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editorial
“We always celebrated the Finnish
Christmas [...] My friends never
approved [...] as they did not consider
me to be Finnish. ”
As Nina Majakari describes in her article,
many people find it hard to understand how
someone may feel a stronger affinity to the
country of their parent(s)’ origins than the
country they have grown up in. Some may
see such feelings as disloyal. Yet, for many
of us, the traditions of our “other” cultures
can be as appealing as those of our country
of residence or upbringing.
But what about those cultures which
have been, or are being, supressed
within their own countries? Annika
Pasanen describes the efforts of Ture, a
young Saami man, to overcome the
effects of forced Norwegianisation. This
not only means overcoming political
challenges, but also trying to reassert,
both in himself and his community, a
sense of self worth and belief in Saami
culture, which were undermined for
years by wider society (although the
situation has improved in recent years).
Any attempt to establish an individual’s
or community’s identity must deal with
both our own sense of self worth, and
with the attitudes of those arounds us.
Either way, it entails a recognition that
we do not, and cannot, isolate ourselves
from the cultures, systems and beliefs
around us. We can only work to
influence those around us, and to remind
ourselves, that all cultures and
languages should be celebrated,
honoured and respected.
Sami Grover
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A Mother Tongue Reclaimed –
Reversing Language Shift in Saamiland
Annika Pasanen
self-identification: which language does
the minority member herself want to define
as her/his mother tongue. When people
want to reverse an earlier language shift,
many will define the minority language as
their mother tongue, even if the majority
language is their best known and most used
language which they learnt first. They are
perfectly within their rights to do this.
The applause after the lecture is long and
loud, just like elsewhere in the world when
Tove travels around telling linguistic
Annika Pasanen and her son Sammeli
minorities about their rights and
13th October 2005, Guovdageaidnu,
possibilities, shaking them up and
Saamiland. Sámi Allaskuvlla, the Saami
encouraging them. There is some time for
University College, is holding their yearly
questions and comments after the lecture.
language conference. The theme this year is A young, dark man comes to the front of
the transfer of the Saami languages from
the lecture hall, with a broad smile. He
one generation to the next. Tove
comes from the Olmmáivággi village of
Skutnabb-Kangas, an expert on linguistic
Gáivuotna in Troms, an area traditionally
human rights, is giving a lecture. The
populated by sea Saami and Kven. If his
audience – researchers, students from
family and community had not been
Saami University College and language
forcibly Norwegianised, he would be
revitalisers from all corners of Saamiland – called Malu-Sina-Jampu-Ture and he
are sitting as if they were nailed to their
would now be speaking to us in Saami. But
chairs, listening. Tove states that a person’s because things went as they did, he is
mother tongue can be defined in many
called Tor Mikalsen and he speaks in
ways, but in relation to threatened and
Norwegian and has as yet never dared to
oppressed minority languages the ordinary speak Saami in front of such a big
criteria are often not valid. For instance, the audience.
criterion of use: it is clear that a speaker of
Ture was born in 1968 in a Saami family
a minority language uses the majority
language most often, if no opportunities for with four older siblings, parents and
grandparents. Ture’s Saami name
using her/his own language have been
translates as Malu’s Sina’s Jampu’s Ture –
created. Or the criterion of competence: it
Jampu was the father, Sina the father’s
is very likely that the majority language is
in many areas her/his strongest language, as mother and Malu the father’s grandmother.
The family lived off the usual subsistence
s/he may not have even had one weekly
hour of teaching through the medium of her agriculture: a little cattle breeding, some
own language. Ultimately, Tove says, only crops, handicraft, whatever there was.
one criterion is decisive, namely
Continued on Page 2

affairs, both in Olmmáivággi and
elsewhere in Saamiland. At this point,
Ture’s mother became active and joined
Olmmáivággi was in Ture’s childhood
the Saami Cultural Council. Ture’s father,
already strongly Norwegianised. A large
majority of the inhabitants were Saami and who died in 1984, did not live to see how
the middle-aged and older people were still his family and community started to take
back their language and culture.
Saami speakers, but the Saami language
and culture were not appreciated, rather
At almost the same age as the father had
people wanted to silence them to
made his own decision, Ture decided to
invisibility. In exceptional cases the
learn Saami. He attended a short language
children were spoken to in Saami in the
family. Ture’s family belonged to the more
common type: both parents knew Saami
and the mother even used it with older
Saami, but with the children it was
All the mountains of human
Norwegian only. The father had, as a
sorrow and loss that
20-year-old young man, simply decided to
language shift, often masked
stop speaking Saami, and he adhered to
that decision during the rest of his life. He
as something ordinary,
did not slip, even when he was together
hides behind. These losses
with old reindeer-herding Saami with next
need to be discussed for
to no Norwegian. He never called himself
many years to come...
Jampu as an adult; he was Hjalmar, pure
Norwegian. Some of his children were
even unaware of the fact that Saami was
the father’s mother tongue. The father was course first and later he studied Saami at
the University of Tromsø at the same time
certainly not the only one who felt a need
as his archaeology studies. To study the
to distance himself from his roots: in the
1970 census, the majority of Olmmáivággi language was not in itself so difficult
because Ture had heard a lot of Saami;
inhabitants reported as [ethnically and
what was difficult was to start speaking.
linguistically] Norwegian.
Something inside him resisted it when he
When Ture was in seventh grade, the
tried. Ture continued his Saami studies in
opportunity arose to study Saami as a
his own village. In Olmmáivággi he also
subject for one hour per week. Ture
attended a Sámás course which was
wanted to do this despite his father’s
actually intended for Saami who spoke the
opposition, but in upper secondary school language but did not read or write it.
[grades 10-12] there was no teaching of
Ture’s language competence was exactly
Saami. Ture was interested in the history
the opposite. The older course participants
of the Saami and sometimes had to
admired his reading-aloud skills even if he
enlighten people and correct their wrong
did not always understand what he was
impressions. At the beginning of the
reading. Ture hired himself out for three
1980s there was a lot of progress in Saami months as a handyman for a Saami
A Mother Tongue Reclaimed
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Tor Mikalsen, or Malu-Sina-Jampu-Ture
fisherman who was around 65. They went
fishing in the fjord. The intention was that
they would speak Saami. The man did so,
when he remembered, but often Ture had
to remind him to do it. The man was
simply not used to being able to speak
Saami to a young person.
The language situation in Olmmáivággi
has now changed in many ways since
Ture’s childhood. In 1990 Norway ratified
ILO’s Indigenous People’s Convention
[ILO -International Labour Organisation Convention Concerning Indigenous and
Tribal Peoples in Independent Countries,
Convention No. 169, 27 June 1989] and
accepted thus the status and rights of the
Saami as an indigenous people. A new
Language Act came into force in the same
year. With it, Gáivuotna became, together
with five other municipalities in northern
Norway, an officially bilingual
municipality where the Saami language
was to have equal status with Norwegian.
After many decades, the language and
culture started to become visible again.
Attitudes towards the Saami languages and

In The News: Dyslexic Pupils Succeed in Japanese
The Observer, a British newspaper,
recently reported that English dyslexics
seemed to find learning Japanese much
easier than other foreign languages such
as French, Spanish or German which are
more commonly taught in English
schools. The newspaper reports that
Millfield school in Somerset added
Japanese to the curriculum in response to
research undertaken by one of the school’s
teachers, showing that dyslexics found the
language much more accessible than
European languages.
The school’s representatives attribute the
relatively high levels of performance
achieved by dyslexic pupils to a variety of
factors. The Observer quotes the school’s
head of modern languages, as saying:
“Japanese is written syllabically so that
what you read is what you hear.
Grammatically it is exceedingly
straightforward to a certain point. It is also
elliptical, which means that if it doesn’t
need to say something it won’t say it.”

Whether dyslexia is inherently less of a
problem in Japanese is still unclear.
According to Dyslexia Parent Resource, an
online information service on dyslexia,
there has long been a belief that dyslexia is
less common in Japan because of the
relative phonetic regularity of some of its
hiragana and katagana syllabaries,
compared to the Roman alphabet.
However, recent research suggests that
dyslexia may have been previously
overlooked in Japanese learners, partly as a
result of the various different systems of
characters that are used in Japanese.
Apparently, whilst dyslexia does appear to
be less of a problem with hiragana and
katagana characters, which are phonetic
and usually learnt first, it is much more
evident when children move on to learn the
kanji syllabary which is not phonetic:
“Because only a small number of children
have difficulty reading and writing kana,
they might end up being misunderstood as
having failed to study enough when they

run into problems reading and writing
kanji.”
It is possible then, that whilst the relatively
phonetic nature of some Japanese
characters may be an advantage for
European dyslexics who otherwise have
difficulty reading the Roman alphabet, it
may prove a problem for native Japanese
speakers as their ability to read one system
of characters may mask their dyslexia
when they run into difficulties later. Either
way, it would certainly appear that further
research into the relationship between
dyslexia and specific languages may help
to throw light on the best way to teach
dyslexic language learners.
Sources:
Asthana, A. Dyslexics Excel at Japanese,
The Observer 12.02.06
(www.observer.co.uk)
Katayama, K. Dyslexia in Japan,
(www.dyslexia-parent.com), January 05

Saaminess slowly started to become more
positive. Today both Norwegian and
Saami are being spoken in daycare centres
and schools in Olmmáivággi. On the other
hand, with the death of old people, a type
of natural language competence is
decreasing: the village does not have
many young adults who speak Saami
fluently, but many are learning it on
language courses. These are organized by
Gáivuotna Saami Language Centre where
Ture is now working part-time. He has
even started teaching Saami himself, even
if he still feels somewhat unsure about his
own language competence.

Notes from the OPOL
Family

Ture already had an interest in Saami
politics before he started studying the
language. Today he is the Chair of
Gáivuotna Saami Association, and in the
autumn of 2005 he was elected for the
first time as a member of Sámediggi, the
Saami Parliament in Norway. As a
politician, he particularly wants to
advance the protection of the
environment, sustainable deep-sea fishing,
and the position of the Saami language(s).

Which Language are
you Watching?

With his mother, Ture still speaks
Norwegian. Ture’s siblings have also
learned Saami to some degree, but the
language issue has not become as central for
them as for Ture. Even if the atmosphere
around the use of Saami has changed
considerably, by no means everybody is
happy about the revival of Saami. Ture
considers fairly carefully who he addresses
in Saami, because of the fear of negative
attitudes. Last summer he overcame one big
hurdle: he dared to start a discussion in
Saami with people he did not know. The
reaction that time was really positive.
All hurdles cannot be overcome with
reasoning. The Saami have long been
portrayed in public in a comical light. An
example: they are supposed to speak a
funny dialect of Norwegian that is often
ridiculed. All of this has influenced the
unconscious attitudes of the Saami, and
Ture thinks it will take a full generation for
these attitudes to change. Olmmáivággi
people still feel ashamed of how they
sound in Norwegian: when they go to the
city of Tromsø, for instance, they
automatically try to speak differently so as
not to reveal their origins. Ture does this
too, despite having pondered these issues a
lot and despite having really tried to
overcome his own traumas.
Back in Guovdageaidnu, Ture thanks Tove
for the lecture. He feels that through
listening to the lecture he has got
something unique: a new mother tongue.
How could he ever have dared to call
Saami his mother tongue? Even after all the
years and courses, to speak Norwegian is
so much easier and comes more naturally:
to his embarrassment, words and
Continued on Page 4

And Now Ladies and Gentlemen, Wim
Wenders’ German/English Wings of Desire
and The Cuckoo, a Russian/Finnish story
where each character speaks only their
own language.
I turn to the children’s collection and ask
Marc and Nina to help me. Like the books
we have proportionately less French films.
They chuck Babarpapa and Asterix in the
French pile straightaway. Mr. Bean flies
straight to the English corner, as does
Tintin…..
‘Why?’ I ask, ‘Tintin is written in French,
look at the comic books!’

Suzanne and Jacques are an
English/French couple with three
more-or-less bilingual children (Marc, 9,
Nina, 6 and Gabriel, 3 years). They have
lived as a family in Budapest, Cairo,
Zurich, France and England and now live
in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. Marc and
Nina attend the Lycée Français there. They
try to stick to the OPOL approach.
I am having a spring clean, sorting out our
books and DVDs. I put the books in four
sections: Adult English, Adult French,
Kids English and Kids French. We have
about equal numbers of English and French
paperbacks. Jacques refuses to read in
English, and I stick rigidly to my English
language books. If one of us likes a book
we will hunt for a translated version.
The children’s English shelf is straining
under the weight of books, meanwhile the
French section stays slim, made up of
academic Larousse Dictionaries, revision
guides and the monthly subscriptions of
J’aime Lire and Popi. I make a mental note
to get more fun French books. We do have
quite a collection of French bande-dessines
or BD’s - comic books like Tintin and
Spiro. These are read by both Jacques and
Marc.
Since moving to Asia we’ve acquired a lot
of DVDs. Should I file them
chronologically, by genre, or by language?
I settle on language, like the books. But
most DVDs can be played in many
languages, a flick of the control and we can
watch in English, French, Chinese, or
Bahasa Malay. We can have subtitles in all
the languages too.
Subtitles are great for me. I subtitle French
films now because they talk too fast and
with accents. This way I have a chance of
getting the plot. Jacques has no problems
with English-language films but will
sometimes add subtitles when there is a
strong regional accent.
I file the DVDs in sections according to
language, except for a few bilingual ones
like Claude Lelouche’s French/English

‘No,’ say Marc and Nina patiently ‘we
always put the DVD in English so Gabriel
will understand it.’
‘You can’t!’ I argue ‘it’s a different story
in English, the dog is called Snowy, not
Milou, for a start!’
They disagree with a three-to-one majority
vote, and in the English file it goes. Next is
our collection of Harry Potter films…
‘He’s 100% English’ I say, throwing them
to the right side.
‘No!’ they chorus back, ‘we prefer it in
French so our friends from school can
watch it too.’
How can they prefer the dreadful French
dubbed version of Harree Potteur where
they all sound the same, to the subtleties of
the different English accents? I am sure
that the French kids would learn loads of
English watching the original version!
Marc reminds me, ‘It’s the same story you
know!’ and files it in French.
Gabriel says he likes Oui Oui best. Who?
He is talking about the charming Enid
Blyton character, Noddy, who he
discovered in France last year, and refuses
the original version. Luckily for me Bob
the Builder stays English for the time
being. I’ve seen Bob le Bricoleur in France
and it was disconcerting!
Finally we all ponder what language does
Pingu speak? When I first borrowed Pingu
videos from the library in Switzerland I
was convinced he spoke Swiss German,
accustomed as I was to hearing it all
around me. Now I am not so sure. I
imagine it is a language from a snowy
country but which one? Finnish? Swedish?
Arctic? We give Pingu a special section of
his own. Interestingly, Pingu is the only
character that all three children like and
laugh at, so he is my favourite too!
As I attempt to get our DVDs into some
sort of organised linguistic state I realise
the chances of the other members of my
family actually putting each DVD back in
its right file are doomed. And I reflect that
I cannot police the language use they
choose on television either; when I am not
around they will switch as fast as I can
blink an eye. So, what shall we watch
tonight then? English or French?

A Mother Tongue Reclaimed
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morphological forms of the Saami language
keep disappearing. But now it seems that he
still has a right to the Saami language!
People applaud. Tove hugs Ture; Ture
lets himself go. I who have always had
the right to both my mother tongue and
other languages, swallow tears. Going
round in my mind are all those
generations of Saami who have been
forced into silence and to language shift.
The tiny Inari Saami, sea Saami and
Kildin Saami children sitting in schools,
scared, without language; the Saami
mothers searching to find words to speak
to their newborn babies in Norwegian,
Swedish, Finnish and Russian; the sturdy
men who denied their language and their
people, the youngsters who grew up
stunted. All the mountains of human
sorrow and loss that language shift, often
masked as something ordinary, hides
behind. These losses need to be discussed
for many years to come, but today Ture is
smiling in the centre of the conference
audience. After a few generations, when
the phase of Norwegianisation is only a
faint imprint in the history of the Saami
people, it is possible that it will be
Malu-Sina-Jampu-Ture who will be
remembered as the ancestor who took
back the language.
The author is a PhD student at University of Helsinki.
She lives in Inari, Finland and studies the
revitalization of the Inari (Anár) Saami language.
This article originally appeared in “Hiidenkivi”,
Issue 1: 2006, pages 33-34. Translation from Finnish
by Robert Phillipson & Tove Skutnabb-Kangas.
“Hiidenkivi” is available from www.stellatum.fi

BFN Goes Green(er)
In an effort to reduce our impact on
the environment the BFN will, from
now on, be printed on recycled paper
consisting of 80% recycled content.
This latest move is part of a wider
scheme by Multilingual Matters to
become more sustainable which has
seen us shift our supply of electricity for
our offices to a renewable supplier
(www.ecotricity.co.uk) and our office
paper to 100% recycled content.
We have also made efforts to reduce
the impact of our travel, firstly by
using alternatives to airtravel
wherever possible, and secondly by
‘offsetting’ the emissions caused by
our flights through Climate Care
(www.climatecare.org) which invests
in renewable energy and emissions
reduction projects on our behalf.

Bilingualism and Severe Educational Needs
Dr I.M. Laversuch
controlled scientific studies, these reports
must be taken with a grain of salt. Dr
Rondal warns parents against
over-generalising. “There are great
differences in SEN, even within a single
syndrome, there are key differences which
could be of importance here. But again,
the research is simply not there yet to give
a definitive answer”. What is needed then
are longitudinal investigations of “familial
bilingualism from birth in SEN children”.

Photo by Marion Widmer
Editor’s Note: This article explores
bi/multilingualism and children with severe
learning difficulties such as Down Syndrome.
This is obviously a subject that should be
handled very sensitively. We have consulted a
number of experts about the most appropriate
terminology to use. We have chosen to use the
terms ‘Severe Intelectual Disabilities’ and
‘Severe Educational Needs’ to differentiate
from other conditions more commonly referred
to as ‘learning difficulties’.

Unfortunately, the lion’s share of the
research which has been conducted to date
on bilingualism has excluded children
with Severe Educational Needs (SEN).
There are, however, some pioneers in the
field who are working to increase
understanding of this important subject.
One such expert is Dr Jean
Rondal, professor at the Université de
Liége in the Department of Psychology in
Belgium. Coming to the field by chance,
Dr Rondal has established himself as one
of the premier researchers working in the
field. The psycholinguist serves as a
leading member of the European Down
Syndrome Association and has published
extensively on the subject of Severe
Intellectual Disabilities and language
development. For the readers of the BFN,
Dr Rondal kindly agreed to share his
professional opinion on some of the most
pressing questions confronting researchers
today.

One of the central questions which
researchers hope to answer is whether or
not there is an ideal age for introducing a
child with SEN to a second or third
language. In the meantime, Dr Rondal
warns parents against “exposing their SEN
child to systematic second language
learning before at least some solid,
preliminary language development has
been stabilized in the first language"
which, he asserts, “is not likely to have
occurred before the child reaches the age
of 4 or 5". Sensitivity to the individual
development of the child is paramount
here.

...we still know very little
about the possible effects,
be they negative or positive,
of raising children with
significant cognitive
challenges multilingually.

With regard to the method of introduction,
experts in bilingualism tend to recommend
the one parent-one language (OPOL) method
in which each parent uses his/her native
language whenever possible. According to
Dr Rondal, this would also seem to be a
reasonable option for children who have
special cognitive challenges. However, he
reminds BFN readers that OPOL has not yet
been scientifically proven effective among
bilingual children with learning disorders.
Dr Rondal advises parents to bear in mind
that there are many key differences between
As most BFN readers already know, there bilingual children with and without
is a wealth of data which demonstrates that identifiable cognitive disabilities. As a
bi/multilingual children often benefit from general rule, Dr. Rondal explains that “the
the added linguistic stimulus. But what
SEN child has a number of marked cognitive
about children who have been identified
limitations (short term memory, long-term
with SEN? Dr Rondal explains that there memory organization, various cognitive
is some anecdotal evidence from parents
assets) that render almost any type of
of such children who report having had
acquisition slower and more difficult if some
very positive experiences with raising their sort of complexity is involved. Learning is
children bilingually. Nevertheless, he
cautions that in the absence of large-scale

possible but it takes more time and may
require special assistance.”
Robert Melrose, Librarian for the Down
Syndrome Research Foundation echoes Dr
Rondal’s caution and adds the following
point: “As children acquire language easily
in the first few years of life, it may not be
difficult for a child with Down Syndrome
to learn two languages. I would surmise
that a child with Down Syndrome would
face the same rewards and challenges as
any child” However, Melrose also
cautions that “because the oral-facial
development of children with Down
syndrome affects pronunciation, clarity of
speech in both languages will be a
problem.”
Given these special challenges, Dr Rondal
suggests parents of SEN children exercise a
certain degree of caution. “On the one hand”
he generally encourages all BFN parents to
“go ahead with bilingual education if needed
or wished (following early stabilization of first
language, ideally)". On the other hand, he
stresses that parents “be attentive to any sign
of the child being in difficulty or feeling
overwhelmed by the dual-learning task.”
Possible warning signs that the child may be
overwhelmed include, “permanently mixing
the lexicons, confusing articulatory praxis,
confusing basic orphosyntactic rules”. In
other words, parents should take care to
monitor whether their children are consistently

confusing the vocabulary of the two different
languages, using the pronunciation rules of
one language when speaking in the other, or
transposing the basic rules for forming words
or sentences.

It is not always easy to
distinguish between
potential warning signs and
the “spontaneous and
relevant code switching [...]
of the successful bi- or
multilanguage user”
Of course, as Dr Rondal himself concedes,
such difficulties are not uncommon among
bilingual children who have not been
diagnosed with a learning disorder. It is
not always easy to distinguish between
these potential warning signs and the
“spontaneous and relevant code switching
and interlanguage flexibility of the
successful bi- or multilanguage user”.
BFN parents are strongly encouraged to
work closely with experts who understand
language production of children with
learning difficulties and, ideally, who are
well-schooled in the developmental

the BFN needs you...
Do you know someone who might enjoy
the BFN? Why not order a free sample
copy for a friend using the order form on
page 8?
The BFN cannot exist without the
contributions of its readers. We welcome
articles, anecdotes, queries and letters on
all aspects of language learning and
intercultural living. Please contact us to
discuss the possibilities:
info@multilingual-matters.com

patterns of bilingual children. However, it
is important to stress once again that we
still know very little about the possible
effects, be they negative or positive, of
raising children with significant cognitive
challenges multilingually. According to
Robert Melrose , “the number of books on
Down Syndrome cover a wide range of
subjects”. To assist BFN readers, Melrose
provided a list of potentially helpful
resources, many of which were written by
none other than Dr Rondal. In addition to
availing themselves of the many resources
which are currently available, members of
the BFN community are encouraged to
actively support research which addresses
the needs of all our children.
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Too Early for a Third Language?

It is interesting to hear that your
daughter became interested in Spanish.
I really don’t see why some relaxed
Spanish lessons would put any pressure
on your child, as long as you don’t have
too high expectations and you keep an
eye out in case there are problems.
Many children around the world grow
up in a trilingual environment hearing
three languages daily, although, in most
cases the school language will become
strongest. That doesn’t necessarily
mean that the second and/or third
language can’t develop to a high
standard also, as long as the child has
enough opportunities to hear and use
them.
Probably the most important priority
should be to make sure your

I am an American, married to a
German, living in Germany. We have
two children, aged three and
one-and-a-half. Our three-year-old is
fluent in English and German (we
basically follow OPOL) and will start
attending a bilingual pre-school here
next month. When we were in America
this fall, she watched some kids’ shows
on TV and there was a good deal of
Spanish mixed in. She really enjoyed
that and immediately picked up on a
Spanish song which she still sings now.

She even named one of her stuffed
animals “Buenos dias”. Is it plausible to
promote this interest and ability? Would
Spanish lessons, in a fun environment be
enough to help her get a start? Is this
experience enough to think she has good
language skills? Or would this put our
child under too much pressure? We
would be interested to hear your opinion
on this.

daughter’s proficiency in German and
English are high enough, particularly
if she is to start school in either or both
of these languages. It may also be
difficult to maintain a high level of
Spanish once she is immersed in a
German-speaking environment at
school, given that you may need to
spend extra time reinforcing her
English language fluency.

her to do so, even if you see it as simply
a fun hobby or pastime? You don’t
necessarily have to set permanent
fluency as a goal or target, just allow
her to enjoy exploring another language
and set of sounds.

Even if your daughter does not develop
fluency in Spanish, just attending a few
Spanish classes should mean that she
will have a taste for the language. This
might help her later in life if she
decides to learn it in school, or travel in
Spanish speaking countries. Aside from
anything else, if she appears to enjoy
learning Spanish then why not allow

Claudia Ziersch,
Munich, Germany

I think it is very difficult to say if your
daughter has better than average language
learning skills, but a strong interest in, and
enthusiasm for, languages is a huge help
in language learning. It does seem that
many bilingual children have a slight
advantage when picking up a new
language compared to monolingual
children.
Marjukka Grover
Co-editor, the Bilingual Family
Newsletter

In Pursuit of My Finnish Identity
Nina Majakari
Also, my parents had met when my brother
was 8, I was born when he was 11,
therefore there was a risk that speaking
Finnish with me could have alienated him.
Evidently, complexity exists within
bilingual and multilingual families.

around the table getting to know one
another. They were not like the image I
had of subdued and serious Finns at all,
they were all so lively.

Throughout childhood, I felt a belonging to
two places. According to research, cultural
The two language worlds were completely identity is formed when language is used
independent from each other and, due to a as a communicative tool amongst people of
lack of information about bilingualism, my the culture, to create a social network,
father felt that speaking two languages
where values are shared and the child can
simultaneously would be confusing:
internalise these social values. As the child
learns these shared meanings that belong to
“Time was limited in the evenings before
Nina and her father
you went to sleep, I didn’t want to speak
When I was born in 1978, my Finnish
during those couple of hours in a language
father had lived in England for 14 years
you didn’t understand. When you were
and was proficient in the English language. three or four, I thought you were ready to
We always celebrated the
Unfortunately, my father chose not to
start learning a new language. I started a
speak Finnish with me; he thought that we teaching system, taking a Finnish book
Finnish Christmas...
would not visit Finland and that I really
opening our presents on
and you would repeat, ‘this is a cat’, ‘this
didn’t need the language. None of our
is a dog’ etc. However, Finnish was
Christmas Eve. My friends
Finnish family had visited my father in
always a secondary thing. My teaching
never approved, as they did
England, and he had no intentions of
was inadequate, and there were no other
not consider me to be
returning. However, my grandmother came resources, so it died a natural death.”
Finnish.
to visit us when I was three-years-old and
communicating proved difficult, as she did There was no exposure to the language in
not speak English. We developed our own the setting where we lived. The nearest
methods, both speaking our own language, resource was the Finnish Church in
his or her society, then they can learn to
using hand gestures and body language. Up Manchester which organized a weekly
become a member of the group: language
Saturday school. I asked my parents if I
to this point, I am not sure if I had known
provides access to cultural practices. We
could attend, but it was 40mins drive and
that I was anything other than English, so
always celebrated the Finnish Christmas,
would have meant that every Saturday was which involved opening our presents on
meeting my family was important to me.
taken up, so they decided that it was not
Christmas Eve, eating Finnish food etc.
As I grew up in a small north-western
possible. Research suggests children need My friends never approved of me opening
town, my father felt that speaking a
language for communicative purposes
my presents early, as they did not consider
different language in public would not be
before the language is developed
me to be Finnish. In the springtime, my
advisable, as people would not have
cognitively, indicating the need to use the
father would make Sima, a traditional
accepted it. He thought it was beneficial
language on a daily basis. Over reliance
Finnish drink. I also enjoyed playing piano
for me to have a good command of the
upon one formal teaching method does not and was given Finnish tango music, and
English language and felt Finnish, in
teach the child the linguistic
Finlandia by Sibelius. My father told
global terms, was a ‘useless language.’
communicative skills or non verbal skills
stories about the composers’ lives and
of a language, such as turn-taking in
history behind their pieces.
conversations, and the skill of reading
one’s body language and gestures, that will Whilst visiting Finland, I learned about
Finnish peoples’ characteristics. Hamers
be unique to a particular culture.
and Blanc (1989) discuss distinct language
It was not until I was 11 that we visited my behaviours that a child will display, forming
father’s home. Meeting my family was like their identity. If a child values their social
Bilingual Minds: Emotional
locating the missing piece of a jigsaw
group, it will affect to what extent they take
Experience, Expression, and
puzzle. My father recalls:
on certain values and practices. I have
Representation
always appreciated Finnish culture, and
“When you went to Finland for the first
Edited by Aneta Pavlenko
have been impressed by the attributes and
time, it made a big impact on you. You
(Temple University, PA)
achievements of the nation; also I have
suddenly realized that you had this huge
always had a close relationship with my
family
that
you’d
missed
out
on.
It
was
“For many bilingual and multilingual
father. I learned that Finnish people have
then
important
to
you
to
learn
the
people the different languages they speak
language and be included in the family and similar characteristics and mannerisms,
make different emotional connections for
which I see present in my father.
them. Though these matters were known
the culture. You wanted to be 50%-50%
about, only recently have deeper
rather than 98%-2%.”
When I began school, my parents recall
understandings been sought, and found.
I had never experienced what it was like to that my teachers never asked about Finnish
This fine volume is a timely book that will
or about my family history, it was taken for
belong to a large family and I felt that I
be welcome to all who are interested in
granted that I was a monolingual English
language and its emotional implications.”
had missed out on the wider family
Keith Oatley, University of Toronto
network many of my friends had. So when speaker. At secondary school, we were
given the topic of creating travel
we arrived (the first time in 17 years for
Pbk ISBN 1853598720
brochures. I included photographs of
my father), family members visited
£28.95 / US$49.95 / CAN$64.95
Helsinki, attached travel guides and map,
frequently and we would spend evenings

Looking back, all the odds seemed to have
been stacked against me becoming a
bilingual speaker. However, my close
Nowadays, when people ask whether I am relationships with my father and family
bilingual, I say “no, not even an adult
members greatly encouraged and
bilingual, as I am still not able to
strengthened my feelings towards Finland.
communicate in Finnish in all contexts at
Even though my father was not keen on
the same level as a native speaker” but
speaking Finnish with me, he always
there are many ways to define bilingual.
supported my decision to learn it. When I
My father and I do sometimes try to speak was studying the language he would often
Finnish together but both find it difficult,
tell me that I needed to be reading it,
it seems unnatural. Perhaps if we were in a listening to it and not allowing my cousins
to speak English with me. It is clear that
bilingualism is possible from birth and
should be encouraged. Language is of
prime importance for children to learn
Before moving to Finland I
had a romantic image of the about their culture and traditions, and it is
also an important factor for their culture
country. Only when one
Around the age of 12 I began taking my
recognising them. It is hard to say whether
Finnishness more seriously as I was
experiences everyday life
I would identify more with Finnish culture
finding out who I was. I remember some of there can one see the whole
if I were bilingual, as I have nothing to
my peers in my form at school would,
compare it with, but I do hold to the notion
picture
of
how
the
system
because of my unusual surname, call me a
that language acquisition alone does not
works.
‘paki’ [ a derogatory term for someone of
mean a belonging to its culture, and an
Pakistani origin – Ed.] and some teachers
absence of the language does not mean
would struggle pronouncing it, which was
detachment from the culture. The language
room with Finns, all speaking Finnish, then
embarrassing at the age when I was
and culture are intertwined and both are
we would feel more comfortable. In 2005 I
naturally self conscious. My attraction
valuable. Language certainly does allow
towards Finnish culture grew and I decided received my Finnish passport. This had
easier access to that culture.
always been one of my goals for making
at 16 that I would move to Finland one
day. I distinctly remember that we made a my Finnish identity more formal.
Bibliography on Page 8
video of our summer holiday at my
cousin’s summer cottage by the lake;
family members were eating together
New: Foundations of Bilingual Education and
outside, chatting and laughing. I arrived
Bilingualism - 4th Edition
home with enthusiasm and wanted to show
it to my friends as it revealed a part of my
by Colin Baker (University of Wales Bangor)
life unknown to them.
wrote about Finnish traditions, then
presented my work to the class. It was my
way of making my feelings known, of
organising and presenting my memories of
Finland and showing it was a worthwhile
country to belong to. It could be said that
the National Curriculum for Modern
Foreign Languages in the UK restricts
children being taught to read and write in
their home language. Ethnographies of
children should be made by the school
with provisions for not only teaching in
their home language, but also, family
histories, accounts and children’s
autobiographies that should take the
central place of the curriculum (Kearney,
2003).

When I was 18 I moved to London,
enroling on a part time Finnish language
course as I was determined to finally
master the language. Among new friends,
Finland often became the topic of
conversation as they were intrigued about
the origin of my surname. For the first
time, I was considered as someone with
cultural roots.
In September 2001, the death of my
grandmother was a difficult time for us as
a family. The home my father had been
raised in; where we spent all our family
summer vacations, was now to be sold. I
was teaching in London and felt that if I
did not move to Finland now, then I would
have little reason to return and I was not
ready to risk losing my Finnish identity.
Finally, I moved to Helsinki in August
2002. It is ironic looking back, as my move
was like a mirror image of the move my
father made to England when he was 22.
Before moving to Finland I had a romantic
image of the country. Only when one
experiences everyday life there can one see
the whole picture of how the system
works. Ironically, my British identity
strengthened and I felt less Finnish whilst
in Finland, but more Finnish when I visited
England. I felt proud of my British identity

and I could choose when I wanted to be
Finnish or British.

“I remain awed by Baker’s ability to represent all
positions and include all viewpoints, while remaining
simple and straightforward. It is its scholarly
exhaustiveness and complexity, coupled with a simplicity
of style, that makes this text invaluable for students and
scholars alike.” Ofelia Garcia, Colombia University
The 4th edition of this best-selling book
provides a comprehensive introduction to
bilingualism and bilingual education. Written
as an introductory text from a
cross-disciplinary perspective, 19 chapters
cover individual and societal issues in
minority and majority languages; childhood
development perspectives; the history of
bilingual education in the US, and recent
changes in US language and education
policy, dual language schools and other forms
of bilingual education, the mainstreaming of
bilingual children, the achievement gap
among language minority children, classroom
effectiveness for bilingual teaching and
learning, literacy, biliteracy and multiliteracy,
bilingual special education, the assessment of
language minority children, the spread of
English as a global language, Deaf bilinguals,
endangered languages, language planning and
language revival, language identity and
multiple identities, the WWW and
bilingualism, and political perspectives.

Hbk ISBN 1-85359-865-8
Pbk ISBN 1-85359-864-X

The additions to the fourth edition include:
• The educational mainstreaming of bilingual children.
• Effective practices in bilingual schools
and classrooms.
• The achievement gap in bilinguals.
• Recent changes in bilingual education in
the United States (e.g. NCLB).
• Dual Language schools.
• Heritage language education.
• The recent politics of bilingual education.
• The spread of English as a global
language.
• The advantages and disadvantages of
English as a second or third language.
• Identity and multiple identities.
Colin Baker holds a Personal Chair of the
University of Wales, and teaches in the
School of Education at the University of
Wales, Bangor. He is a member of the
Welsh Language Board - one of Europe’s
premier Language Planning organisations.

US$79.95/CAN$99.95/£44.95
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