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Abstract - The aim of the study is to explore the impact of the acculturative social variables, proposed by Schumann (1978), 
on nine adult Arab learners of Finnish. In-depth interviewhas been utilisedas a method of data collection. ATLAS.ti version 
7 software was used for managing and analyzing data. The findings showed that; the participants are socially distant from the 
Finnish host society, they have the intention to stay in Finland for long time and adaptation was chosen as an integration 
pattern,lack of similarity between the participants’ native culture and that of the host Finnish community, and 
interactivesocial activities are limited to Finnish courses only.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  
 
Finland embraces some foreign population from 
different parts of the world and from different 
nationalities; Finland is “becoming more and more 
multicultural and multilingual country” (Igbarria, 
2002:19). Arabs form a reasonable part of that 
population and Table 1 below explains the population 
of Arabs in Finland and from various Arab countries.  
Apparently, the highest rate of Arab immigrants 
comes from Iraq and as mentioned earlier it is due to 
the deteriorated situation there after the Anglo-
American invasion (2003). However, the situation is 
not much different for Arabs coming from countries 
like Egypt, Sudan, and Tunisia that witnessed 
“movement of people fleeing from dire economic 
prospects, political instability and sometimes the 
violence of civil conflicts” (Novotny, 2012:17).    
The researcher is an Arab learner of Finnish and it 
has been noted that adult Arab immigrants live in a 
large social isolation inside the Finnish community 
and they depend mainly on teachers of the Finnish 
courses to learn about the local culture. Moreover, the 
influence of the social distance is clearly reflected on 
the process of learning Finnish for this category of 
learners. They finds it difficult to interact and 
communicate with Finns and then to acculturate to 
the Finnish society. There is a need to explore the 
impact of the acculturative social variables, proposed 
by Schumann (1978), on adult Arab learners of 
Finnish to diagnose and understand the reasons that 
stand behind the big social chasm between the 
participants as Second Language (L2) group and the 
Finnish host society as Target Language (TL) group 
andto identify the other difficulties that accompany 
the acculturation process.  
Schumann (1978:29) defined acculturation as “the 
social and psychological integration of the learner 
with the target language group”. In the same line, 
Sam (2006:11) argued that “Acculturation covers all 
the changes that arise following contact between 
individuals and groups of different cultural 

backgrounds”. For immigrants, acculturation and L2 
acquisition are related and complete each other; 
efficiency in L2 eases the process of acculturation 
and good integration helps in rapid L2 acquisition. 
Brown (2000:182) correlated between L2 learning 
and acculturation that “SLL involves the acquisition 
of a second identity; this creation of a new identity is 
at the heart of culture learning, or what some might 
call acculturation”.  
1.1. Finns protest against asylum seekers      
The impact of the Finnish society and the Finn 
stereotype is very clear on the immigrants’ 
acculturation process. The Finnish society is rather 
isolated and Finns are not inclined to socialize with 
foreigners and especially inhabitants of small towns; 
however, they prefer to socialize in certain places like 
bars and night clubs. Finns are taciturn, reticent 
hardworking people, and prefer listening than talking 
(Jaworski, 1997; Peterson, 2009). The Finnish society 
has a negative attitude toward foreigners and that is, 
undoubtedly, reflected on the Second Language (L2) 
learning process in the Finnish context. 
Sajavaara&Lehtonen(1997:275) argued that “Finnish 
culture is closed and it is characterized by a high 
degree of uniformity. Its members are highly 
suspicious of anything that is foreign and different.  
The uncontrolled influx of immigrants who arrived in 
Finland between 2015- 2016 led to a mounting 
xenophobia and hostility towards immigrants in 
general and pushed thousands of Finnish protestors to 
demonstrate against the asylum seekers. The 
continuous anti-immigrant voices and the rising 
numbers of asylum seekers forced the Finnish 
government to reconsider and decide a list of drastic 
changes to immigration policy 
 1.2. Research on Acculturation 
The reviewed literature shows a dearth of studies that 
tackle the acculturation process of adult immigrants 
in Finland. Moreover, in the Finnish context, research 
on Arab immigrants learning Finnish and 
acculturating into Finnish society is greatly lacking. 
However, there are some studies that have been 
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conducted by researchers from different parts of the 
world like Okeke 2007 US; Hasting 2012 Saudi 
Arabia; Rafieyan 2014 US; Spenader 2011 Sweden 
and only two studies that have tackled integration 
issues of immigrants in Finland, like 
Mwai&Ghaffar’s (2014) and Oguntuyi’s (1998). 
Table 2 below shows in details these studies.  
 
II. PROCEDURES  
 
The aim of the present study is to explore the impact 
of the acculturative social variables on the 
acculturation process of a group of 9 adult Arab FSL 
learners. Therefore and to fulfill the aim of this study, 
a qualitative approach is appropriate and will be 
adopted in this case study. According to 
Bogdan&Biklen (1998:4) “qualitative research has 
actual setting as the direct source of data”. The 
participants of this study are nine adult Arab FSL 
learners taking beginner level course,for immigrants, 
in Finnish at ‘HelsinginAikuisopisto’ Institute of 
Adult Education in Helsinki city and they are of 
different backgrounds and different levels of 
education received at their home countries. In-
depthinterview has been used to explore the impact of 
the acculturative social variables on the participants’ 
process of acculturation into the Finnish 
society.Bogdan&Biklen (1998:94) supported the 
prominence of interview in qualitative research and 
argued that “Interview is used to gather descriptive 
data in the subjects’ own words so that the researcher 
can develop insights on how subjects interpret some 
piece of the world”. All of the participants, learners 
and instructors, were interviewed and the interviews 
were guided by Schumann’s (1978) Acculturation 
Model. All of the interview were transcribed verbatim 
and put in Word documents. Primary documents were 
assigned and names were given to each primary 
document. The next step was coding the primary 
documents and topic-related themes emerged. The 
relationship between the emerged themes, subthemes, 
and sub-subthemes were presented in shape of 
network views using ATLAS.ti,  
 
III. RSULTS AND DISCUSSION  
 
The participants reported the impact of the seven 
social variables proposed by Schumann (1978). The 
emerged themes revealed that some of these social 
variables are related to the participants only and some 
others are related to both, the (TL) and the L2 groups. 
 
3.1. Individual related social variables  
Adaptation has been chosen by all of the participants 
as their integration strategy. The participants 
preferred to acquire some of the Finnish life style and 
values juxtaposed with their native life style and 
values. However, they maintained their native 
traditions and values by sending their young children 
to Arabic and Islamic classes, cooking their 

traditional dishes and adhering to buying ‘Halal’ food 
from eastern shops in Helsinki.  
  
According to Schumann Acculturation Model (1978), 
the degree of cohesion among the second-language 
learning (2LL) group members decides the level of 
interaction with target language (TL) group. The size 
of the 2LL group also decides the level of contact 
with the TL group. The situation in Finland is rather 
different, there are around 22,000 people who speak 
Arabic in Finland(Finland Statistics, 2017) and there 
is a reasonable Arab population living in Helsinki, 
however, the participants reported a relatively limited 
intragroup and very limited intergroup contact. The 
limited intergroup contact might be attributed to a 
number of facts including; the antisocial stereotypical 
Finns, the different culture and tradition of the 
participants, and the fact that the participants are not 
working people. Accordingly, the formal contact 
setting with Finns is missing and the acculturation 
process is faltered. 
 
The participants usually meet their intragroup people 
at schools and there is no real social interaction 
among Arab families in Finland. This might be 
explained that Arab families live in small flats which 
are not suitable for reception of guests. Besides the 
cold weather in winter that makes people stay in their 
warm homes away from any social activities. Thus, 
the intragroup cohesiveness and size, as social 
factors, do not seem to have any influences on the 
participants’ acculturative process and the process of 
learning Finnish. The situation has yielded lack of 
contact with native speakers of the target language 
and that was negatively reflected on the learning of 
Finnish. This finding is inline with Okeke (1999) and 
Hasting’s (2012)studies in which the adult African 
ESL learners reported a limited contact with 
American host society and American EFL teachers 
experienced severe isolation in compounds in Saudi 
Arabia .  
 
The intended length of residence is another important 
social factor that is directly related to the immigrants 
themselves, whether they intend to stay for long time 
in the host country or not and that, eventually, 
determine their desire and need to have good contact 
with the TL group.  All of the participants came from 
conflict areas, (e.g. Iraq, Syria) and reported that they 
intend to stay in Finland for long time. This social 
factor can promote the participants motivation in 
leaning Finnish and acculturating into the Finnish 
host society.  
 
3.2. Common social variables      
Schumann Acculturation Model (1978) is based on 
the concept of the social and psychological distance 
between the 2LL group and the TL community; 
moreover, the degree of 2L acquisition is determined 
by that important factor. The participants feel inferior 
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to the Finns with a social and cultural distance 
between them. Besides, both groups are not culturally 
equal, and thus, the contact between them is very 
limited. The gap between the two groups assumedly 
affects the participants’ acculturation into the Finish 
culture and the process of learning Finnish. This 
finding supports Oguntuyi’s (1998) claim that the 
relationship between African immigrants and Finnish 
women is not equal and there is a social distance 
between them. It is also congruent with Hasting’s 
(2012) findings that revealed a big social and cultural 
distance between American teachers (living in an 
isolated compound) and the Saudi community that the 
teachers could not learn Arabic or the Saudi culture.  
According to Schumann (1986:381), enclosure 
deemed high if the 2LL group and the TL group do 
not share “same churches, schools, clubs, recreational 
facilities, crafts, professions and trades”. The 
participants affirmed that they do not share any 
religious or social activities with the Finns and that 
the contact between them is limited. All of the 
participants originated from Muslim Arab countries 
and their religious and cultural backgroundsare 
different. For example, they cannot be in unisex 
activities, like gym and sport clubs. Accordingly, 
enclosure is a key acculturative social factor and 
acculturative process seems not facilitated.  
Similarity between the two group is one of 
Schumann’s (1986) Acculturation Model precepts. 
He proposed that similarity between the two cultures 
eases the intergroup contact and facilitate process of 
TL learning. However, there are no commonalities 
between the participants’ culture and that of the 
Finnish host society. In addition, religion, language, 
norms, traditions, social relations, ceremonies, and 
beliefs of both groups are all different, and hence the 
cultural distance between them is large. Theimpact of 
dissimilarityon the acculturation process was also 
evident in studies like Hasting (2012), Okeke (1999), 
Rafieyan (2014).  
The last individual acculturative social factor is 
attitude. This factor is essential for establishing good 
and equal relationship between multicultural groups 
According to Schumann (1986:382), “if the L2 group 
and the TL group have positive attitude toward each 
other, second-language learning is more likely to 
occur than if they view each other negatively”. The 
participants reported positive attitude towards the 
Finnish language with a desire to learn the Finnish 
culture; yet, their perceptions on attitudes adopted by 
Finns towards immigrants were negative. The regular 
attacks against some immigration reception centres 
and the street protesters against the presence of the 
immigrants are very clear evidences about the 
negative attitude of Finns towards immigrants. this 
explicit outrage against them, undoubtedly; affect 
their motivation and desire for learning Finnish and 
acculturation into the Finnish society and hence, the 
chances of success are less. 

 
CONCLUSION  
 
1. Large social and psychological distance between 

the participants and the Finnish host society. 
2. Adaptation was the participants’ integration 

strategy. 
3. Lack of social interactive activities and limited 

contact between the participants and the Finnish 
host society. 

4. Lack of similarity between the culturesof  the TL 
and 2LL groups.  

5. The participants have positive attitude towards 
the Finnish society and Finns’ attitude deemed 
negative. 
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