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                                                                                        5 Results and observations

                                                                5.4 Observations of Aleksei’s bilingual development

                                
                    As far as observations of my child’s bilingual development and the ability to differentiate 
 two languages are concerned, I could say that I tried to arrive at them from the objective 
 perspective. Relying on the respondents’ answers, I have extracted the topics that reoccur in 
 each interview: parents’ background; language distribution at home; children’s responses to 
 parents’ language strategies; parents evaluating children’s fluency in Russian and Finnish; 


children showing preferences for a particular language; parents reporting on the children’s 
 ability to differentiate languages. Applying the same topics to my child’s case and analyzing 
 them  in  accordance  with  the  qualitative  convention  of  the  research,  which  is  mostly 
 experience-based,  is  the  essential  procedure  that  minimizes  the  possible  degree  of 
 subjectivity.  


The bilingual setting of my son Aleksei (aged 2.7 by the time the research started) has been 
 shaped by the “one person-one language” strategy, implemented by his parents, me speaking 
 Russian and his father speaking Finnish. Before Aleksei reached the age of two, we used to 
 speak  Russian  only  among  each  other,  but  as  soon  as  Aleksei  started  to  produce  speech 
 actively, the father started to  speak more Finnish to  me, so as the son  would  learn more 
 Finnish indirectly from father’s and mother’s conversations. It seems to be most natural to 
 speak in the native language with children, so the “one parent-one language” strategy has 
 been  adopted  in  our  family  mainly  because  it  helps  us  to  express  us  fully  in  the 
 communications with the child and to ensure Aleksei’s development in both languages at 
 least at this young age.  


Even  though  nowadays Aleksei’s  father  and  I  interchangeably  use  both  languages  in 
Aleksei’s presence, Aleksei consistently uses Russian when talking to me and Finnish  to his 
father.  Even  in  the  flow  of  speech  he  tends  to  separate  languages  when  addressing  two 
parents simultaneously. He may say:  


(65) me mennään reitille tänään (we are going hiking today) – sinä (pointing at his father), 
 minä (pointing at himself) …ты [ty] (pointing at his mother) (“you” in Russian).  


From the time Aleksei’s conscious speech production appeared, he followed the strategy we 
 had implicitly set, and thus a “one parent-one language” routine has formed his ability to 
 differentiate the languages from an early on.  It could be easily noticed how he expressed 
 delight at our encouragement to respond to us in Russian and in Finnish: he used to bring his 
 favourite toys and name them in both languages to each parent accordingly. It has not been 
 always easy to support the role of Russian in our everyday life because of the dominance of 
 input in Finnish, but as I see, Aleksei certainly feels affection to the mother’s language and 
 has discovered the joy of being able to communicate to his relatives who speak Russian. 


Similar behavior was noticed by Ekaterina, who suggested that despite the dominance of 
 Finnish, Kari is emotionally tied to his mother through Russian and prefers to express his 
 feelings in Russian. 


As far as Aleksei’s responses to his parents are considered, there are exceptions, when the 
 father asks Aleksei in Russian, Aleksei replies in Russian, but it is most probable that Aleksei 
 replies in Finnish, even if the father asks him something in Russian for amusement. I have 
 also tried to name some toys in Finnish, but Aleksei once told me:  


(66) Don’t say like this, dad says like this.  


It is fascinating, how small children show sensitivity to the language strategies their parents 
stick  to  while  communicating  with  them.  Even  though  the  number  of  Finnish-speaking 
friends  and  acquaintances  is  greater  than  that  of  Russian  ones  in  this  family,  Aleksei 
recognizes those who speak Russian and keeps in his memory associations that refer him to 
what they said and did. When meeting new people Aleksei seems to wait for the language 
they start talking with him and as soon as he makes sure the person speaks Russian, he joins 
in conversing with them in Russian. Similarly, all parents in the interviews reported that their 
children follow the conversation in a language initiated by the interlocutor.  


While  talking  via  phone  with  his  Russian  grandparents,  he  always  participates  in 
 conversations  and  retells  in  Russian  what  has  happened  to  him  in  the  Finnish-speaking 
 setting. There has not been any significant language mixing, except the cases when Aleksei 
 aged a bit younger than 2-year-old used to call a grandfather as “ukki” and grandmother as 


“mummi” even when we talked in Russian, and vice versa when he speaks Finnish, he calls 
 Russian grandparents as “бабушка” [babushka] (grandmother) and “дедушка” [dedushka] 


(grandfather).  Nowadays  Aleksei  he  uses  the  words “ukki” and “mummi” only  when 
 speaking Finnish, and names them as “babushka” and “dedushka” when talking about them 
 in Russian. 


Since I observed my son’s bilingual development also from the researcher’s perspective, I 
 find it appropriate to be able to evaluate his fluency in the languages he speaks. As far as I 
 see, Aleksei’s speech in Finnish is developing very intensively, because we currently live in 
 Finland  and  he  is  exposed  to  Finnish  language  more  often  than  to  Russian.  Exposure  to 
 Finnish within the daycare environment  has  enriched Aleksei’s vocabulary  and  grammar 
 constructions, he utters complex sentences, like:  


(67) mina en halua kävellä, haluan mennä autolla, koska on nopeampaa.  


When asked in Finnish, he immediately responds without making pauses to think or retrieve 
 some particular word from his memory. Also, while describing a picture, a story or while 
 playing he would use more complex language structures, than in Russian. His imagination 
 brings out vivid expressions more often in Finnish, he once said to his father:  


(68) Laitetaan minun potkupyörä puristimet.  


Aleksei created his own word for “polkimet” for pedals. When he sees a car parked in the 
 street he says:  


(69) Kuljettaja meni kotiin lepäämään/ ostamaan ruokaa.  


At the same time, I read a lot in Russian, and it seems to enrich his vocabulary – he willingly 
 retells stories that we have recently read to me and remembers very rare words and phrases 
 that I am so surprised to hear him quoting, like:  


(70) the yacht moored to the quay.  


Nowadays Aleksei frequently asks “why” and expects us to explain thoroughly. He may ask 
 me (71) Why does the door open automatically/ the light switches on automatically?  


(72) What for does the excavator dig the ditch? 


 (73) Why does the snowplow take away snow? As soon as he learns that there should be a 
 base on the place of a ditch, and a house will be built there, he may develop the message in 
 his own way and say that the house will be high and have four windows.  


I  have  also  noticed  that  Aleksei’s morpho-syntactic  utterances  in  Russian  are  slightly 
 influenced by Finnish. In Finnish he says:  


(74) laita valot päälle.  


Sometimes Aleksei may say in Russian:  


(75) Положи свет [polozhi svet] (put on the light)t and use the verb which only denotes 
 the action of putting something on something, instead of using the verb denoting the action 
 of switching. So, the influence of the Finnish verb “laita”, which means both “to put” and 


“to switch” is evident in Aleksei’s speech.    


Aleksei  tends  to  reply  in  Finnish  more  elaborately,  without  hesitating  which  word  or 
 expression to use in the context. It takes him a bit longer time to ponder in order to react 
 appropriately to the address or request in Russian especially if asked by unfamiliar people. 


Even though, Aleksei’s vocabulary in Russian is quite rich and versatile, he still seems to 
favour speaking Finnish when playing on his  own.  Kari and  Liisa, children from  
mixed-lingual families also tend to be more confident speaking Finnish, at the same time, Timur 


from a Russian-speaking family, also has a habit of playing in Finnish after being brought 
 home from the daycare.  However, Aleksei sticks to communicating in Russian with me, his 
 relatives and friends, for the reason it has become so habitual for him to keep contact with 
 them and essential to understand each other.  


Aleksei’s ability to differentiate Russian and Finnish is evidently noticed while he is playing 
 with his Finnish grandparents names some toys, or objects in Russian as they ask him to do 
 so.  It  gives him  great  joy  to  show them that he  knows both  names  for some toy in both 
 languages and see them admire and wonder how he switches between languages so easily. 


The  same  works  with  Russian  grandparents  and  the  encouraging  reaction  is  probably 
 motivating  him  to  keep  using  Russian  as  willingly  as  Finnish.  Leo  was  also  reported  to 
 switch to speaking Russian with his grandparents and respond in Finnish to his father at the 
 same time.  


Deliberate language mixings only happen in amusing contexts when Aleksei is fully aware 
 of the wordplay, he may say to his father:  


(76) olin kruzhokissa, i.e. lastenkerhossa (“kruzhok” - hobby club) (I was in the hobby club). 


He knows the word for hobby club in Finnish but prefers using the Russian alternative and 
 adds Finnish affixes to make it sound nativized. Liisa’s parents illustrated how the girl enjoys 
 joking in Finnish and Russian, on purpose creating amusing word plays  (as in 63) “äiti – 
 lehmä”  Daria  was  also  reported  to  play  in  Finnish  in  order  to  entertain  her  father  who 
 initiated the conversation in Finnish, like (as in 17) Missä on lunta? “Täällä on lunta”.  


My  observer’s  task  was  to  give  meaning  to  the  experience  of  the  children’s  bilingual 
development  presented  by  the  parents  and  explore  the  complexity  of  the  phenomenon, 
described in the research. The observations and comments by the parents proved to be an 
essential  constituent  for  establishing  the  explanatory  basis  of  the  process  of  languages 
differentiation.  Overall, the topic was approached from the viewpoints of the parents who 
raise bilingual children and my perspective of a researcher and mother of a bilingual child. 


Taken together, the data yielded the following conclusions, which are presented in the next 
chapter.  
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