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Language ideologies in a Finnish university student union’s
Facebook communication practices
Mai Shirahata, Malgorzata Lahti and Marko Siitonen

Department of Language and Communication Studies, University of Jyväskylä, Jyväskylä, Finland

ABSTRACT
This paper examines language ideologies – sets of normative beliefs
about language and its speakers – in a Finnish university student
union’s Facebook communication practices. Prior research has
discussed how today’s Nordic universities appear to be caught in
an ideological tension between the preservation of ethnolinguistic
nationalism and the pursuit of internationalization through the use
of English. We are interested in the case of university student
unions in the changing landscape of communication practices
today. We analyzed the student union’s Facebook posts using
critical discursive psychology. Our analysis identifies the university’s
Finnish–English bilingualism as discursively affording an
ambiguous kind of inclusion to students as Finnish-speaking/local
and English-speaking/international students, and also social media
communication as possibly contributing to the inclusion of all
students as social media users. We argue that multimodal
affordances of social media may act as an alternative discursive
resource for inclusive intergroup relations among students in a
student organization on an international campus.

KEYWORDS
Critical discursive
psychology;
internationalization of higher
education; language
ideologies; multimodality;
social media; student union

Introduction

This paper explores how different language ideologies – sets of normative beliefs about
language and its speakers –manifest in a Finnish student union’s communication practices
in social media. In a number of non-English-speaking countries, English-medium instruction
has been adopted as a common strategy to internationalize higher education (see Macaro
et al. 2018). A similar development has also taken place within the context of our study –
that of Nordic countries in general and Finland in particular. In this transformation, univer-
sity student unions in Finland may be facing issues related to language ideologies because
these ideologies might create inequalities among linguistically diverse students by mediat-
ing “between social structures and forms of talk” (Woolard and Schieffelin 1994, 55).

In recent years, Nordic countries have increasingly seen the greater presence of English
in their scientific domains as a threat to Nordic languages (Davidsen-Nielsen 2008). The
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contrast between English and Nordic languages here implies an ideological tension
between the preservation of ethnolinguistic nationalism and the pursuit of internationa-
lization through the use of English. Saarinen and Taalas (2017) identified this tension in
language policies in Nordic higher education at the national and institutional levels.
Given the social function of language ideologies, today’s Nordic universities most likely
need to juggle different language ideologies to strive for equality among students with
different linguistic backgrounds (see Shirahata and Lahti 2023 for the case of a Finnish
university). In this paper, we explore how this tension might manifest itself in the com-
munication activities of university-embedded student unions.

The rapid development of communication technology – the global expansion of the
Internet in the 1990s and social media in the 2000s – has been changing the landscape
of communication practices (see Herring and Androutsopoulos 2015). Zhou, Su, and Liu
(2021) argue for the importance of investigating how people combine various traditional
and new modes of communication (e.g. face-to-face conversations, phone calls, text
messages) to maintain relationships with their partners, families, friends, colleagues,
and/or acquaintances. It is thus worthwhile to pay attention to these changes in com-
munication practices when examining language ideologies in higher education today,
where many individual students and student organizations extensively rely on social
media in their day-to-day communication.

We explore, as a case, language ideologies and accompanying intergroup relations
among students in social media communication practices of the Student Union of the
University of Jyväskylä, Finland (Jyväskylän yliopiston ylioppilaskunta, JYY). The University
of Jyväskylä (Jyväskylän yliopisto, JYU) had approximately 14,051 degree students in 2021,
out of whom 561 (4%) were categorized as “international students”.1 In addition, there are
typically between 300 and 500 incoming exchange students yearly. Up front, JYU seems
to create a paradoxical vision of their language policy (Jyväskylän Yliopisto 2015b, 1):
“Jyväskylän yliopisto on perinteiltään vahvasti suomenkielinen, mutta monikielinen ja
kulttuurinen akateeminen yhteisö” [The University of Jyväskylä has a strong Finnish-
speaking tradition, but is a multilingual and multicultural academic community;
authors’ own translation]. This ambiguity, including its practical implications, is not expli-
citly addressed in university documents. Meanwhile, the student union JYY openly pro-
nounce the challenges of the parallel use of Finnish and English in their equality plan:

The Universities Act defines Finnish as JYY’s official language (The Universities Act 558/2009,
46 §). As the resources allow, JYY aims to use English as often as possible in communication.
However, JYY communication is not entirely bilingual. This puts international students in a
weaker position in relation to Finnish speaking students. However, the student union aims
to actively reduce these differences by paying attention to non-Finnish speakers in its com-
munication. (Student Union of University of Jyväskylä 2019, 8)

In the equality plan, JYY officially admit that the ideal or complete parallel use of Finnish
and English is difficult to implement in the organization’s everyday activities although they
are aware that the use of Finnish only excludes non-Finnish-speaking (“international”) stu-
dents in the community’s communication. We are intrigued by JYY’s plea to “actively
reduce” everyday acts of linguistic exclusion. We therefore find it relevant to explore
language ideologies that are traceable from JYY’s communication practices in social
media, and how intergroup relations among students representing different language
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backgrounds are discursively constructed through these ideologies. We chose to analyze
JYY’s Facebook posts using critical discursive psychology. This social constructionist dis-
course analysis allows addressing manifestations of language ideologies in local communi-
cation practices and also attending to possible dilemmas among different co-occurring
ideologies. The findings shed light on how language ideologies may be constructed via
multimodal social media practices as discursive resources for complex intergroup relations
among students on Finnish university campuses today. We engage with the following
questions: (1) What language ideologies are constructed in JYY’s Facebook posts? (2)
What intergroup relations do these language ideologies discursively afford to students?

Language ideologies as practical and lived

Our study is informed by the understanding of language ideologies as sets of meanings
according to language and its presumed speakers, where groups of language speakers
come to be associated with specific qualities, rights, and obligations (e.g. Irvine 1989).
Language ideologies often function as “a mediating link between social structures and
forms of talk” (Woolard and Schieffelin 1994, 55). People consciously or subconsciously
make references to these ideologies when bringing up different group memberships
(e.g. nationality or ethnicity) in interactions with others. At the broader societal level,
language ideologies have long been considered crucial for the construction of national
or ethnic identities (see Kroskrity 2010). Piller (2011) claims that language proficiency
and language choice are likely to be one of the major sources of inequality in so-called
intercultural communication. She argues that underpinning natural language use is “a
system of choices to which speakers enjoy differential levels of access” (144).

In higher education today, the expansion of English-medium instruction in non-
English-speaking countries has been propelling an ideological shift concerning English,
from reserving English as the language of specific English-speaking countries to acknowl-
edging English as a lingua franca. The construct of “native and non-native speakers” of
English (see Holliday 2006) that privileges some groups of people over others has been
problematized. Instead, seeing English as a lingua franca has been advocated to
enhance equality on international campuses (e.g. Jenkins 2018). This situation of the
English language leads to and is led by the paradigm shift in the field of applied linguistics
from defining language as named languages to highlighting the fluidity of linguistic prac-
tices in interaction (e.g. Makoni and Pennycook 2007).

Rather than formal language ideologies, we are interested in lived ideologies (see Billig
et al. 1988) represented in popular ideas about language produced and reproduced in
different spheres of social interaction frommedia and policy, through organizational com-
munication and social media to mundane everyday conversation. Language ideologies
represented in individual persons’ language practices have been argued to be more con-
sequential to language practices of a community than language planning or manage-
ment (e.g. Lo Bianco 2008; Spolsky 2004). Such lived ideologies are morally and
politically loaded as they construct a version of the social world aligned with a specific
point of view while suppressing others (e.g. Gal 2006). Since they are shared and
widely circulated, they come to be viewed as commonsensical and a mere representation
of some objective and natural state of affairs (e.g. Kraft and Lønsmann 2018). However, it
is also important to consider that persons and groups might draw on more than one lived
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ideology to justify and normalize their conduct depending on the needs of the unfolding
situation (Kraft and Lønsmann 2018); in this way, we see lived ideologies as practical, and
we acknowledge their fragmented and potentially contradictory character (see e.g.
Wetherell, Stiven, and Potter 1987).

We further see that such practical lived ideologies can be talked into being explicitly
through expressing ideas or sharing accounts about the social dimension of language;
they can also be constructed implicitly through systematically enacting certain linguistic
choices in interactions with others. To take this thinking to the context of our study, we
have noticed that JYY rarely explicitly discuss issues of language in their Facebook posts.
The union’s lived ideologies concerning the social dimension of language can be inferred
from a systematic study of how JYY select specific linguistic and visual means to commu-
nicate about specific topics with their audience(s).

Multimodal affordances of social media

The context in which this paper is set is that of online communication, here specifically
social media. Social media offers its users a variety of communicative affordances (see
Gibson [1986] 2015). In their clearest form, such affordances appear as pre-designed tem-
plates or functionalities that instill possibilities and constraints for communication. There
is, in other words, an interdependence between the way social media is designed and the
way it is used (Jovanovic and Van Leeuwen 2018). Social media communication is typically
multimodal in nature. It may, for example, mix (moving) images with writing and a specific
kind of layout, and include music or other types of sound. Together, these form modal
ensembles of meaning (Kress 2010, 159). In his explanation about multimodal discourse
analysis, Kress (2012) emphasizes the importance of looking into all modes of communi-
cation, seeing language as “always a partial bearer of the meaning of a textual/semiotic
whole” (38). Herring (2018) proposes such an analytic approach specifically to discourse
analysis of computer-mediated communication, which has become increasingly multimo-
dal with the emergence of new features (e.g. emojis, stickers, GIFs, video clips). In our
study of language ideologies, we cover multiple modes of communication that JYY
utilize in their Facebook posts.

A specific kind of visual mode typical for social media is the emoji (絵文字: 絵 e
“picture” +文字 moji “letter, character”), a graphical symbol that depicts for example
faces or objects. Emojis were originally created for a Japanese mobile communication
platform in the late 1990s, and they are now available on various mobile and web plat-
forms worldwide. As summarized by Danesi (2016) and others (Bai et al. 2019; Tang
and Hew 2019), emojis have orthographic and semantic structure and pragmatic func-
tions: functioning as punctuation marks, referring to concepts, expressing emotions, play-
fulness, and intimacy, adding nuance and tone to text, etc. Emojis may seem to represent
a kind of universal “language” of online media, where a standardized list is kept up by the
Unicode Consortium2 (Danesi 2016; Moschini 2016). However, in reality, there is consider-
able variation both between how emojis appear across platforms as well as how they are
interpreted by individual users (Miller et al. 2016). There also seem to be differences in the
interpretation and use of emojis across different geographical and linguistic communities
(Barbieri et al. 2016; Ge and Herring 2018). Nevertheless, we agree that emojis serve as a
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universal semiotic resource for computer-mediated communication to a considerable
extent (Danesi 2016).

Social media interaction often mixes aspects of private and public communication
(Jovanovic and Van Leeuwen 2018). This is also the case with Facebook, and here
especially its “pages” that are meant for communities or organizations. Facebook pages
represent the type of one-to-many social media where the receivers are not truly
known to the sender of the message. Since pages such as the one of JYY are public,
anyone using Facebook can follow them.

Methodology

Critical discursive psychology
We apply the framework of critical discursive psychology (CDP) that offers a communica-
tive reading of traditional psychological concepts (such as social categories) by redefining
them as discursive resources that can be drawn upon in text and talk to construct social
order (Potter and Wetherell 1987; Wiggins 2017). Central to this approach is the idea that
text and talk on any topic can be inconsistent and even dilemmatic (e.g. Wetherell 1996).
CDP has typically been applied to examine topical talk in researcher-provoked data, such
as in the analysis of interview and focus group data where the participants have been
asked to discuss specific themes (e.g. Seymour-Smith, Wetherell, and Phoenix 2002).
Applications of CDP to naturally occurring data, and especially under the theme of
language ideologies, are rare (for exceptions, see Shirahata and Lahti 2023).

We see that the notion of lived practical ideologies in which we are interested is akin to
CDP’s analytical concept of interpretative repertoires. We adapt the concept to our needs
by both expanding and narrowing it down. Just as interpretative repertoires have been
defined as commonsensical and recognizable storylines, descriptions or accounts
employed to deal with a specific topic (e.g. Wetherell 1996), we expand this definition
to also include patterned systematic ways of selecting specific linguistic and visual
means to communicate about specific topics (for some examples of CDP being used to
analyze visual images, see Burke 2018; Lennon and Kilby 2020). By the same token, we
narrow the concept of interpretative repertoires down by departing from the notion of
the commonsensical as typically defined in CDP (i.e. with relation to some broader socio-
cultural context, e.g. Wiggins 2017). Instead, we treat the commonsensical as local and
locally accounted for: what appears to be commonsensical (reoccurring, patterned,
accountable) within the scope of our data set. In this way, our application of CDP is
purely inductive, and it acquires a strong ethnomethodological flavor. In line with CDP,
our analysis remains poised on identifying potential ideological dilemmas or cracks and
inconsistencies among different co-occurring language ideologies (e.g. Wetherell 1996).

Data set
Membership in JYY is compulsory for bachelor’s and master’s degree students of the Uni-
versity of Jyväskylä to register for attendance each academic year (it is optional for doc-
toral and exchange students). JYY use a number of communication channels: Facebook
(7.1 K followers), Twitter (2,226 followers), Instagram (4,567 followers), LinkedIn, their
own website, newsletters, and periodicals. We chose JYY’s Facebook posts as our data
source for the following reasons: we are interested in language ideologies with respect
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to recent communication practices as well as more established ones; the number of the
followers of JYY’s Facebook page is noticeably bigger than those of the union’s other
social media sites; and JYY’s Facebook page is public and open to anyone, even those
without a Facebook account.

Our data set consists of Facebook posts created by JYY from July 2021 (a month before
the beginning of the academic year 2021/22) to June 2022 (a month after the end of most
courses during the academic year). Within this time frame, JYY published 218 posts. In this
study, given our interest in multimodality or the cooccurrence of linguistic and visual
means in social media communication, we decided to focus on the posts that include
both text and visual imagery (190 posts), which resulted in removing the posts with
only text or visual imagery (28 posts altogether: 25 with only visual imagery and 3 with
only text) from our data. While we acknowledge that all text is multimodal with typo-
graphic elements such as layout, typeface, or font size, these elements are out of the
scope of this study. We also excluded reactions and comments to the posts from the
analysis. Hyperlinks were followed when available to better understand the content
and meaning of the posts. In our initial analysis, we classified the posts into five
genres: event/election/survey/meeting announcements and reports (116 posts), open
position advertisements (31), administrative/practical information provisions (23), greet-
ings/appeals (18), and sustainability campaigns (2).

Data analysis
In our analysis, language ideologies were regarded as interpretative repertoires identifi-
able through recognizing patterned ways of selecting specific linguistic and visual
means to communicate about specific topics. We saw different language ideologies as
different interpretative repertoires about language and its speakers. When it comes to
CDP’s analytical concept of subject positions, we approached it as constructions of
student groups together with their characteristics, rights and obligations as language
speakers. We acknowledged that subject positions can be produced explicitly through
direct references to groups, but also implicitly through mentions of qualities, activities,
or responsibilities commonsensically associated with some groups. We also considered
how communication practices such as selecting a specific language in creating a post
on a specific topic construct subject positions through implying a specific student
group with a specific language proficiency as the audience of the post. Last but not
least, we addressed possible discrepancies or conflicts among the identified language
ideologies as ideological dilemmas. Keeping in mind that CDP uniquely combines
theory-guided and data-driven analysis, we attempted to illuminate the aspect of local
communication practices as manifestations of language ideologies or large-scale societal
beliefs.

The first author was primarily responsible for the analysis, and the second and third
authors assisted her by discussing the analytic choices with her. The first author went
through the selected JYY’s Facebook posts to inductively identify patterns in JYY’s com-
munication practices (e.g. which languages are used and how visible they are, whether
emojis are used or not, what types of visual images are accompanied by text, whether
hyperlinks are available or not). She then examined patterns in the matters featured in
the posts in terms of the social and political context and language use, in order to
address JYY’s contextualized language use. In this way, she elucidated language
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ideologies that may be underpinning JYY’s language use on the Facebook platform. She
also explored JYY’s use of emojis, visual images, and hyperlinks along with languages so
as to identify language ideologies that are associated with recent communication prac-
tices in social media. In the process of identifying language ideologies along with JYY’s
communication practices, the first author also tried to determine what student groups
are implied as the audiences of JYY’s Facebook posts. Through the construction of
these student groups within the JYY community, at the same time, certain types of inter-
group relations among students are established. In some cases, students may be categor-
ized as belonging to one big group, leading to inclusion; in other cases, students may be
divided into in- and out-groups resulting in mutual exclusion. Finally, the first author
examined the interrelationships among the language ideologies for possible discrepan-
cies or ideological dilemmas.

Findings

Figure 1 visualizes the language ideologies in JYY’s Facebook posts that we have ident-
ified. Overall, we see the notions of Finnish as the local language and English as the inter-
national language as together forming Finnish–English bilingualism. This bilingualism
discursively affords both inclusive and mutually exclusive intergroup relations to students
in the community: the inclusion of all students who speak either Finnish or English and
the mutual exclusion of Finnish-speaking/local students and English-speaking/inter-
national students in the community. The inclusive relation is based on the view of
Finnish and English as means of communication, whereas the mutually exclusive relation
is based on the view of Finnish and English as conduits for localness and internationality
respectively. The construction of a clear distinction between Finnish-speaking students as
“local” and English-speaking students as “international” creates a dilemma between the
notions of Finnish as the local language and English as the international language
within JYY’s Finnish–English bilingualism. Meanwhile, social media communication as a
shared means of communication is identified as possibly challenging the division of stu-
dents constructed through the use of Finnish and English, allowing JYY to mitigate the
ideological dilemma for the inclusion of all students as social media users. In the follow-
ing, we will examine several empirical examples to illustrate how the identified language
ideologies are locally deployed in JYY’s Facebook posts. We will first focus on languages,

Figure 1. Language ideologies in JYY’s Facebook posts. Note: solid figures – language ideologies,
double arrow – ideological dilemma, LL – local language, INL – international language.
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and will then move onto emojis, visual images (illustrations, photos, and videos), and
hyperlinks.

JYY’s Finnish–English bilingual language use prioritizing Finnish over English:
integrating English-speaking students into the primarily Finnish-speaking JYY
community
Table 1 maps out the patterns of JYY’s language use in text and accompanying visual
images of their Facebook posts. In almost all the cases (186/190 posts) both Finnish
and English are used in text, and in most cases (146/190) Finnish and English are used
in parallel. For example, the post in Figure 2 notifies the JYY community of the easier
access to COVID-19 vaccination service in the local region. It provides the same infor-
mation in the Finnish and English texts although there are some form-level differences
(e.g. a positive or negative form, a suggestion or question form) between the two
language versions. This typical pattern of JYY’s language use in Facebook presents
Finnish and English as the working languages of JYY. The members of JYY are thus
assumed to speak either Finnish or English. However, the two languages have different
status – Finnish acts as the primary working language, and English as the additional
one. This hierarchical relation between the two named languages is easily noticeable
from the fact that Finnish text is always displayed ahead of English text. This order is
usually signaled by the symbol (FI/EN) at the beginning of the main text, as in Figure 2.

The higher status of Finnish over English is also evident from the imbalanced presence
of the two languages in the main text and the accompanying visual image(s) in JYY’s posts
as a whole (see Table 1). As well as many posts in which Finnish and English are used sim-
ultaneously in text, there are posts in which the Finnish text is longer and contains more
detail than the English text (11/190), or full information is given in Finnish but only a short
summarizing note is provided in English (29/190). There are no reverse cases. Further-
more, while there are some posts in which only Finnish is used in text (4/190), there is
not a single post in which only English is used. As to accompanying visual images, only
Finnish is used in image captions in many posts (83/190) although there are also many
posts in which Finnish and English are simultaneously used in image captions (50/190).
In some posts (23/190), the Finnish caption is longer and contains more detail than the
English caption, but not vice versa. There is only one post in which only English is used
in the image caption (the post announces a Christmas fair by a local civic organization
committed to international development cooperation).

In light of the hierarchical relation between Finnish and English across JYY’s Facebook
posts, it can be inferred that Finnish speakers are the primary audience although English

Table 1. JYY’s language use in their Facebook posts.
Image caption

No text FI/EN FI > EN FI EN Total

Text FI/EN 31 43 23 48 1 146
FI > EN 6 5 11
FI*EN 2 1 26 29
FI 4 4
Total 33 50 23 83 1 190

Note. FI/EN – Finnish and English simultaneously used; FI > EN – Finnish used more than English; FI*EN – Finnish used
with a short summarizing note in English; FI – only Finnish used; EN – only English used.
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speakers are also considered part of the audience. In other words, Finnish-speaking stu-
dents are placed in the center of the JYY community, and English-speaking students in the
periphery. JYY nevertheless use Finnish and English in parallel in most of their posts.
Therefore, JYY’s Finnish–English bilingual language use in their posts can be taken as
an attempt to integrate English-speaking students with limited proficiency in Finnish
into the primarily Finnish-speaking community.

JYY’s Finnish–English bilingualism with a dilemma between Finnish as the local
language and English as the international language: inclusion of all as Finnish- or
English-speaking students or mutual exclusion of local and international students
in the JYY community
We will now move on to examine the patterns of the matters that JYY feature in their
Facebook posts in terms of the social and political context and language use. In doing
so, we will address language ideologies that may be embedded in JYY’s Finnish–
English bilingual language use prioritizing Finnish over English. The social and political

Figure 2. A post about COVID-19 vaccination information.

Table 2. The matters featured in JYY’s Facebook posts.
Language use

FI/EN/SV FI/EN FI > EN FI EN > FI EN Total

Social and political context JYY (& JYU, etc.) 39 92 15 146
JYU 5 5 2 6 18
Regional 2 6 4 1 13
National 2 8 1 11
EU 1 1
Global 1 1
Total 2 55 104 21 7 1 190

Note. FI/EN/SV – Finnish, English, and Swedish equally used; FI/EN – Finnish and English equally used; FI > EN – Finnish
used more than English; FI – Finnish exclusively used; EN > FI – English used more than Finnish; EN – English exclusively
used.
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context and language use in the featuredmatters are notified explicitly or implicitly within
the posts and/or by the linked information.

As summarized in Table 2, JYY’s posts feature not only JYY’s own matters but also the
university’s (JYU’s), regional, national, EU, and global matters. This broader range of the
contexts locates JYY in a specific university, region, country, and continent. As to the
language use, the posts that are about local matters – JYY’s, the university’s, regional,
or national ones (125/190 posts, see the columns FI > EN and FI in Table 2) – are mostly
in Finnish instead of English, which is to be expected. The use of English is expected in
only a small number of the matters (8/190, see the columns EN > FI and EN in Table 2),
all of which but one (a global matter) are the university’s or regional matters that have
something to do with internationality: the recruitment of JYU’s tutors for new inter-
national students (5 posts), the recruitment of JYU’s student ambassadors who are
expected to collaborate with international students (1), and the announcement of a
Christmas fair by a local civic organization committed to international development
cooperation (1). This greater presence of Finnish over English in the matters featured in
JYY’s posts indicates that the use of Finnish as the local language is the norm, and the
use of English as the international language is occasional. Here, the notions of Finnish
as the local language and English as the international languages are visible, forming
Finnish–English bilingualism. This bilingualism can thus be identified as underpinning
JYY’s Finnish–English bilingual language use in their Facebook posts.

In the previous section, we pointed to the possibility that JYY may be attempting to
integrate English-speaking students into the primarily Finnish-speaking community
through the employment of English in addition to Finnish as their working languages
on the Facebook platform. In this line of analysis, JYY’s Finnish–English bilingualism can
be regarded as discursively warranting their attempt of integration in the linguistically
diverse community. However, a comparison of two specific posts (Figures 3 and 4) chal-
lenges this interpretation. The post in Figure 3 announces that JYU is recruiting tutors for

Figure 3. A post about the recruitment of JYU’s tutors for international students.
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new international students. The post itself does not provide any information on the
language requirements to be an international tutor, but such information is available
through the link to JYU’s webpage about the position written in English. On this
webpage, “good command of English” is listed as the primary language requirement,
and “working knowledge of Finnish” as “an asset” (Jyväskylän Yliopisto 2015a). Appar-
ently, international students are conceived as speakers of English rather than Finnish,
and English is construed as the international language, as contrasted with Finnish as
the local language. Meanwhile, the post in Figure 4 announces that JYU is recruiting
tutors for new students in Finnish study programs. It is clarified here that tutoring stu-
dents in those programs “does not concern international students”, implying that stu-
dents who speak Finnish are usually conceived as local students. All in all, the
members of JYY are classified as either local students who are assumed to speak
Finnish, or international students who are assumed to speak English. This classification
creates a dilemma between the notions of Finnish as the local language and English as
the international language within JYY’s Finnish–English bilingualism. It is not logically
possible to see students who speak both Finnish and English as both local and inter-
national students, to see students who speak Finnish as international students, or to
see students who do not speak Finnish as local students.

When Finnish and English are regarded as mere means of communication, JYY’s
Finnish–English bilingual language use in their Facebook posts appears to be enabling
JYY to integrate English-speaking students into the primarily Finnish-speaking commu-
nity. However, once Finnish and English are regarded as conduits for localness and inter-
nationality respectively, the dilemma arises between the notions of Finnish as the local
language and English as the international language. This results in the construction of
a clear distinction between Finnish-speaking students (possibly also proficient in
English) as local students and English-speaking students (some of them possibly profi-
cient in Finnish) as international students. Hence, on the one hand, JYY’s Finnish–

Figure 4. A post about the recruitment of JYU’s tutors for Finnish study programs.
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English bilingualism might act as a discursive resource for the inclusion of all students
who speak either Finnish or English, but, on the other hand, it might act as a resource
for the mutual exclusion of Finnish-speaking/local students and English-speaking/inter-
national students in the community.

JYY’s social media communication in their Facebook posts: inclusion of all
recipients as social media users
The multimodal nature of social media communication in JYY’s Facebook posts may be
seen as mitigating the ideological dilemma constructed through their language use.
Across their posts, JYY utilize emojis, visual images, and hyperlinks, along with languages.
In this section, we will examine the basic properties and functions of emojis, visual images,
and hyperlinks in the data. In addition to the posts examined above (Figures 2–4) we
include one more post (Figures 5) to illustrate our argument. The post in Figure 5 gives
instructions for getting the cloth patch for the student overalls3 in connection with JYY
board elections.

The double use of one type of emoji ( ) in the post in Figure 2 and ( ) in the
posts in Figures 4 and 5 and the triple use of one type of emoji ( ) in the post in
Figure 3 mark off a boundary between the Finnish and English texts within the post.
The visual images in the posts in Figures 2 and 4 can be recognized as illustrations, the
image in the post in Figure 3 as a photo, and the image in Figure 5 as a video. The use
of similar green-colored backgrounds for the illustrations in the posts in Figures 2 and
4 and the video in the post in Figure 5 achieves some degree of cohesion across the
JYY’s posts in terms of visual design. Likewise, the Finnish and English texts sharing a
photo or a video in the posts in Figures 3 and 5 respectively can be interpreted as creating
some cohesion within each post. Lastly, the blue underlined URLs in Figures 3–5 should be
recognized as hyperlinks for further information. When examining the posts, we had little
difficulty in recognizing emojis, visual images, and hyperlinks as such and understanding

Figure 5. A post about the instructions for getting a specific overall patch.

12 M. SHIRAHATA ET AL.



the basic properties and functions of these symbols. We assume that JYY members should
also be able to do so as long as they are familiar with social media communication.

Apparently, emojis, visual images, and hyperlinks are different from languages in prop-
erty and function and have little to do with the notions of Finnish as the local language
and English as the international language. This point is highlighted in the posts in which
Finnish and English are used in parallel. In the post in Figure 2, for example, the same
emojis ( and ) are used in both Finnish and English texts, and the same illustration
is displayed as the accompanying visual images, apparently creating a certain degree
of cohesion between the two language versions of the post. Language – Finnish or
English – is the only difference between the two versions. Hence, both Finnish-speak-
ing/local and English-speaking/international students in the JYY community can be
grouped together as social media users. Social media communication as a shared
means of communication may be allowing JYY to mitigate the dilemma between the
notions of Finnish as the local language and English as the international language, with
respect to intergroup relations among students (as addressed above), for the inclusion
of all in the community.

Discussion

Our analysis identifies patterns of the communication practices in JYY’s Facebook posts
and language ideologies and intergroup relations they entail. In our data set, languages,
emojis, visual images, and hyperlinks are utilized as central means of communication. JYY
use Finnish and English as the primary and additional working languages to convey the
main message. Emojis, visual images, and hyperlinks appear to be creating a certain
degree of cohesion between texts in the two named languages. JYY’s language use
can be seen as constructing Finnish–English bilingualism with a dilemma between the
notions of Finnish as the local language and English as the international language.
These different language ideologies together can be seen as shaping the image of the
student union into an international Finnish university’s student community. With
respect to intergroup relations among students, JYY’s local bilingualism proposes both
inclusion of all students who speak either Finnish or English and mutual exclusion of
Finnish-speaking/local students and English-speaking/international students. Since a
clear distinction between Finnish-speaking students as “local” and English-speaking stu-
dents as “international” appears to have been established, the mutual exclusion among
students is inevitable. Due to this condition, JYY’s bilingualism takes an ambiguous char-
acter as a resource for inclusion. Meanwhile, the way multimodal affordances are used
suggests an attempt to include all students who use social media. Here, social media com-
munication as a shared means of communication seems to offer a possible solution to the
ideological dilemma by emphasizing shared symbolic understanding, rather than relying
on named languages only.

Prior research has found that native-speakerism of English (Holliday 2006) is often rel-
evant to discussions about students’ language use (e.g. Mortensen and Fabricius 2014) as
well as institutional language policies (e.g. Jenkins 2014) in internationalizing and “Eng-
lishizing” higher education. This language ideology reserves authenticity or legitimacy
of the use of English to people who are recognized as “native speakers” of English
(Lowe and Pinner 2016), by combining the notions of national or ethnic language and
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standard language (Doerr 2009). We hardly see a trace of this ideology in JYY’s language
use. English is simply construed as an international language or a lingua franca. However,
as with other kinds of inclusive views of English, JYY’s view of English is unlikely to defy
the global spread of English or normative standard English, which is “social in character,
being connected with capital and power and with the construction of particular kinds
of human subjectivities” (O’Regan 2021, 6). Undoubtedly, the use of English as a lingua
franca in higher education in non-English-speaking countries has been opening up
new opportunities for students with different linguistic backgrounds to socialize and
study together. Meanwhile, the political and economic power of English has been soli-
dified. There is a need for further reflection and discussion on how the use of English
for internationalization of higher education perpetuates the hegemony of English.

Of particular interest is that the dilemma within JYY’s Finnish–English bilingualism
creates a kind of dichotomy, and therefore does not allow students who speak both
Finnish and English to be seen as both local and international students. Although an indi-
vidual’s language use should not be confined to named languages (Li 2011; Makoni and
Pennycook 2007), the working languages of a student organization under the official
umbrella of a university most likely act as conduits for localness or internationality to
result in the discursive construction of the mutually exclusive intergroup relations
between local and international students. Indeed, today’s universities are still construct-
ing themselves as national institutions involved in the process of internationalization of
higher education through English (see Saarinen and Taalas 2017). In the JYY community,
students with the international status who are proficient in Finnish and students with the
local status who are proficient in English but not in Finnish are located between groups of
international and local students. This situation can be interpreted in both negative and
positive ways – those students are either marginalized or they can have the benefit of
intergroup mobility.

Social media is characterized by “the cooccurrence or convergence of different modes
of communication on a single platform” (Herring and Androutsopoulos 2015, 130).
Accordingly, JYY’s Facebook communication practices include emojis, visual images,
and hyperlinks as well as more traditional language use, highlighting the multimodal
nature of communication that has always been present in human communication as in
gestures, gaze, facial expressions, etc. (see Jewitt, Bezemer, and O’Halloran 2016). In
JYY’s Facebook posts, emojis are used across Finnish and English texts. Emojis are at
times referred to as a universal language of online media that transcends the boundaries
of named languages (Danesi 2016; Moschini 2016). However, we found it challenging to
examine the semantic structure and pragmatic functions of emojis in an ethnomethodo-
logical approach, and we were only able to identify some orthographic functions. The
same applies to hyperlinks; the basic function (i.e. digital referencing for further infor-
mation) is obvious, but more sophisticated semantics and pragmatics are not. Further
research is needed to explore the concept of emojis as a universal “language” although
they can stand alone as a unique universal semiotic resource for computer-mediated
communication (see Danesi 2016).

Visual images, more than anything else, challenged us to value the ethnomethodolo-
gical aspects of CDP (see Potter and Wetherell 1987). In the early stage of analysis, we
attempted to make interpretations about people featured in photos, only to realize
how much we rely on our knowledge and experiences to make inferences about
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people on the basis of their appearances. This is because JYY’s Facebook posts contained
no explanation or interaction concerning the accompanying photos to support our
interpretation. Also, since JYY is only a university’s student organization, it did not
seem reasonable for us to back up our interpretation by drawing on common-sense
beliefs widely circulated in society, as in some media discourse studies that applied
CDP to examine visual images in news media (e.g. Burke 2018; Lennon and Kilby 2020).
A similar difficulty has been noted by Bezemer and Kress (2017), who acknowledge the
difficulty of making sense of a video in a teenager’s private Facebook post without
reading the text in the post; however, the researchers elicited cohesion being produced
across different modes of text making. In line with Bezemer and Kress’s (2017) finding, the
current study suggests that, despite the potential centrality of language on the Facebook
platform, multimodal affordances of social media may act as a discursive resource for
inclusive intergroup relations among students in a student organization on an inter-
national campus, providing an online space for intercultural communication where stu-
dents with different linguistic backgrounds become aware of and learn about one
another (Jones and Hafner 2021).

In the introduction, we took a look at JYY’s equality plan to learn their official
expression of difficulty in practicing the ideal or complete parallel use of Finnish and
English in their everyday activities and the resulting possible exclusion of non-Finnish-
speaking students/international students through the use of Finnish only. These concerns
are reflected in JYY’s Finnish–English bilingualism that affords students both inclusive and
exclusive intergroup relations, together with the potential marginalization of or inter-
group mobility for students who do not fit in the categories of Finnish-speaking/local stu-
dents and English-speaking/international students. The university law in Finland
recognizes only Finnish and Swedish as the official languages; international students
make up only 4% of the student body. Against this social and political backdrop, the con-
struction of a rather perplexing social reality might be seen as a sign of JYY’s commitment
and efforts to achieving a higher level of inclusion in the student community. It is certainly
a challenge to find a balanced approach to language practices on the campus. Going
forward, we need more research across a range of societal and linguistic contexts to
gain a better understanding of the variety of potential approaches to language ideologies
and practices in the ever-more international field of higher education.

Since we expanded the scope of language ideology in this paper by including not only
linguistic but also visual means of communication, we were able to elucidate the inclusion
of all in the JYY community that is made possible by multimodal affordances, as an
alternative to the ambiguous kind of inclusion. When university student unions face
language barriers, it would be important to explore different modes of communication,
the configurations of traditional and new media (Zhou, Su, and Liu 2021), especially
newly available communicative affordances (see Herring 2018), understanding that
language accounts only partially for the meaning of text or speech (Kress 2012). This
also applies to research. Jovanovic and Van Leeuwen (2018) conclude their study on
social media dialogue: “as discourse analysts, we should, at all times, search for both,
for constraints as well as for signs of freedom” (697). This is something we strived for in
our study as well. We hope that in future studies, scholars will continue exploring the
many ways in which multimodal affordances may challenge existing understandings of
language practices and ideologies in the context of social media use.
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Notes

1. https://www.jyu.fi/tilastot/fi/jy-lukuina
2. https://home.unicode.org/emoji/about-emoji/
3. Student overalls are part of the university student tradition in Finland. Students often collect

overall patches by participating in different student events.
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