
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmjm20

International Journal of Multilingualism

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rmjm20

Multilingualism among children, age 7–12,
typological representation and language use
pattern in a medium-sized town in Norway

Ragnar Arntzen & Gisela Håkansson

To cite this article: Ragnar Arntzen & Gisela Håkansson (20 Nov 2022): Multilingualism
among children, age 7–12, typological representation and language use pattern
in a medium-sized town in Norway, International Journal of Multilingualism, DOI:
10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507

© 2022 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 20 Nov 2022.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 612

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rmjm20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rmjm20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507
https://doi.org/10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rmjm20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rmjm20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20 Nov 2022
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14790718.2022.2143507&domain=pdf&date_stamp=20 Nov 2022


Multilingualism among children, age 7–12, typological
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ABSTRACT
This article examines multilingual language use in two groups of
children, one group at a state school, and one at a private IB
school. The IB school has earlier been assumed to reflect an ‘elite’
multilingualism. Three research questions are posed: to what
extent is the children’s language use multilingual, what are their
typological profiles, and are there any differences between the
two groups in the language use patterns. The agency of the
speaker is captured by self-reporting questionnaires. We use a
method of circles in which the participant fills in the names and
domains of the languages in use. The answers are registered
according to three main dimensions: family, social interaction and
media use. The study is exploratory and descriptive, and the
results demonstrate that a large majority of the children at both
schools used more than one language. The study is innovative in
combining a sociolinguistic approach with language typology.
Our results shed light on children’s dynamic and flexible
language use, using languages from all of the world’s language
families. We found similarities in the multilingualism of the two
groups, and there was little to indicate that the IB pupils could be
characterised as having an ‘elite’ multilingualism.
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Introduction

In this study, we examine children’s language use in two different primary schools: an
ordinary, state school and a IB school. In Norway, Norwegian and Sami are the official
languages, there are some official minority languages and some school languages.
Apart from these, there are about 200 immigrant languages. All children start learning
English as an additional language at the age of six, and most children have met
English through media, music, songs and other occasions long before that (Håkansson,
2019). In our study, we wanted to include every pupil, across the divides of minority
and majority, migrant and non-migrant, first, second and foreign language, and
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investigate what this young multilingualism looks like, and how children from two
primary schools in a randomly selected medium-sized town of Norway make use of
their language resources. We have chosen one ordinary primary state school with Norwe-
gian as the language of instruction, and the other is an international school (International
Baccalaureate, IB) with English as language of instruction, both in the same town.

The pupils at the IB school come from all over the town and the neighbouring munici-
palities; while the state school pupils belong to a specific downtown district where the
inhabitants have some medium low scores on a living conditions survey, SES (like
income, social assistance, number of low-educated, single parents, unemployed) (Munici-
pal living conditions survey, 2018). We have not collected data on the parents’ socio-econ-
omic status; but as the parents pay 2700 Norwegian kroner (about 250 Euros) in monthly
tuition fees at the IB school, it is not unreasonable to think that they come from higher SES
backgrounds than the average inhabitants of our school district. An earlier study
(Skahjem, 2010) has shown that parents’ income and level of education affect the likeli-
hood of their children attending private school.

As far as we know there are no earlier studies comparing multilingualism in these two
settings. Nørreby (2020) describes elite multilingualism in a private Danish-French school
in Copenhagen, concluding that the multilingualism in these children is valued higher
than multilingualism among children in the ordinary Danish public school. However, he
only presents data from the private school, and the conclusion that their multilingualism
is valued higher is inferred from discussions in the media. There is a recent interest for the
so-called ‘elite’multilingualism. In 2019, the Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Devel-
opment published a special issue on this theme, and defined elite bilingualism as follows:
‘a phenomenon that brings social and/or material capital, a sense of belonging, prestige,
excellence, privilege, and access through the use of specific linguistic resources for certain
social groups and individuals’ (Barakos & Selleck, 2019, p. 362). In the present study, we
investigate whether there are traces that might indicate an ‘elite character’ in the
language use of the IB pupils. There has been no research comparing language use in
these two groups. The focus in this paper is on the multilingual use aspect and to what
degree children report using different languages in their everyday life.

Contemporary multilingualism has undergone important changes in recent decades
due to increasing globalization, and two trends in language use have been pointed
out: the spread of English as an international language (partly as elite bilingualism) and
the opposite trend, a ‘remarkable diversification of the languages in use’ (Aronin & Single-
ton, 2008, p. 3). People hold multiple memberships in multilingual communities and keep
in contact with local and global language groups in an online context (Canagarajah, 2007;
Curdt-Christiansen, 2016; Curdt-Christiansen & Lanza, 2018; Lanza, 2020; Lanza & Lexan-
der, 2019; Lexander & Androutsopoulos, 2019; Palviainen, 2020). A study of the languages
used on Twitter 2013 revealed that more than half (66%) of the posts were written in
another language than English (Hou et al., 2020). The internet and social media enable
everyone to have friends and to work, play and communicate across distances, borders
and continents. The distinction between home and work/school is blurred (Aronin & Sin-
gleton, 2008; Fishman, 1998). Rather than promoting monolingualism in English, the
internet has proven to be a useful tool in language revitalisation and upholding multilin-
gualism (e.g. Domeij et al., 2019). Despite these changes in multilingual use in society, on
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a micro and macro level, ‘The debate about multilingualism in schools is indeed still
widely framed within a monolingual (…) system’ (Caliendo et al., 2020, p. 2).

Bubikova-Moan (2017) claims, based on a critical reading of recent Norwegian official
policy reports concerning children’s linguistic diversity, that there is an ambivalence
regarding the valuation of children’s linguistic resources, expressing both an appreciation
of multilingualism and an instrumental attitude towards minority speaking children’s L1s.
The Norwegian Education Act § 2–8 states that pupils from language minorities are, ‘if
necessary’, entitled to mother tongue instruction and/or bilingual subject teaching
until they have sufficient skills in Norwegian to participate in ordinary teaching with
some L2 support (Norwegian Education Act, 1998). Thus, these minority languages are
not awarded an autonomous value, but are only regarded as a provisional instrument
for a short transition period. Several studies have also demonstrated shortcomings in
teacher education (King & Butler, 2015). For instance, pre-service teachers perceive them-
selves as monolingual Norwegian speakers (even if they have studied English at least 13
years in school) in a monolingual school system and are reluctant to deal with the multi-
lingualism that exists in the classroom (Dyrnes et al., 2015; Iversen, 2020; Skrefsrud &
Østberg, 2015). Two large-scale projects in Norway (Svendsen et al., 2015 and Ipsos,
2015) investigated language diversity and multilingual use among schoolchildren. The
results of both projects showed a large multilingualism among the pupils.

Summarising, there are ‘very limited’ quantitative studies on multilingual language use
(Lasagabaster & Huguet, 2007; Svendsen, 2021) and a lack of studies including ‘the entire
linguistic repertoire of a multi-ethnic community of practice’ (Svendsen, 2010, p. 13). In
studies on ‘elite’ bilingualism, there is no data on the children’s entire linguistic repertoire.
Most Norwegian studies on multilingual children and youth, examine this issue in migrant
settings, and in groups with specific L1s (Aarsæther, 2009; Fulland, 2016; Karlsen & Lyk-
kenborg, 2012; Kulbrandstad, 1997; Lanza & Svendsen, 2007; Rydland et al., 2013). We
do not have the number of pupils’ languages in Norwegian schools and know little
about the language vitality among school children (Svendsen, 2021). We know
however that children and youth with migrant background make up a substantial part
of the population, about 18.9% in 2022 (SSB, 2022). The changes we have pointed out
in this Introduction make it even more necessary to examine this new multilingual situ-
ation: Increasing globalisation, technological developments in digitalisation, internet
and new media are creating new forms of human interaction and contact across
borders and continents, opening new opportunities for language contact and multilin-
gual use and calling for attention from sociolinguistic and multilingual researchers to
explore new approaches to language-use studies. We hope this study can contribute to
these endeavours.

Statement of the problem

Many Norwegian studies compare majority language to minority language (e.g. Fulland,
2016; Ipsos, 2015; Karlsen & Lykkenborg, 2012; Rydenvald, 2015), and there has been a call
for more studies on children’s multilingual use (Svendsen, 2018). In the current study, our
aim is to account for all the languages used by the pupils from two different school
systems, without consideration of whether the languages are minority or majority
languages. Following Aronin (2019), we ask about language use from the point of view
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of active use – what participants do with their languages, not which languages they have.
In this wider perspective, we will also give an extensive documentation of languages in
terms of typology and reported language use in family, among friends and in media use.

Research questions

. What languages do the participants report using in family, among friends and when
using digital media?

. What are the typological profiles of the children’s reported linguistic resources?

. Are there any differences between the pupils’ language use patterns in the two schools
and how can these differences possibly be explained?

Research methodology

The study’s aim was to examine language use among two groups of primary school chil-
dren (7–12 years old) in the same town in Norway – one state school with Norwegian as
language of instruction (n = 146) and one IB school with English as language of instruction
(n = 118). All pupils at the schools were invited to participate. Both types of schools teach
the other language as a subject from grade 1 (IB: five hours a week of Norwegian in grades
1–3; four hours in grades 4–7; state school: one hour of English in grades 1–3; two hours in
grades 4–7). Additionally, mother tongue instruction is offered for all children speaking
other languages than Norwegian at home in the state school if they do not have the
necessary skills in Norwegian.

To identifywhich languageswere used, we applied themethodof French and de Courcy
(2016) – a ‘language map’ with circles in which participants were asked to write the
languages they used and also in which domains. The data collection was done by the
pupils’ teachers, according to our instructions. We wanted to include all pupils at school,
regardless of ethnicity and migrant background, minority/majority speaking, L1s. Our
main purpose was to find out whatmultilingualism looked like in a small, typical delimited
area from an everyday, child perspective. In order to catch the child perspective, we had to
use a simple design, handy anduseful for the teachers, so that the children could respond in
a familiar atmosphere and be assisted by a teacher who knew to communicate properly
with the different age groups (Appendix 1). Wewere careful not to give any predefined cat-
egories when collecting data but rather to take the participant’s perspective. When asking
about languages, we gave the participants freedom to name the languages. Before the tea-
chers collected the data, we asked them to have an informal, exploratory conversationwith
the pupils on their experiences with language use with friends, in family with parents and
siblings, and when using media.

When the children had filled in the language maps, these were sent us by the teachers.
The teachers reported that most of the children had been eager and engaged in the intro-
ductory conversations and when they filled in the forms. The work in the lower grades had
predominantly been oral, and several children needed assistance to fill in the maps. We
had no problems to read and interpret the children’s answers and registered these (in
excel) for each participant in the two schools. This constitutes the raw data for the
figures and data we present in Tables 1–6.
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Before the data collection, the participating children and their parents signed a consent
form, about the purpose of the project, what the participation involved, that it was voluntary
to participate and how we would store and use the data. The use of retrospective question-
naires in language surveying has been criticised; some are sceptical of self-reported data as
unreliable (peoplemay forget which language they used), or they claim that informantsmay
idealise their mother tongue and over-report its use (Holmes, 1997). Critics suggest that
surveys of language use should rely more on ethnographic methods (Milroy et al., 1991).
Observation might have given a more objective picture of the informants’ language use,
but this method is extremely time-consuming, and ethical issues can easily arise during
observation in families and in theparticipants’daily life among friends. By letting the teachers
collect data togetherwith thepupils, the teachersgainedexperiencewitha simplemethodof
puttingmultilingualism on the agenda, and this might also inspire both teachers and pupils
to be more aware of multilingualism as a resource.

Results

In Table 1, we present the number of languages used as reported by the two groups of
participants.

In Table 1, we can see a great diversity of languages among the children. The reported
language use among the participants in the two groups seems approximately similar con-
cerning the average number of languages in use, 2.6 and 2.8, respectively.

Number of languages per participant

In Table 2, we present the number of languages reported using in family, among friends
and with media as a whole.

As Table 2 shows, there was a wide variety in the number of reported languages in use
among both groups of participants. More than 96% of the participants reported using two
or more languages in their daily lives, and only very few pupils at the state school reported
using only one language, and none from the IB school. At the other end of the scale,
several children reported using up to four to six languages daily. Both groups of children
had pretty similar language-use profiles: About half the children reported using two
languages a day, about a third reported three, and another 12%–22% reported four or
more languages daily.

Language use in family, in contact with friends and when using media

Table 3 shows the total number of languages in use in family, with friends and with media
(internet, social media, TV, etc.).

Table 1. Participants and language use.
Institution Age Societal Participants Tot. No. of reported

langs.
Diff. lang. Avg. No. of langs. per

child
State school 7–13 Children living in

Norway
146 378 34 2.6

IB school 7–13 Children living in
Norway

118 336 26 2.8
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Table 3 shows that the two groups of children reported similar patterns of language
use in the family domain. A majority of the children (50% and 59%) reported using two
or more languages in the family domain, and about 13%–23% of the participants reported
using three or more languages here.

Concerning language use with friends, Table 3 shows different language-use patterns
for the two groups: a large majority of the IB pupils (69%) had a multilingual social life
(two or more languages), while this was the case for about one-third of the state
school pupils (34%).

In languages used with the Internet and media, most pupils (ab. 80%–90%) reported
using two or more languages. The frequency of using three or more languages on the
internet and with media was higher for IB (29%) than for the state pupils (10%). It
seems that both groups of children used more of their linguistic resources with media
than in contact with their friends, while IB pupils to a larger extent than state school chil-
dren used their multilingual resources in contact with friends.

What languages were used?

Our participants reported using a wide spectrum of the world’s languages. Ten of the 12
language families presented in Comrie (2011) can be found among our Norwegian partici-
pants (Turkic and Austronesian are not present). Table 4 below demonstrates the different
language families and the languages used.

The participants reported 15 shared languages, 20 languages only for the State school
children and 11 languages only for the IB children. The Indo-European language family
was the most frequently reported. Twenty-six languages from seven branches of the
Indo-European language family were used. Along with Germanic languages used in multi-
lingual families in Norway, other Indo-European languages were also used, for example
from the Romance branch, the Slavic branch, the Baltic branch, the Albanian branch,
the Iranian branch and the Indo-Aryan branch.

Outside the Indo-European group, languages were reported from the Dravidian
language family and the Finno-Ugric family. From the Afro-Asiatic language family,

Table 2. Total number of languages in use in the three domains.
No. of languages State school (%) IB school (%)
1 5 0
2 45 47
3 38 31
4 10 14
5 1 8
6 1 0

Table 3. Number of languages used in family, with media, and with friends (%).
No. of languages Family Friends Media

State IB State IB State IB
1 50 41 66 31 21 12
2 37 36 27 51 69 58
3 12 18 7 13 8 25
4 1 5 0 5 2 4
5 or more 0 0 1 0 0 1
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three branches were reported: the Semitic branch, the Berber branch and the Cushitic
branch. Of the Niger-Kongo language family, one language of the Benue-Kongo branch
was reported. The Japanese and Korean language families consist of one language
each, and both Japanese and Korean were present. The Sino-Tibetan language family
was represented by Chinese. Finally, the language families of Tai-Kadal and Austro-
Asiatic were reported. The only missing families were the Turkic and the Austronesian
families.

The use of Norwegian, English and other languages

English and Norwegian hold a special position among the languages in use. Both
languages are used in school. In total, 45 different languages were reported. They were
used in family, among friends and in media. All the participants’ languages were rep-
resented in the media, but none was used only in media. Some participants reported
using more languages in their media use than in the family.

Table 5 shows to what extent the participants used Norwegian, English and other
languages in the family, among friends and when using media.

Norwegian played a dominant role in language use for most participants in all four
domains. English competed with Norwegian to be the most dominant language in
media use for both groups, and pretty common in the family domain. Other languages
than Norwegian and English were very common in the family domain, especially for
the state school pupils (41%) but also for the IBs (35%). We also notice that the IB
pupils to a greater extent than the state school pupils reported other languages in
contact with media (35% versus 14%). To illustrate the diversity of languages used by

Table 4. Languages used by the participants.
Language
family

Branch Languages used by our participants

Both schools State school IB
Indo-European Germanic Danish, English, German, Norwegian,

Swedish
Afrikaans

Romance Catalan, French, Italian, Spanish Romanian
Slavic Bosnian, Russian, Polish Czech Bulgarian
Baltic Lithuanian Latvian
Albanian Kosovo-Albanian
Iranian Dari, Kurdish, Persian, Farsi
Indo-Aryan Hindi Nepali Urdu

Dravidian Tamil,
Telugu

Finno-Ugrian Sami Finnish
Afro-Asiatic Semitic Arabic Amharic, Assyrian, Syrian,

Tigrinya
Berber Berber
Cushitic Somali

Niger-Kongo Benue-
Kongo

Swahili

Korean Korean
Japanese Japanese
Sino-Tibetan Chinese
Tai-Kadal Thai
Austro-Asiatic Vietnamese
Not identified Ethiopian, Irani, Marriukan Bergen
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individual children, we extracted data from the language maps and selected four children,
two from each school, to represent multilingual language use.

Examples of language use by four children:

Child A. Two Germanic languages (Norwegian and Swedish), one Semitic (Arabic), and one
Indo-Aryan (Urdu) were used in the family, Urdu with the father, and Arabic with the grand-
mother. Only Norwegian and English were used in media, while this child used Norwegian,
Swedish, English, and Arabic among friends (IB, grade 4).

Child B. Three Germanic languages (Norwegian, English, and German) and one Austro-Asiatic
language (Vietnamese) were used in family and with friends. Vietnamese was used with the
mother, English with the father, and German with the grandparents and aunts. Only Norwe-
gian and English were used in contact with media (IB, grade 4).

Child C. Three Germanic languages (Norwegian, English and Swedish) were used at home, one
Germanic (Danish) and one Romance language (French) with relatives, two Germanic (Norwe-
gian, English) and two Romance (French, Spanish) with media (SS, grade 4).

Child D. Two Germanic languages (Norwegian and English), one Semitic (Arabic), and one
Cushitic (Somali) were used at home, two Germanic (Norwegian and English) with friends
and media (SS, grade 5).

Language use in families

Descriptiven quantitative analysis revealed that, in total, 43 participants reported using at
least three languages in the home; almost all used Norwegian in the home. Only one did
not use Norwegian. This child used Danish, English, Spanish and Swedish. Four partici-
pants used Norwegian, English and German, three participants used Norwegian,
English and Somali, and three participants used Norwegian, English and Arabic. Table 6
depicts the language combinations by participants with more than three languages at
home.

Most participants (41) with three languages or more in the home showed a unique
profile, that is, except for their use of English and Norwegian. Their combination of
other languages was not used by anybody else. Only eight contexts were found in
which participants shared the same language combinations. Within the same family,
we found examples of languages from three typologically different languages spoken.
In Appendix 2, figures from individual languages and individual participants are given.

Discussion and concluding remarks

We will now discuss our findings according to the three research questions.

Table 5. Languages used in family, among friends and with media.
Norwegian (%) English (%) Others (%)

In family State school 92 25 41
IB school 94 43 35

Among friends State school 99 19 23
IB school 94 54 22

With media (TV, computer, etc.) State school 91 82 14
IB school 86 94 35
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RQ1: What languages did the participants report using in family, among friends and when
using digital media?

From the schools’ curricula, we know that all our participants, learn an additional
language to the language of instruction, either English or Norwegian, from grade 1. So,
it is no big news that our participants reported being multilingual, but our results show
a far more nuanced, rich and diverse picture of children’s multilingual life in today’s
society. Learning a language is one thing, using a language in real communication is
something completely different. Our 264 participants, from two randomly chosen
schools in a medium-sized town in Norway, reported using 714 languages in communi-
cation in their daily life, which indicates that the average pupil lives a trilingual life
(Table 1). All IB pupils and nearly all state school pupils (95%) used two or more languages
in their daily lives. We know no studies to compare these figures with. Ipsos (2015)
reported how many languages the children and youth used, but they did not report
name of languages, only which parts of the world the languages belong to. In the
town of our participants, 14% of the inhabitants have migrant background (from 135
different countries) (SSB, 2014/23).

Concerning language use in different domains, we found both similarities and differ-
ences among the two participating groups (Table 3). An overwhelming majority reported
two or more languages when using media. This is consistent with several recently

Table 6. Participants using three or more languages in the family.
Languages used in the home Norwegian English No. participants with language combination Schools
Four languages
Tamil, Telugu Yes Yes 2 IB (2)
Arabic, Somali Yes Yes 1 SS
Catalan, Spanish Yes Yes 1 IB
German, Vietnamese Yes Yes 1 IB
Arabic, Swedish, Urdu Yes No 1 IB
Danish, Spanish, Swedish No Yes 1 IB
Three languages
Swedish Yes Yes 5 IB (3), SS (2)
German Yes Yes 4 IB (2), SS (2)
Somali Yes Yes 3 SS (3)
Arabic Yes Yes 3 IB (2), SS (1)
Swedish Yes Yes 3 IB (3)
Danish Yes Yes 3 IB (2), SS (1)
Sami Yes Yes 2 IB
Spanish Yes Yes 2 IB
Berber Yes Yes 1 SS
Bosnian Yes Yes 1 IB
Czech Yes Yes 1 SS
Dari Yes Yes 1 SS
Farsi Yes Yes 1 SS
Finnish Yes Yes 1 SS
French Yes Yes 1 IB
Italian Yes Yes 1 IB
Japanese Yes Yes 1 SS
Korean Yes Yes 1 IB
Polish Yes Yes 1 IB
Urdu Yes Yes 1 IB
Assyrian, Syrian Yes No 1 SS
Danish, French Yes No 1 IB
Danish, Spanish Yes No 1 IB
Kurdish, Russian Yes No 1 SS
Polish, Russian Yes No 1 SS
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published studies describing how media increases the opportunities for using many
languages (Domeij et al., 2019; Lexander & Androutsopoulos, 2019; Palviainen, 2020; Pal-
viainen & Kedra, 2020). In the family domain, children mostly used two or more languages,
but not as frequent as in contact with media.

English played a dominant role when both groups of children were in contact with
media, while other languages than Norwegian and English played a more important
role in the family domain (Table 5). This may be related to the fact that other languages
represent mother tongues for children with migrant background, and the family is the
most important domain for use of minority languages (Pauwels, 2016). In total, the parti-
cipating children reported 40 different languages; 35 of these languages were used in the
family, 25 among friends and 24 in contact with media (cf. Appendix 2). One hundred
twenty participants reported other languages than Norwegian and English in the family
domain, while this was the case for 116 (60 + 56) participants with friends and media
(cf. Appendix 2).

In all reported domains, English played a more dominant role for the IB pupils than the
state school pupils (Table 5), and this was expected as these children had English as their
language of instruction in school. The difference between the groups was not as large in
the media domain as in the other domains, as also the state school pupils to a very high
degree (more than 80%) used English in contact with media. This was not surprising, as
most games and popular films for children are in English. The widespread use of
English in Norway has been observed in other studies (Ipsos, 2015; Medietilsynet,
2020), and it is interesting to see that Ipsos (2015) had nearly the same share of pupils
(grade 5 and 6) using other languages than Norwegian and English in the domains of
home (35% our two groups 41 and 35%) and friends (16%, our groups 23 and 22%).

In many cultures, it is common to use a multitude of languages daily (Mufwene & Vig-
ouroux, 2008). From a Norwegian perspective, it may come as a surprise that children use
more than one language at home and that they continue to use previously acquired
languages when they learn a new language. It is often assumed that multilingual speak-
ers, especially children, leave the minority language behind when they learn a majority
language at school (Bubikova-Moan, 2017; Iversen, 2020; Lanza & Svendsen, 2007).
Another aspect is that communication in the family does not only involve parents and
children in the same country, but also grandparents and other relatives from other con-
tinents, communicating by internet connections (Palviainen, 2020; Palviainen & Kedra,
2020).

RQ2: What are the typological profiles of the children’s reported linguistic resources, on a
group level and on an individual level?

Another finding in this study is the breadth of typologically different languages (Table
4). Ten of the 12 major language families defined by Comrie (2011) are represented
among our participants’ languages. It is hard to see any pattern in the distribution of
different languages belonging to different language families and branches for the two
children groups. For both groups, the Indo-European languages were the most frequently
reported, heavily dominated by the Germanic branch (reported 1005 times, cf. Appendix
2). Languages from the Afro-Asiatic (Semitic and others), Roman and Slavic branches, on
the next places, were reported between 30 and 50 times. Several branches, such as Niger-
Kongo, Sino-Tibetan, Austro-Asiatic were only reported by one or two children, and most
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children with more languages showed a unique profile. There is scarcely any previous
research in this area, as far as we know.

Languages from several different language families could be used in the same home.
Sometimes these languages are very different. We know that teachers often ask pupils
about their ‘home language’ structure in order to compare it to Norwegian structures.
If there is more than one home language, this is a difficult question. If there are three
home languages from three different language families, this is an even harder question
to answer. If Child A (see above) is asked the question about how to express negation
in the ‘home language’, will s/he choose Arabic and give examples showing differences
between perfect and imperfect aspect, or Urdu and exemplify with the preverbal particle?
Will Child B give examples of the Vietnamese preverbal particle or show the German
difference between main and subordinate clause? Will Child D illustrate negation with
Arabic, where there is a difference in negation depending of aspect, or Somali where
the verb morphology changes after negation? (We assume here that the basics of the
languages spoken by Child C – Danish, English, Swedish, French and Spanish – are
known by the teachers).

The languages in our data range from analytic languages (e.g. Chinese, Vietnamese) to
agglutinative languages (e.g. Finnish, Somali) and synthetic languages (e.g. Arabic,
Russian). Most types of negations that are discussed in the literature (e.g. Miestamo,
2005) occur among our participants. Some have morphological negation with a prefix
(Farsi), others have particles placed in front of the verb (Arabic, Somali, Spanish, Vietna-
mese) or after the verb (German, Norwegian). Some use negative auxiliary verbs
(Finnish). Among the languages with particles, we find some with asymmetric negation
in which the verb is used in a different form after negation (Albanian, Somali). This over-
view gives an indication of the rich linguistic variation in today’s Norway, represented by
two small cohorts of children in the same town.

RQ3: Are there any differences between the pupils’ language use patterns in the two schools,
and how can these differences possibly be explained?

When comparing the language resources andmultilingual use in the two groups, as we
have done in RQ1 and RQ2, we found more similarities than differences. The multilingual
profile of the two groups is similar: In both groups, there is a wide breadth of languages
frommost of the major language families; it is common among both groups of children to
use three or more languages in the everyday life, and especially the family and media
domain are characterised by a high degree of multilingual use. However, we also found
some differences.

Our two participating groups reported different language use patterns in their social
lives with friends; two-third of the IB pupils reported more than one language, while a
majority of the state school pupils, two-third, reported only one language (Table 3).
This skewed distribution seems to be due to the IB pupils’ far more frequent use of
English in communication with friends; not very surprising considering these pupils’
language of instruction at school.

Two other differences might be more relevant for the ‘elite’ issue (Barakos & Selleck,
2019; Nørreby, 2020; Rydenvald, 2015): The IB children used more languages among
friends than the state school children (Table 3); and it was more prevalent among the
IB children than the state school children to use other languages than Norwegian and
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English in media (SS: 14%, IB: 35%, Table 5). Earlier studies of ‘elite’ multilingualism have
suggested that it has to do with the multilingualism being by free will (e.g. Rydenvald,
2015), or that languages have higher status (e.g. Paquet & Levasseur, 2019). Our results,
that the IB pupils use more languages to friends and in media, could point to another
characteristic of ‘elite’ multilingualism, that it is dynamic and has to do with aspirations
to reach a certain life-style. The more frequent use of many languages among friends
and in media, might give the IB children social capital that facilitates future access to a
‘national or global perceived elite (way of life)’ (Barakos & Selleck, 2019, p. 362). But the
differences of language use of the two groups are not large, and our comments are
just assumptions: our participants are young children who were registered in the IB
school by their parents, so this issue should probably rather have been discussed with
the children’s parents. However, both groups seem to be well prepared for a global life
when we consider their large linguistic repertoire.

Even if this study only examines two schools, and the participants are not statistically
randomised, the data contribute to draw a more nuanced picture of a new, globalised,
dynamic form of multilingualism. The findings demonstrate that children are citizens of
a multilingual world and adapt their language use according to what the situation
requires. The results from this study point to a dynamic multilingualism that stretches
beyond the concepts of home language and school language. The data from the children
create expectations of an exciting linguistic future scenario, both in terms of human
contact and communication across borders and attitudes to languages, and perceptions
of what is the most common language use pattern and behaviour in late modern society.
The study gives a more detailed picture of multilingual children, by showing their com-
prehensive linguistic repertoire, including typological variation, and how flexibly they
use their languages.

Despite the detailed picture of the linguistic repertoire, a questionnaire does not give
full information. Future studies could complement questionnaires by interviewing both
children and parents to learn more about the experiences of growing up multilingually.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author(s).

ORCID

Ragnar Arntzen http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0792-2759
Gisela Håkansson http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4329-4542

References

Aarsæther, F. (2009). Flerspråklig praksis i det pakistansk-norske miljøet [Multilingual practice in the
Pakistani-Norwegian environment]. In T. Bull & A. R. Lindgren (Eds.), De mange språk i Norge.
Flerspråklighet på Norsk [The many languages in Norway. Multilingualism in Norwegian] (pp.
65–83). Novus Forlag.

Aronin, L. (2019). What is multilingualism? In D. Singleton & L. Aronin (Eds.), Twelve lectures in multi-
lingualism (pp. 3–34). Multilingual Matters.

12 R. ARNTZEN AND G. HÅKANSSON

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0792-2759
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4329-4542


Aronin, L., & Singleton, D. (2008). Multilingualism as a new linguistic dispensation. International
Journal of Multilingualism, 5(1), 1–16. https://doi.org/10.2167/ijm072.0

Barakos, E., & Selleck, C. (2019). Elite multilingualism: Discourses, practices, and debates. Journal of
Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 40(5), 361–374. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.
2018.1543691

Bubikova-Moan, J. (2017). Constructing the multilingual child: The case of language education
policy in Norway. Critical Discourse Studies, 14(1), 56–72. https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.
2016.1190389

Caliendo, G., Janssens, R., Slembrouck, S., & van Avermaet, P. (2020). Urban multilingualism in Europe.
Bridging the gap between language policies and language practices. De Gruyter Mouton.

Canagarajah, S. (2007). Lingua franca English, multilingual communities, and language acquisition.
The Modern Language Journal, 91(1), 923–939. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2007.00678.x

Comrie, B. (2011). The world’s major languages. Routledge.
Curdt-Christiansen, X. L. (2016). Conflicting language ideologies and contradictory language prac-

tices in Singaporean multilingual families. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural
Development, 37(7), 694–709. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2015.1127926

Curdt-Christiansen, X. L., & Lanza, E. (2018). Language management in multilingual families: Efforts,
measures and challenges. Multilingua, 37(2), 123–130. https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2017-0132

Domeij, R., Karlsson, O., Moshagen, S., & Trosterud, T. (2019). Enhancing information accessibility and
digital literacy for minorities using language technology – The example of Sámi and other
national minority languages in Sweden. In C. Cocq & K. P. H. Sullivan (Eds.), Perspectives on indi-
genous writing and literacies (pp. 113–137). Brill.

Dyrnes, E. M., Johansen, G., & Jónsdóttir, G. (2015). Hvordan forbereder PPU lærerstudenter på møtet
med det flerkulturelle klasserommet? [How does the one-year undergraduate teacher training
programme prepare pre-service teachers to meet the multicultural classroom?]. Norsk pedagogisk
tidsskrift, 99(3), 220–232. https://doi.org/10.18261/ISSN1504-2987-2015-03-04-06

Fishman, J. (1998). The new linguistic order. Foreign Policy, (Winter), 26–40. https://doi.org/10.2307/
1149230.

French, M., & de Courcy, M. (2016). A place for students’multilingual resources in an Australian high
school. In C. N. S. Snowden (Ed.), Language and literacies as mobile and placed resources (pp. 153–
169). Taylor and Francis.

Fulland, H. (2016). Language minority children`s perspectives on being bilingual: On “bilanguagers”
and their sensitivity towards complexity. University of Oslo.

Håkansson, G. (2019). How much English do children know before they are exposed to instruction?
Applying Processability Theory to receptive grammar. In R. Arntzen, G. Håkansson, A. Hjelde & J.-
U. Keßler (Eds.), Teachability and learnability across languages (pp. 27–49). John Benjamins
Publishing Company.

Holmes, J. (1997). Keeping tabs on language shift in New Zealand: Some methodological consider-
ations. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 18(1), 17–39. https://doi.org/10.
1080/01434639708666300

Hou, Q., Han, M., & Cai, Z. (2020). Survey on data analysis in social media: A practical application
aspect. Big Data Mining and Analytics, 3(4), 259–279. https://doi.org/10.26599/BDMA.2020.
9020006

Ipsos. (2015). Rom for språk? [Room for languages?] Report Norway. The Language Council.
Iversen, J. Y. (2020). Pre-service teachers’ first encounter with multilingualism in field placement

[Doctoral dissertation]. Inland Norway University of Applied Sciences.
Karlsen, J., & Lykkenborg, M. (2012). Språkbruksmønstre i norskpakistanske familier [Language use

patterns in Norwegian-Pakistani families]. Nordand, 7(1), 53–83.
King, E., & Butler, B. R. (2015). Who cares about diversity? A preliminary investigation of diversity

exposure in teacher preparation programs. Multicultural Perspectives, 17(1), 46–52. https://doi.
org/10.1080/15210960.2015.994436.

Kulbrandstad, L. A. (1997). Språkportretter. Studier av tolv minoritetselevers språkbruksmønstre,
språkholdninger og språkferdigheter [Language portraits. Studies on twelve minority pupil’
language use patterns, language attitudes and language skills]. Oplandske Bokforlag.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUALISM 13

https://doi.org/10.2167/ijm072.0
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2018.1543691
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2018.1543691
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2016.1190389
https://doi.org/10.1080/17405904.2016.1190389
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.2007.00678.x
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2015.1127926
https://doi.org/10.1515/multi-2017-0132
https://doi.org/10.18261/ISSN1504-2987-2015-03-04-06
https://doi.org/10.2307/1149230
https://doi.org/10.2307/1149230
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434639708666300
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434639708666300
https://doi.org/10.26599/BDMA.2020.9020006
https://doi.org/10.26599/BDMA.2020.9020006
https://doi.org/10.1080/15210960.2015.994436
https://doi.org/10.1080/15210960.2015.994436


Lanza, E. (2020). Urban multilingualism and family language policy. In G. Caliendo, R. Janssens, S.
Slembrouck, & P. Van Vermaet (Eds.), Urban multilingualism in Europe. Bridging the gap between
language policies and language practices (pp. 121–139). Mouton De Gruyter.

Lanza, E., & Lexander, K. V. (2019). Family language practices in multilingual transcultural families. In
S. Montanari & S. Quay (Eds.), Multidisciplinary perspectives in multilingualism (pp. 229–251).
Mouton De Gruyter.

Lanza, E., & Svendsen, B. A. (2007). Tell me who your friends are, and Imight be able to tell you what
language(s) you speak: Social network analysis, multilingualism, and identity. International
Journal of Bilingualism, 11(3), 275–300. https://doi.org/10.1177/13670069070110030201

Lasagabaster, D., & Huguet, A. (2007). Multilingualism in European bilingual contexts. Language use
and attitudes. Multilingual Matters.

Lexander, K. V., & Androutsopoulos, I. (2019). Working with mediagrams: A methodology for colla-
borative research on mediational repertoires in multilingual families. Journal of Multilingual and
Multicultural Development, 42(1), 1–18. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2019.1667363.

Medietilsynet. (2020). Barn og medier. Språk og medievaner, delrapport 8 [Children and media.
Language and media habits, Report 8]. The Norwegian Media Authority.

Miestamo, M. (2005). Standard negation. The negation of declarative main clauses in a typological per-
spective. Mouton De Gruyter.

Milroy, L., Wei, L., & Moffatt, S. (1991). Discourse patterns and fieldwork strategies in urban settings:
Some methodological problems for researchers in bilingual communities. Journal of Multilingual
and Multicultural Development, 12(4), 287–300. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.1991.9994465

Mufwene, S., & Vigouroux, C. (2008). Colonization, globalization and language vitality in Africa: An
introduction. In C. Vigouroux & S. Mufwene (Eds.), Globalization and language vitality: Perspectives
from Africa (pp. 1–31). Continuum.

Nørreby, T. R. (2020). Elitær flersprogethed [Elite multilingualism]. Nordand, 15(1), 22–36. https://doi.
org/10.18261/issn.2535-3381-2020-01-02

Palviainen, Å. (2020). Future prospects and visions for family language policy research. In A. C.
Schalley & S. A. Eisenchlas (Eds.), Handbook of social and affective factors in home language main-
tenance and development (pp. 236–253). Mouton De Gruyter.

Palviainen, Å, & Kedra, J. (2020). What’s in the family app? Making sense of mediated communication
within multilingual families. Journal of Multilingual Theories and Practices, 1(1), 89–111. https://
doi.org/10.1558/jmtp.15363

Paquet, R. G., & Levasseur (2019). When bilingualism isn’t enough: Perspectives of new speakers of
French on multilingualism in Montreal. Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development, 40
(5), 375–391. https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2018.1543693

Pauwels, A. (2016). Language maintenance and shift. Key topics in sociolinguistics. Cambridge
University Press.

Rydenvald, M. (2015). Elite bilingualism? Language use among multilingual teenagers of Swedish
background in European schools and international schools in Europe. Journal of Research in
International Education, 14(3), 213–227. https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240915614935

Rydland, V., Aukrust, V., & Fulland, H. (2013). Living in neighbourhoods with high or low co-ethnic
concentration: Turkish-Norwegian-speaking students’ vocabulary skills and Reading comprehen-
sion. International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, 16(6), 657–674. https://doi.org/
10.1080/13670050.2012.709224

Skahjem, B. S. (2010). En skole med blikk for alle [A school with an eye for everyone] [Master’s thesis].
Lillehammer University College.

Skrefsrud, T.-A., & Østberg, S. (2015). Diversitet i lærerutdanningene – bidrag til en profesjonsorien-
tert forståelse av fag og kunnskapsområder [Diversity in the teacher education programmes –
Contributions to a profession-oriented understanding of subjects and fields of study]. Norsk ped-
agogisk tidsskrift, 99(3), 208–219. https://doi.org/10.18261/ISSN1504-2987-2015-03-04-05

SSB. (2022). Immigrants and Norwegian-born to immigrant parents. March 7, 2022.
SSB 2014/23. Population and population changes. June 13, 2014.

14 R. ARNTZEN AND G. HÅKANSSON

https://doi.org/10.1177/13670069070110030201
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2019.1667363
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.1991.9994465
https://doi.org/10.18261/issn.2535-3381-2020-01-02
https://doi.org/10.18261/issn.2535-3381-2020-01-02
https://doi.org/10.1558/jmtp.15363
https://doi.org/10.1558/jmtp.15363
https://doi.org/10.1080/01434632.2018.1543693
https://doi.org/10.1177/1475240915614935
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2012.709224
https://doi.org/10.1080/13670050.2012.709224
https://doi.org/10.18261/ISSN1504-2987-2015-03-04-05


Svendsen, B. A. (2010). Linguistic practices in multilingual urban contexts in Norway: An overview. In
P. Quist & B. A. Svendsen (Eds.), Multilingual urban Scandinavia: New linguistic practices (pp. 12–
16). Multilingual Matters Ltd.

Svendsen, B. A. (2018). The dynamics of citizen sociolinguistics. Journal of Sociolinguistics, 22(2), 137–
160. https://doi.org/10.1111/josl.12276

Svendsen, B. A. (2021). Flerspråklighet til begeistring og besvær [Multilingualism – A blessing or a
burden]. Gyldendal.

Svendsen, B. A., Ryen, E., & Lexander, K. V. (2015). Ta tempen på språket! [Taking the temperature of
language!]. Rapport. The Research Council of Norway.

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF MULTILINGUALISM 15

https://doi.org/10.1111/josl.12276


Appendices

Appendix 1. Language map (translated from Norwegian)

For the pupils
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Appendix 2. Languages used in family, among friends and when using media.
SS = state school pupil, IB = IB school pupil.

Family Friends Media Sum
Language SS IB SS IB SS IB

G Afrikaans 1 1
G Danish 2 5 1 2 2 3 15
G English 35 50 28 65 120 82 380
G German 5 4 3 3 3 18
G Norwegian 134 106 145 101 133 70 559
G Swedish 3 7 8 14 32
R Catalan 1 2 1 4
R French 3 3 3 4 13
R Italian 1 1 1 1 4
R Romanian 1 1
R Spanish 1 6 3 3 13
S Bosnian 2 2 1 1 1 1 8
S Bulgarian 1 1
S Czech 1 1
S Polish 3 2 2 1 1 1 10
S Russian 2 4 3 1 3 13
B Lithuanian 3 1 2 2 8
A Kosovo-Al 1 1 2
I Dari 2 1 3
I Kurdish 3 3
I Persian/Farsi 2 1 3
IA Hindi 1 1
IA Nepali 1 1
IA Urdu 2 1 3
D Tamil 2 1 3
D Telugu 2 1 3
FU Finnish 2 1 1 4
FU Sami 2 2 2 6
AAS Amharic 1 1
AAS Arabic 4 4 1 4 2 15
AAS Assyrian 3 2 5
AAS Tigrinya 1 1 2
AAO Berber 2 2
AAO Somali 16 8 2 26
NK Swahili 1 1
Ko Korean 1 2 3
Ja Japanese 1 1 2
ST Chinese 2 1 3
TK Thai 1 1
AA Vietnamese 1 1

G, Germanic; R, Romans; B, Baltic; A, Albanian; Ar, Armenian; I, Iranian; IA, Indo-Aryan; D, Dravi-
dian; FU, Finno-Ugrian; Tu, Turkic; AAS, Afro-Asiatic Semitic; AAO, Afro-Asiatic Other; NK, Niger-
Kongo; Ko, Korean; Ja, Japanese; ST, Sino-Tibetan; TK, Tai-Kadal; AA, Austro-Asiatic; Au, Austronesian.
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