data from
three Finnish mothers was available for a
follow-up investigation about the language
use with their children over time. The initial
data collection (semi-structured interviews)
was done in 2004 with follow-ups in 2010 and
2017 in the UK, by means of two informal dis-
cussions with each mother. All three mothers
were white Finnish nationals in their 50's and
had been living in the UK for over 15 years. Al-
though there were other Finnish participants
in the first study, only three could be contact-
ed for the follow-up. Qualitative thematic
analysis (QTA) was employed to analyse and
compare the data using Nvivo software pack-
age to scrutinise qualitative information. All
participants' names and other identities were
anonymised.

Results

The data indicated that over time English had
become the dominant language in the fami-
lies' everyday conversations. Although the
mothers spoke exclusively Finnish with their
young children, as soon as they started formal
education their preferred language gradually
changed to English. Before the age of four, the
children would mainly hear Finnish, as they
spent most of their time with their Finnish
parents. However, there was a noticeable lan-
guage shift when the children started formal
education, where everything was conveyed in
English. A parent said: “I find it more difficult
in one way, because there is so much respon-
sibility how they (children) learn language
not just what is happening around us in the
school or play group. It comes up to us as
parents so much.” Parents were also worried
that their young children were not exposed to
English enough, which would be a disadvan-
tage for them at school later on.

This created a dilemma, as the parents
wanted to preserve Finnish with their chil-
dren, but at the same time were worried that
their English was not developing properly.
Although all three participants spoke English
on a professional level, it was not their native
language — so they felt timid to use it with

their children. Some went to English speak-
ing toddler groups in order to “mingle” with
English speaking parents and children. One
parent said: “It is sometimes difficult and
sometimes I feel really bad when my child
can't discuss with other children and she
(child) gets very quiet and becomes very shy -
so it's embarrassing. I think for me as a mum
but especially for my child at the moment.”

However, this changed with the beginning
of nursery and school, which marked an im-
portant milestone in these families' language
practices. Suddenly, the children were over-
whelmed by new vocabulary from different
language domains. Once the children became
accustomed to their school and the language
that was spoken there, the participants be-
gan to struggle with Finnish, which let them
to try strategies to maintain Finnish, such as
supplementary after-school classes. But when
the children got older they made their own
choices and usually discontinued attending
those classes. In effect, they even changed to
English or mixed the languages while talking
to their Finnish parents. The parents them-
selves needed to switch to English during
homework time, as the text books required
English only. In other words, as the children
got older, more English instead of Finnish
was spoken, not by choice but by the domi-
nance of natural input of English at school
but also in the wider community. However,
despite the overwhelming exposure to En-
glish, older children continued to acquire
Finnish passively by hearing the language
from their parents and visiting Finland to see
relatives, especially grandparents.

Discussion

There is a correlation between the beginning
of formal education and use of minority lan-
guages. The linguistic milieu in nurseries,
schools and other communal establishments
affected the participants' use of the Finnish
language with their children. At first, they
were mostly speaking Finnish with their
young children, but as soon as they were en-
rolled at pre-school, English became the dom-
inant language. Some parents welcomed this
development as they wanted their children
to learn English to “fit” into the community
where theylived. Therefore, nurseries, schools
and the general community were given the
responsibility for the children’s acquisition
of the community language, English.

At the same time, parents tried to main-
tain Finnish with their children at home,
even if they talked back in English. In this
way, the children would at least hear Finnish,
which seemed to benefit their range of vocab-
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ulary, though at a slow pace. Some tried to find
strategies in order to maintain Finnish, such
as sending their children to supplementary
afterschool clubs. However, such establish-
ments were not always available, and even if
they were, the children got often tired of them
when they got older, as it was seen as “unnec-
essary extra work”. In other words, language
maintenance became a more pressing issue
as the children were immersed in English.
Once the children were older and established
themselves at school, they expressed their
own language preferences, putting Finnish
in a disadvantaged position. The acquisition
of English was seen as important, even at the
pre-school stage. Participants wanted their
children to acquire English either in play-
groups or nurseries, because it was regarded
as essential academically, whereas Finnish
was mainly used for communicative purpos-
es at home or with the extended family back
in Finland during holiday visits.

The role of education is a snapshot of one
particular factor influencing the language
practices of three Finnish mothers living
abroad. There were additional themes that
will be reported elsewhere.
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