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Language Revitalization Efforts of Meänkieli among 
Small Children in Sweden
The Arctic language environment is multilingual with several indigenous, minority, 
and majority languages in everyday use by the Arctic population. While the Sami 
languages are used transnationally in the Nordic countries, the additional Uralic lan-
guages Kven in Norway and Meänkieli in Sweden have only more recently received 
status as national minority languages in their respective countries. In this project, 
my focus lies on language policy and planning for Meänkieli, a national minority 
language in Sweden. Prior to its recognition in 2000 (ECRML 1998), Meänkieli was 
formally regarded as a variety of Finnish, but Meänkieli as a term has been used local-
ly since the 1980s in the northernmost parts of Sweden (Lainio & Wande 2015). This 
late recognition may have contributed to a public unawareness of Meänkieli and the 
minority group among the majority population (ISOF 2020). Meänkieli was used in 
Sweden long before the border between Sweden and Finland was drawn in 1809 and 
is thus a part of both the Swedish and the Arctic linguistic ecology.

Although Meänkieli is to some extent in use, contemporary multilingualism 
among the minority group needs statutory protection and perseverance. Meänkieli 
has traditionally been a domestically spoken language but today it is used for the 
most part by older people and is not available to younger generations to any great 
extent (Valijärvi et al. 2022). In language revitalization studies, language survival is 
often closely connected to intergenerational mother tongue transmission (Fishman 
1991), that is, parents’ possibilities to use the language with their children. When this 
language transmission is compromised, minorities depend on language education to 
learn and develop their languages. In this project, the focus of interest is the right of 
children to learn, develop, and use their national minority language in educational 
settings. The objective is to study the language socialization process of small children 
in Meänkieli-medium preschools.

In Sweden, the rights of national minorities to learn, develop, and use their na-
tional minority languages are stated and regulated in the National Minorities and Mi-
nority Languages Act (SFS 2009:724) introduced in 2010, and are further supported in 
the Swedish Education Act (SFS 2010:800) and the School Ordinance (SFS 2011:185). 
Municipalities have the responsibility to arrange preschools with Meänkieli as a me-
dium of instruction. This makes preschools available language spaces where language 
socialization of Meänkieli can take place, which is particularly important to children 
and their families who do not have access to Meänkieli in their homes. 

Educational language policies are essential to language revitalization. By study-
ing the language socialization process of small children in Meänkieli-medium pre-
schools, I intend to provide insights into factors influencing language transmission 
patterns and how language policies, ideologies and practices impact language social-
ization processes and outcomes. This knowledge can inform planning strategies that 
support Meänkieli language revitalization efforts among small children and promote 
language use and language transmission within the speech community. 
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