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From university to working life:
International student’s Finnish language
learning experiences
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In Finland'’s integration policy, learning an official language, Finnish or Swedish,
is prioritised to promote migrants’ entry into the labour market and participation
in society. The implementation of the integration policy primarily focuses on formal
language courses offered as part of integration training for unemployed jobseeker
migrants with residence permits. However, this approach leaves other migrants
largely outside the scope of integration training that provides Finnish language
courses. Meanwhile, opportunities to learn Finnish outside formal education
settings, namely non-formal and informal learning, have been mostly overlooked
in integration and language education policies, as well as in academic research.
This ethnographic study addresses these aspects by exploring the Finnish language
learning trajectory and personal curriculum of an Arabic-speaking international
higher education student, Ahmed, with a particular focus on the variety of his
experiences across formal, non-formal and informal learning settings, which provide
the context and opportunities for ‘integrative encounters’. Specifically, integrative
encounters refer to micro-spaces, such as peer or group activities, that are meant
to foster intercultural dialogue and promote migrants’ integration. The research
findings thus reveal how these learning settings, whether formal, non-formal or
informal, not only facilitate but also hinder an international student’s learning of
Finnish during studies and after graduation. Furthermore, the findings illustrate
how non-formal and informal learning alongside formal education, enabled by more
or less integrative encounters, impact migrants’ broader integration process. Overall,
this research highlights the necessity of adopting a holistic approach to language
education and integration policies to effectively support migrants” integration into
working life and society at large.
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1 Introduction

This article examines the language learning trajectories of an international higher
education student in Finland, which has become a more accessible study destination
since joining the EU in 1995 (Lampi et al., 2024; OECD, 2023). The internationalisation
of higher education in Europe gained momentum during the 1990s (Teichler, 2004),
and Finland established its first international strategy for higher education in 1987.
Throughout the 1990s and particularly in the 2000s, Finnish higher education policies
evolved from a focus on exchange programmes to the development of comprehensive
degree programmes (Saarinen, 2020, p. 71). These degree programmes have been offered
at both traditional science universities and Universities of Applied Sciences [UAS].
According to the Finnish National Agency for Education [FNAE] (Garam, 2018), the
majority of international students studied bachelor’s degrees (44%) at UAS, followed by
master’s degrees (32%) and doctoral degrees (18%) at universities in 2017. The students
came from a wide range of countries. In the same year, more than 75% of international
students were non-EU/EEA nationals, and most of them came from Russia, Vietnam
and China (Garam, 2018).

The number of international students has tripled during the period from 2001 to 2020 (6
877 and 20 867 students, respectively), and the majority of them were enrolled in different
types and levels of degree programmes taught in English (Garam, 2018; Statistics Finland,
2021). The considerable increase in international students has been accompanied not
only by internationalisation strategies for higher education (see Ministry of Education,
2009) but also by government programmes in the areas of migration and integration
(see, e.g., Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2016). The latter have aimed
to expand the number of highly educated migrants, including international students,
to better address the labour shortage associated with Finland’s ageing population and
declining birth rate.

Despite the governments expressing a need for highly skilled workers, many
international students find it challenging to access the Finnish labour market.
Consequently, some leave the country after graduating, even though they would
otherwise prefer to stay. As the study conducted by Mathies and Karhunen (2021)
shows, employment opportunities clearly relate to the probability of international
students staying in Finland after graduation, and bachelor’s degree graduates have
a higher probability of staying than master’s and doctoral degree graduates. That is,
staying among bachelor’s degree graduates is associated with their entry into the labour
market, and most of them complete their studies at UAS. Bachelor’s degree programmes
are more practical and employment-oriented, which can prepare graduates for the
Finnish labour market more directly than master’s and doctoral programmes (Mathies
& Karhunen, 2021).

Notably, international students face various challenges in getting work, not only
after but also before graduation (Alho, 2020; Korhonen, 2014), including finding
internship placements that are part of their degree programmes (Sahradyan, 2022).
Some of the challenges in obtaining employment are related to residence permit
restrictions, inadequate or ineffective career services, limited contacts or networks,
and/or discrimination in the recruitment process (see, e.g., Kénonen & Himanen, 2019;
Shumilova et al., 2012; Tarnanen et al., 2015). In addition, one of the main challenges
to employment is often related to knowledge of Finnish or Swedish, as not enough
provision, guidance and support are provided to international students to learn the local
language (Laine, 2017; Majakulma, 2011; Sahradyan, 2022; Virtanen, 2017). According
to the measures indicated in the Finnish government programmes and strategies (e.g.,
Ministry of Education, 2009; Ministry of Economic Affairs and Employment, 2016), there
is a need to promote the development of international students’ local official language
skills (Finnish or Swedish), which can help to enhance their employment opportunities
in the Finnish labour market.
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Drawing on the preceding discussion, the difficulties encountered by international
students have been recognised; however, relatively few ethnographic studies using a
bottom-up approach have been conducted on their lived experiences of Finnish language
learning. Moreover, little attention has been paid to exploring their experiences of
learning Finnish not only in formal but also in non-formal and informal learning settings
(Werquin, 2010). While these terms, formal, non-formal and informal learning, have
been defined in various ways, here they are understood as follows (Werquin, 2010):

* Formal learning is organised and structured. It has learning objectives and is
intentional from the learner’s standpoint. Formal learning occurs through formal
education and/or training (e.g., secondary education, university education,
integration training);

* Informal learning is not organised and structured. From the learner’s standpoint,
informal learning is mostly unintentional. This type of learning does not have
learning objectives and is experiential and spontaneous. Informal learning happens
through daily activities (e.g., communicating with people, watching TV, playing
games); and

* Non-formal learning is organised and structured in some way. It may be
experiential and intentional from the learner’s standpoint and may have learning
objectives. Non-formal learning takes place through planned activities (e.g.,
seminar, traineeship, voluntary or paid work) (see also Eaton, 2010; Sahradyan,
2015).

Thus, the above-mentioned research gaps are addressed in the current ethnographic
study through the analysis of the international student’s, Ahmed’s, lived experiences in
learning Finnish, focusing on his language learning trajectories in Finland. The following
research questions are, therefore, considered: (1) How does an international student
experience learning Finnish from university studies to the transition into working life?
(2) What does this experience reveal about the language learning environments of an
international student during studies and after graduation? We answer these questions
through an ethnographic approach, with a strong emphasis on narratives.

After this introductory section, we present the study’s conceptual framework, followed
by the research approach, methods, materials and ethical considerations. Thereafter, we
analyse and discuss the international student’s, Ahmed’s, language learning trajectories
before and after graduation in the Finnish context. Finally, the major conclusions of the
study are provided, along with possible implications and directions for future research.

2 Conceptual framework: From learning environments to the personal
curriculum and integrative encounters

We explore Ahmed'’s experiences of learning the Finnish language from higher education
studies to the world of work. We employ the concepts of personal curriculum (Billett,
2023) and integrative encounters (Mayblin et al., 2016) to study his learning trajectories
across formal, non-formal and informal learning environments. This allows us to gain a
comprehensive understanding of his learning journey and the diverse contexts in which
he acquired the Finnish language. Ahmed has participated in formal learning, such
as Finnish language courses organised through university education for international
students and Finnish language training offered to unemployed jobseeker migrants,
in addition to learning Finnish through work tasks and social interactions within the
workplace. That is, he has had opportunities to learn Finnish in formal, non-formal and
informal learning contexts.

The personal curriculum as an overarching concept encompasses formal, informal,
and non-formal learning environments that enable learning and development across
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the lifespan. The concept of a personal curriculum has been introduced to elaborate
on adults’ learning and developmental experiences throughout their working lives.
Adopting this curriculum perspective places the individual’s learning and development
at its core, emphasising how this creates a personal pathway that continues from one
stage of life and learning opportunity to the next (Billett, 2023). This concept extends
the idea of the ‘experienced curriculum’. In particular, the experienced curriculum
refers to participation and active engagement in educational programmes, whereas the
personal curriculum concerns distinctive personal experiences and unique learning
paths. It considers how these experiences and their outcomes align with personal,
occupational, community and governmental goals. While the personal curriculum
perspective acknowledges the importance of institutional learning opportunities, it
emphasises the individualised combination of various learning experiences, as well as
the impact of ‘brute facts’, which can limit or enable learning opportunities (Billett, 2023;
Searle, 1995). These brute facts include maturation, health, illness, abilities, disabilities
and environmental changes, such as technological change, which shape experience. The
communities in which learners participate grant them agency and provide opportunities
for the contributions of educational programmes to be realised. From the perspective
of language learning, the existence or absence of shared means of communication
and interaction enabling mutual understanding and participation in the community’s
activities can be taken as such brute facts that shape learner experiences. At the same
time, technological devices such as translation programmes can facilitate interaction
despite a lack of language skills. Without the support of their communities, individuals
and the educational provisions they engage with would be less enabling (Billett, 2023).
Ahmed’s language learning trajectories, his efforts to learn the Finnish language, are
part of his personal curriculum and agentic action directed towards becoming a member
of Finnish society and gaining the opportunity to access employment.

While the concept of personal curriculum underlines the individualised nature of
adult learning journeys, the concept of integrative encounters presented by Mayblin et
al. (2016) was developed to explore organised activities that occur within a set framework
and aim to support the integration of migrant populations. By introducing integrative
encounters, Mayblin et al. (2016) adopt a critical stance toward the concept of integration,
which is defined in structural terms as migrants” right to access education, training,
employment, healthcare and housing. The integration policies” linear interpretations of
the importance of language skills for integration have also been questioned by scholars
such as Kraft and Flubacher (2020) and Flubacher et al. (2016). The latter point out that,
according to their study’s findings, the extent to which language competence contributes
to employability varies widely and depends on individual circumstances. Mayblin et al.
(2016) underline that the right to access education or employment or other benefits alone
does not foster a sense of belonging in the host community or enable the development
of social and cultural relationships between new arrivals and the settled population.
Instead, there should be encounters and interactions that encourage participants to
develop mutual respect despite their differences. Building on Allport’s (1954) ‘contact
hypothesis’, they suggest that bringing together individuals from diverse backgrounds
creates opportunities for mutual understanding. This can help to break down stereotypes,
foster trust, and build social networks by connecting different communities (‘bridging
social capital’) and strengthening ties within specific groups (‘bonding social capital’), as
discussed by Putnam (2000). It can also prompt majority groups to reflect on their own
norms, making them more open and inclusive towards minorities. Mayblin et al. (2016)
suggest on the side of the structural driven concept of integration to give attention to
less frequently realised conception of integration which entails the emergence of novel
multicultural, modes of coexistence, where the process is seen as driven by reciprocal
openness to transformation, the dismantling of social and cultural boundaries, and the
hybridisation of practices across cultural lines enabling new, parallel modes and forms
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of co-existing and living (Cantle, 2012). Such a conception entails that, for integration to
be successful, the majority population must demonstrate a willingness to engage with
migrant communities, to critically reflect on their own cultural norms and to embrace
societal change. The presentation of the concept of integrative encounters by Mayblin et al.
(2016) is based on studies of integration, which emphasise that meaningful intercultural
contact must be reciprocal. This requires active engagement and a willingness to adapt
not only from newcomers but also from the host society in order to facilitate living
together while acknowledging differences.

In the context of this article, integrative encounters refer to micro-spaces, such as peer
or group activities, that are meant to foster intercultural dialogue and promote migrants’
integration in the receiving country. These encounters foster meaningful interactions
that enable self-expression, challenge prejudices and cultivate mutual respect despite
cultural differences, strengthen social connections, and enhance minority participants’
sense of belonging. In our study, Ahmed has come across micro-spaces intended not
only to support migrants” formal, non-formal and informal learning but also to promote
their integration into working life and society at large.

3 Research methods and data

Drawing on an ethnographic approach, this study employed multi-sited ethnography
(Marcus, 1995) to examine the Finnish language learning trajectories of research
participants with a migrant background. By tracing observations, biographies,
objects, ideas and texts, this approach provided a comprehensive understanding of
how participants’, in this case, an international student’s, Finnish language learning
experiences evolved from university to working life, that is, across different contexts
and phases of learning. In line with ethnographic research (Blommaert & Dong, 2010;
Shaw et al., 2015), multiple methods of data collection were used in the study, and this
article is based on observation (ethnographic observations with fieldnotes), interview
(informal interviews: ethnographic conversations and formal interviews: biographic-
narrative), questionnaire (demographic and socioeconomic questionnaires), and textual
data (policy documents). Specifically, ethnographic observations were conducted to
explore participants’ experiences in their natural environments (Fetterman, 2010),
focusing on their Finnish language learning across various workplace contexts. These
were followed by ethnographic conversations (Madden, 2010) to discuss their personal
language learning experiences and address questions that arose during the observations,
which were documented in fieldnotes. Participants also took part in biographic-narrative
interviews (Wengraf, 2001) about their lived experiences within the broader societal
contexts of Finland, reflecting on their Finnish language learning across the lifespan. The
questionnaires were used to collect information on the participants” demographic and
socioeconomic characteristics (e.g., country of origin, migration status, language skills
and educational background before and/or after migration) (see also Motaghi-Tabari,
2016). Finally, policy documents gathered from official websites (Copland & Creese,
2015) provided access to information on language education and integration policies
during the research period.

Thestudy alsoadopted aninterpretiveapproachto gaininsightinto the emic perspective
of participants (Madden, 2010). This approach views reality as socially constructed and
shaped by the meanings participants assign to their own experiences. By focusing on
participants” voices and interpretations, the study enabled a deeper understanding of
how they perceive and make sense of the phenomena under examination, allowing for a
nuanced exploration of their lived experiences.

Following an experience-centred narrative inquiry, characterised by a hermeneutic
and content-focused approach, this study aimed to achieve a comprehensive
understanding of lived experiences within the wider context (Patterson, 2008; Squire,
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2008). This methodology incorporated the analysis of narratives and narrative analysis
(Polkinghorne, 1995), as well as adopted an inductive, bottom-up approach to conduct
a data-driven analysis (Thomas, 2003). An analysis of narratives was initially utilised
to identify common themes across individual story episodes, which are relevant to the
participant’s language learning trajectories. Subsequently, narrative analysis was applied
to construct a personal narrative by integrating these common themes to interpret the
overall storyline and examine the bigger picture of what the story episodes collectively
reveal about the participant’s Finnish language learning experiences. This made it
possible to reconstruct the personal curriculum of the participants” Finnish language
learning trajectories, exploring the affordances and constraints available for learning
and examining how micro-spaces within various learning environments enabled more
or less integrative encounters.

This article centres on a single participant, enabling an in-depth, nuanced exploration
of transitions between periods within the personal curriculum and the micro-spaces
where integrative encounters unfold. Including additional participants would limit the
examination of these transitions across various learning contexts. Thus, the participant
chosen for this article is Ahmed, whose language learning trajectories during and after
his higher education studies in Finland are analysed and discussed through his personal
narrative. Ahmed was one of the participants in the first author Sonya Sahradyan’s
doctoral study, and he was in his mid-thirties during the research period. Sahradyan’s
doctoral study was conducted with migrant non-governmental organisation (NGO)
practitioners and focused on their personal and institutional trajectories of learning
language, employmentand integration within the broader societal and workplace contexts
of Finland. The migrant NGO practitioners (n = 22) had heterogeneous backgrounds in
terms of age, gender, country of origin, ethnicity, culture, religion, language, legal status,
family situation, education, workforce status and other socioeconomic characteristics.
They participated in both the core and follow-up phases of the ethnographic fieldwork,
which took place at different periods during twenty-one months between 2014 and 2016.
All participants provided their informed consent to participate in the study and were
aware of their right to withdraw at any time.

To ensure the privacy and confidentiality of personal information, we selected a new
pseudonym for the participant, Ahmed, for use in this article. Additional identifying
information of the participant was also edited and sometimes removed to prevent leakage
of confidential information. Moreover, to prevent linking the data to the workplace and
the participant, information on the exact dates of data collection was not provided in the
analysis and discussion of the research findings presented in the subsequent sections.

4 Introducing Ahmed’s migration journey

Migration and mobility are increasingly embedded in Ahmed’s life story. Ahmed was
originally from Northwestern Africa, but after graduating from high school, he moved
to a country in Western Asia to study environmental science and forestry at a vocational
school. Upon completing his vocational education, he returned to his country of origin
and later moved to another country in Western Asia to pursue a bachelor’s degree
programme in environmental science and forestry. Because of the war in the country
where he was studying, Ahmed had to interrupt his university education and move
to another country in Western Asia, where he continued and completed his bachelor’s
degree studies. Afterwards, Ahmed again returned to his country of origin and stayed
there for a short time before going abroad again. This time, his journey brought him
to Europe to pursue a master’s degree in the same field as his previous education.
During his first year of studies, Ahmed studied at two universities: one in Southwestern
Europe and the other in Northern Europe. In the second academic year, he continued
his studies as an international student in Finland, where he stayed after graduation. In
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response to a question why he decided to stay in Finland after completing his master’s
studies, Ahmed replies that he felt there would be more opportunities in his field of
education and possibilities of finding work, and subsequently he notes: “for usually the
immigration purpose, for better life, for better opportunities”. Positive reasons like these
are considered pull factors that attract migrants to the destination country (see Palat,
2017). In addition, more than one pull factor, representing both specific and general
motives, is usually at play because the migration process is a complex phenomenon
with a variety of causes (Palét, 2017). The post-migration process is also complex in
nature, which poses various obstacles for migrants, including international students, in
the receiving country (see, e.g., Alho, 2020; Korhonen, 2014; Kénonen & Himanen, 2019;
Tarnanen et al., 2015). In the following subsections, we analyse and discuss Ahmed’s
language learning trajectories after migration to Finland, which illustrate the challenges
and opportunities experienced by an international student in relation to learning Finnish
from university studies to working life.

4.1 Ahmed’s language learning trajectory in higher education in Finland

Ahmed was in his late twenties when he moved to Finland at the end of the first decade of
the 2000s. As an international student, he started learning Finnish alongside his master’s
degree studies. Finnish language courses are generally provided to international students
who are studying in bachelor’s or master’s degree programmes in Finnish higher
education institutions (for details, see Saarinen et al., 2016). That is, as an international
student enrolled in a master’s degree programme, he had the opportunity to participate
in Finnish language courses organised by the university within a formal language
learning environment. Although Ahmed found these language courses important, he
considered them not effective for learning Finnish, about which he states as follows:

The material for instance was the big problem, they were teaching Finnish with one book
which is, you know, (...) that was the basic level and maybe teaching with it two-three
courses, and the book doesn’t give really much, the content was in my view poor (...) and
also the environment, that is, the number of participants was usually quite big.

As Ahmed describes above, Finnish language courses provided as part of his university
studies included basic-level teaching materials and large class sizes. Due to these
difficulties, he found that his opportunities to learn and practise Finnish language skills
in a classroom context were limited. Therefore, Ahmed suggests that these issues need
to be considered when planning and implementing such courses. Regarding difficulties
in practising Finnish, he also underlines that the teaching methods focused more on
grammar and less on vocabulary. In addition, teaching mainly standard Finnish made
it difficult for him to understand spoken Finnish. Moreover, Ahmed claims that formal
language courses focused less on developing oral (listening and speaking) skills and
more on written skills (reading and writing). This point has also been made in other
studies examining adult migrants” experiences of learning the host country’s language
in formal classroom settings (see, e.g., Cooke & Simpson, 2008; Sahradyan, 2015). Taking
these challenges into consideration, Ahmed believes that in the early stages of language
courses, it would be beneficial to teach “first more vocabulary and then grammar”, as it
might enable international students to start practising Finnish in lessons and in everyday
situations and encounters with Finnish speakers. In addition to standard language, he
thinks it would also be useful to teach spoken language and oral skills, which might
support international students in understanding and practising Finnish both inside and
outside formal settings. Ahmed also emphasises that teaching spoken language and oral
skills would enhance international students” opportunities to build social connections
with Finnish-speaking locals who might help them practise and develop Finnish language
skills in everyday communication (for a similar discussion, see Lilja, 2018; Tarnanen et
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al., 2015). As such, from the perspective of integrative encounters, the Finnish language
courses offered at the university facilitated interaction among international students
and fostered a sense of belonging within a learning community of students who were
outsiders in Finnish society.

Ahmed’s experience also reveals that the Finnish language courses provided during
his degree studies were non-intensive, lasting for several hours per week. As he puts it:
“If the language you are starting like almost from nothing, it’s more time needed, it’s
the time that I allocated for the courses is not enough or it’s contested”. This implies that
non-intensive courses were not effective for him, as he needed more time to study a new
language, in this case Finnish. Such courses also did not provide him with an opportunity
to reach the target proficiency level set by the course organisers, about which he points
out the following: “University courses, which they claim that they are nearly between
A2 and B1, but in my view, they are not, they don’t make you near this”. He assessed
his Finnish language proficiency as at a beginner level (A1 on the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages [CEFR]) after completing these language
courses. It is notable that such courses mainly supported him in learning general
Finnish, but Ahmed also finds it important to learn professional language, including
vocabulary and terms, commenting as follows: “You go to course after course, but you
still feel I can’t work in my field”. This point indicates that, in addition to general Finnish
courses, teaching specialised Finnish courses linked to the international students” field
of professional education would help to address their employment-related needs, which
is also reported in an earlier study examining the Finnish language learning experiences
of nursing degree students with a migrant background (see Virtanen, 2017). Taken
together, Ahmed underlines that Finnish language courses provided as part of degree
studies were not suitable for getting a job. Therefore, he highlights the importance of
improving Finnish language courses offered to international students to facilitate their
access to working life. In this regard, he also emphasises that English is the primary
language of instruction for degree studies; however, the language most in demand in
the labour market in Finland is Finnish or Swedish (for a similar discussion, see Mathies
& Karhunen, 2021).

Upon completing the Finnish language courses provided to him alongside his master’s
degree studies, he attempted to enrol in Finnish language courses offered as part of the
state integration programme’s integration services. At that time, Ahmed found out that
he was not entitled to participate in the state integration programme, including Finnish
language courses, because he had a migration status of a student and a legal status of a
temporary (B) residence permit, which was granted to him on the ground of studying
under the Aliens Act (301/2004). As he puts it: “To study Finnish language is always
challenging, there’s not so many places to study, so if you have B-permit you are not part
of this integration programme, you can’t get into the Finnish courses”. This implies that,
as aninternational student, he was not eligible for the Finnish language courses organised
for adult migrants within the scope of the state integration programme, which was in
accordance with the Act on the Integration of Immigrants and Reception of Asylum
Seekers (493/1999). This situation did not change when the Act on the Promotion of
Immigrant Integration (1386/2010) entered into force, according to which the state
integration programme is again targeted to migrants who are considered unemployed
jobseekers or are recipients of social assistance on a non-temporary basis (see also
Act on Public Employment and Business Service, 916/2012; Act on Social Assistance,
1412/1997).
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4.2 Ahmed’s language learning trajectory after graduation in Finland

After graduating from a master’s degree programme at a Finnish university, Ahmed
began working full-time, which allowed him to change his migration status from student
to worker and his legal status from a temporary (B) to a continuous (A) residence permit.
That is, he was granted a migrant worker status on the ground of employment under
the Aliens Act (301/2004). With a migrant worker status, he was again ineligible for
the Finnish language courses offered as part of integration services under the Act on
the Promotion of Immigrant Integration (1386/2010). He was informed of this when
he applied to participate in these courses, which are organised for adult migrants in
formal language learning environments. During his work, Ahmed also did not have an
opportunity to develop his Finnish language skills in non-formal learning settings. At
first, he worked at an environmental consultancy company, and then he was employed
at a university. In both workplaces, he performed his work tasks in English, which was
his primary working language. English, as a common language, was also used in social
interactions with his colleagues from Finland and other countries. As a result, he did not
have the opportunity to develop or practice his Finnish language skills through social
connections in informal language learning environments either (see also Tarnanen et
al., 2015; Sahradyan, 2022). The informal encounters with workplace colleagues can
be interpreted as integrative in terms of enabling self-expression, interaction and a
feeling of belonging, even though they did not allow the development of Finnish
language skills. What is also notable is that his knowledge of English enabled him to
participate in workplace contexts where English served as a lingua franca. However,
he was often excluded from administrative encounters that required proficiency in
Finnish. Such encounters in a predominantly English-speaking workplace were not
truly integrative, as they mainly involved the use of the Finnish language. Ahmed’s
workplace experiences encompassed integrative encounters that, on one hand, enabled
him to utilise his linguistic resources, while on the other hand, revealed how languages
were differently valued, granting him different opportunities and benefits to participate
at work. This observation has been recognised in previous research regarding language
as a potential site of inequality in the workplace (Duchéne et al., 2013; Kraft, 2017; Pajaro,
2018; Piller & Lising, 2014; Roberts et al., 1992). According to these studies, the idea that
“some expressions of language are valued more than others in a way that is associated
with some people being more valued than others and some ideas expressed by people
through language being more valued than others” (Philips, 2006, p. 474) creates potential
experiences of inequality and may thus contribute to non-integrative encounters.

In Ahmed’s opinion, his knowledge of English played an important role in getting
these short-term temporary jobs; however, it could not help him acquire long-term
employment, about which he gives the following comment:

English doesn’t help you for long-term, for short-term it might be, but for long-term you
need to know the Finnish language, and you need to have also very high level to be able
to find somehow not permanent but long-term employment, either a professional job or
something, so conclusion is that English won’t help for the long term.

As this comment shows, Ahmed emphasises the importance of Finnish skills for getting
long-term employment. Therefore, to enhance his employment opportunities, he found
another way to study Finnish. Specifically, he continued learning Finnish through
self-study, using various materials available online. In this way, Ahmed gradually
developed his Finnish language skills. At first, he focused on studying general Finnish,
then preparing for the National Certificate of Language Proficiency test, so-called “YKI-
testi’ (Yleinen Kielitutkinto) to get Finnish citizenship that might facilitate finding a
job without restrictions on the amount or type of employment (for details on migrants’
right to work on the grounds of residence permits, see Aliens Act, 301/2004). After self-
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studying for about a year, he took this test to apply for Finnish citizenship, for which the
language skills requirement is to have:

satisfactory oral and written skills in the Finnish or Swedish language or, instead of these,
corresponding skills in Finnish or Finland-Swedish Sign Language (Citizenship Act,
359/2003).

That is, the language skills requirement is to have CEFR level B1 (YKI 3) in at least one
oral and written skill (Citizenship Act, 359/2003). Based on his test results, he fulfilled
this language skills requirement, one of the requirements for naturalisation, and received
Finnish citizenship.

A couple of months after receiving Finnish citizenship, Ahmed became unemployed.
At that time, he had access to employment services and registered as an unemployed
jobseeker at the Employment and Economic Development Office [TE Office], which was
in accordance with the Act on Public Employment and Business Service (916/2012).
During his period of unemployment, he moved with his newly formed family to another
city, where his wife began studying in an international bachelor’s degree programme.
Meanwhile, Ahmed started participating in the training course on Finnish for working
life. This training course was organised for unemployed jobseeker migrants, focusing on
preparing them for working life. As Ahmed notes: “ All are included in this course, finding
a job, writing CV, professional terms, types of contracts, how to find work from mol.fi
[employment office’s website], and from different websites”. He was satisfied with the
content of the training course and the way it was taught, emphasising the opportunity
to practise Finnish during the training. In his opinion, “this course was better than the
university courses” in which he participated alongside his master’s degree studies. He
thinks that a similar training course on Finnish for working life would be helpful for
international students, as it might support not only practising Finnish language skills
but also preparing for entering Finnish working life.

Ahmed also continued to develop and practise his Finnish language skills at the NGO
where he started working as a part-time employee. He was employed as a migration
adviser in Arabic, a position that emerged in response to the large number of Arabic-
speaking asylum seekers who arrived in Finland in 2015 and 2016. This also changed the
linguistic landscape of the NGO by adding Arabic as one of its main working languages,
which created an opportunity for him to obtain employment. His work was part of an
integration-related project that provided information and consultation services to migrant
clients on residence permits, education, work, housing, health care, social security, and
other related matters. In his work, Ahmed emphasises the use and development of
Finnish skills in internal communication with colleagues, such as in staff meetings and
guidance sessions, which also enabled him to enhance social interactions and strengthen
connections in the workplace. Meanwhile, he highlights the development of his Finnish
skills in external communication by using different languages in consultation sessions.
An example of using multiple language resources in his consultation with a client is
given in the following extract from Sahradyan’s fieldnotes:

One day, when I went to Ahmed’s office to conduct an observation, the client was already
there. I greeted them and asked for permission to be present in the consultation session as
a doctoral researcher. After receiving permission, I sat in the chair, next to the client, who
had a document in her hands and was talking with Ahmed. While talking, she handed
the Finnish document to Ahmed and said in English, “This is a document that I received
for my unemployment benefits. Could you help me to understand what’s written

there?” With a gentle smile, he took the document by replying: “Yeah, it’s not easy to
understand bureaucratic language”. Afterwards, Ahmed started reading the document in
Finnish and interpreting it into English for the client. During that process, he was using
online translation tools, especially an online dictionary and google translate, to check
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the meanings of Finnish words and phrases in English and his first language, Arabic.
Meanwhile, he was making handwritten notes on the paper. When Ahmed finished
interpreting the document, he returned it to the client by saying: “In this document, the
keyword is ‘ansiopdivdraha’”. “What it means, is it different from ‘peruspédivaraha’, 1
received some time ago?” asked the client. By looking at his handwritten notes, Ahmed
replied: “It means earnings-related unemployment allowance, and it’s different from
‘peruspidivdraha’ and other unemployment benefits”. He then explained to the client
the difference between ‘ansiopédiviaraha’ and “peruspédivaraha’ and informed her what
documents should be submitted regarding her unemployment benefits. At the end, the
client filled out the client information form, thanked Ahmed, said goodbye and left.

The example presented above shows that Ahmed used his knowledge of Finnish and
English when communicating with the client. In addition to Finnish and English, he
used his first language, Arabic, when applying online translation tools to understand
the correct meanings of words and phrases, which was important for providing accurate
information to the client. It is also notable that not only English but also Arabic, his
tirst language, used alongside online translation tools, enabled Ahmed to learn Finnish
when performing his work tasks. Moreover, Ahmed’s internal communication with
Finnish and migrant coworkers during coffee and lunch breaks served as supportive
spaces for developing his Finnish language skills and fostering his social interaction and
participation in the workplace, although such situations occurred less frequently than he
would have preferred due to his part-time schedule. Thus, Ahmed’s experiences in the
NGO workplace can be seen as integrative encounters, which not only enabled him to
draw on his diverse linguistic skills in internal and external communication with clients
and coworkers from various backgrounds but also helped him improve and practise
his Finnish language skills in non-formal and informal learning contexts. In this regard,
Ahmed highlights the vital role of the workplace as a language learning environment
(see also Sahradyan, 2017, 2022), where he planned to continue developing his Finnish
language skills, taking into account the lack or limited availability of relevant Finnish
language courses during and after his master’s degree studies. Of relevance here are the
findings of the study by Saarinen and her colleagues (2016, p. 60), which indicate that
few or no Finnish language courses targeting higher proficiency levels (B2, C1, C2) are
offered in higher education. Also, it is important to note that Finnish language courses
are generally provided up to CEFR level B1 through integration training within the scope
of the state integration programme (see Act on the Promotion of Immigrant Integration,
1386/2010, Section 20). Based on this, it appears that Finnish language courses organised
in formal learning environments may offer limited opportunities for migrants, including
international students, to study Finnish beyond the B1 level, both within and outside
higher education. The combinations of formal language courses enabled by various
residence permits (e.g., a university programme or Finnish for working life during
unemployment), experiences from non-formal and informal learning encounters and
self-reflections on language-learning demands in working life, as well as self-directed
learning in preparation for the National Certificate of Language Proficiency test and
continued Finnish learning, demonstrate how formal, informal and non-formal learning
were intertwined in Ahmed’s personal curriculum, all playing an important role in
enabling him to develop his Finnish language skills. We have summarised the various
stages of Ahmed’s language learning journey and personal curriculum in Table 1, which
is provided as an appendix. This illustrates the main steps of his Finnish language
learning trajectories in formal, non-formal and informal contexts, and in relation to his
transition to the world of work.
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5 Discussion

In this article, we examine the Finnish language learning experiences of Ahmed, an
international higher education student, focusing on his language learning trajectories
before and after graduating from a Finnish university. The study approach is based on
multi-sited ethnography, with an emphasis on Ahmed’s language learning progress and
transition from one setting to another. The aim is not to describe or compare particular
language learning environments as static entities, but rather to understand them as
evolving processes. Through a biographic-narrative method, the study also illustrates
Ahmed’s lifespan related to the personal curriculum and its periods, which enable or
hinder his language learning and participation in integrative encounters.

The analysis of the findings shows that Ahmed’s language learning trajectories are
embedded in his personal curriculum. He had opportunities to learn Finnish in formal,
non-formal and informal learning settings. These settings provided the context for
integrative encounters that were intended to promote the integration of migrants into
the receiving country. The findings relating to the first research question, “How does
an international student experience learning Finnish from university studies to the
transition into working life?”, indicate that Ahmed’s Finnish language learning develops
over a long period of time and through various phases. This development is facilitated
by the micro-spaces in which he participates and by the extent to which these spaces
offer integrative encounters for interaction and learning. His Finnish language learning
trajectories are shaped by his attitudes toward language learning, his previous language
learning experiences, the goals he sets himself, and the opportunities afforded to him
as his personal curriculum unfolds across formal, non-formal and informal learning
environments. While all of these settings enabled integrative encounters that supported
his integration into Finnish society to some extent, they did not always provide ideal
conditions for learning Finnish. His language development was gradual and influenced
by the micro-spaces he engaged with, as well as the extent to which they facilitated
interaction and learning. Table 1 in Appendix 1 illustrates various sequences in Ahmed’s
personal Finnish language learning curriculum and how different micro-spaces and
contexts contributed to and enabled integrative encounters related to Finnish language
learning. Upon arriving in Finland, Ahmed enrolled in formal Finnish language courses
at the university, which were tied to his migration status as an international student.
Although these courses were offered alongside his master’s studies, they were often
disconnected from working life. There were also challenges related to the teaching
materials and methods used, as well as the limited opportunities to reach the target
proficiency level in Finnish set by the course organisers and the limited availability of
Finnish courses above the CEFR level B1. The lack of intensive general and specialised
Finnish courses further hindered his progress, preventing him from achieving a better
understanding of the professional Finnish language and from being included in the
workplace community. Additionally, his degree programme was taught in English, and
he socialised mainly with other international students, which limited his exposure to
Finnish. Thus, while university courses were his primary means of learning Finnish,
they were insufficient for developing language skills relevant to working life. Ahmed’s
experiences reflect a broader mismatch between the language of instruction in higher
education (English) and the local languages required for the labour market (Finnish or
Swedish), as highlighted in Finnish government strategies (e.g., Ministry of Economic
Affairs and Employment, 2016) and earlier studies (e.g., Mathies & Karhunen, 2021;
Saarinen, 2020). Despite recognising this mismatch, it remains difficult for higher
education institutions to integrate Finnish language studies into degree programmes
due to limited curriculum space (ECTS credits) (Mathies & Karhunen, 2021). The extent
and level of Finnish language studies also vary across bachelor’s/master’s degree
programmes and higher education institutions; meanwhile, these studies are mostly not
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required for doctoral degree programmes (Saarinen et al., 2016). Since English is used
as the working language in many higher education workplaces, Finnish language skills
have not necessarily been considered a barrier. Furthermore, previous research suggests
that the required level of language proficiency and the purpose for which it is required
may vary from one workplace to another (see Flubacher et al., 2016). Hence, Ahmed’s
experience shows that although the need for substantial reforms to improve Finnish
language education for international students is widely acknowledged, these reforms
still need to be implemented in order to promote students’ integration into the Finnish
labour market.

In answer to the second research question, “What does this experience reveal about
the language learning environments of an international student during studies and after
graduation?”, our analysis illustrates how Ahmed’s learning of the Finnish language in
formal learning environments is associated with his migration, legal and labour force
statuses on the one hand, and integration and employment services on the other. As
an international student and subsequently as a migrant worker, he was left outside the
scope of the state integration programme, including integration services under the Act
on the Integration of Immigrants and Reception of Asylum Seekers (493/1999) and the
Act on the Promotion of Immigrant Integration (1386/2010). According to these acts,
integration services, such as Finnish language courses organised as part of integration
training, were primarily provided to migrants who were unemployed jobseekers
or recipients of social assistance on a non-temporary basis (see also Act on Social
Assistance, 1412/1997). As an international student and migrant worker, Ahmed was
also left outside the employment services because these services were primarily offered
to migrants who were considered unemployed jobseekers in accordance with Finnish
legislation (Act on Public Employment and Business Service, 916/2012). Consequently,
Ahmed had to rely on self-study to improve his Finnish language skills for employment
purposes. He only gained access to formal, employment-related language training after
becoming an unemployed jobseeker and registering as a TE Office customer, in addition
to becoming a Finnish citizen. Ahmed’s experiences, therefore, highlight the inadequacy
of integration and employment services in supporting motivated individuals who fall
outside their narrow eligibility criteria, despite the clear need for language learning to
enhance employability (see also Tarnanen et al., 2015).

As the study findings indicate, Ahmed’s development of the Finnish language in non-
formal settings was closely tied to his workplace tasks, and in informal learning settings,
it occurred through social interactions at work. These contexts provided significant
support for his language acquisition, consistent with findings from earlier studies
(e.g., Sandwall, 2010; Sahradyan, 2015, 2022). His multilingual repertoire also played a
valuable role in learning Finnish, which is consistent with research conducted in Finland
and beyond (e.g., Creese & Blackledge, 2015; Poyhonen et al., 2018). Thus, workplace
learning depended on a combination of individual initiative and the opportunities
offered by the work environment (Billett, 2001; Tynjald, 2013).

Overall, Ahmed’s experiences demonstrate that successfully learning the Finnish
language required personal engagement, initiative and independence, both before and
after graduation. His language learning trajectories were shaped by a personal curriculum
and the more and less integrative encounters available to him. Initially, he attended non-
intensive Finnish language courses during his master’s studies, followed by self-study
Finnish and working in English. Later, as an unemployed jobseeker, he participated in a
Finnish working life course offered by the TE office and eventually improved his Finnish
skills through part-time work at an NGO. Ahmed’s experiences reflect a broader pattern
among international students, who are expected to bear primary responsibility for
acquiring the language of their host country, particularly in terms of employment and
working life (for a similar discussion, see also Majakulma, 2011; Piller, 2016; Sahradyan,
2022). This aligns with a neoliberal perspective emphasising self-improvement and self-



Sahradyan & Virolainen 41

management (Martin Rojo & Del Percio, 2020), in which responsibility for outcomes is
increasingly placed on individuals.

6 Conclusion

The research findings discussed above offer profound insights into the individualised
language trajectories of an international student in Finland, focusing not only on formal
butalso onnon-formal and informal language learning environments. These findings lead
to a nuanced understanding of the challenges and opportunities faced by international
students in learning Finnish from higher education to working life. The findings also
provide a comprehensive understanding of the effectiveness and suitability of Finnish
language learning opportunities related to international students’” employment needs.
These contributions might be vital for migrants, especially international students, as
well as for educators, officials, policymakers, practitioners and other specialists involved
in planning, monitoring and/or implementing Finnish language learning for adult
migrants inside and outside classroom contexts. The study findings, thus, suggest that it
is necessary to make changes to enhance multi-sectoral cooperation within and between
higher education institutions (e.g., universities, UAS) and significant actors (e.g.,
municipalities, integration and employment services, workplaces and NGOs), which
play a vital role in the development and implementation of integration and language
education policies and practices at the local level. There is also a need to address
discrepancies between the linear structure of Finnish language learning in official
education policies and the implementation of students’ personal curricula to make
improvements in the Finnish language courses offered to international students and
better respond to their needs for employment. Furthermore, it is important to reassess
how integration policies and practices promote international students” Finnish language
learning both before and after graduation, taking into account that knowledge of Finnish
may facilitate their participation and inclusion not only in working life but also in other
spheres of the receiving society. In this respect, further research is essential to expand
understanding of how international students” needs other than employment-related are
linked to their Finnish language learning opportunities during and after their higher
education studies. Moreover, while Ahmed’s story offers a nuanced account of the
Finnish language learning trajectories from the perspective of an international student
who gained citizenship and moved toward fuller participation in the receiving society,
the experiences of migrants with diverse educational backgrounds and their language
learning journeys also need in-depth investigation, particularly on how they develop
agency and identify the necessary affordances for learning Finnish across different
language learning settings.

From the perspective of the evolving field of language education, a limitation of
this study is that it was conducted at a time when Al-powered language translation
technologies in multilingual classrooms and workplaces were still in their infancy
(Pokrivcakova, 2019; Yu & Jiang, 2025). The utilisation of such technologies to support
Finnish language learning of international students in educational institutions and
workplace contexts deserves further study. As these technologies continue to develop
rapidly, they have the potential to reshape international students” experiences of learning
Finnish within formal, non-formal and informal learning environments.

In conclusion, the practical implications of this study highlight a contradiction
between policy objectives and the actual measures in practice to support labour market-
oriented language learning for international students, not only during studies but also
after graduation. On one hand, employment policies aim to retain highly educated
international students to address the workforce shortage associated with Finland’s ageing
population. On the other hand, neither universities nor municipalities offer sufficient and
effective Finnish language learning opportunities to help international students enter
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the Finnish labour market and facilitate their long-term stay in the country. Ultimately,
it appears that municipalities, which are responsible for integration and employment
services, expect universities to undertake the necessary concrete actions to enhance
Finnish language learning opportunities to meet international students” employment
needs, while universities expect municipalities to take that responsibility.
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Appendix 1.

TABLE 1. Finnish language learning trajectories, affordances and constraints.

Period in Ahmed’s perso-
nal curriculum

Relation to
Finnish language learning

Transitioning to
the world of work

High school,

upper secondary formal
education

in the country of origin,
formal learning

Upper secondary education gives a basis
for foreign language learning in general,

understanding concepts of grammar and
vocabulary

(not Finnish language as such)

Move to Western Asia

Vocational education,
environmental science and
forestry,

formal learning

Bachelor’s degree program-
me in

environmental science and
forestry,

formal learning

field of occupational
interest identified

Move to Europe and later move to Finland

Master’s degree program-
me in environmental
science and forestry,
formal learning

Finnish language courses at the university
(A1-B1):

+ Finnish grammar

+ basic-level Finnish language content
+/-standard Finnish, focus on reading and
writing skills

- oral Finnish language skills (listening and
speaking) less taught and practiced

- spoken Finnish was not taught and practi-
sed

- focus on grammar, less vocabulary

large groups did not support practising
language

the provision was limited,

non-intensive, a few hours per week

+ higher education gave
access to the world of
work

Full-time work in

an environmental consul-
tancy company and then at
a university,

non-formal and informal
learning

- English used in workplace interactions and
tasks

- use of English at the workplace

enabled participation in the workplace com-
munity, but not learning Finnish

- professional Finnish
language skills were not
developed, as English
was the working lan-
guage

- gained work experien-
ce and learnt about Fin-
nish workplace culture
through English as the
working language
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Self-studying Finnish lan-
guage on his own, non-for-
mal learning

+ personalised, based on individual needs
+ goal-oriented: prepared for the National
Certificate of Language Proficiency test

+ received the Finnish language certificate,
received citizenship

- no structured provision

(material, courses)

- focused on general Finnish, not professio-
nal Finnish

Finnish training course
offered to unemployed
jobseeker migrants

by the TE Office,
formal learning

+ a course on Finnish for working life for
unemployed jobseeker migrants

+ opportunity to practise Finnish language
skills

+ advised on job-seeking,
CV writing, professional
terms, types of work
contracts

+ prepared for Finnish
working life

Part-time work in

an NGO,

non-formal and informal
learning

+ Finnish was used in workplace interactions
and tasks

+ use of Finnish at the workplace

enabled participation in the workplace com-
munity

+ vocabulary and terms

- scattered, incidental approach to

language learning

+ professional Finnish
language skills developed
+ situated, employed
linguistic resources in
Finnish, English and
Arabic, drawing on his
own prior experience to
understand experiences
of moving from one
society to another and to
navigate administrative
systems in those societies

Note: + affordances for learning Finnish; - constraints for learning Finnish
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