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Teachersod6 | anguagesipaact i
bilingual, co -located kindergarten in Finland

Pauliina SopanenUniversity of Jyvaskyla

This article explores the language practices and choices of four teachers-in a co

|l ocated kindergarten in Finland. Foll owing Fi
education system is built on two tracBd-innish and Swedish. As official languages

of Finlard, the two languages share the same status, but since Finnish is the

registered language of the vast majority of the population, Swedish can be seen as a

de facto minority languagé one reason why Swedish education has been seen as an

important space fomaintaining Swedish language and culture. This constitutes an

important perspective for research on Finnish and Swedish early childhood education

units that are located in the same building. In this article, the language practices

and choices of foukindergarten teachers are examined@he teachers workeih

different group: two of them in Swedish groups and two in Finnish groups. These
teachersd everyday acti vi,tanhdethe teachere weeebs er ved an
interviewed about their language practices and choices. Through data source and
methodological triangulation, this article illustrates how the teachers worked side by

side in collaboration and across language borders, and thus draafeeling of

community between the Finnish and Swedish groups. Sharing some of the spaces and

activities broadened the space and made it more bilingual. At the same time, the
teachersd | anguage practices gave e@ekltra support
in the Swedish groups but also with bilinguals in the Finnish groups.

Keywords: early childhood education, language choice, language practices,
teachers

1 Introduction

I n todayds worl d, |l anguage diversity has b e«
education. Bilingual and multilingual perspectives, especially in school contexts

but nowadays also increasingly in early childhood education (henceforth ECE),

have been given a lot of attention in the research field. Supra-national and

national recommendation s underline the need to acknowledge language diversity

in education (see e.g., Alisaari et al., 2019; Le PichosWorstman et al., 2020), but

national policies are often based on a monolingual norm (Garcia, 2009;

Hornberger et al., 2018). Different models for language pedagogy have been
introduced and experi mented with to support ¢
as well as their (emerging) language skills and language awareness.
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Research on multilingual practices in education often concentrates on how to
make space for minority languages in majority language classrooms. Examples of
how to do this could be acknowledging and supporting the many languages of
the children in mainstream education given in the majority language (see e.g.,
Kirsch & Duarte, 2020), or using a language in minority position in education
alongside the majority language (Garcia & Tupas, 2019). However, it might be
harder to give space to other languages in education given in a minority language,
as this space is often seen as an importat arena for language maintenance
(Bergroth & Hansell, 2020; Oker-Blom, 2021). To protect regional minority
languages and to create a safe space for minority language use without fear of a
majority language taking over, these minority languages are often k ept separate
from majority languages (Fishman, 1991; Jones, 2017; Leonet et al., 2017).
However, these monoglossic perspectives (Garcia, 2009) are challenged today as
classes become more diverse; dynamic and heteroglossic perspectives are called
for to acknowledge the heterogeneous backgrounds of the children and to prepare
children for todayds globalized worl d. The qu
support for minority language and minority language maintenance while at the
same time leaving space forco-existence and caoperation between languages and,
more importantly, for children with different language backgrounds. Here,
teachersd | anguage practices play a significa
Teachersd | anguage practices in kindoergarten
context, from using only one language to the dynamic use of multiple languages
(see e.g., Alstad, 2013; Gort & Pontier, 2013; Palviainen et al., 2016). This article
wi || focus on teachersd | anguage plocatedt i ces an
kinder garten (Fi. kieliparipaivakotj Swe.samlokaliserat daghermm Finland. Finland,
a multilingual country with two national languages & Finnish and Swedish & offers
an interesting context for such a study, as both languages have equal status as
official lang uages but there is a vast difference between the languages in terms of
number of speakers. Traditionally, ECE is provided either in Swedish or in
Finnish, but so-called co-located kindergartens, where a Swedish and a Finnish
unit operate under the same roof, have become increasingly common during the
past decade. Thi s article aims to give some
practices and language choice in one such kindergarten by answering the
following research questions: How do kindergarten teachers in a co-located
Finnish-Swedish kindergarten use languages, and what may lie behind their
| anguage choices? In the foll owing, research
be discussed, followed by a presentation of the context. After that, the participants,
the data, the research methods, and the main findings of the study will be
presented. In the conclusion an overview of the results will be given, and the
possibilities and limitations of the study will be discussed.

2 Research on teatddeer sd | anguage prac

Teachersd | anguage practices and choices as w
become a focus of research interest in ECE settings (e.g.Pontier et.al., 2020;

Schwartz, 2018, 2020). According to Spolsky (2004), language practices are

impacted by language management, such as laws or other steering documents,

and by ideologies about languages and language use. Language management and

language ideologies can be found on a micro, meso, and macro leveld that is on a
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personal, institutional or national level (Ricento & Hornberger, 1996), which all
can influence language practices.

Education has been one of the key domains for the implementation of national
language policies, especially in decisions about the medium of instruction
(Spolsky, 2004, pp. 4®48). These policies are often based on monolingual
ideologies (Garcia, 2009; Hornberger et al., 2018). Yet the number of multilingual
children in ECE has been increasing (e.g, Honko & Mustonen, 2020; Oker-Blom,
2021; Pontier et al., 2020), and various masures have been taken in consequence.
To recognize the heterogenous backgrounds of the children in the groups, various
language learning programmes & such as dual language programmes (Gort &
Pontier, 2013), coeteaching (Mard-Miettinen et al., 2018; Pontier, 2014), and
content and language integrated learning, CLIL, (Nikula, 2016) o6 have been
created and widely used in different contexts. Characteristic of these programmes
is separated bilingualism, when the use of a language is restricted by person, time,
or activity. This can mean that one language is used for a certain activity, for a
certain time, or by a certain person, and another language for other activities, at
another time, or by another person (Creese & Blackledge, 2010, pp. 104105).

Lately, more dynamic models for language use in education, especially
translanguaging, have received more attention all over the world (see e.g., Garcia,
2009). Jaspers (2018, ) describes translanguaging as a broad perspective that

can refer to oall speakersd innate | inguist:i
language use, to everyday cognitive processes, to a bilingual pedagogy, and to a

theory of | anguage and educat i opnoor.t Tsrtaundsel natnsgoL
bilingual practi ces ,emaiondl ddvéldpmemtgamd idestdy s oci o
(Garcia & Tupas, 2019). Creese and Blackledge (2010, p. 112) argue that by using

t wo | anguages flexibly, teachers can 0 make
between t he soci al , cul tural , communi ty, and [

Translanguaging can also raise language awareness and awareness of diversity,
and support language learning and vocabulary (Garcia & Tupas, 2019).

Translanguaging has been highly praised for the way it recognizes and
supports multilingualism in the classroom and in students themselves, but
recently some scholars (e.g., Cenoz & Gorter, 2017; Jaspers, 2018; Leonet et al.,
2017) have raised issues connected to translanguaging and proteting minority
languages. According to Jaspers (2018, p. 6), even translanguaging scholars
consider monolingual practices to be important, especially in minority contexts.
However, even though researchers from different contexts have underlined the
crucial importance of protecting a space for minoritized languages, they also
mention the importance of creating a bilingual or multilingual space for
interaction with other languages (Cenoz & Gorter, 2017; Jones, 2017; Leonet et al.,
2017). Here, understanding the societal and contextual linguistic situation is
important. In such contexts, it is necessary to take several factors into
consideration to create a safe space for a minority language and a space where all
languages can thrive. According to Jones (2017,p. 214), those factors are the
sociolinguistic cont ext and the status of t
language backgrounds and language competence, language planning on the
macro and meso levels, the language of instruction, and the implementation of
the school ds | anguage policy.

The interplay between language policies, language programmes, and (t eacher s
language practices has been studied widely (e.g., Kirsch, 2018; Kirsch et al., 2020;
Schwartz, 2020, 2018), showing different decisions about which languages to use
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and in what ways. With an analysis of previous research on language practices in
ECE settings, Pontier et al. (2020, p. 168) show how teachers use dynamic,
bilingual languaging practices even though official policies tend to favour
language separation (see also Palviainen et al.2 016 ) . Teachersd prac
driven by their o wn agency & including their knowledge, skills, abilities, and
beliefs & rather than governed by the official language policy of the teaching
context (Pontier et al., 2020, p. 172).
This article is based on an understanding of teachers as active agents of
language policy (Menken & Garcia, 2010). Teachers navigate and negotiate
language practices and choices, on the one hand as a function of official language
planning and ideologies (Spolsky, 2004), and on the other on the basis of their
own agency and beliefs about what is best for the child. Contextual understanding
plays a <cruci al rol e, too (Jones, 2017) . Oof f
behaviour often go hand in hand, but conflict between the two has also been found
(Bergroth & Palviainen, 2017; Pontier et al., 2020).

3 The Finnish education context

In Finland, the majority of the population (87.3%) has Finnish as their registered
mother tongue, and Swedish is a de facto minority language from the perspective
of the number of registered mother tongue speakers (5.2%) QOfficial Statistics of
Finland [OSH, 2020). The number of people with other mother tongues has been
rising recently, increasing from 4.2% in 2010 to 7.5% in 2019 (OSF, 2020). However,
the statistics do not present a clear picture of individual bilingualism or
multilingualism as every person can register only one language as their mother
tongue (see Hellgren et al., 2019; Tainio & Kallioniemi, 2019).

The education system in Finland is built on two separate tracks, one Finnish-
medium and one Swedish-medium, leading to parallel monolingualism on the
administrative level (Heller, 2006). A debate about whether Swedish-Finnish
bilingual schools should be established has been going on for at least ten years
(e.g., Boyd & Palviainen, 2015), but to date there are no administratively bilingual
schools or kindergartens in Finland. However, so -called co-located schools and
kindergartens, where Finnish and Swedish units share the same building, have
become more common during the past decade. Colocated schools have been
researched from different perspectives (e.g., From, 2020; Hansell et al., 2016;
Kajander et al., 2015), but research on cedocated kindergartens is almost non-
existent (see however Bergroth & Palviainen, 2016a, 2016b, 2017). Thistudy takes
ECE as a starting point; it is seen as an important first step towards lifelong
learning (Finnish National Agency for Education, 2016, p. 18) and to later options
in schooling and life (Karhula et al., 2017).

The vast difference in the number of Swedish speakers and Finnish speakers in
Finland has led to various measures to protect the Swedish language (e.g., Prime
Mi ni sterds Of fi c-mediun éldcatipn hasSheendsees las a good
opportunity for so -called svenska rum(monolingual Swedis h spaces), which can
promote cultural knowledge, protect the minority language, and help children to
develop their language skills and identity (From & Sahlstrom, 2017). It can also
be seen as a safe space (Cenoz & Gorter, 2017; Fishman, 1991) where Swddis
speakers can use their language without fear of the majority language taking over
(From & Sahlstrém, 2017; Paulsrud et.al., 2020). This is perhaps one of the reasons
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why bilingual Swedish -Finnish families tend to choose the Swedish education
path in Finland (Oker-Blom, 2021; Bergroth & Hansell, 2020), especially if they
live in areas with a relatively small number of Swedish -speakers (Paulsrud et al.,
2020).

The diversity in childrenf6s | anguage backgr
ways. In the Finnish education path, the number of children with first languages
other than Finnish or Swedish has increased during the past 10 years (Tainio &
Kallioniemi, 2019). The same tendency applies to the Swedish education path
although the change has not been as rapidas on the Finnish side (Hellgren et.al,
2019). Yet, the number of FinnishSwedish bilingual children in the Swedish
kindergartens and schools has increased (Saarela, 2021). To acknowledge the
increasing number of bilingual and multilingual children in the education system,
the new curricula of the 2010s have encouraged the acknowledgement and
support of multilingualism in different ways (Alisaari et al., 2019; Honko &
Mustonen, 2020; Paulsrud et al., 2020Sopanen, 2019.

Despite the administrative monoli ngualism of kindergartens, bilingual
kindergartens with different pairs of languages do exist. Immersion, CLIL, and
other kindergartens specializing in languages are available especially in the
bigger cities. Co-located kindergartens, too, can be seen as bingual spaces if the
language groups co-operate and do not simply operate in parallel under the same
roof (Sahlstrom et al., 2013).

Some cooperation between co-located schools has been reported, in the form
of joint activities or joint spaces for pupil s and students (see e.g., Helakorpi et al.,
2013). However, in some cases it seems hard to overcome the imaginary and
i deol ogi cal border between O0the Swedish sidec
Sahlstrom, 2017). These two, possibly colliding perspectiveson collaborating and
creating safe spaces for the Swedish language are discussed in this article by
exploring teachers®é | anguage practices and cl
are important (e.g., Menken & Garcia, 2010) as Finnish teachers enjoy quite
extensive teacher autonomy (Heikka et al., 2016) Snce macro-level policy
documents leave it rather wide open as to how language policy should be
implemented (Alstad & Sopanen, 2021) teachers have a lot of space for
implementing policies in different ways.

4 Material and methods

4.1 The kindergarten

The focus kindergarten is located in a bilingual municipality in which, at the time
of the data collection in 2017, nearly 2/3 of its inhabitants were registered as
Finnish speakers, nearly 1/3 as Swedish speakers, and the rest as speakers of other
languages (OSF, 2021). These numbers corresponded quite well with the
childrends | anguage backgrounds iabsencbaed ki nder
of ficial records of <childrends | anguage backg
multilingual children as well as their language knowledge are based on the
estimates of the kindergarten teachers and the researcher.
In contrast to some co-located kindergartens with units that have been merged
for purely economic reasons, this kindergarten was built with the original
purpose of housing a bilingual, co-located kindergarten. However, the four
groups in the kindergarten were not bilingual but had ei ther Finnish or Swedish
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as administrative language, as this is required by Finnish legislation (Act on Early
Childhood Education and Care 88, 540/2018). Therefore, two of the groups,
Bunniesand Foxes had Finnish as the medium of instruction and the two o thers,
Bearsand Snow leopards Swedish (see Table 1). Even though the groups were
monolingual on the administrative level, bilingualism was highlighted as an asset
for everyone in the kindergarteno6s plan for

The building itself was L -shaped. Along one of the corridors were the hall, the
rooms for the Bunnies(Fi) and Bears(Swe) as well as a lunchroom and changing
rooms for the teachers. Along the other corridor were the rooms for the Foxes(Fi)
and Snow leopard¢Swe) as well as the shared hobby roons, a meeting room, and
the room of the head of the kindergarten. A kitchen, a shared lunchroom and a
big hall for shared activities were located where the corridors met. The big yard
was shared by all the groups, often at the same time.

4.2 The participats

The staff of this kindergarten were hired for either the Finnish or the Swedish side.
However, because of the diverse language backgrounds of the children in the
groups, the teachers often worked in pairs with knowledge of both Swedish and
Finnish. In this way, they could help in interactions if the children did not share
a language. In the groups, there were also some children with mother tongues
other than Finnish or Swedish, but as this study is interested in the use of official
languages in the kindergarten, the perspectives of other languages are not
considered here (see howeverSopanen, 2019.

Four teachers d one from each group 0 participated in this study. Information
about the teachers, the groups as well as the language used by the teachers is
given in Table 1. The information about the t
language use is based on their own descriptions.

Table 1. Teachersd | anguage background and | angua

information about the groups.

Name Language Group Administrative Teacherd
background Chi | dr e n & language of the language use in
group the group
Ulla (V) Finnish Bunnies (Puput) Finnish Finnish
< 3-year-olds (some Swedish)
Marianne (M) Swedish Bears Bjornar) Swedish Swedish and
< 3-year-olds Finnish
Anna (A) Finnish Foxes Ketut) Finnish Finnish
385-year-olds
Emma (E) Bilingual Snow leopards Swedish Swedish
(FiaSwe) (Snoleoparder

385-year-olds

As shown in Table 1, Ulla, Marianne, and Anna reported their language
background as either Finnish or Swedish, whereas Emma came from a bilingual
family. In the interviews, Marianne explained that she had become bilingual
through her work experience in bil ingual kindergartens and had no trouble using
both languages. Ulla said that she understood Swedish well and even used it a
little with Swedish -speaking children and their families, but she did find it hard
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to concentrate if there were many overlapping dis cussions going on at the same
time. Anna explained that she understood Swedish well and would like to use it
more in the kindergarten, but she spoke mainly Finnish. All the teachers had
learned some Swedish or Finnish at school, as Finnish is a mandatory sibject in
Swedish-medium schools and Swedish in Finnish-medium schools.

4.3 Data collection procedures

The data for this article come from a case study research project focusing on
Swedish and Finnish in a co-located kindergarten in Finland. Because the focus is
on the two languages, bilingualism in this article refers to Swedish and Finnish.
The data collection was inspired by ethnographic research (Blommaert & Jie, 2010;
Davies, 2008): the data for this article consist of participant observations, recorded
video and audio data of everyday activities, and semi -structured ethnographic
teacher interviews. This dataset i s compl emer
and research diary.
One teacher from each group was recorded and observed for one day to see
and hear how they used language(s) in different situations. The teachers wore a
microphone to enable audio recording during the day. The activities were video
recorded only in Annads group. Some of the st
to be video recorded, so to avoid possible ethical dilemmas, the activities in these
groups were only audio recorded. The data were collected over a two-week period.

Table 2. The data used in the study.

Teacher / Ulla Marianne Anna Emma
Data type
Observations in the group 5h 45 min 6h 45 min 6 h 45 min 7h
Video recordings - - 1 h 37 min -
Audio recordings 1 h 35 min 1 h 56 min 1h 17 min 1 h 10 min
Interview 23 min 21 min 28 min 18 min
Field notes / Research diary + + + +

One month after the fieldwork, the teachers were interviewed about their
language use, teacher collaboration, and language awareness, in order to get a
morein-depth wunderstanding of t $opandne281.hTker s t hi r
interviews were conducted as semistructured ethnographic interviews (Tolonen

& Palmu, 2007) with three main themes 8 language use, cooperation, and language
awareness. These themes arose from the data collected during the period of
fieldwork and were seen as important topics for detailed discussion in order to
create shared understanding of what was going on. This also enhanced the
reliability of the study. Central to ethnographic interviews are shared experiences
in the field and the relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee
(Tolonen & Palmu, 2007, pp. 110112). As the teachers wereinterviewed after the
preliminary analysis of the collected data, the teachers could get their voices
heard in the interviews and explain how they saw shared activities, the ways they
worked and the ways they thought. In this way, it was also possible to look at the
similarities and differences between what was said and what was done (see also
Yussof & Sun, 2020).
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As a researcher, | know both Finnish and Swedish, which made it possible for
me to conduct the interviews and do the data collection in both languages, according
to each participantds wishes. I shoul d
Finnish, and the way | see the data may be affected by the fact that | was raised
and went to school in the majority language in a relatively monolingual context.
However, my contextual understanding of especially Swedish in Finland, but also
of minority languages in general, has improved considerably as a result of many
years of study in the Swedish language and previous research projects with a
focus on Swedish and multilingualism in Finland and Europe.

4.4 Data analysis

The data for this article were analysed with the help of data source and
methodological triangulation. Data source triangulation refers to data collected
from different people, that is, in this study the four teachers, while
methodological triangulation al lows one to triangulate between different data
collected by different methods (see e.g., Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2016).
Although triangulation has been the target of some criticism ( for more discussion
see Flick, 2017; Hammersley, 2008), it can add tothe trustworthiness of the
research and create a more comprehensive picture of the topic being researched
(Meijer et al., 2002). In this study, triangulating between the audio and video
recordings, a research diary, observation table and interviews gave arich picture
of the teachersd | anguage practices. It
and similarities between the different groups and teachers.

The data were handled in multiple ways. Inspired by the work of Meijer et al.
(2002) on triangulating between different data, the steps in the analysis of the
teachersd | anguage use are

Table 3. Steps in analysing the data and combining the results with the help of data and
methodological triangulation.

Step Perspectives on language use | Pre-analysis Steps in the analysis Outcomes

Analysing the Teachers’ actual interaction Transcriptions Describing the interaction between | Patterns of language use and

recordings with children and colleagues | Categories of language- | participants choice

in-use in different Interpreting the interaction

situations

Researcher’s reflections on

presented in

Analysing the
observation table
and the research

diary

language-in-use Informal

discussions with teachers

Connecting occurring
themes with
transcriptions and

interviews

Describing interactions
Describing informal discussions
Interpreting interactions and

informal discussions

Patterns of language use and
choice
Teachers’ reflections on

language use and choice

Analysing the
semi-structured

interviews

Teachers’ reflections on

language use and choice

Transcriptions
Categories of
reflections on language

use

Describing teachers’ reflections

Interpreting the reflections

Teachers’ reflections on

language use and choice

Combining
results of the

previous steps

Teachers’ language practices
and language choice (as
recorded, reported and

reflected)

Combining and
connecting the
outcomes of previous

steps

Describing and interpreting each
teacher’s language practicesand
choice

Combining the results to describe

overall language practices

Description of teachers’
language practices and choice
Overall language practices in

the kindergarten

me nt

al

Tabl

SO

C

e
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After carefully listening to the recordings and making notes about their content,
categories of language use and choice in different situations were created in order
to compare data from different groups. This analysis functioned also as a starting
point for the interviews (see Sopanen, 2019for an analysis of the teacher
interviews). The important parts of the recorded interactions, as well as the
interviews, were all transcribed. As with the recordings of the interactions, the
content of the interviews was categorized thematically. Thematic categorizing
made it possible not only to describe the content, but also to compare the
similarities and differences in teachersod ref
using discourse analysis (Blommaert, 2005; Gee2010).
Through the three first steps of the anal ysi
language use and choice and the possible reasons behind them was formed,
leading, finally, to an overall picture of the language practices in the kindergarten.
Because of the complexity of language practices and the differencesbetween the
teachers and the groups, the results will be presented separately, followed by a
summary of the teachersd | anguage practices i

5 Findings
5.1 Bears and Bwnies: Extensive collaboration over language borders

The two groups of Bunnies (Finnish) and Bears (Swedish) were collaborating at
the time of the fieldwork, and had been doing so for about one year. The
collaboration was visible in many everyday activiti es: the teachers took care of all
the children together, the groups shared the rooms for most of the day, and even
the meal and rest times were arranged according to the age of the children instead
of by group. The groups were separated only during teacher -led activities. This
collaboration was quite exceptional for the kindergarten and was the result of an
attempt to balance out the different numbers of Swedish- and Finnish-speaking
children in the groups. There were only a few children enrolled in the Swe dish
group, which could have been seen as problematic for even starting the group;
the collaboration between the groups helped to ensure the provision of day care
in both languages. The collaboration also facilitated language support for both the
languages of bilinguals in the groups. The collaboration, as well as the extent of
their | anguage skills i n each | anguage, al s
practices, which are discussed next in the light of extracts from the interviews,
audio data, and field n otes.

5.1.1 Ulla (Bunnies)

Ulla mostly spoke Finnish, her mother tongue, during the days, but she also used
some Swedish when collaborating with the Swedish group and when she was
outdoors, with all the children around. When her group had teacher -led activities
Ulla spoke Finnish, as this was the language of the group, but otherwise she
described her language choice in the following way (see Appendix 1 for
transcription key) :






