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Requirements Meet Reality: Finnish Teachers’ Practices in 
Linguistically Diverse Classrooms
Leena Maria Heikkola a,b, Jenni Alisaaric, Heli Vigrenc, and Nancy Comminsc

aÅbo Akademi University; bUniversity of Oslo; cUniversity of Turku

ABSTRACT
The current Finnish core curriculum requires all teachers in basic education 
to be linguistically responsive. However, studies on the linguistically respon-
sive practices used by teachers are scarce. The frequency with which teachers 
(N = 820) use 21 linguistically responsive practices was investigated through 
data that were gathered via an online survey. Based on factor analysis, 
teachers’ practices formed four categories: identifying language demands, 
linguistic scaffolding, explicit attention to language, and additional semiotic 
systems scaffolding. Teachers reported using the latter the most. Of teachers’ 
background factors, teaching experience of 2–5 years was linked to more 
frequent use of students’ interests to plan teaching compared to 0–2 or more 
than 10 years of experience. The results point out a need for more training in 
linguistically responsive teaching practices for in-service teachers, as experi-
ence is not linked to growth trajectories.
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Introduction

Increasing diversity introduces new perspectives to schools. Teachers’ preparedness to respond to this 
diversity is essential since it can profoundly affect the academic outcomes and future lives of their 
students (Villegas, 2016). In Finland, the current core curriculum for basic education (National 
Agency of Education, 2014) reflects the needs of diverse classrooms by requiring teachers to be 
linguistically responsive (Lucas & Villegas, 2013). The core curriculum was revised as a response to 
studies that show lower academic outcomes for students with immigrant background (Alisaari, 2020; 
Harju-Luukkainen et al., 2014; Kuukka & Metsämuuronen, 2016; Leino et al., 2019; OECD, 2015). 
Evidence suggests that these students’ language skills are not sufficient for successfully navigating 
academic subjects (Kuukka & Metsämuuronen, 2016).

As language is both the instrument for and target of learning for immigrant students, teachers must 
be able to make content comprehensible while supporting the development of language skills 
(Cummins, 2000; Gibbons, 2002; Villegas, 2016; Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018). This kind of instruc-
tional support includes utilizing relevant materials and activities in ways that optimize language 
learning, regardless of students’ skills (Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018). Furthermore, the socio- 
constructive approach frames language learning to happen in contextually appropriate social interac-
tion (van Lier, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978), as language plays a central role in making meaning and 
constructing knowledge (Halliday, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978).

The literature reveals that when teachers lack confidence in their ability to teach multilingual 
learners, they tend to place the responsibility for low academic performance on the students 
(Hutchinson, 2013; Yoon, 2008; Youngs & Youngs, 2001). Further, when teachers do not see teaching 
multilingual learners as their responsibility, they typically make little or no effort to scaffold instruc-
tion, which is necessary to support multilingual learners’ learning (Villegas, 2016). In addition, it has 
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been shown that many mainstream teachers’ have deficit perspectives of language learners (Lee et al., 
2007; Lucas et al., 2018; Rodriguez et al., 2010), emphasizing what students cannot do rather than what 
they can (Nieto & Bode, 2011; Villegas, 2016). This leads to low academic expectations for these 
students, which impedes learning (Fang, 1996; Madom et al., 1997; Nespor, 1987). In this study, the 
term multilingual learners is used to refer to students, generally of immigrant background, who have 
home languages other than Finnish, Swedish, or Sami, the national languages of Finland, and who are 
learning Finnish or Swedish as the language of their schooling.

While the Finnish teacher education is already globally acclaimed, the main goal of this study was to 
find ways to improve it further, mainly by investigating teachers’ linguistically responsive teaching 
practices in order to promote the development of these through teacher education. Specifically, this 
study, which is part of a larger project examining Finnish in-service teachers’ beliefs and practices 
regarding linguistically and culturally responsive teaching, investigated Finnish teachers’ (N = 820) 
perceptions of their linguistically responsive practices.

Background: Teaching multilingual learners

Because multilingual learners are simultaneously learning the language and learning through the 
language, attention must be paid to the language of the content (Aalto, 2019). A linguistically 
responsive environment, which is optimal for language learning, requires three things: (a) compre-
hensible affordances, (b) learner’s attention to language, and (c) learner’s production of language 
(Lucas & Villegas, 2011; van Lier, 2000). These aspects need to be present in every classroom, 
regardless of whether it is a language classroom or a subject class. Further, consideration of students’ 
cultures strengthens engagement and provides better learning outcomes (Moll et al., 1992; Wiltse, 
2015).

A growing number of studies have indicated that linguistically and culturally responsive teaching 
leads to better academic results (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Lucas & Villegas, 2010; Osborne, 
1996; Sierens et al., 2018). In the last decades, the importance of including cultural and linguistic 
preparation in teacher training has been emphasized to give language learners the same possibilities 
for academic success as native speakers (De Jong & Harper, 2005; Lucas et al., 2018; Lucas & Villegas, 
2010). Various frameworks and models have emerged that outline the knowledge and skills needed of 
teachers who work with language learners in mainstream classrooms (Commins & Miramontes, 2006; 
Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; De Jong & Harper, 2005; Lucas & Grinberg, 2008; Lucas & Villegas, 2013; 
Téllez & Waxman, 2006). In this study, the focus is on the framework of linguistically responsive 
teaching (LRT) and related practices (Lucas & Villegas, 2010). In addition, the scaffolding model by 
Hammond and Gibbons (2005) introduces a concrete perspective on how teachers can support 
students’ learning, which complements and deepens the scaffolding of the LRT framework (Lucas & 
Villegas, 2011).

The aforementioned framework and model have been used as the theoretical basis of this study, as 
they were developed to promote teacher education and are well-established in the field of linguistically 
responsive teacher education. In addition, aspects of the Finnish Core Curriculum for Basic Education 
(National Agency of Education, 2014) are similar to ideas from these frameworks (see also Alisaari et 
al., 2019b), and thus provide a good basis for investigating teachers’ practices. Other frameworks and 
models are available (see e.g., Aalto, 2019), but the frameworks presented here include students’ 
backgrounds, teachers’ advocacy for multilingual learners, aspects of social justice, and language and 
language learning related aspects, which support the holistic point-of-view of this study. In addition, 
these frameworks include a call to action, which will help prepare future teachers for the linguistically 
diverse reality.

2 HEIKKOLA ET AL.



Linguistically responsive teaching

Recent studies suggest that every teacher should also be a language teacher, which entails knowledge 
about language and language learning processes (Aalto, 2019; Schleppegrell, 2002). This is echoed in 
Finland’s current core curriculum for basic education (National Agency of Education, 2014). To be 
specific, every teacher needs to understand the role language plays in learning and to recognize the 
specific language of their own subjects in order to plan and implement teaching that best supports all 
students (National Agency of Education, 2014). Additionally, it is important to distinguish between 
features that are related to language development and those related to learning difficulties (Wong 
Fillmore & Snow, 2018). It is knowledge of language learning that can provide the necessary founda-
tion for understanding language learners (Villegas et al., 2016). It should further be noted that 
linguistically responsive teaching also supports students who are native speakers, especially those 
viewed as vulnerable learners (Beacco et al., 2015).

As most current teacher-training does not cover language-related aspects, particularly the processes 
involved in language learning, in their programs (Alisaari et al., 2019b; Commins & Miramontes, 2006; 
De Jong & Harper, 2005; De Jong et al., 2013), a framework of linguistically responsive teaching has 
been developed (Lucas & Villegas, 2010; Villegas & Lucas, 2007) that includes aspects of both culture 
and language. The aim of the framework is to outline the knowledge teachers need to support 
culturally and linguistically diverse students.

The two main components of the framework are teacher orientations and pedagogical knowledge 
and skills (Lucas & Villegas, 2011; Lucas & Villegas, 2013; see Table 1). The orientations, which create 
the foundation upon which pedagogical knowledge and skills are built, are then separated into 
sociolinguistic consciousness, value for linguistic diversity, and an inclination to advocate for language 
learners. Together, these mean that teachers should understand how language and identity are 
intertwined, that some languages have more power than others in particular contexts, that all 
languages should be affirmed, and that teachers should take public stands on behalf of their language 
learners. Finally, through advocacy, teachers can promote equity for all their students.

In order to teach content effectively, teachers need to plan lessons that optimize language and 
literacy learning and decrease language challenges (Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018). Furthermore, the 
current core curriculum in Finland (National Agency of Education, 2014), which requires that 
teachers understand language learning, have a basic knowledge of the language of their disciplines, 
have skills for determining the language demands of classroom activities, and know how to apply 
linguistic scaffolding, are also included in the proposal for the framework for linguistically responsive 
teaching (Lucas & Villegas, 2011; Lucas et al., 2008). Even though these perspectives on learning are 
relatively new in mainstream classrooms (see also Alisaari et al., 2019b), they have a long tradition in 
language immersion classrooms (see also Cammarata & Tedick, 2012).

Knowing language learners
By understanding what students already know and are capable of, teachers can better support their 
success (Bunch, 2014). Furthermore, learning about individual students and their cultural, linguistic, 
and educational backgrounds is a major part of culturally and linguistically responsive teaching 
(Bunch, 2014; De Jong et al., 2013). This is supported by the framework, which states that teachers 
should be aware of their students’ languages and language proficiencies (Lucas et al., 2008).

Table 1. Framework of linguistically responsive teaching by Lucas and Villegas (2010). (The pedagogical skills and knowledge 
investigated in the current study are marked in bold.)

ORIENTATIONS PEDAGOGICAL KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS

Sociolinguistic consciousness Learning about language learners’ language backgrounds,experiences, and proficiencies
Value for linguistic diversity Identifying the language demands of classroom discourse and tasks
Inclination to advocate for 

language learners
Knowing and applying key principles of second language learning
Scaffolding instruction to promote language learners’ learning
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Identifying language demands
Language affects all learning, therefore learning language cannot be separated from learning content 
(Fang et al., 2006; Schleppegrell, 2002; Schleppegrell et al., 2004). It follows that teachers must 
understand the language demands of their subjects (Lucas & Villegas, 2010), as each subject has its 
own ways of using language. For example, teachers need to identify subject-specific vocabulary and 
grammar, recognize what makes a text easy or difficult to understand, and be willing to discuss 
language in their classroom (Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018).

Key principles of language learning
The most essential part of the framework for linguistically responsive teaching (Lucas & Villegas, 
2010) addresses teachers’ understanding of the language learning processes. First, teachers should be 
aware of the different dimensions of language: registers, dialects, and academic and subject-specific 
language (Cummins, 2008; Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018). Next, the importance of social interaction 
with native speakers and the influence other languages have on learning a target language are high-
lighted (Lucas & Villegas, 2010). An awareness of languages is essential in understanding the impact 
students’ languages have on their language learning and academic achievement. For example, if a 
teacher is aware that the Turkish language does not use copular verbs (e.g., the house is green), they 
will be prepared to help the student accordingly. Furthermore, teachers should be aware of techniques 
that increase language learning (Cummins, 2000; Faltis et al., 2010; Gibbons, 2002). The goal is not to 
make every teacher a language expert, rather to increase their understanding to support students’ 
academic outcomes (Vigren et al., in press).

Importance of interaction. In his theory of learning, Vygotsky (1987) highlighted the importance of 
interaction; teachers must provide students with possibilities to interact with their native-speaking 
peers (Faltis et al., 2010; Miramontes et al., 2013). This creates affordances for students to learn 
language in meaningful contexts, through which students can negotiate meanings, thereby learning 
both language and content (Van Lier, 2000).

Importance of home language(s). Proficiency in a home language is directly connected to learning the 
language of schooling (Cummins, 2008). Not only does it support the development of vocabulary in 
the target language (August & Shanahan, 2006), there is substantial evidence (Cummins, 2008; García 
& Wei, 2014; Miramontes et al., 2013) that knowledge transfers between languages. In addition, 
literacy in the home language is a strong predictor of literacy in the target language (Cummins, 2000). 
Students benefit greatly when teachers allow and encourage them to use all of their linguistic resources 
(Kibler, 2010). While many teachers believe in language submersion and prohibit the use of home 
languages (Valdes, 2010), linguistically responsive teachers encourage students to use their home 
languages, especially when working with peers (Calderon et al., 2011; National Agency of Education, 
2014).

Importance of language registers. An awareness of the ways that language is used differently in 
different settings helps teachers better support multilingual learners (Lucas et al., 2008); students who 
speak fluently in everyday conversations may struggle with academic contexts and subject-specific 
vocabulary (Cummins, 2000). In addition, teachers should adjust their own speech to be more 
understandable (De Jong & Harper, 2005). Because of this, the current core curricula in Finland 
(National Agency of Education, 2014, p. 21) requires that “multiliteracy is developed in all school 
subjects, progressing from everyday language to mastering the language and presentational modes of 
different ways of knowing.”

Scaffolding instruction to promote language learning. Scaffolding instruction is an important part of 
culturally responsive teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Teemant, 2018) and also a part of the frame-
work for linguistically responsive teaching (Lucas & Villegas, 2010). The concept is based on socio- 
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constructivist ideology reflecting Vygotsky’s (1987) zone of proximal development (ZPD), a develop-
mental stage in which students are able to complete a task with the help of a teacher or a more 
advanced peer. Scaffolding strategies that support language learning include modifying language, 
using additional semiotic support techniques, and utilizing students’ other language(s) (Lucas & 
Villegas, 2010).

While the main framework for this research project has been the LRT framework by Lucas and 
Villegas (2011), Hammond and Gibbons’ (2005) scaffolding model has been included to deepen the 
investigation of teachers’ practices. This model focuses on concrete methods and is divided into macro 
and micro levels. The macro level, called designed-in scaffolding, includes teachers’ consideration of 
students’ prior knowledge and experience, which is similar to LRT, but also underlines the importance 
of the selection and sequencing of specific, concrete tasks. Furthermore, while both the LRT frame-
work and the scaffolding model stress the promotion of students’ metalinguistic awareness, the 
scaffolding model also emphasizes the importance of metacognitive awareness. The micro level, on 
the other hand, is interactional. It also underlines consideration of students’ prior experience, but, in 
addition, includes actions that spontaneously occur during teaching, such as pointing forward, 
recapping, recasting, and cued elicitation (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005).

Scaffolding enables teachers to “push” students to work at the “outer limits of their ZPD” 
(Hammond & Gibbons, 2005, p. 25). It must, however, be planned, because without planning, students 
are not encouraged to learn new things (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005). Furthermore, being actively 
present is necessary to optimize teacher support. Thus, scaffolding needs to happen on two levels: it 
has to be planned, and it has to occur in the moment of interaction with students.

Context of the study

In recent years, classrooms around the world have become notably more linguistically diverse. In 
Finland, the number of basic education students with home languages other than Finnish more than 
doubled from 2010 (3.2%) to 2018 (6.8%) (Vipunen, 2020a.) Finnish law requires teaching to be in 
either Finnish or Swedish, or in Sami in Northern Finland (Finlex, 1998), although language classes 
using content and language integrated learning (CLIL) or immersion can be partly in another 
language. However, the current Finnish core curriculum for basic education promotes using all of a 
student’s linguistic resources.

It has been shown that despite the curriculum’s requirement that all Finnish teachers should be 
linguistically responsive, monolingual ideologies are still prevalent in Finnish schools (Alisaari et al., 
2019a), which may be due to the historic separation of Finnish and Swedish language schools. 
Furthermore, before 2016, Finnish teacher training did not systematically include linguistically 
responsive teaching (Aalto & Tarnanen, 2015), although some training was offered in some Finnish 
teacher education programs (Peltoniemi, 2015). Since 2016 and the implementation of the current 
curriculum, more linguistically and culturally responsive teaching methods have been offered, though 
not in all teacher education programs in Finland (Alisaari, 2020).

Research questions

Until recently, there has been no consensus on what teachers should know or how to ensure that 
language learners are given opportunities to learn both language and content and to thrive both 
socially and academically (Faltis et al., 2010). Researchers around the globe have been calling for this 
work (Aalto, 2019), and the European Council has supported multilingualism and the role of language 
in learning by providing guidelines and materials for teachers and teacher educators. The aim of this 
study was to investigate teachers’ linguistically responsive practices and to examine associations 
between different practices through statistical analyses. In addition, the link between teachers’ back-
grounds and their linguistically responsive practices was examined. In this study, the following 
research questions were asked:

JOURNAL OF LANGUAGE, IDENTITY & EDUCATION 5



(1) Which linguistically responsive practices do teachers report using in their linguistically diverse 
classrooms?

(2) How are teachers’ reported practices grouped together (in factor analysis)?
(3) Which background factors are related to teachers’ reported use of linguistically responsive 

practices?

Methodology

The present study arises from a larger research project investigating Finnish in-service teachers’ 
linguistically and culturally responsive teaching beliefs and practices (Alisaari et al., 2019a; Alisaari 
& Heikkola, 2020a; 2020b; Vigren et al., in press).

Materials

The data were collected in an online survey in spring of 2016. The survey was created based on a 
preliminary version of a survey (Milbourn et al., 2017), which was informed by Lucas and Villegas' 
(2013) framework of linguistically responsive teaching, research on culturally responsive teaching 
(Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b), and research on teaching for social justice 
(Cochran-Smith et al., 2012). This theoretical framework formed the basis for designing the statements 
that reflect teachers’ beliefs and reported use of linguistically responsive practices. However, the survey 
also included statements that present beliefs and teacher practices that are not linguistically responsive 
(for both types of statements, see Table 2, Table 3). This was done in order to cross-check teachers’ 
response validity. The aim of the survey was to gain knowledge regarding teachers’ reported linguis-
tically responsive beliefs and practices.

The survey was translated and adapted by one of the authors and one other researcher; some items 
from the original North American survey were left out of the final Finnish questionnaire, as they did 
not apply to Finnish educational practices. The survey was then reviewed by the National Agency of 
Education and researchers in both the Finnish Network for Language Education Policies and the 
Centre of Applied Language Studies in Finland. The final version of the survey was created based on 
comments by these experts and a statistician.

An open invitation to participate in the survey was advertised on email-lists, social media, and the 
websites of the Association of Finnish as a Second Language Teachers and the journal of the Finnish 
teachers’ trade Union, Opettaja. In addition, the survey was advertised at a national educational fair, 
EDUCA, in January 2016. The link to the survey and a cover letter asking that it be forwarded to all 
teachers in the area were also sent to all local education departments in Finland. The cover letter 
included information about the intended participants, the purpose of the study, and data protection; 
the same information was given on the first page of the online survey. The questionnaire was directed 
to all teachers, including substitute teachers, principals, and counselors, within basic and upper 
secondary education in Finland. Answering the survey implied consent.

Table 2. The distribution of the respondents’ different teaching areas (Finnish percentages based on Vipunen, 2020b)

Subject area Percentage

Classroom teacher in primary school (CL) 23.1%
Subject teacher in secondary or upper-secondary school (SU) 44.3%
Classroom teacher with additional qualification of a subject teacher (CS) 4%
Special education teacher or a teacher of newly arrived immigrants (SE) 14.9%
Counselor (CO) 2.9%
Principal (P) 5.7%
Other (O) 3.6%
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The survey included Likert scale statements and open-ended questions related to teachers’ demo-
graphics and linguistically and culturally responsive teaching. Analyses were based on 21 statements 
regarding practices used in linguistically diverse classrooms. All the questions were formatted as: 
“How often do you use practice X during a typical week?” The scale ranged from 1–4 with 1 = never, 
2 = once a week, 3 = two or more times a week, and 4 = four or more times a week (Table 3).

Participants

Approximately 4.5% (Kumpulainen, 2017) of all teachers in Finland responded to the survey (N = 
820). The mean age of the participants was 41, and 78% of the participants were female, 21% male, and 
1% other, which reflects the overall demographics of teachers in Finland (mean age 45; 77% female; 
Kumpulainen, 2017; Statistics Finland, 2019). The distribution of participants’ teaching areas is 
presented in Table 2. Principals, counsellors, substitute teachers, and adult education teachers, were 
also included because, in Finnish basic education, these groups also have teaching responsibilities and 

Table 3. The frequency of teachers’ responses to the statements regarding linguistically responsive practices in linguistically diverse 
classrooms. (The statements are listed based on the frequency teachers report using them: the most often used are presented first, 
and the most seldom used are presented last).

Statement
Never 

(%)
Once 
(%)

Two or 
more 
times 

(%)

Four or 
more times 

(%)

1. In a typical week, I use visual cues and extra-linguistic support techniques. (M = 3.6) 2.7 5.9 20.2 71.1
19. In a typical week, I give both oral and written instructions. (M = 3.5) 5.2 8.3 16.9 69.6
17. In a typical week, I put directions on blackboard or on paper regarding how 

students can proceed with their assignments. (M = 3.1)
10.6 18.1 27.2 44.2

20. In a typical week, I use the interests of my students to make learning meaningful for 
them. (M = 2.9)

7.7 25.1 32.9 34.3

15. In a typical week, I create opportunities for my LCDSs to interact with native Finnish 
speakers. (M = 2.9)

21.7 12.3 16.4 49.6

18. In a typical week, I encourage my LCDSs to ask me questions about unclear issues 
during tests. (M = 2.9)

21.3 13.7 16.7 48.4

2. In a typical week, I use graphic organizers. (M = 2.9) 9.2 27.1 33.1 30.5
9. In a typical week, when I grade assessments, I think about ways that language may 

impact my understanding of my LCDSs’ responses. (M = 2.8)
19.1 17 24.9 39

10. In a typical week, I allow students to use bilingual or online dictionaries or search 
the meanings of the words with picture search tools online. (M = 2.7)

25.7 19.3 16.8 38.2

11. In a typical week, I take my LCDSs’ prior knowledge and experiences into account in 
my teaching. (M = 2.6)

23.1 24.5 26.4 26

8. In a typical week, when I speak, I pause for longer periods of time to give LCDSs time 
to form responses. (M = 2.6)

28.2 19.7 21.2 30.9

7. In a typical week, I take my LCDSs’ Finnish proficiency levels into account when 
designing assignments. (M = 2.5)

25.4 24.4 22.2 28

3. In a typical week, I create opportunities for my students to experience hands-on 
activities. (M = 2.5)

16.9 36.8 26.4 19.9

12. In a typical week, I explicitly draw LCDSs’ attention to Finnish grammatical 
structures while teaching. (M = 2.4)

29.1 25.2 22.1 23.7

14. In a typical week, I automatically correct my LCDSs’ writing when they make Finnish 
language mistakes. O (M = 2.4)

28.3 27.7 24.7 19.2

13. In a typical week, I automatically correct my LCDSs’ speech when they make Finnish 
language mistakes. O (M = 2.1)

37.7 30 17.4 14.9

16. In a typical week, I modify written texts to reduce readability demands. (M = 2.1) 39.3 27.2 19 14
21. In a typical week, I find topics that relate to my LCDSs’ cultural backgrounds. (M = 

2.0)
35 40.7 16.7 7.6

5. In a typical week, I give LCDSs’ highlighted texts to signal important information. 
(M = 2.0)

44.2 27.6 15.5 12.7

4. In a typical week, I assess LCDSs’ learning through hands-on activities. (M = 1.9) 42.8 31.7 17 8.5
6. In a typical week, I translate key concepts into the students’ home language. (M = 

1.7)
58.9 22.1 9.7 9.3

Note. LCDS = linguistically and culturally diverse student. O = Statement opposing the ideas of linguistically responsive teaching.
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therefore have similar practices to the other teacher groups. Of all the teacher groups, subject teachers 
formed the largest group (44.3%) and included the following subjects: Finnish as a first language and 
literature, Finnish as a second language and literature, English, German, Swedish, French, 
Mathematics, Physics, Chemistry, Information and Communications Technology (ICT), and Health 
Care Sciences. These were further divided into four groups in order to examine possible differences 
between teacher groups teaching languages (Finnish language; Swedish language and foreign lan-
guages), other theory-based subjects (e.g., science and mathematics), and practice-based subjects (P.E. 
and arts).

All teachers in Finland are required to have a Master’s Degree in their subjects. Additionally, in- 
service training for subject teachers includes a one-year program in pedagogy. Primary school teachers 
must complete a five-year program in pedagogy. Only 13% of the participants reported having had 
some training related to linguistically responsive teaching.

Data analysis

The quantitative data were analyzed with IBM SPSS version 26 by describing frequencies, doing a 
factor analysis on the 21 statements, and by doing regression analyses to look at possible links between 
teachers’ reported practices and their background factors. The first research question was answered by 
investigating the frequencies of all the individual Likert scale statements. For question two, a factor 
analysis was done to determine whether some practices were frequently used together, forming groups 
of practices. Question three was answered by doing an ordered logistic regression analysis using the 
independent variables. The included background factors in the analyses were: (a) overall teaching 
experience (0–10, 11–20, over 21 years), (b) teaching experience with immigrant students (not at all, 
1–2, 2–5, 5–10, 11 or more years), and (c) percentage of immigrant students at the teacher’s school 
(less than 1, 1–5, 5–10, more than 10%). The independent factors used as the background variables 
were ordinal. In addition, a multinomial logistic regression analysis using three additional categorical 
variables (age, gender, and teacher group) was calculated. Only main effects were examined in the 
regression analyses.

Results

In this section, the analyses are discussed in the order of the research questions. First, the frequencies 
of practices are presented. Second, the factor analysis used to identify whether there were groups of 
practices are shown. Third, possible links between the reported practices and teachers’ background 
factors are revealed.

Finnish teachers’ practices in linguistically diverse classrooms

To answer the first research question, wherein teachers were asked how often they used particular 
practices in linguistically diverse classrooms during a normal week, the frequencies of teachers’ 
responses to the 21 statements about linguistically responsive practices were examined (Table 3). 
Based on the group mean of the answers, the three practices most used were:

(1) Using visual cues (M = 3.6)
(2) Giving both oral and written instructions (M = 3.5)
(3) Putting directions on the blackboard or on paper (M = 3.1)

Some other practices were used fairly frequently, but others were seldom or never employed. For 
example, 59% of the teachers never translated concepts into the students’ home language, and 22% 
only did it once a week. Furthermore, 35% of the teachers never used topics related to their students’ 
cultural backgrounds, and 41% did so only once a week.

8 HEIKKOLA ET AL.



Groups of reported practices: Linguistic scaffolding, additional semiotic systems, attention to 
language, and identifying language demands

For question two, a factor analysis of the 21 statements was done to see whether specific linguistically 
responsive practices were reported as being used together. The factorability of the statements was 
examined to see whether factor analysis could be performed on the data. It was found that all of the 21 
statements correlated at least 0.3 with at least one other item, and thus, their factorability is reasonable 
(see Appendix A). Also, the Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin measure of sampling adequacy was 0.92, well above 
the commonly recommended value of 0.6, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant (χ2(210) = 
6585, p < .001). Finally, the communalities were above 0.3 (see Appendix B) for all items. Given the 
overall indicators, we proceeded to factor analysis with all 21 items.

The primary purpose of the factor analysis was to identify and compute sum variables to be used for 
analysis. Initial eigenvalues indicated that the first four factors explained 39%, 10%, 7%, and 5% of the 
variance, respectively. This four-factor solution, which explained 61% of the variance, was chosen as 
the base for forming sum variables.

Since all 21 items seemed to have reasonably high correlation, factor analysis of these items was 
conducted using varimax rotation (for rotated factor analysis, see Appendix B). Four factors emerged 
from the analysis:

(1) Identifying language demands
(2) Linguistic scaffolding
(3) Additional semiotic systems
(4) Explicit attention to language.

The four factors were named based on the content of the survey and the LRT framework (Lucas & 
Villegas, 2011). For example, the name of factor one is one of the pedagogical skills of a linguistically 
responsive teacher (Lucas & Villegas, 2011), and factor three was named after one of the items in the 
scaffolding model (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005).

Factor two included eight statements that were based on the factor analysis. However, only the four 
statements most closely related to linguistic scaffolding were included in the final factor.

Internal consistency for each of the four factors was investigated using Cronbach’s alpha. The 
alphas were high for all four factors (Table 4): factor 1 = 0.89 (5 items), factor 2 = 0.70 (4 items), factor 
3 = 0.75 (5 items), and factor 4 = 0.87 (3 items). No substantial increases were achieved by adding or 
eliminating items included in the four scales, hence the removal of the four items from Linguistic 
scaffolding did not affect the overall internal consistency of the analysis.

Finally, sum variables were calculated based on the four factors presented above. Higher scores 
indicated more frequent use of a practice. Additional semiotic systems scaffolding practices were 
reported as being used the most (factor 3, M = 3.2), on average two or more times a week. The second 
most used group of practices (factor 1, M = 2.7), also used on average close to two or more times a 
week, included practices focusing on language demands of linguistically diverse classrooms. Paying 
explicit attention to language (factor 4, M = 2.3) and using linguistic scaffolding (factor 2, M = 2.1) were 
used similarly, on average once a week. An approximately normal distribution was evident for the sum 
variables, and thus these were deemed well-suited for parametric statistical analysis.

Links between Finnish teachers’ backgrounds and their reported use of linguistically 
responsive practices

Next, the possible links between teachers’ background factors, including overall teaching experience 
(in years), experience with immigrant students (in years), and percentage of immigrant students at the 
teacher’s school, and their reported practices were investigated. In the ordered logistic regression 
analyses examining main effects, none of the background factors statistically significantly predicted the 
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teachers’ reported use of the four groups of practices. When calculating a multinomial logistic 
regression with three additional categorical variables (age, gender, and teacher group), no significant 
results were found.

Discussion

Of the 21 practices included in the survey, 17 were reported as being used at least once a week. 
However, only three practices were reported as being used an average of two or more times a week: 
using visual cues, giving both oral and written instructions, and putting directions on the blackboard 
or paper. These are all practices that the scaffolding model calls additional semiotic systems. Use of 
these methods has been shown to support students’ understanding and independent construction of 
meaning (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005), then it is useful for students to have access to message 
abundance (Gibbons, 2002), meaning the same information via different sources. In sum, the majority 
of the teachers in this study were aware that oral input alone is not sufficient when scaffolding 
students’ learning in a linguistically diverse classroom (Gibbons, 2002).

The examination of groups of practices supports the results from the analysis of the individual 
practices, revealing some awareness of linguistically responsive practices that promote learning in a 
linguistically diverse classroom. As the investigation of individual items and sum variables showed, the 
teachers were most comfortable with additional semiotic scaffolding, which is reflective of the socio- 
constructivist basis, including promoting the use of multimodal instructional methods, of teacher- 
training in Finland. Within the scaffolding model, the practices that teachers reported using the most 
were designed-in scaffolding (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005). These are quite easy to implement, for 
example, simply giving students more time to answer questions. The more demanding linguistically 
responsive practices, which were often reported to be used only once a week or never, fall into the 
category of interactional scaffolding (Hammond & Gibbons, 2005), which require teachers to make in- 
the-moment linguistic decisions in a complex linguistic environment.

The fact that most teachers reported frequent use of at least three linguistically responsive practices 
reflects an understanding of the demands faced by multilingual Finnish language learners and further 
suggests that Finnish teachers demonstrate a degree of linguistic responsiveness. However, to 

Table 4. The four final factors.

Factor 1 — Identifying linguistic demands Factor 2 — Linguistic scaffolding

7. In a typical week, I take my LCDSs’ Finnish proficiency levels 
into account when designing assignments.

5. In a typical week, I give LCDSs’ highlighted texts to signal 
important information.

8. In a typical week, when I speak, I pause for longer periods of 
time to give LCDSs time to form responses.

6. In a typical week, I translate key concepts into the students’ 
home language.

9. In a typical week, when I grade assessments, I think about 
ways that language may impact my understanding of my 
LCDSs’ responses.

10. In a typical week, I allow students to use bilingual or online 
dictionaries or search the meanings of the words with picture 
search tools online.

15. In a typical week, I create opportunities for my LCDSs to 
interact with native Finnish speakers.

16. In a typical week, I modify written texts to reduce readability 
demands.

18. In a typical week, I encourage my LCDSs to ask me 
questions about unclear issues during tests.

Factor 3 — Additional semiotic systems Factor 4 — Explicit attention to language

1. In a typical week, I use visual cues as extra-linguistic support 
techniques.

12. In a typical week, I explicitly draw LCDSs’ attention to Finnish 
grammatical structures while teaching.

2. In a typical week, I use graphic organizers. 13. In a typical week, I automatically correct my LCDSs’ speech 
when they make Finnish language mistakes.

17. In a typical week, I put directions on blackboard or on paper 
regarding how students can proceed with their 
assignments.

14. In a typical week, I automatically correct my LCDSs’ writing 
when they make Finnish language mistakes.

19. In a typical week, I give both oral and written instructions.
20. In a typical week, I use the interests of my students to make 

learning meaningful for them.
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accelerate the learning of second-language students, specific linguistically responsive practices should 
be implemented more often in the classroom. For example, giving explicit attention to language and 
scaffolding learning linguistically and culturally were reported as being used only once a week; 
however, these are the practices teachers should be using regularly. Moreover, creating opportunities 
to interact with native Finnish speakers was also reported to be used only once a week, but this is a vital 
practice, as social interaction supports language learning (Faltis et al., 2010; Miramontes et al., 2013). 
In addition, the teachers of this study reported under-utilizing their students’ first languages as a 
resource for learning, even though this practice is encouraged by both the current core curricula 
(National Agency of Education, 2014) and previous research (Calderon et al., 2011).

Finally, the connection between teachers’ backgrounds and their reported groups of practices were 
examined, and no link was found between overall teaching experience, experience teaching immigrant 
students and the reportedly used practices, nor between age, gender, or teacher group This is of 
extreme interest, since the survey used is sufficiently powered and representative of the Finnish teacher 
population to draw conclusions. It is interesting here to note that previous analyses of other parts of 
the data collected by the same survey have shown that experience teaching immigrant students is 
linked to higher knowledge about the principles of language learning (Alisaari & Heikkola, 2020a, 
2020b; Alisaari et al., 2019a). However, it takes more for this knowledge to be translated into actual 
practices; while teachers may have a good command of the theory of linguistically responsive teaching, 
their practices may not be in line with their knowledge (Basturkmen et al., 2004; Borg, 2006; 
Negueruela-Azarola, 2011). The results of this study also seem to indicate that teachers may not be 
able to learn and adapt while on the job. This maybe especially true for teachers who trained in general 
educational programs that have not included much information or practice in linguistically responsive 
teaching. Thus, although Finnish teachers are required to partake in yearly professional development 
days or afternoons, this does not seem to be enough to result in growth trajectories over time. The 
content of these vary widely, and the schools can independently decide which issues they cover in these 
professional development sessions. Further qualitative analyses are warranted to understand the 
meaning and to examine the possible reasons for the insignificant links between the teachers’ back-
grounds and their reported linguistically responsive practices.

However, the data for the study was gathered before the implementation of the current core 
curricula, so it may be that not all teachers felt supported in using linguistically responsive practices 
at that time. Our results seem to indicate that professional development has not yet sufficiently covered 
linguistically responsive teaching, and very few teacher training programs in Finland have included 
issues dealing with teaching linguistically and culturally diverse students before the current core 
curricula was implemented in 2016. It also seems plausible that contextual variables in some 
Finnish schools may be inhibiting linguistically responsive teaching. For example, change in teachers’ 
knowledge and practices requires support and an encouraging atmosphere, often created by the school 
management (Postholm, 2012). Further enquiries are planned within the same research project into 
Finnish teachers’ beliefs and practices relating to linguistically responsive teaching after the current 
core curricula in Finland has been in place several years.

The sample of the study is representative of the Finnish teacher population, and thus the results 
should reflect the practices of teachers in Finland. More research is needed to investigate teachers’ 
reasons for using these practices. Moreover, the results of this study are based on a survey, and self- 
reported practices may not reflect reality. For example, a teacher may not remember how often specific 
practices are used, especially if they are routine, and socially accepted practices may be reported as 
being used more than they actually are. Still, as the groups of practices gave similar results as those of 
individual statements, it can be concluded that teachers’ responses were reflected correctly and thus, 
the summed variables can be used in further analysis. Actual classroom observation of teachers’ 
practices may be needed to gain further insight on how teachers support their multilingual learners.
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Conclusions and implications

The current Finnish core curriculum’s (National Agency of Education, 2014) requirements for 
language awareness places pressure on teachers. Thus, teacher-training programs should provide 
teachers with the necessary foundation to teach culturally and linguistically diverse students (Coady, 
et al. 2011; Commins & Miramontes, 2006; De Jong & Harper, 2005; Villegas, 2016). For example, 
teacher education should instruct on linguistics, language development, language registers, instruc-
tional emphasis, and multiple strategy use (Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018). Furthermore, as teachers 
“may well be fluent in the language of their disciplines without realizing how distinct it is from the 
language their students use” (Wong Fillmore & Snow, 2018, p. 46), including linguistically responsive 
practices into teacher training would make teachers more effective within ever diversifying schools and 
help to ensure equity for all students, independent of their background and language proficiency 
(Commins & Miramontes, 2006; Hammond & Gibbons, 2005; Villegas, 2016).

Decreasing literacy skills and increasing inequalities within global education have led to a growing 
need for linguistically responsive teaching, the overall aim of which is to ensure educational equity for 
all students. We are energized by the current policy’s promotion of linguistically responsive teaching, 
particularly as discussion about the learning outcomes of immigrant students in Finland and other 
OECD countries has led to recommendations from the European Commission and the European 
Center for Modern Languages (ECML) to implement linguistically responsive practices.
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Appendix B. Rotated factor analysis

Statement

Factor 1 — 
Awareness of 

linguistic 
demands (5)

Factor 2 — 
Linguistic 

scaffolding 
(4)

Factor 3 — 
Extralinguistic & 

visual scaffolding 
(5)

Factor 4 - 
Explicit 

attention 
to 

language 
(3)

1. In a typical week, I use visual cues and extra-linguistic supports. .562
2. In a typical week, I use graphic organizers. .486
3. In a typical week, I create opportunities for my students to 

experience hands-on activities.
.409 .306

4. In a typical week, I assess LCDSs’ learning through hands-on 
activities.

.655

5. In a typical week, I give LCDSs’ highlighted texts to signal 
important information.

.659

6. In a typical week, I translate key concepts into the students’ 
home language.

.550

7. I take my LCDSs’ Finnish proficiency levels into account when 
designing assignments.

.659 .398

8. In a typical week, when I speak, I pause for longer periods of 
time to give LCDSs time to form responses.

.597 .391

9. In a typical week, when I grade assessments, I think about 
ways that language may impact my understanding of my 
LCDSs’ responses.

.818

10. In a typical week, I allow students to use bilingual or online 
dictionaries or search the meanings of the words with 
picture search tools online.

.342 .330

11. In a typical week, I take my LCDSs’ prior knowledge and 
experiences into account in my teaching.

.560 .477

12. In a typical week, I explicitly draw LCDSs’ attention to 
Finnish grammatical structures while teaching.

.460 .365 .543

13. In a typical week, I automatically correct my LCDSs’ speech 
when they make Finnish language mistakes.

.720

14. In a typical week, I automatically correct my LCDSs’ writing 
when they make Finnish language mistakes.

.389 .827

15. In a typical week, I create opportunities for my LCDSs to 
interact with native Finnish speakers.

.610

16. In a typical week, I modify written texts to reduce 
readability demands.

.570

17. In a typical week, I put directions on blackboard or on paper 
regarding how students can proceed with their assignments.

.645

18. I encourage my LCDSs to ask me questions about unclear 
issues during tests.

.695

19. In a typical week, I give both oral and written instructions. .758
20. In a typical week, I am able to use the interests of my 

students to make learning meaningful for them.
.594

21. In a typical week, I find topics that relate to my LCDSs’ 
cultural backgrounds.

.310 .492
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