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Abstract. !is state of the art review aims at discussing the poten-
tial relevance of Finno-Ugric languages in the larger context of 
second language research. Key results received in the studies con-
ducted in the "eld of Finno-Ugric languages as second languages 
are introduced, and some interim conclusions based on them 
are made. !e main areas in focus are cross-linguistic in#uence, 
forms and constructions, second language interaction, and moti-
vation, identities and integration. Furthermore, some future lines 
of investigation are suggested for the researchers of the "eld. !e 
research activities are recommended to get more closely bound 
to the internationally established or emerging paradigms, and 
research activities involving several Finno-Ugric languages are 
strongly encouraged. To promote international co-operation, 
some existing gaps or obvious needs for research are pointed out, 
and preliminary research initiatives are made.
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1. Introduction

Finno-Ugric languages are o$en referred to as small languages. If com-
pared to such languages as the globally used English and the widely 
used Spanish, French or Chinese, they certainly are small, but among 
all the approximately 6 000 languages of the world, at least Hungarian, 
Finnish and Estonian belong to the top 400 with more than million  
speakers.

Also such labels as “less widely taught language” are relevant as it 
comes to Finno-Ugric languages, at least in comparison with those large 
world languages that are much more commonly used and o&ered in 
schools and universities around the globe. It can be questioned, however, 
whether those less widely taught ones are automatically of less impor-
tance in the context of research as well. In this article, the relevance of 
researching Finno-Ugric languages as second languages will be dis-
cussed in the light of research outcomes and opportunities. 

It is worth recognizing and acknowledging that Finno-Ugric lan-
guages may enable some research settings that are not available when 
for example only Germanic and Romanic or other Indo-European lan-
guages are involved – which o$en is the case – and that they may thus 
have a greater impact on theory validation and development that would 
be expected on the basis of their relative size or visibility in general. 

Even if the research setting does not provide anything particularly 
unique in terms of linguistic features, there may still occur tendencies 
not noted before in other language environments, or observations con-
"rming prior research results based on di&erent data. In such current 
research paradigms as language ecology, the societal situations and lan-
guage policies a&ecting the identities and goals of language learners are 
of speci"c interest, and it can be expected that for example the learning 
of Estonian or Hungarian in Estonia or Hungary has a di&erent start-
ing point, motive, goal and social impact if compared with for example 
learning English, French or Spanish either in countries where they are 
spoken or elsewhere.
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!is paper thus aims at revealing the partially hidden relevance of 
Finno-Ugric languages in the larger context of second language research. 
!is is done by making some interim conclusions based on the research 
done in the "eld of Finno-Ugric languages as second languages so far, 
and by predicting and suggesting some future lines of study and inves-
tigation. !is synthesis does not aim to be comprehensive; instead, it 
aims at highlighting some key tendencies and core areas that have had 
or could have an impact on the international second language research 
as well. In this sense, the leading idea is to provide a state of the art type 
of review which could serve as a starting point for further discussion 
and shared strategic research planning across the researcher community 
involved. (See also Martin 2007.)

!e review mainly covers papers published in scienti"c journals, 
proceedings and such monographs as doctoral dissertations1. Reports 
introducing educational arrangements, development projects or lan-
guage policies are not included, nor are papers published in other than 
scienti"c journals. Some Master’s theses and development projects are 
mentioned, however, to emphasize the fact that especially in Estonia and 
Hungary the growth of the research "eld has only rather recently begun 
and at this stage of development the theses serve as a valuable starting 
point for widening research activities (see also Pool 2010a). 

It is quite obvious that many studies on language contact or bilin-
gualism are of major interest and importance from the second language 
perspective. In the Finno-Ugric context these involve both contrastive 
studies focusing on particular linguistic phenomena, sociolinguistically 
oriented projects (e.g. ELDIA) or doctoral studies focusing on code-
switching and cross-linguistic intelligibility (e.g. Frick 2008; Kovács 
2001; Praakli 2009; Rannut 2005; Zabrodskaja 2009b), not to mention 
studies focusing on bilingual "rst language acquisition (Hassinen 2002) 
or identities of bilingual individuals (Puskás 2009; Strazer 2011). To 

1 In the case of doctoral studies in progress, only the name of the researcher and the 
university are mentioned. Dissertations under examination and articles under peer-
review are referred to as ‘forthcoming’.
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delimit the review clearly to second language research, these perspec-
tives are not scrutinized or discussed in any detail, but simply mentioned 
here as a fruitful source of relevant viewpoints largely applicable in stud-
ies in this speci"c "eld, too. Also the research and development work 
focusing on pedagogical practices is ignored this time; a review of its 
own would be needed to properly cover the activities in that area.

!e main goal of this paper is simply to show that Finno-Ugric lan-
guages can be seen as one speci"c “operational environment” in which 
second language research is nowadays conducted, and that relatively 
much has actually been done and found in this "eld already. Models thus 
exist in sister languages, and many questions are shared by nature. !e 
review follows some developmental lines of second language research 
paradigms, although not solely in chronological order. 

It is apparent that the research done could and should be even more 
closely bound to the internationally established or emerging paradigms. 
!is would pave the way for such research activities in which several 
Finno-Ugric languages are parallelly involved. To encourage international 
co-operation, some existing gaps or obvious needs for research will be 
pointed out, and preliminary research initiatives will be made in the end.

2. From error analysis to interlanguage

Errors tend to be very attractive in the "eld of language education, and 
correcting and preventing them seems to be a shared goal of many lan-
guage learners and that of numerous language educators as well. Erro-
neous talk is o$en regarded as something to be avoided and as a cause 
of shame, although it has been shown and known since early 1980’s that 
errors are actually a driving force and a necessary resource for learning, 
and it is largely unfair to blame learners for not knowing all at once.

Nowadays it is largely acknowledged, that errors reveal the path of 
learning, and that they really are a prerequisite for a successful learn-
ing process. !e idea of learners’ individual, gradually evolving linguis-
tic systems was launched and also further developed by Corder (1967), 
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and the concept of interlanguage was introduced by Selinker (1972). !e 
concept highlights the step-by-step procedure each learner is following 
by constructing one’s own individual language variety, which is gradu-
ally developing closer to the so-called target form of the language to be 
learnt. Before and partially parallelly with the early interlanguage stud-
ies there was an intensive period of Error Analysis in the "eld of second 
language research (see e.g. Larsen-Freeman & Long 2011). It appeared, 
however, that by analyzing the errors that arise one can not avoid them at 
the later stages of the process or prevent them in other learners. 

Although Error Analysis was at its most popular in the 1970’s, it 
entered the Finno-Ugric research scene only later. Among the most 
comprehensive and systematic studies done within this framework has 
been the licentiate thesis written by Lähdemäki (1995), which deals 
with errors produced by Swedish-speaking learners of Finnish (see also 
Määttä 2011), and the dissertation of Pool (2007) partially focusing on 
the errors made by learners of Estonian. In Pool’s study, also the idea 
of interlanguage is strongly present, however, and the outcomes o&er a 
wide view on the features and processes involved in Estonian as a second 
language learning. 

As expected, the idea of interlanguage has been a predominant start-
ing point for studies in the "eld, but obviously error-analytic approaches 
are still quite appealing as the "rst methodological framework to start 
with. Counting and comparing errors is a rather straightforward and 
mechanical way of doing analysis, and it o&ers some insight into the gap 
between the learner’s present level of skills and the target to be reached. 
Generally speaking, the usefulness of the results based on Error Ana-
lysis only can be questioned, and the overtly normative orientation has 
also deserved a lot of critique. On the other hand, within recent corpus-
based research also new, much more detailed and focused methodologi-
cal means for approaching the dynamics of errors have been introduced 
(see e.g. Ivaska & Siitonen 2009; Spoelman 2011). !ese promising 
developments show that the idea of analysing errors can still "nd new, 
relevant forms.
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3. Studies on cross-linguistic influence 

What preceded Error Analysis in the international second language 
research was Comparative Analysis which aimed at predicting problems 
and challenges encountered by speakers of a speci"c language who learn 
another language. !e basic idea was to compare the systems and lin-
guistic features of the (standard) languages –the source and the target 
language – and to "nd the main di&erences between them, since they 
were expected to cause more trouble than other features to be learnt. 
Comparative settings have been extremely popular within Finno-Ugric 
studies, although not primarily from the point of view of second or 
 foreign language learning. It is quite logical and expectable that also text 
books designed for speakers of another Finno-Ugric language have typi-
cally contained a lot of comparative elements to show both the similari-
ties and di&erences between the languages in question.

Recent studies focusing on cross-linguistic in#uence in second lan-
guage learning can be regarded as grandchildren of such earlier orienta-
tions. Especially Annekatrin Kaivapalu’s (2005) dissertation was tightly 
connected with the international research orientations represented by 
Jarvis (2000). Among the pioneers of the "eld is also Ringbom (e.g. 1987) 
who has shown how di&erently Finnish-speaking and Swedish-speaking 
Finns learn English due to the dissimilar linguistic relation their "rst 
languages have with the target language. 

Kaivapalu (2005, see also 2009) has analyzed the ways in which 
students of Finnish, who have either Estonian or Russian as their "rst 
language, in#ect Finnish nouns, and shown that Estonian speakers rely 
much more on the positive transfer and analogy available for them than 
Russian speakers, who do not have that option to the same extent and 
who therefore tend to rely primarily on rule-based processing instead. 
Kaivapalu has also noted that the source language in#uence is not an iso-
lated phenomenon. In the in#ectional process it acts in interaction with 
other factors such as the strength of morphophonological cues and the 
complexity, productivity and frequency of the in#ectional pattern in the 
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target language. Also such characteristics as the word length, familiarity 
and frequency have a role to play. 

Marianne Spoelman (2011), has focused on the use of partitive case 
by Estonian learners of Finnish, and shown that both positive and nega-
tive "rst language in#uence occurs, but the latter decreases as the lan-
guage pro"ciency develops. Her data was from the International Corpus 
of Learner Finnish. Kaivapalu and Eslon (2011), in turn, have shown 
that there is a similarity and symmetry of the cross-linguistic in#uence 
to be found when two corpora, the Estonian Interlanguage Corpus and 
the International Corpus of Learner Finnish are compared. !e positive 
morphological in#uence of a closely related "rst language is thus sym-
metrical in Estonian and Finnish and acts in both directions. 

Such "ndings are of obvious relevance in international second lan-
guage research, and it is worth noting that there are hardly any other 
language combinations aside from those within Finno-Ugric languages 
that o&er as varied views on cross-linguistic in#uence at the level of 
morphology. !is is simply due to the vast variety of morphological and 
morphophonological features that can be analyzed in these languages 
(see also Kaivapalu & Martin 2007).

Leena Nissilä (2011) has analyzed the impact which Estonian as the 
"rst language has on the learning of Finnish verbs and their linguistic 
government (rection). !e main body of data consisted of translation 
tasks. Also this study shows that a closely related "rst language provides 
a relatively direct access to the second language system. In addition 
to high frequency of the words to be learnt, the saliency of linguistic 
govern ment based on the "rst language system thus largely explains the 
experienced easiness of learning, at least in comparison with learners 
who lack this advantage. Also in Nissilä’s study comparisons were made 
between Estonian and Russian-speaking learners of Finnish.

Pastuhhova (2005), in turn, has examined the transfer e&ects that 
Russian has on the spoken and written productions of Estonian as a 
second language. A partially corresponding approach with a di&erent 
language pair has been present in Seilonen’s (2008) study, in which she 
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analyzed how Hungarian intermediate and advanced level learners of 
Finnish use impersonal verb forms in written texts. !e results show 
that all main types of impersonality are already used at the intermediate 
level, and the means typical for spoken language tend to be replaced by 
more formal ones at the advanced level. In her forthcoming dissertation 
Seilonen broadens the scope to cover impersonal syntactic structures of 
written texts produced by beginning, intermediate and advanced learn-
ers of Finnish irrespective of their linguistic background. !e data is 
derived from the Finnish National Foreign Language Certi"cate Corpus 
and the Ce#ing corpus of young writer (see Ce#ing), and a Construction 
Grammar perspective is partially applied in the analysis.

Object-marking by adult Hungarian speakers learning Finnish is 
the research topic in Erszébet Panka’s forthcoming dissertation (Eötvös 
Loránd University, Budapest), which also has a strong contrastive orien-
tation. Pool (2010b), in turn, has compared the object-marking by native 
speakers of Russian or Estonian. By bringing together a pair of di&er-
ent languages such studies o&er a new perspective to the ways in which 
 second language syntax develops, not only at the level of actual linguistic 
performance but also at the metalinguistic level.

Among the "rst internationally published studies on learning Hun-
garian as a second language is the article by Durst and Janurik (2011) 
which also has two Finno-Ugric languages involved and object marking 
as the main topic. In this study, one subgroup of informants had Erzya-
Mordvin as (one of) their "rst language(s) whereas the others had dif-
ferent "rst languages, and the second language was Hungarian. !e test 
performed had a focus on de"nite conjugation in Hungarian, which has 
related but still di&erent counterparts in Erzya-Mordvin. In contrast to 
what prior research results might suggest, no clear sign of positive cross-
linguistic in#uence was found, however. What primarily seemed to 
explain the di&erences in performance was the time spent in the target-
language environment. !is was especially clear in cases in which some 
contextual cues implying an implicit object should have been recognized. 
!e researchers thus suggest that in the development of such highly com-
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plicated linguistic features as de"nite conjugation in Hungarian, exposure 
to input in real-life situations may be of pivotal importance. !e related-
ness of "rst and second language thus does not explain everything. Such 
a "nding, in turn, is well in accordance with what Suni and Nieminen 
(2011) have suggested on the basis of their "rst and second language 
studies in Finnish: interaction can be seen as the breeding ground for the 
growth of complex morphology and morphosyntax (see also chapter 5).

4. Forms and constructions

Grammatical morphemes have received a lot of attention when investi-
gating the key mechanisms involved in second language development. 
!e so-called Natural Order Hypothesis was set in 1973 by Brown, who 
noticed that children acquiring English as their "rst language follow a 
similar order of acquisition of grammatical morphemes. Among the 
very limited number of grammatical morphemes available in English, 
those appearing early are -ing and plural markers, whereas the -s mark-
ing of third person singular or possession comes signi"cantly later to 
use. (See Brown 1973.) Soon a$er that, Dulay and Burt (1974) compared 
these "ndings with second language data to "nd that there are similari-
ties between second language learners as well, but also di&erences in 
comparison with the "rst language results. 

In general, the main attention in "rst and especially second language 
research has been on acquisition of English and its grammar. It is far 
more challenging to analyze the acquisition order of morphemes in any 
Finno-Ugric language, of course, since the amount of morphemes to be 
acquired is multiplied and their coordination is far from simple. Mor-
phological development has been thoroughly investigated and described 
in Estonian, Finnish and Hungarian as a "rst language (see e.g. Slobin 
1997), which obviously provides a "rm basis for looking at similar pro-
cesses within second language development as well.

Perhaps not surprisingly then, morphology has been the core area 
of research concerning Finno-Ugric languages as second languages. 
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!e "rst dissertation in the "eld was that of Maisa Martin (1995), who 
 demonstrated that among second language learners, in#ection of Finn-
ish nouns is dependent on various competitive factors, and analogy 
is commonly employed instead of rules. Martin found connectionist 
models to be the most promising ones in explaining the studied pheno-
mena. Later on, she has actively participated in the international dis-
cussion concerning such cognitive models as the Processability !eory 
(e.g. Pienemann 1998). As Martin (2004) has shown, "ndings based on 
Finnish as a second language partially support and partially challenge 
this theory; the most problematic part is how to situate the learning of 
morphophonological alternations in the model.

Kirsti Siitonen (1999), in turn, has analysed how agentless con-
structions based on automative verb derivations are faced by advanced 
learners of Finnish. In such a setting, the interplay between morpho-
logy, syntax and semantics provides almost maximal challenge for the 
learners. Syntax has not been focused on in that many studies yet, but 
the situation is changing (see e.g. Ivaska 2011; Metslang & Matsak 2010). 
Especially interesting learners in this respect are second language users 
having sign language as their "rst language (see Herttuainen 2004; Tam-
melin 2001); their learning process should de"nitely receive more atten-
tion in the "eld.

As the previous chapter has already pointed out, Finno-Ugric gram-
matical features o&er especially interesting insights for those interested 
in cross-linguistic in#uence in second language development. !e over-
lapping morphological systems provide an exceptionally rich view of 
the cognitive processing of linguistic elements. Also the other end of the  
simila rity-di&erence continuum is relevant, however; there are not many 
language pairs in the world that are typologically as distant from each other 
than for example Chinese and Hungarian or Vietnamese and  Finnish. 

!is point of view has already attracted some attention in second lan-
guage research. In their pioneering study based on variationist interviews 
with Chinese immigrants in Hungary, Langman and Bayley (2002) have 
revealed systemicity in the ways in which speakers of an analytic lan-
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guage acquire the verbal morphology of Hungarian. !e leading forces 
are similar to other languages: frequency, salience, morphophonological 
regularity, and semantic complexity, the factor ruling over  others being 
frequency. Also object marking was analyzed, and there was a preference 
for marking de"niteness over inde"niteness. 

Suni (2007; 2008) has analyzed how Vietnamese learners of Finn-
ish start to process receptively the in#ectional morphology of Finnish in 
interaction. !eir growing awareness of in#ection is clearly re#ected in 
their repetition practices, and the key "nding is that receptive segment-
ing of in#ectional morphology is a prerequisite for the productive use 
of it, when the "rst language of the learner is an isolating one. In addi-
tion, the "ndings refuted the prior results based on English as a second 
language data, which had suggested that morphology is never an overt 
target of negotiation in second language interaction.

!e establishment of corpus-based second language research has 
opened up new opportunities for investigating linguistic forms and con-
structions employed by learners of di&erent Finno-Ugric languages. Use 
of large text corpora allows e&ective, quantitatively grounded analyses on 
morphology, syntax and lexicon (see e.g. Eslon & Metslang 2007; Ivaska 
& Siitonen 2009; Jantunen 2009; Jantunen & Piltonen 2009), but also 
demands careful consideration of the task e&ect and background infor-
mation involved. A speci"c challenge, faced when broad data resources 
are available, is how to formulate research questions that are of obvious 
theoretical relevance, too, and that o&er insights into the meta level of 
linguistic development. 

Studies by Pille Eslon serve as a valuable model in many respects. In 
one of her analyses, Eslon (2009) has compared the preferences of case 
use in grammatical constructions occurring in Standard Estonian cor-
pus and the Estonian interlanguage corpus, and found that the preferred 
case is the nominative in both language variants. Her results obviously 
speak for a construction grammar based approach to second language 
development; the use of individual forms is tightly connected to the 
actual, varying contexts in which they are used. Also the question of 
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pedagogical relevance penetrates the discussions of Eslon’s results (see 
Eslon 2007). Similarly, the analysis made by Kaivapalu and Eslon (2011) 
discusses the theoretically relevant question of symmetry in cross-lin-
guistic in#uence and thus contributes to the international discussion on 
this particular issue. Jantunen (2008), in turn, has written about the aim 
of di&erentiating learner language universals from features speci"c for 
learners of certain linguistic backgrounds. !is, again, is de"nitely not 
an empirical question only, but one that has roots in the entire interna-
tional discussion on language universals and their relevance. 

As a whole, corpus-based research may open up some new 
perspec tives to old questions, and also o&er answers that are of di&er-
ent nature than those received before. It can be argued, however, that 
corpus-based research is not a paradigm as such, but merely a fruitful 
set of  methodologies employing speci"c types of data, either raw text 
or  readily coded and annotated data. Various theoretical approaches are 
for instance adopted in the on-going doctoral studies in which learner 
corpora are analysed (e.g. Ilmari Ivaska, University of Turku; Kristi Päl-
lin, University of Tallinn, and Marianne Spoelman, University of Oulu).

Interestingly enough, the Construction Grammar or Usage-based 
orientation has started to gain footing in the "eld of second language 
research (see e.g. Eskildsen 2008) almost simultaneously with the estab-
lishment of corpus-based metholology in the "eld. !is is clearly not a 
coincidence, since these two "t well together. !is turn is clearly taking 
place in the Finno-Ugric context as well, as the examples above illustrate. 

Such an approach is partially applied in the project Paths in  Second 
Language Acquisition (Topling, University of Jyväskylä) (see e.g. Alanen 
et al. 2012; Seilonen, forthcoming) which aims at comparing cross- 
sectional and longitudinal sequences of the acquisition of writing skills 
in Finnish, English and Swedish as second languages in the Finnish 
educational system. !e project explores the possibilities of combining 
three approaches to second language acquisition: linguistically based, 
pro"ciency-based, and task performance-based together. It is thus 
implemented in the crossroads of learning, testing and using the second 
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language, which is quite a unique setting also in international compari-
son. Four dissertations (Mikko Kajander, Sanna Mustonen, Nina Rei-
man and Marja Seilonen) are currently in progress in the Finnish as a 
second language part of the project. Like the preceding project Ce#ing, 
also Topling has gained a lot of attention worldwide already. A related 
project has recently started in Estonia as well; in her study, Mare Kitsnik 
(University of Tallinn) examines the lexical and grammatical construc-
tions occurring in the texts written by learners representing two di&er-
ent pro"ciency levels. 

At the level of theorizing, second language research is actually 
now – "nally –taking some promising steps towards a uni"ed theory. 
!e applications of Usage-based grammar can be seen as one step in 
this development, but those of Dynamic Systems !eory and Complex-
ity theory, which in Natural Sciences is a part of the "rst mentioned, 
go even further. !e conductors launching these approaches in second 
language study are, "rst and foremost, Kees de Bot and Diane Larsen-
Freeman, who in their shared paper (2011) have strongly argued for a 
dynamic and open nature of complex systems within second language 
development, which tend to interact across time and linguistic levels. 
!ey emphasize that the traditional paradigms can not describe and 
explain the continous interactions of various subsystems, which as such 
are adaptive and in constant change. Furthermore, they share the idea 
of socially situated and embodied cognition instead of an entirely indi- 
vidual and brain-centered cognition only. !is means a radically di&er-
ent starting point if compared to the earlier, either cognition or interac-
tion based models.

!e "rst Dynamic Systems !eory based "ndings on Finnish as a 
second language have been reported already: in their longitudinal case 
study, Spoelman and Verspoor (2010) observed the variability in accu-
racy rates and various complexity measures. Also other studies are in 
progress within this framework: the doctoral study of Corinne Tilma, 
Universities of Jyväskylä and Groningen, and the project !e long 
 second: Longitudinal research in the development of Finnish as a  second 
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language in primary school preporatory class at the University of Hel-
sinki. Related initiatives concerning Estonian and Hungarian would be 
more than welcome.

5. Second language interaction

Second language interaction has been a topic of several doctoral studies 
concerning adults learning and using Finnish (see Kurhila 2006; Lilja 
2010; Suni 2008;). Kurhila and Lilja used Conversation Analysis as their 
method, whereas Suni implemented her microanalytic study in a dia-
logical framework. In all these studies, the focus was on the repair or 
negotiation sequences occurring in interaction and forcing the inter-
locutors to modify and clarify the forms mutually to reach a shared 
understanding and a common ground for further interaction.

 !e underlying theoretical questions of such settings have mainly 
been seen as related to the processing of linguistic forms in interaction. It 
has been argued since the early 1980’s, when communication strategies 
and then negotiations of meaning became important foci of second lan-
guage research, that those sequences which set a pressure to intensively 
process the form-meaning relationship either individually or, even more 
e&ectively, with a native speaker, tend to result in good learning out-
comes. Such theorizing was concluded by Gass (1997) in the so-called 
IIO-model (Input, Interaction, Output), which highlighted the role of 
comprehensible input and output, and the strategies and negotiations 
facilitating the comprehensibility required. Such strategic aspects of 
second language use have been the focus of several studies on Estonian 
as a second language, for example Vihalemm (1999), Kikerpill & Pool 
(2003), Garus (2006) and Pool (2007), and currently Pool is conduct-
ing research in the negotiations of meaning framework. Similar orienta-
tions have been present in some Finnish as a second language studies  
as well.

More recently, a broader, sociocultural framework (see e.g. Lantolf 
& !orne 2006) has become relevant in the context of spoken second 
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language interaction. Moreover, the related idea of participation in com-
munities of practice (see Lave & Wenger 1991) is found to be relevant 
from the same point of view, and it is thus commonly applied as well. 
Such approaches are thus present in both conversational analytic second 
language studies, also known as CA-for-SLA paradigm, which aims at a 
detailed description of learning occurring in talk-in-interaction (e.g. Lilja 
2010) and more ethnographically oriented projects such as the Finnish as 
a work language project (University of Jyväskylä; see e.g. Suni 2010).

 As the founder of socio-cultural research, Lev Vygotsky, argued 
in the 1930’s, we learn from others by relying on their help. Learning 
thus inevitably has a social origin. Such thinking is even more broadly 
interpreted in the relatively new, ecological approaches to second lan-
guage learning, which will be brie#y discussed in the next chapter in 
relation to the motivational aspects, identity and integration, which also 
are important factors in second language development. Such viewpoints 
are already present in several studies, e.g. in the work language project 
mentioned above.

Mia Halonen (2009) has contributed to the discussion on interac-
tion and learner identities from an exceptionally interesting perspective. 
Instead of using texts written in a second language as data for form-
focused analysis, she has examined them as social interaction. In her 
sociolinguistically rooted study, she shows that spoken Finnish variants 
are actively used as a linguistic resource in written tasks by sixth-graders 
living in the Helsinki area, and the use of such features has multiple func-
tions. By employing the resources available in spoken Helsinki Finnish 
one can re#ect the identity work in progress, e.g. highlight the identity as 
a local resident and not primarily an immigrant, or show experience in 
interacting on-line in a second language. Also the students’ perceptions 
of their own spoken language are present in the texts. 

It is really worth noting that second language development is not 
only grammar and interaction. !e process brings along multiple and 
even competing linguistic identities, resources and practices, and also a 
struggle for participation, integration and legitimacy.
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6. Motivation, identity and integration

Motivation has usually been analysed in terms of individual cognitive 
choices and preferences. Within Finno-Ugric language studies, only few 
researchers have focused on this theme, however. !ere are only some 
Master’s theses in both Finland and Estonia (e.g. Borissenko 2009). !e 
social dimensions of motivation (see Ushioda 2003) have thus not been 
investigated in any detail yet, although this might be of special and even 
international interest in the case of less widely taught languages. Csire 
and Laakso (2011, see also Laakso & Csire forthcoming) have, however, 
discussed the question of Hungarian as a heritage language from a foreign 
or third language perspective, which serves as an interesting opening to 
this direction as well. How to justify to oneself and explain to others the 
desire and attempts to learn a language that is not widely recognized as 
a useful one, and what kind of impact does the possible lack of social 
appreciation or support have on the learning process and outcomes?

!is also leads to the question of identity which has for some time 
been in the very core of sociolinguistic research in general, and is receiv-
ing increasing attention within second language researchers as well (see 
e.g. Kramsch 2009). In the Finno-Ugric context, identities have been 
topical in studies focusing on emigration (see e.g. Puskás 2009 and 
Strazer 2011 for recent examples and discussion), but not that much in 
relation to immigration yet. 

Especially in the present stage of societal development in Finland, 
immigration has become a more central phenomenon, and consequently, 
the questions of integration, participation and belonging of immigrants 
ought to be dealt with in research as well. Finland changed from a 
 country of emigration to that of immigration in the 1980’s. !e collapse 
of the Soviet Union, and the membership in the European Union had a 
boosting e&ect on immigration. Partially the same developments have 
resulted in an increase of immigration in Hungary as well, but had oppo-
site e&ects in Estonia. Estonia already had a multilingual population, but 
many of its non-Estonian inhabitants moved back to their countries of 
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origin a$er the collapse of the Soviet Union. !e general societal situa-
tion should always be considered in terms of identity issues and oppor-
tunities for participation. According to current statistics, around 3 per 
cent of the total population in Finland and Hungary are speakers of other 
than the national languages. In Finland, the largest immigrant groups 
are speakers of Russian and Estonian, and more than 150 languages are 
spoken altogether. In Hungary, international immigration increased 
remarkably from the mid 1990s, but in the middle of the current eco-
nomical tensions the future is unclear. !e largest migrant groups come 
from the neighbouring countries, especially Romania, but there are 
thousands of Chinese and Vietnamese speakers, too, and immigration 
from Africa has also been rather steadily increasing. In Estonia, the num-
ber of emigrants is larger than that of immigrants; the country has lost 
approximately 15 per cent of its population since 1990, mainly due to the 
emigration trend among ethnic Russians, Ukrainians and Belarusians. 
As a whole, Russians make up one fourth of the population today, and 
in spite of the decline of the total population, linguistic diversity is more 
and more present due to international mobility. (Hungarian Central Sta-
tistical O'ce; Statistics Estonia; Statistics Finland; Melegh et al. 2005.)

In Estonia, the major concern among linguistic minorities have been 
the Russian speakers. Various identity issues concerning the large Rus-
sian-speaking population have been analysed by social scientists Triin 
Vihalemm and Veronika Kalmus (see e.g. Vihalemm 2007; Kalmus & 
Vihalemm 2007; Vihalemm & Kalmus 2008), and the question whether 
to learn the majority language or not has also been focused on (Viha-
lemm 2010). !ese highly complicated themes o&er exceptionally fruit-
ful settings for interdisciplinary inquiry as well, since there are numerous 
sociolinguistic and learning-related phenomena involved.

Also the Estonian language skills of the Russian-speaking minor-
ity have been focused on in several studies already (see e.g. Vihalemm 
1999; Kikerpill & Türk 2007). Of course, the history and status of the 
Russian speaking minority is quite di&erent from that of immigrants. 
Immigrants are typically foreign citizens coming to work as labour 



4 2 4

M I N N A  S U N I

migrants or, in some isolated cases, are asylum seekers or refugees liv-
ing in Estonia (see e.g. Zabrodskaja 2009a). !e complex, intertwining 
relations between language policies, second language development and 
multilingual identities have not been thoroughly investigated among the 
Russian speaking minority yet, but there are intensive research activities 
focusing on di&erent aspects of this question in progress, as noted above 
(see also e.g. Pajusalu et al. 2010). Sooner or later, the same phenomena 
concerning immigrants from diverse language backgrounds will cer-
tainly receive more attention as well. !e report by Kikerpill and Klaas 
(2006) focusing on immigrant children in Estonian education system is 
a promising sign of this. 

In Finland, identities of Russian speaking adolescents – in this case 
immigrants – have been investigated in two dissertations so far (Iska-
nius 2006; Rynkänen 2011). Di&erent pro"les could be found: those who 
moved to Finland as teenagers identify themselves more as Russian lan-
guage speakers than those who have been surrounded by Finnish since 
their early years. Partial rejection of or intensive adhesion to the Russian 
speaking community may vary across age and situation, but the majority 
perform bilingual identities; they have an access to both language com-
munities and have a feeling of belonging to both of them. 

!e large research project Living conditions of immigrants (see Paa-
nanen 2005) showed that immigrants coming from Russia and Estonia 
have tighter social networks within Finnish speaking communities that 
Vietnamese and Somalian immigrants. !ey also assess their language 
skills higher, which is partially explainded by the relative closeness of 
the language and/or culture of origin. Anyway, it is clear that the social 
contacts have a role to play in the identity formation, participation and 
the development of language skills.

As brie#y mentioned already, among the recent trends in linguistic 
inquiry is the ecological approach which looks at the language-related 
processes from a holistic point of view (see Kramsch 2008; van Lier 2004). 
“Ecology” refers to the interrelatedness between an individual and the 
surrounding social and physical environment. !e language learner is 
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seen as a part of the larger social system, but also as an active agent react-
ing to the di&erent options and constraints faced in the environment. !e 
Post-Soviet era societies, such as Estonia, would o&er extremely interest-
ing data for such holistic approaches which aim at understanding the 
complex wholes from policy level to individual choices and practices, 
and from linguistic landscapes to the biased attitudes towards the learn-
ing and use of the majority language. Such research would be of major 
international relevance, since developments with such drastic societal 
and policy level changes have hardly been experienced elsewhere but in 
the Baltic states within the last few decades.

It can be concluded that in Hungary and Estonia, the “newcomers” 
have received very little attention in research so far, especially as it comes 
to their language issues and identities. A very important exception, how-
ever, are the studies implemented by Nguyen Luu and her colleagues in 
Hungary (Nguyen Luu et al. 2009; Fülop et al. 2007). !ey reported a 
study based on a survey in which 218 Chinese mothers responded. !e 
goal was to investigate integration and social support of Chinese immi-
grants living in four European countries: Hungary, Germany, United 
Kingdom and Spain, with a special focus on the group living in Hungary. 
!is group had lower local language competence and a lower interest 
to communicate with the majority community. Family was seen as the 
primary source of social support, but school was the next. It o&ered valu-
able emotional, practical and informational support in all groups, but 
in Hungary to a lesser extent than in other countries. !is can be inter-
preted to reveal that linguistic and social integration of immigrants is not 
as smooth a process in Hungary as it is elsewhere, and that the education 
system is not yet well prepared to receive students with immigrant back-
ground. Similar observations have been made by Csereklye and Nagy 
(2011; see also Feinschmidt & Nyíri 2006), who interviewed teachers of 
immigrant students attending basic education classes in Hungary: there 
is an urgent need for tailored Hungarian as a second language materials 
and general development work in this "eld. A pioneering material set 
was also designed within the project in question.
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7. Second language skills 

Language education and examination policies concerning immigrants 
have a di&erent history and status in Finland, Estonia and Hungary, 
which is quite naturally re#ected in the implementation of respective 
policies as well as in the research foci. Also the pedagogical traditions 
and practices of teaching Finnish, Estonian and Hungarian are somewhat 
di&erent, but a relatively formalistic, morphology-centered view of lan-
guage is obviously a shared feature and has to a large extent dominated in 
 materials used and produced. A shi$ in pedagogy is taking place, how-
ever, and a more functionalist approach is now more commonly adopted 
(see e.g. Aalto et al. 2009; Csereklye & Nagy 2011; Pool 2010a). 

!e recommendations of !e Council of Europe, formulated in the 
Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR), 
are nowadays taken as a starting point for immigrant language educa-
tion and standardized language pro"ciency testing in Estonia, Hungary 
and  Finland. !is might allow some interesting comparisons. Esto-
nian language pro"ciency examination is organized by !e National 
Examinations and Quali"cations Centre (REKK, Riiklik Eksami- ja 
Kvali"katsioonikeskus) in Estonia, Hungarian as a Second Language 
examinations are o&ered by the Centre for Foreign Languages (ITK, Ide-
gennyelvi Továbbképző Központ) in Hungary and National certi"cates 
(Yleiset kielitutkinnot) by the National Board of Education in Finland. 
In Estonia, the o'cial language examination seems to have a growing 
role at the level of both policies and practices; testing procedures soon 
cover all levels from basic education to employment; CEFR is the basis 
of compulsory assessment of the Estonian language pro"ciency of indi-
viduals, and skill requirements of all public servants and employees are 
also set according to its scale (see REKK; Zabrodskaja 2009a).

Several studies based on the test results have been implemented in 
Finland (see e.g. Tarnanen & Pöyhönen 2011), but not yet in the other 
two countries discussed here. !e Finnish results concerning immi-
grants clearly show that pre-test self-evaluation and standardized test 
results are generally in accordance with each other, and that speaking 
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skills and receptive skills develop faster than writing skills on average. 
Finnish National Foreign Language Certi"cate Corpus based on the 
test takers’ oral and written productions also allows detailed qualitative 
analyses, which already are in progress within the Topling project men-
tioned above. !e Finnish as a second language test which is a part of 
the matriculation examinations has o&ered valuable data for analysis of 
written language skills as well (Komppa, forthcoming). 

In addition to these viewpoints, the question of su'cient language 
skills is under debate in Finland especially in relation to employment 
(see e.g. Kokkonen 2009; Suni 2010); it is to be noted that "eld-speci"c 
regulations are not as common in Finland as in Estonia, for example. 
Research on these themes has started also in the Estonian context: Kiker-
pill and Türk (2007) have examined how professional language skills of 
Russian-speaking students in vocational education develop during the 
time spent in Estonian language environment. Especially self-assess-
ments show that meaningful interaction leads to an overall improvement 
in Estonian language use and higher self-con"dence. As for developing 
language tests for speci"c purposes, the importance of texts, task types 
and context was stressed.

8. Further directions

As the review has shown so far, many areas of second language develop-
ment are at least touched upon if not well covered among the research 
activities concerning Finno-Ugric languages. What obviously still needs 
to be done, is to react to such new emerging paradigms as Dynamic 
 Systems !eory and ecological perspectives, and consider the relevance 
of Finno-Ugric languages within them from multiple perspectives. In this 
respect, some promising research initiatives have been launched already, 
but only in the Finnish context and with a restricted scope until now.

!e same is true in the context of CA for SLA research paradigm, 
which has already found a stable footing at least in Finnish language 
research. It would be valuable to broaden the scope to cover also other 
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Finno-Ugric languages in this paradigm. What is also missing are 
detailed analyses of second language learning and use by young learners 
of any of the Finno-Ugric languages. !e focus has been almost entirely 
on adults or adolescents.

As it comes to the societal factors and multilingually oriented second 
language research, many of the on-going studies and projects in neigh-
bouring "elds, especially in sociolinguistic (e.g. ELDIA and doctoral 
studies on code-switching and translingual intelligibility), will certainly 
serve as valuable source of information and o&er reasons for a closer 
co-operation. Multiliteracies and multicompetences are a growing area 
of study internationally, and these themes will certainly bring together 
the researchers of second language learning and multilingualism in the 
future. Also here, the young learners would be of speci"c interest.

What is still lacking entirely are studies focusing on the smaller 
Finno-Ugric languages as second or foreign languages, such as Mordvin, 
Mari, Komi and Udmurt, or Sámi and Karelian. !ese languages are 
studied as foreign languages especially by students of Finno-Ugric 
departments across Europe, but no research has focused on the cross-
linguistic in#uence or other particular features present in the learning 
process so far. Narrative or introspective case study methods would o&er 
valuable information concerning the ways in which learners of these lan-
guages perceive the task of learning, and how they relate these languages 
to other Finno-Ugric languages they probably know as "rst, second or 
foreign languages in advance, as commonly is the case. 

Also the motivational aspects are of growing interest: learning a rela-
tively small or perhaps even endangered language is inevitably rooted 
in individual language policies and choices which go overtly against the 
mainstream preferences. As marginal as such a viewpoint might appear 
at the "rst sight, it opens new perspectives to such learning-related issues 
as cross-linguistic in#uence and morphological awareness only studied 
in limited language pairs before, as well as interesting questions about 
ownership, legitimacy and participation of the multilingual language 
learner and user.



4 2 9

T H E  I M P A C T  O F  F I N N O - U G R I C  L A N G U A G E S  I N  S E C O N D  L A N G U A G E  R E S E A R C H

What would de"nitely be worth launching are larger projects brin-
ging together more than two Finno-Ugric languages and combining 
multiple learning-oriented and societal perspectives in a well grounded 
theoretical and methodological framework. It is also quite obvious that 
to avoid a too narrow and only local awareness and applicability of the 
research results received within this particular "eld of second language 
research, the "ndings should be more actively made available for a larger 
inter national audience as well.
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Suomalais-ugrilaisten kielten anti  
toisen kielen tutkimukselle

M I N N A  S U N I
Jyväskylän yliopisto

Artikkelissa tarkastellaan sitä, millainen relevanssi suomalais-ugrilaisilla kielillä 
on ollut ja voisi olla toisen kielen tutkimuksen kentässä. Kyseessä on tilanne-
katsaus alan tutkimuksen painopisteistä, teoreettisista orientaatioista ja mene-
telmävalinnoista. Artikkelin loppupuolella tehdään myös muutamia ehdotuksia 
tuleviksi tutkimuksen lähtökohdiksi ja kohteiksi.

Tarkastelu on rajattu ensisijaisesti kieltenvälisen vaikutuksen, kielen 
rakenne piirteiden ja konstruktioiden oppimisen, toisella kielellä käytävän 
vuorovaikutuksen sekä motivaation, oppijaidentiteettien ja integroitumisen 
tarkasteluun. Myös virhenanalyyttista ja välikielinäkökulmaa sekä kielitaidon 
kysymyksiä sivutaan. Esimerkiksi kielipedagogiikkaa koskeva tutkimus ja kes-
kustelu sekä toisen kielen oppimiseen liittyvät kehittämishankkeet on sen sijaan 
rajattu tarkastelun ulkopuolelle; nämä ansaitsisivat aivan oman vastaavan tilan-
nekatsauksensa.

Artikkelin keskeinen väittämä on se, että huolimatta suhteellisesta pienuu-
destaan suomalais-ugrilaiset kielet ovat tarjonneet ja voivat tulevaisuudessakin 
tarjota toisen kielen tutkimukseen sellaisia näkökulmia, joita ns. suurten kielten 
tutkimuksessa ei voida tarkastella lainkaan tai ainakaan samassa mitassa. Tähän 
mennessä tällainen alue on ollut erityisesti morfologian oppiminen; suomalais-
ugrilaiset kielet sisältävät taivutusmorfologian osalta toki paljon enemmän ja 
monipuolisempaa opittavaa ja samalla myös tutkittavaa kuin esimerkiksi ger-
maaniset kielet. On myös tärkeää, että tutkimustuloksia tuodaan kansainvä-
liseen tietoisuuteen. Parhaimmillaan esimerkiksi suomen, viron tai unkarin 
oppijoiden kielimuotoja analysoimalla voidaan haastaa tai jopa oikaista alan 
teorioita, joita usein edelleen vaivaa englantikeskeisyyteen liittyvä vinouma. 
Niin ikään on olennaista pitää silmällä alalla vakiintumassa olevia teoreetti-
sia virtauksia ja rakentaa tietoisesti sellaisia tutkimusasetelmia, joiden myötä 
eri teorioihin niihin on mahdollista ottaa kantaa myös suomalais-ugrilaisten 
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 kielten näkökulmasta. Nykyisin tällaisina voidaan pitää esimerkiksi käyttö-
pohjaisia malleja ja dynaamisten systeemien teoriaa.

Se erityisyys, jota suomalais-ugrilaisten kielten tutkimus voi tuoda alalle, ei 
suinkaan välttämättä rajoitu vain kielen rakennepiirteisiin. Myös yhteiskunnal-
linen tilanne voi sisältää tekijöitä, jotka muokkaavat esimerkiksi toisen kielen 
oppimisen sosiaalisesta tai koulutuksellisesta ympäristöstä erityisen kiinnosta-
van. Tämä pätee muun muassa Viroon, joka on käynyt läpi poikkeuksellisen 
suuren yhteiskunnallisen ja kielipoliittisen muutoksen viime vuosikymmenien 
aikana. Esimerkiksi ekologinen lähestymistapa kielenoppimiseen voisi holisti-
suudessaan soveltua hyvin tällaisten prosessien analyysiin ja ohjata tunnista-
maan, miten yksilötason motiivit, oppijaidentiteetit ja kielellinen toiminta ovat 
yhteydessä yhteiskunnan kielipoliittisiin linjauksiin, koulutusjärjestelyihin ja 
ympäristön monikielisyyteen. Unkarissa taas maahanmuuttajien kielikysymyk-
set ovat vasta hiljattain alkaneet nousta tutkimuskohteeksi, ja alan kehitykselle 
on epäilemättä eduksi, että vertailukohtia ja näkökulmia on löydettävissä myös 
sukukielten tutkimuksen piiristä.

On paikallaan nähdä suomalais-ugrilaisten kielten tarkastelu toisena 
kielenä myös sellaisena eri toimijoita yhdistävänä teemana, jonka ympärille 
tulevaisuudessa voitaisiin rakentaa yhteistyöhankkeita. Sellaisten kautta alan 
tutkimus saisi todennäköisesti myös lisää kansainvälistä näkyvyyttä.

Avainsanat: toinen kieli; tutkimusmenetelmät; kielenoppimisen teoriat; suo-
malais-ugrilaiset kielet; suomen kieli; unkarin kieli; viron kieli


