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In Norway, Saturday schools, which are usually established to provide possibilities for
children from immigrant families to learn about heritage languages and culture, can also
include mathematics learning. However, the reasons why parents want their children to learn
mathematics in their home languages has not previously been investigated. Consequently, we
present case studies of three immigrant parents. Each parent was interviewed individually. In
each case, the main reason for enrolling their children was to gain more opportunities to
develop their language skills. However, they had individual reasons for sending their children
to learn mathematics which were connected to what the parents considered would increase
opportunities for their children’s future education. For each parent, mathematics was
important for their children to understand and use in order to gain access to future educational
opportunities.
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Introduction

The focus of this research is to explore why three immigrant parents to Norway chose
to enrol their children in Saturday schools to learn mathematics. Saturday schools are
common throughout the world, including in Ireland (O’Brian & Long, 2012). Some, although
not all, provide opportunities to learn mathematics. With increasing numbers of children who
themselves or whose parents are immigrants in many European countries, such as Ireland and
Norway (Heckman, 2008), there is likely to be an increase in enrolment in such schools. This
is because Saturday schools, set up by parents, sometimes in collaboration with the home
country education system, provide one way of maintaining language and cultural knowledge
(Okumura & Obara, 2017). Knowledge about Saturday schools can provide a way for
curriculum content to act as a bridge between an immigrant community’s cultural knowledge,
mathematical practices and social issues (Quintos & Civil, 2007). Yet, in their study of a
Polish weekend school in Ireland, O’Brien and Long (2012) found that integration of the Irish
and the Polish ways of teaching and learning mathematics was done at the student level. Other
possibilities which do not put the weight of cultural integration around mathematics on
students, are needed. One way to do this is to understand why parents enrol their children in
Saturday schools.

Generally, students are enrolled in the local schools from Monday through Friday and
attend schools in their home languages, usually on Saturday, hence their name as Saturday
schools. However, in some places, they are given other names, such as weekend schools
(O’Brien & Long, 2012). Aoki et al. (2023) suggested that the teaching of mathematics at
Japanese supplementary schools, based on the Japanese national curriculum, would contribute
to children being able to seamlessly continue their education when they returned to Japan.
Similarly, O’Brien and Long (2012) noted that changing economic situations often meant that
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Polish immigrants returned to Poland after the Great Financial Crisis of 2008, indicating that
the need for children to integrate back into Polish schools was likely to be one consideration
for parents in enrolling their children into the Saturday school. Taking a different perspective,
Okumura and Obara (2017) stated that the intention for teaching mathematics in Japanese
supplementary schools was that “the mathematical knowledge acquired in the supplementary
schools can be applied to learning mathematics in local schools” (p. 25). The mathematics
learnt in Saturday schools is considered not to be in opposition to what is taught in local
schools but to be in alignment with it. However, as noted earlier O’Brien and Long’s (2012)
research showed that often the responsibility for integrating the two systems fell on the
students. Although these two perspectives are mentioned as possible reasons for students to
learn mathematics at Saturday schools, there remains a lack of research on the reasons why
parents value their children attending these schools to learn mathematics (Ferstad, 2020).
Therefore, our research question is: how do parents who send their children to learn
mathematics in Saturday schools describe their educational aspirations for their children?

Previous relevant research

Research which has been done on the mathematics taught in Saturday schools (such as
Okurmira & Obara, 2017; Aoki et al., 2023), has focused on how one or more languages are
used to discuss mathematics. For example, Farsani (2015) investigated how gestures together
with English and/or Farsi, the Persian language, are used as a resource to teach mathematics
in a Persian Saturday school in England. He found that the gestures connected to a specific
language created a different conceptual understanding of mathematical concepts. Similarly,
Parvanehnezhad and Clarkson (2008) studied when children used Farsi, to solve mathematics
tasks at the Persian Saturday school in Australia. When the difficulty of solving the problems
increased, the children used Farsi more frequently. These studies provide insights into how
the home languages were used in these Saturday schools when learning or using mathematics,
but do not provide insights into how they contribute to the replication and maintenance of
cultural knowledge, through the teaching of mathematics. In contrast, O’Brien and Long’s
(2012) study investigated different actors’ views about attending Saturday schools. However,
the focus was on students’ views and parents’ educational aspirations for their children were
not discussed.

Yet, studies that investigated immigrant or minority parents’ views about mathematics
education have highlighted differences to what is taught and how in the schools that their
children attend during the week. Civil et al. (2005) compared how minority parents in
Barcelona (Spain) and Tucson (USA) perceived their children’s mathematics education. In
Barcelona, the parents largely accepted that their children had learnt new calculation methods,
which resulted in the old methods being replaced. In Tucson, some parents considered that the
teaching their children received in the local school was not good enough and the parents’
calculation methods were more efficient. Similarly, Takeuchi (2018) referred to previous
research that supported parents wanting to preserve mathematics from their home country.
This suggests that some parents may not see their local schools as being respectful of the
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efficient methods that children bring with them from home and previous schooling
experiences.

However, sometimes parents accepted that the children needed to learn new ways of
learning and doing mathematics and so did not resist their own methods being replaced by
these new ones. In Takeuchi’s (2018) empirical research focusing on Filipino immigrants in
Japan, when supporting their children to learn multiplication, preferred the Japanese
memorization methods rather than using a calculation method with their fingers which they
brought with them from their homeland. This seemed to be related to how they were
positioned in society and their lived histories which influenced what they considered to be the
valuable mathematics for their children to know. In Civil et al. (2005), a mother described
how she wanted her child to focus on the mathematics that they taught in the USA, rather than
continue with using mathematics from their home country. This was because the child would
grow up in the USA and they did not consider that their family would return to Barcelona.
The need to replace known methods with those taught in the local school seemed to be related
to immigrant parents seeing their children’s futures as being in the new country and to do well
in that country required them to abandon what they themselves were familiar with.

Although not referring to mathematics specifically, Hall et al. (2002) referred to an
example from a Tamil Saturday school, where the children attended because they wanted to
improve their results in the Norwegian school. Thomas (2019) found that Tamil parents in
Norway focused on ensuring that their children gained the most beneficial educational
opportunities, “Whether we can afford it or not, Tamil parents do everything in their power to
accommodate the educational needs of their children. They can work odd hours and sacrifice”
(Thomas, 2019, p. 14). Therefore, this research goes some way into understanding how
parents connect enrolling their children to learn mathematics in Saturday schools to the
educational aspirations that they have for those children.

Methodology

Following the research of Takeuchi (2018) and Civil et al. (2005), qualitative
interviews were used to elicit parents’ opinions about why they sent their children to Saturday
school. According to Johannessen, et al. (2016), the purpose of qualitative interviews is to
obtain full descriptions, so that an issue can be illuminated from several aspects.

The interviews were semi-structured and conducted with three mothers (R1, R2, R3)
in 2019 (Ferstad, 2020). At home, the families used Russian and Japanese (R1), Ukrainian
and Russian (R2) and Tamil (R3). At the time of the interviews, R1 had been in Norway, just
less than nine years; R2 for five years and R3, just over twenty years. R1 had two daughters,
10 and 7 years old. R2 had two sons, 6 years old and 1 years old. The oldest son had attended
the Russian Saturday school since he was 5. R3 had three daughters, 25, 21, and 14, who had
all attended the Tamil Saturday schools but the youngest one was the only one still at school.
All of the children had their weekly schooling, in Norway, and had continuously attended the
Saturday schools. The interviews were recorded and transcribed. Parents chose the language
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of the interview, R1 chose English, the other two Norwegian. The interviews lasted for 30
minutes (R3), 45 minutes (R2) and 90 minutes (R1).

In the interviews, parents were asked about the experiences of their children, about
their motivations for enrolling their children, their children’s participation both in their
Norwegian education as well as their children’s sense of belonging to the cultural groups
represented in the Saturday school. Following Hill’s (2020) research with teachers of high-
performing, immigrant students in Germany, a thematic analysis was undertaken of the
interview data. For this paper, we focus on the parents’ views on: enrolment in the Saturday
schools; learning the specialised mathematics terms in the home language; gaining their
children an advantage in learning and using mathematical skills and knowledge. Transcript
extracts for R2 and R3 were translated into English.

Findings

Although the parents sent their children to different Saturday schools, there were often
similarities in the points that they raised. For example, the main reason for the parents to enrol
their children in Saturday schools was to maintain and develop the children’s skills in the
home language.

R1: So, why we started, I mean basically everybody starts because of the

language. You know, what you realise as a.. somebody who trains to

maintain, your own mother tongue in your children, is that the, your
regular family language exposure is very limited.

R2: We come from Ukraine and for us it is very important that our children,
we have two, have knowledge of Russian and Ukrainian languages.
That was the reason why we sent the children to Saturday school.

R3: I think it is very important that children learn their mother tongue.

As well, the parents highlighted the role that the Saturday schools played in
developing their children’s awareness of the importance of culture, heritage, and friendships
with other children who spoke their home languages. This was often because there was a wish
to maintain links with the home country. R3 stated, “we have been to my home country again
and then my mother-in-law got a little angry because my daughter could not speak Tamil at
first.” The valuing of Saturday schools as supporting the development and maintenance of the
home language and culture is not surprising as most Saturday schools were established with
this intention (Okumura & Obara, 2017).

Each mother also described enrolling their children in mathematics at the Saturday
school because it would support the development of the children’s home languages and
cultural knowledge. This can be seen in the following quote from R1:

R1: And, math is added, by all schools, math is added.. mostly on demand,
because children are differently gifted mathematically. And for
majority actually there’s this need to go through things again. And then,
but also I feel, for my daughter because she didn’t need the
mathematics, we still left her in the mathematics class because, ... The
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way you talk about mathematics in a language, right, it gives you a
certain vocabulary. You use the phrases. You kind of need to know,
what’s multiplication, what’s addition, what’s subtracting...

Aoki et al. (2023) found that the Japanese teacher in the supplementary school in
Sweden was able to emphasise through the language specific aspects of fraction
representations. This was likely to extend the children’s understanding of fractions, which
were not easily recognisable in the Swedish language. Although these parents did not express
it in the same way, they also considered learning mathematics in the children’s “home
tongue” to contribute to the children’s mathematics learning in their Norwegian schools. For
R2, Saturday school provided an advantage, as their child started in Saturday school a year
earlier than starting in the Norwegian school.

R2: My son started at Saturday school last year, and the regular Norwegian
school this year. So, when he started Norwegian school he understood
the calculation method and which way to write 1, 2, 3, it was quite easy
for him. And we asked our teachers if he can get extra tasks at regular
school, and they said, “yes, he can”. But as we understand that we are
lucky because not all our friends have the same situation at school,
some teachers say that, “he can just wait until next year”, so we are
very grateful to our teachers.

This advantage from attending Saturday schools, noted by the Ukrainian mother, was
in alignment with what some Tamil parents in Norway have said about doing what they could
to support their children’s educational possibilities (Thomas, 2019). However, as noted by R2,
not all the parents felt that the Norwegian schools were willing to provide extra opportunities
for children who had earlier learnt mathematical knowledge and skills at Saturday schools. R1
repeatedly stated that the Norwegian school did not challenge her older daughter. In one story,
she said that she begged her daughter to take her Japanese textbook to her mathematics class
at school, but “she refused point blank because, “everybody would ask me, everybody would
talk about it””. Her daughter did not want to stand out. This frustrated her mother who felt
that her child was not receiving the mathematics education she needed. R1 found out about an
extension programme available at the Norwegian school, but was unable to work out how to
have her oldest child participate, because she did not have the knowledge of the schooling
system:

R1: If you’re a resourceful parent and you fight for your child, you get

something and if you are not, [ was starting as a foreigner and I didn’t

know anything about the Norwegian school, I.. I didn’t know what to
do ..

We found out too late that there was one child that was doing it. I
would have jumped on and they would have gone together if the school
had encouraged them to do it.

In O’Brien and Long’s (2012) study, the alignment of two educational systems was on
the shoulders of the students. However, the parents in our study are suggesting that they
wanted to engage with the schools and find ways to make bridges between the two systems
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but did not always find the appropriate ways to do that. This suggests that the local schools
could support parents to provide more input about their children which could be utilised in
what was being offered to the children.

For R1, the Japanese Saturday school provided her two children with mathematics
education which met their needs, which they did not receive at their Norwegian school. Thus,
the experiences from the Saturday school reinforced this mother’s concerns about their
children’s educational futures. Her concerns were in alignment with those raised by some of
the parents in Civil et al.’s (2005) research. Both R1 and R2 considered, that because of
possible changes in the parents’ work, their children may have to move countries, there was a
need for the children to have achieved an appropriate level of mathematics, in the new
country, an issue raised also by O’Brien and Long (2012) and Okumura and Obara (2017).

R2: In Ukraine, we have very strong mathematics subjects. Like for

example, if we decide to go back to Ukraine then it is good if my son
understands mathematics at the same level as in Ukraine. Or if we

decide to live in England for example. It is the same situation as
mathematics being a very strong subject in England.

For the Tamil mother, the situation was different because she saw her children’s
futures being in Norway and so it was important that her children gained good results to have
the best possible educational futures in Norway. Saturday schools provided support for her
children to achieve better results in the Norwegian school system. This parent did not
consider that the family would leave Norway and so the educational advantage for her
children came from improving their grades in the Norwegian school, something that she did
not think was possible without this extra support.

R3: Have sent the children to extra maths lessons because it is easier to do
homework and ..., if one is to explain, for example in the same mother
tongue then it is easier to understand. But the children are good at
Norwegian too, they understand. I have heard he is a very good maths
teacher, and he is in different meetings and explains problems, and the
children can easily understand, solve the problems. There are so many
students who have had teaching with him before, and then they got a
very good grade. At first, they only got 2, but eventually when they got
extra tuition, they had 5 and 6.

In the Tamil Saturday school, the mother reported that the parents appreciated the
teacher because he spoke Tamil and Norwegian. This meant that parents could get
information from him about how best to help their children with their Norwegian school
homework. As well, the teacher knew the Norwegian school system, so he could provide
appropriate extra tuition to help the students to get better grades. This was important for the
children’s future educational opportunities in Norway. Parents and students frequently sought
out extra mathematics support, particularly when it was time for Norwegian examinations.
This role for Saturday schools had not previously arisen in regard to teaching mathematics,
but clearly some immigrant parents have little opportunities to return to their home countries
or to move for work easily.
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Conclusion

In the interviews, the parents made clear that providing support for the children’s
knowledge of the home language was the main reason for enrolling their children in Saturday
schools. Although learning the specialised language of mathematics in the home language
was part of developing their children’s fluency, the parents also indicated that learning
mathematics at Saturday schools provided opportunities for children to achieve the
educational aspirations that the parents had for them. This could include, the children gaining
the knowledge and skills needed to be successful in other countries, where the parents
considered a higher level of mathematics was required than was expected in Norway, as well
as to gain higher grades in the Norwegian education system, necessary for opportunities for
further education. In raising these points, it seemed that the parents had not necessarily
accepted Norwegian school expectations about mathematics education and the possible
educational achievement that their immigrant children could gain at the local schools.

Although only a small studys, it is likely that there would be other immigrant parents
who had similar educational aspirations for their children. In some cases, those parents would
not have the possibility to gain extra mathematics education from the Saturday schools
because of a lack of availability in the areas in which they lived. However, in countries such
as Norway where schools are expected both to engage with parents about their children’s
education, there seems to be a need for more schools to find ways to do this more successfully
with immigrant parents.

Saturday schools have remained mainly unknown in mathematics education research.
If they have been researched the focus has generally been on issues to do with language in
mathematics. However, our findings indicate the need for more general research about
Saturday schools. For example, R2’s experiences suggest that research is needed to identify
the circumstances in which local schools are successful in making use of the knowledge and
skills that children bring from Saturday schools. This could contribute to students not having
to carry the responsibility to bridge the two educational experiences. Findings from this
research could then be included in professional development and initial teacher education.
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