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The linguistic background of pupils in Swedish-speaking schools in Finland has changed 
considerably in the past decades. The portion of pupils from homes where languages other 
than Swedish are also spoken has increased and is expected to continue to do so. According to a 
2013 survey conducted by the Finnish National Agency for Education, 51 % of pupils in grades 
1–6 spoke Swedish as their only language at home, 41 % spoke both Swedish and Finnish, 4 % 
only Finnish and 5 % a language other than Finnish or Swedish. The figures do not reveal the 
great linguistic variation between different regions and schools in Swedish-speaking Finland. 
The group of multilingual pupils is still small and is concentrated in a few locations, especially 
in the Uusimaa and Ostrobothnia regions. 

Irrespective of their linguistic background, all pupils must be provided equal opportunities 
to achieve the goals described in the National core curriculum for basic education (2014). The key 
question that this evaluation aimed to answer was: How are Swedish-speaking schools in Finland 
dealing with the large number of Swedish-Finnish bilingual pupils and the growing number of 
multilingual pupils? 

To collect information about the handling of bilingualism and multilingualism, surveys were 
conducted among various target groups linked to grades 1–6 in basic education. The information 
was collected in 2017–2018. Survey responses were obtained from 204 class teachers working with 
Swedish-Finnish bilingual pupils in grades 3 and 6, from 79 class teachers of multilingual pupils 
in grades 1–6, from 118 principals of Swedish-speaking schools offering grades 1–6 and from 
45 education providers running Swedish-speaking schools with grades 1–6. In addition to these 
target groups, information was also collected from providers of Swedish-language class teacher 
education and continuing education for teachers, producers of educational material, pupils and 
parents or caregivers. 
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The results of the evaluation are based on responses from a variety of municipalities and schools 
in Swedish-speaking Finland: both small and large schools and schools from different regions 
and linguistic environments.

The results do not indicate a clear criticism about the overall structures of the education system. 
The steering system – comprising, for example, the national core curriculum, core funding, 
teacher education and continuing education for teachers – does not appear to directly prevent or 
obstruct the handling of bilingualism or multilingualism. In theory, at least, the steering system 
enables the provision of appropriate instruction for both bilingual Swedish-Finnish pupils and 
multilingual pupils. The challenges observed are often related to local difficulties in taking 
advantage of the general opportunities available. These may deal with, for example, a scarcity 
of resources or problems with organising some syllabuses in Swedish as a second language and 
literature, Finnish as a mother tongue or the mother tongue of individual pupils.

In general, the large portion of bilingual pupils in Swedish-speaking schools requires continuous, 
systematic investment into activities that support and develop language use. 

The report provides a great deal of information about the way in which bilingualism and 
multilingualism are handled at the municipal level and in individual schools and classrooms. 
The responses from the different groups of respondents describe numerous concrete practices, 
practical examples, experiences, both critical and constructive viewpoints as well as opinions 
regarding the linguistic challenges experienced in Swedish-speaking schools. Some of the issues 
that emerge from the evaluation do not affect Swedish-speaking schools in Finland alone, but 
are an expression of the challenges experienced in many different areas of activities where the 
Swedish language holds the minority position in relation to the Finnish language. 
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