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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

As an increasing number of multilingual children are enrolled in Received 13 July 2023
European schools, it is important to gain more insight into teachers’  Accepted 4 July 2024
attitudes towards multilingual approaches in education. The goal of  yevworDps

this study is to investigate the attitudes of primary school teachers in European countries;
Greece, Italy and the Netherlands, three countries that have a highly monolingualism;
multilingual student population but differ with respect to the migration multilingualism; primary
context and language policies. Using an online questionnaire, we school teachers; teachers’
assessed teachers’attitudes towards multilingualism in the school envi- attitudes; teacher training
ronment and their adherence to monolingual ideals. We aimed to com-

pare the three countries and investigate which factors related to the

teachers’ background and school characteristics predict teachers’

beliefs. The results suggest that teachers in Greece are significantly more

positive towards multilingualism than teachers in Italy and the

Netherlands, despite great individual variation. Moreover, for all three

countries, we found that having received training on multilingualism

had a positive effect on teachers'attitudes. In the Netherlands, we found

that teachers who taught a greater proportion of multilingual students

on average showed more positive attitudes towards multilingualism.

We discuss the implications of these findings for educational language

policy, highlighting the importance of evidence-based training on mul-

tilingualism for all teachers.

Introduction

In many schools across Europe and in the rest of the world, the student population has
become highly multilingual. Several migration processes during the last 50 years have led
to culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms, with students speaking different lan-
guages at home. In the research community, the benefits of growing up with more than one
language and the advantages of multilingual teaching approaches have been widely
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acknowledged (e.g., Garcia and Wei 2015). Yet, teachers’ beliefs are often still based on a
monolingual standard, and on outdated, negative views on multilingualism. These beliefs
tend to be linked to persistent myths, such as the idea that bilingualism confuses children,
and they lead to negative attitudes towards the use of other languages at school (see Bosch
and Foppolo 2024; Olioumtsevits et al. 2024). As a result, teachers may discourage or even
prohibit the use of other languages in class (e.g., De Angelis 2011; Pulinx et al. 2017).

Teachers have a fundamental role in the creation of an inclusive classroom environment
that acknowledges the full identity of the students; therefore, their attitudes towards mul-
tilingualism matter. Moreover, teachers with positive views about multilingualism tend to
have higher levels of trust in their multilingual students (Pulinx et al. 2017) and a higher
sense of self-efficacy when teaching second language (L2) learners (Karabenick and Noda
2004). Students’ performance is positively correlated with both teachers’ expectations
(Rosenthal and Jacobson 1968) and self-efficacy (Klassen and Tze 2014). As such, teachers’
attitudes towards multilingualism may directly and indirectly influence their students’
well-being as well as academic outcomes.

The present study investigates primary school teachers’ attitudes towards multilingual-
ism, and specifically their ideas about the inclusion of students’ native languages at school.
We conducted the study in Greece, Italy and the Netherlands, three European countries
where teachers’ attitudes towards multilingualism have not yet been investigated extensively.
All three countries have a greatly multicultural and multilingual student population, but
they differ with respect to the specific migration context, the socio-political climate and
current educational language policies.

Before turning to our research questions, we will first present an overview of previous
research on teachers’ attitudes towards multilingualism and of the migration context and
educational language policies in the three countries under investigation.

Previous research on teachers’ attitudes towards multilingualism

During the past decades, several studies have investigated teachers’ attitudes towards mul-
tilingualism and the inclusion of students’ native languages in the school environment, as
well as the factors that influence teachers’ beliefs. Considering international comparative
research, De Angelis (2011) investigated the beliefs of secondary school teachers in Italy,
Austria and the UK, three countries that have traditionally adhered to a monolingual hab-
itus, despite increasingly multilingual student populations. She found that, even though
teachers across countries showed some awareness of the benefits of multilingualism and
the importance of first language (L1) maintenance, they still believed in some persistent
misconceptions, such as the idea that using the native language will confuse students and
that it will hinder the acquisition of the majority language. Perhaps as a result, a notable
proportion of the respondents stated that they do not allow students to speak their native
language in class (64.3% in Austria; 25.5% in Italy; 26.7% in the UK). Focusing on Italy, a
more recent study found that Italian secondary school teachers held negative attitudes
regarding foreign or non-standard accents, which were strongly correlated with their views
on multilingualism and multiculturalism (Nodari et al. 2021).

Using the same materials as De Angelis (2011), Mitits (2018) compared the attitudes of
primary and secondary school teachers in Greece, which has attracted many migrants
during the last decade due to its geographical location at the border of Europe. Again, the
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results showed that teachers recognized the value of speaking different languages, but they
were nevertheless reluctant to integrate pupils’ L1s into their own teaching practice.
Primary school teachers, who tend to have a stronger pedagogical background and less
pressure to follow a rigid curriculum, were significantly more likely to feel responsible for
students’ L1 maintenance than secondary school teachers. Both in primary and secondary
education, teachers who were working in schools targeting minority students were more
likely to recognize the importance of L1 maintenance, as was the case for teachers with
less teaching experience, most likely due to their more recent and presumably more up-to-
date training.

Another important study on teachers’ attitudes towards multilingual and monolingual
practices in secondary education was conducted by Pulinx et al. (2017) in Flanders, a
Dutch-speaking region in Belgium, a country where French and German are the other
official languages. Recent educational language policies in Flanders tend to be based on a
strictly monolingual ideology, which may at least partly be explained by processes of sub-
state nation building and the region’s desire to consolidate a Flemish identity, despite the
presence of an increasingly large number of people with a migration background. The
results of this study showed that Flemish teachers strongly adhered to monolingual ideals,
displaying very negative attitudes towards the use of other languages within the school
environment. For example, 77.3% believed that multilingual students should not be allowed
to use their native language at school and 29.1% even agreed that it would be in their own
interest if they were punished for doing so. In contrast, only 6.8% believed that multilingual
students should have the opportunity to learn their home language at school. Teachers’
beliefs were significantly related to the ethnic composition of the school, with monolingual
attitudes being the strongest in schools with a mixed student population, compared to
schools in which there were almost exclusively or almost no students that belonged to an
ethnic minority. Furthermore, female teachers were more positive towards multilingualism
than male teachers.

In a partial replication of the study by Pulinx et al. (2017), Rinker and Ekinci (under
review, see Baumgartner et al. 2018) focused on secondary school teachers in Germany, a
country that has been a popular destination for migrants since the second half of the 20th
century. As a result, German society is characterized by great cultural and linguistic diversity,
despite the fact that German is the only official language (Adler and Beyer 2018). Rinker
and Ekinci’s results show that German teachers adhered significantly less to monolingual
ideals compared to the teachers in Flanders tested by Pulinx et al. (2017), although on
average they were still not very positive about multilingual practices in education. Female
teachers again showed more positive attitudes than male teachers. In addition, teachers
who had a multilingual background themselves tended to express more positive beliefs
about multilingualism (Rinker and Ekinci, under review; see Baumgartner et al. 2018).

A similar, relatively moderate stance towards multilingualism in education was observed
among students of teacher-education programs in the Netherlands, another European coun-
try that is characterized by immigration (Robinson-Jones et al. 2022). In that study, 60% of
pre-service teachers believed that it made sense for teachers to encourage pupils to use their
entire linguistic repertoire. Yet, 72% still believed that students should only speak Dutch in
class, even among themselves. This contradictory finding suggests a difficulty in translating
inclusive ideals and abstract knowledge to multilingual practices in the classroom. As sug-
gested by Duarte and Giinther-van der Meij (2022), teachers might need positive practical
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experiences and time to engage with new ideas in order to develop truly positive beliefs
about the use of students’ home languages in the classroom.

Three studies conducted in different Northern European countries which have also
attracted many migrants have revealed considerably more positive teacher attitudes towards
multilingualism. Sendergaard Knudsen et al. (2021) found that Danish primary school
teachers valued multilingualism and demonstrated awareness of the importance of L1 main-
tenance and a sense of responsibility for children’s bilingual development. A reason for this
may be that courses addressing the education of children with different language back-
grounds are a compulsory part of the teacher training curriculum. Two other studies also
found relatively positive multilingual mindsets among teachers in Sweden (Lundberg 2019)
and Finland (Alisaari et al. 2019). These studies showed that, overall, teachers tended to be
positive about multilingualism and well-aware of recent pedagogical concepts such as
translanguaging. Yet, some teachers still expressed skeptical views based on monolingual
ideologies, specifically regarding the use of students’ native languages for learning, which
may hinder the implementation of multilingual educational language policies (Alisaari et al.
2019; Lundberg 2019). Additionally, Lundberg (2019) found more positive beliefs about
multilingualism in female teachers and in teachers working in urban rather than rural areas,
while Alisaari et al. (2019) found more positive beliefs in teachers who had more experience
teaching L2 learners and in teachers who had received training on ‘linguistically responsive
teaching’

The importance of teacher training has been confirmed by several other studies (e.g.,
Flores and Smith 2009; Mitits 2018; Duarte and Giinther-van der Meij 2022; Pohlmann-
Rother et al. 2023). These studies consistently show that teachers who have received training
about multilingualism, L2 pedagogy or cultural diversity, tend to express more positive
attitudes towards multilingualism as well as towards the use of students’ native languages
at school and heritage language maintenance. Both pre-service training in the form of
university courses and in-service professional training appear to be effective means to
improve teachers’ attitudes (Pohlmann-Rother et al. 2023).

Altogether, the available literature suggests that teachers’ attitudes towards multilingual-
ism are related to many different factors, including individual characteristics of the teacher
and of the school in which they work, as well as their students’ linguistic and cultural
background. Moreover, there appear to be important differences between different national
contexts, which may be related to historical and socio-political factors. Given the latter, the
present study will compare the attitudes of teachers in Italy, Greece and the Netherlands.
In the next section, we will provide an overview of the national context in each of the three
countries under investigation, focusing on historical and current migration developments,
socio-political responses and attitudes towards migration, and educational language policies.

The migration context and language policies in Greece, Italy and The Netherlands

Greece, Italy and the Netherlands are all part of the European Union (EU), which is home
to 24 official languages in addition to 60 regional minority languages and a great number
of non-European languages that have been introduced by migrants. Multilingualism is thus
considered a top priority for the EU.! Not only does the EU encourage all citizens to acquire
at least two other European languages in addition to their native language, policies also
acknowledge and value the great linguistic diversity that is present in European societies
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due to processes of migration. For example, the European Commission emphasizes that
first- and second-generation immigrant students should maintain their native language
and preferably develop literacy in this language, urging member states to invest in the
education of teachers to prepare them for linguistic diversity in the classroom and in
research on inclusive, multilingual pedagogy (Dendrinos 2018). However, besides an advi-
sory role, the European Union only has limited influence on the development of national
language policies, which remain the responsibility of individual member states. With respect
to the three focal countries of this study, there are important differences in the specific
migration context and current language policies in education, related to various historical
and political processes. Each national context will be discussed separately, below.

Migration and language policies in Greece

Due to its position at the South-East border of Europe and its close proximity to Turkey,
Greece has been described as one of the gate-ways to Europe (Lamb 2016). Greece has
experienced a sharp increase in immigration in the last decade, which has changed the
student population. Since 2015, over one million migrants and refugees have arrived in
Greece, many of whom came from Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq (United Nations High
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)), 2022). Earlier immigration processes took place
from the 1970s, and specifically during the 1990s, when many people from Albania, other
Balkan countries and the former Soviet republics came to Greece (Kasimis and Kassimi
2004). In addition to recent immigration, it should be noted that, in the past century, Greece
also experienced large-scale emigration, particularly to the U.S. (Fakiolas and King 1996).

Public and political narratives regarding the economic consequences of migration have
been rather negative in Greece. Other concerns refer to safety issues and threats to ‘Greek
identity’ (Dixon et al. 2019). Although some evidence suggests that attitudes towards
migrants change drastically depending on whether they are expected to stay in Greece in
the long term or not (Papataxiarchis 2022), the More in Common survey by Dixon et al.
(2019) suggests that the majority of the population express some degree of solidarity with
migrants. In comparison with other European countries, including Italy and the Netherlands,
Greeks report ‘warmer’ feelings towards them. Greek society also appears to be less polarized
than other European countries when it comes to migration (Dixon et al. 2019).

In 2020, there were approximately 31,000 school-aged children with a migration
background in Greece, 13,000 of whom were enrolled in Greek primary and secondary
schools (UNICEF 2020). Since the first immigration peak in the 1990s, Greece has aimed
to follow the EU guidelines regarding linguistic diversity and the rights of students with
a migration background. During this time, Greece was still a relatively new EU member
state, and educational reforms were implemented to integrate successfully within the
European Union (Triandafyllidou and Gropas 2007). Starting from 1996, intercultural
schools have offered courses on the language and culture of the home countries of
students with a migration background. Newly arrived students attend reception classes
to learn Greek and to be prepared for the mainstream education program, after which
they may attend additional language support classes (Mertzani 2023). The new curric-
ulum that was developed in 2021 emphasizes the value of multilingualism. One of the
objectives is ‘Multilingual Communication, which encompasses the use of different lan-
guages in class, including students’ home languages, for oral and written language pro-
duction and comprehension (see Mertzani 2023). However, it has been argued that in
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practice multilingualism is mostly appreciated when it concerns European languages
that are associated with economic power, such as English, while the languages of migrant
groups continue to have low prestige (Kiliari 2009). As a result, ambitious plans of policy
makers regarding multilingualism and multiculturalism often fail to reach classrooms
(Olioumtsevits et al. 2024).

Migration and language policies in Italy

Similarly to Greece, Italy was a country of emigration rather than immigration for most of
the previous century (Bettoni and Tamponi 2021). Immigration to Italy started in the 1970s,
when domestic workers entered the country from Eritrea, Ethiopia and Somalia, and from
several South Asian countries. During the last two decades, the main focus in migration
policy has been on the migratory routes from Sub-Saharan and Northern African countries
through the Mediterranean Sea, constituting a second important entrance to Europe. Due
to the political unrest following the Arab spring movements, this type of migration strongly
increased since the early 2010s (Colucci 2018).

The prominent media coverage of immigrants arriving in rubber boats at the Italian
shores have contributed to the public perception of migration in Italy. This negative framing
of migration is closely linked to the rise of the radical right and populist parties, which
explicitly appeal to limit migration and foster traditional ‘Ttalian values’ (Binotto et al. 2016;
Dixon et al. 2018). The More in Common survey conducted by Dixon et al. (2018) shows
that many Italians view migration as one of the most serious concerns for their country,
mostly because of a fear of losing their cultural identity, perceptions of unsafety, and weak
prospects on the job market. Such negative attitudes go hand in hand with ‘deeper concerns
about integration’ (p. 5). Nevertheless, their results suggest that most Italians support the
principle of asylum and that in Italy there is still more support for human rights groups
than for extremist nationalist groups.

As a consequence of increased immigration, between 2010 and 2019 there was a 357%
increase of pupils with a migration background in Italy; official records by the Italian
Ministry of Education report that in the school year 2019-2020 they accounted for 12% of
the student population (MIUR - Ufficio Statistica e Studi 2021). Despite the cultural and
linguistic diversity that is currently present in many schools, the main legislation document
of reference remains the Immigration Law released in 1998 (specifically, Law 40/1998 and
legislation 286/1998, art. 38-39), which specifically addressed the right for non-Italian
minors to enter the public school system. Since then, the Italian government has released
very few policy statements regarding multilingualism in education. According to the guide-
lines released in 2014 by the Italian Ministry of Education (MIUR 2014), newly arrived
migrant children should be fully immersed in mainstream education to favor the natural
linguistic development of Italian and interaction with Italian-speaking peers, while they
should be offered adaptations of didactic materials to overcome language barriers, as well
as additional Italian classes. Moreover, it is emphasized that linguistic diversity should be
valued, for example by giving visibility to different languages in the school environment or
by teaching students’ native languages outside of school hours. Note, however, that these
are considered general suggestions rather than specific protocols. It remains unclear to what
extent teachers and school leaders are aware of such recommendations, and if and how they
implement them in educational practice (Nodari et al. 2021).
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Migration and language policies in The Netherlands

The Netherlands has a relatively longer recent history of immigration, starting with migra-
tion from former colonies (Indonesia during the 1950s and Surinam during the second half
of the 1970s). Another important migration process consists of the ‘guest workers’ who
were actively recruited from the Mediterranean area during the 1960s, and the family mem-
bers of Turkish and Moroccan migrant workers who arrived due to family reunification
and family formation processes in the following decades. Since the 1990s, when migration
policies became more restrictive, most migrants who enter the Netherlands are citizens
from other EU member states, highly skilled workers and asylum seekers (van Meeteren
et al. 2013).

Up until the 1980s, the public opinion regarding migrants tended to be relatively positive,
and the Dutch prided themselves on being tolerant and open-minded (Zwaan 2021). Since
then, political and public narratives have gradually become more negative and more divided,
as the challenges of a multicultural society became apparent. Moreover, the topic of migra-
tion became closely intertwined with concerns regarding segregation and fears about Islam
posing risks to ‘Dutch cultural identity’ (Zwaan 2021). During the last two decades, radical
right-wing politicians have successfully exploited these sentiments, and mainstream parties
have become increasingly critical of migration. At the same time, however, many Dutch
people still display openness to multicultural ideals. Dutch society is currently extremely
polarized with respect to migration, with 16.5% expressing anti-migrant attitudes, 31.8%
moderately critical attitudes, 33% moderately lenient attitudes and 18.7% pro-migrant atti-
tudes (Albada et al. 2021).

At the moment, approximately 30% of Dutch primary school pupils have a migration
background (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek (CBS), 2021). Like in Greece, newly
arrived migrant students typically attend reception classes, where they learn Dutch and
are prepared for mainstream education (Onderwijsraad 2017). However, the large major-
ity of students with a migration background are second generation migrants (CBS,
2021). During the 1980s and the 1990s, language policies in education were relatively
open to linguistic diversity, mirroring the multicultural and inclusive mindset that
characterized the preceding decades. For example, students with a migration back-
ground had the right to receive government-funded courses in their own language and
culture. Due to concerns about cultural segregation and attainment gaps between stu-
dents with and without a migration background, these programs were abandoned in
2004, as the focus shifted more and more to supporting the development of Dutch
language skills and a monolingual ideology became the norm (Tweede Kamer der Staten
Generaal 2004; Bjornson 2007).

Recently, there seems to be a new focus on multilingualism in education. Some local
governments, such as the municipality of Amsterdam, actively encourage schools to embrace
multilingualism (Gemeente Amsterdam 2023). Incorporating multilingualism in education
is also one of the core objectives of the new curriculum that is currently being developed.
According to these plans, linguistic diversity should be valued and incorporated in the
program, so that students can develop multilingual and meta-linguistic awareness, and use
their entire linguistic repertoire for learning, whilst feeling at home at school (SLO 2023).
This ongoing ‘multilingual turn’ has not reached all classrooms, since many teachers, school
leaders, politicians and policy makers remain convinced that Dutch should be the only
language used at school.
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Summary

The three countries under investigation all have multicultural and multilingual student
populations, and they are all advised by the European Commission to support the native
language development of first- and second-generation immigrant students and to prepare
teachers for linguistic diversity in the classroom. In all three countries, translating policies
to educational practice appears to be a challenge. Yet, there are also some important differ-
ences among the three national contexts that should be considered. Specifically, Italy and
Greece are both considered ‘gateways’ to Europe, which means that large numbers of
migrants have crossed their borders in the last decade, not only as a destination but also as
a means to access other European countries. In contrast, the Netherlands is mostly a des-
tination country with a longer history of immigration compared to Italy and Greece. While
the socio-political debate surrounding migration is hardening in all three countries, the
public opinion in Greece appears to be less polarized than in Italy and the Netherlands
(although even in Greece attitudes have become more negative when the possibility that
migrants remain in the country is taken into consideration).

Moreover, there are some important differences in language policy. Whereas the
Netherlands and many other European countries have increasingly put more emphasis on
integration and assimilation during the last decades, the tendency in Greece has been in
the opposite direction, with educational language policies becoming more focused on inclu-
sion and appreciating diversity. In comparison, Italy is mostly characterized by the limited
availability of language policies in education which, in addition, mostly remain on a theo-
retical level, with minimal practical implementation in the classroom. Additionally, in con-
trast to Greece and the Netherlands, there are no reception classes for newly arrived migrant
children in Italy, which means that this group is immediately integrated in the mainstream
education system. All these differences in the migration context, the socio-political climate
and current language policies may influence teachers’ personal attitudes towards multilin-
gual approaches in education.

Research questions

This study aims to investigate the attitudes of primary school teachers in Italy, Greece and
the Netherlands. As discussed in the previous section, all three countries have a highly
multilingual student population, but they differ with respect to some crucial factors. We
consider a wide range of possible individual variables that may predict teachers’ attitudes
towards multilingualism. We employ a close adaptation of the survey that has been used
by Pulinx et al. (2017) and by Rinker and Ekinci (under review, see Baumgartner et al.
2018), so that our results can be compared to other studies conducted in different countries.
Since most studies on this topic have focused on secondary schools, we have decided to
shift our attention to primary schools.
Our research questions are as follows:

1. How do teachers in Italy, Greece and the Netherlands view multilingualism and more
specifically the inclusion of students’ native languages in the school environment?

2. Which factors influence teachers’ attitudes towards multilingualism? Are attitudes
affected by country, teachers’ age, (L2) teaching experience, the proportion of multi-
lingual students in the classroom, the size of the city the teachers work in, training on
multilingualism, and whether teachers are multilingual themselves or not?



LANGUAGE AND EDUCATION 9

Methods
Participants

We recruited our respondents online by contacting schools directly, through teacher training
programs and through social media platforms (e.g., Facebook groups for teachers). All
participants were primary school teachers from different areas in Italy, Greece and the
Netherlands, excluding bilingual regions. Teachers who had experience working in bilingual
or international schools were not included in the sample.

The final sample consisted of 421 respondents in total (165 in Greece, 143 in Italy and 113
in the Netherlands). Most teachers in Italy were from the North (35% Lombardy, 19%
Piedmont, 14% Veneto), most teachers in Greece were from Central Macedonia (79%), and
most teachers in the Netherlands were from the South-Holland (46%) and North-Holland
(20%) regions. Our sample included teachers working in urban as well as rural areas (45% in
Greece, 35% in Italy and 49% in the Netherlands were working in cities with more than 100,000
inhabitants). In all three countries, the large majority of our respondents were working in
public schools (96% in Italy, 99% in Greece and 99% in the Netherlands). We observed some
differences between the three countries with respect to teachers’ level of education: in Greece
and the Netherlands, almost almost all of the teachers that responded to our questionnaire
had a degree in higher education, while only about half of the Italian respondents did. This
difference is mainly due to different teaching prerequisites in the three countries: in Italy, a
university diploma was not required for teaching in primary schools prior to 1990.

Based on the teachers’ responses, in each of the three countries the presence of multilingual
students in their classrooms varied greatly; on average, 27% of the pupils in Greece (SD =32%,
Range = 0-100%), 28% in Italy (SD=27%, Range = 0-98%) and 26% in the Netherlands
(SD=23%, Range = 0-100%) were multilinguals. When teachers were asked about the most
common native languages of their multilingual students, the languages that were mentioned
most often were Albanian and Arabic in Greece, Arabic and Spanish in Italy, and Moroccan
(i.e., Arabic or Berber) and Turkish in the Netherlands. A total of 91% of the teachers in Italy,
81% of the teachers in the Netherlands and 58% of the teachers in Greece indicated that they
had experience teaching L2 learners. In contrast, only 30% in Italy, 53% in the Netherlands
and 58% in Greece reported having received professional training on multilingualism. Note
that 20% of the teachers in Greece and 5% of the teachers in the Netherlands were teaching
in reception classes for newly arrived migrant children, in which they provide intensive lan-
guage support to prepare children for the mainstream education system. Table 1 presents
additional background information about our participants.

Table 1. Background data of participants.

Italy Greece The Netherlands
Age (M) 46 42 44

(SD=10, Range = 23-61) (SD=11, Range = 24-61) (SD=12, Range = 21-66)
Gender 99% female 78% female 90% female

Level of education

48% no degree in higher
education

21% undergraduate degree
31% postgraduate degree

0% no degree in higher
education

32% undergraduate degree
68% postgraduate degree

2% no degree in higher
education

65% undergraduate degree
33% postgraduate degree

Teaching experience (M)

18years
(SD=12,Range = 1-41)

14years
(SD=10, Range = 1-38)

16 years
(SD=11,Range = 1-43)
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Materials and procedure

For the purposes of the current study, participants completed an online survey in which
they were asked to respond to a set of seven statements, aiming to examine their attitudes
towards multilingualism within the school environment and their potential adherence to
monolingual ideals. These statements, which can be found in “Results” section (Table 2),
were taken from Pulinx et al. (2017) and slightly adapted to make them more suitable for
the primary school context. The seven items yielded an acceptable Cronbach’s alpha of .72.
Teachers were also asked several background questions regarding properties of the school
in which they were working, as well as their personal characteristics (including their age,
gender, language background, teaching experience, education and training on multilin-
gualism). The background questions were based on the survey by Rinker and Ekinci (under
review, see Baumgartner et al. 2018).

The survey was translated into Italian, Greek and Dutch, and for each language, the
translation was checked by at least two other native speakers. The survey was distributed
between February 2021 and May 2022 using the online platforms Qualtrics (in Italy and
the Netherlands) and LimeSurvey (in Greece). The project has been approved by the ethics
committee of the Aristotle University of Thessaloniki and the University of Milan-Bicocca.
Before starting the survey, which took approximately 15-20 minutes, respondents were
asked for their informed consent.

Analysis

Firstly, we analyzed the responses to the statements addressing attitudes towards multilin-
gualism at school. For each statement we calculated the proportion of teachers that
responded ‘agree’ or ‘completely agree, in order to descriptively compare the three countries,
also in relation to the results reported by Pulinx et al. (2017) and Rinker and Ekinci (under
review, see Baumgartner et al. 2018). Secondly, we calculated a ‘Multilingual-Monolingual
Attitude Index’ (henceforth, MMALI), following the procedure described in Pulinx et al.
(2017). Based on the seven statements (Table 2), two of which were reverse-coded, we
computed an average score from 1 to 5 for each participant. A score of 1 referred to extremely
positive attitudes towards multilingualism (i.e., a fully multilingual mindset), while a score
of 5 referred to extremely negative attitudes towards multilingualism (i.e., a fully monolin-
gual mindset).

Using a stepwise regression model comparison, we then aimed to test whether attitudes
towards multilingualism (i.e., the MMAI) could be predicted by country, teachers’ age,
teaching experience, experience teaching L2 learners, whether teachers had received training
on multilingualism or not, whether teachers were multilingual or monolingual themselves,
the proportion of multilingual students in the classroom, and the size of the city in which
the school was located (more or less than 100,000 inhabitants). Continuous predictors were
rescaled and centered around the mean. When testing the main effect of country, Greece
was coded as —2/3 and Italy and the Netherlands were each coded as 1/3, since a visual
inspection of the data revealed that teachers in Greece overall patterned differently from
teachers in the other two countries. When testing the interaction with the proportion of
multilingual students, the Netherlands was coded as 2/3 while Italy and Greece were each
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coded as —1/3, because the plotted data suggested that this variable had an effect only in
the Netherlands. For training on multilingualism, ‘yes’ was coded as —1/2 and ‘no’ was coded
as +1/2. The statistical analysis was conducted in R (R Core Team 2022).

Results

Table 2 presents a descriptive overview of teachers’ responses to the seven statements explor-
ing their attitudes towards multilingualism at school. The data are presented for each coun-
try separately, showing the percentage of teachers that responded ‘agree’ or ‘completely agree.

The best regression model to predict teachers MMAI included an interaction and main
effects of country and proportion of multilingual students, as well as a main effect of training
on multilingualism, while the other predictors (i.e., age, teaching experience, experience in
L2 teaching, personal language background, and city size) did not improve the model fit.

The results of the model (R?  4;,.s = 23.5) showed that respondents in Greece on average
had a significantly lower MMALI, indicating more positive attitudes towards multilingualism,
compared to respondents in Italy and the Netherlands (8 = .448, p <.0001). This is illustrated
by Figure 1. There was also a significant main effect of training, indicating that, in all three
countries, teachers who had received training on multilingualism had more positive atti-
tudes (B = .328, p <.0001). The effect of training per country is shown in Figure 2.

We also found a significant interaction between country and proportion of multilingual
students (f = —.222, p =.0005), showing that in the Netherlands, but not in Italy and Greece,
teachers who had more multilingual students in their classroom tended to have more pos-
itive attitudes than teachers with less multilingual students. This is illustrated by Figure 3.

Table 2. The proportion of teachers that responded ‘agree’ or ‘completely agree’ to the seven
statements.

Greece Italy Netherlands
(N=165) (N=143) (N=113)

Pupils with a non-XXX background should be 69.1% 26.3% 15.0%
offered the opportunity to learn their home
language at school.

The school library should include books in the 90.3% 75.6% 54.0%
different home languages of the children.

Pupils who speak XXX as a second language 4.8% 17.6% 25.7%
should not be allowed to use their home
language at school.

It is in the interest of pupils if they are punished for 0.6% 10.5% 0%
speaking the home language at school.

It is more important that students who speak XXX 18.2% 17.9% 10.7%
as a second language obtain a high level of
proficiency in XXX than in their native
language.

The most important cause of academic failure of 37.9% 41.2% 47.7%
pupils who speak XXX as a second language is
their insufficient proficiency in XXX.

By speaking their native language at school pupils 25.5% 32.9% 36.3%
who speak XXX as a second language do not
learn XXX sufficiently.

Note:‘XXX'in the statements stands for ‘Greek;, ‘Italian] or ‘Dutch; depending on the country.
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Figure 1. The MMAI per country. A lower index indicates more positive attitudes towards multilingualism.
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Figure 3. The relation between the proportion of multilingual students and the MMAI per country. A
lower index indicates more positive attitudes towards multilingualism.

Discussion

The current study aimed to investigate primary school teachers’ attitudes towards multi-
lingualism and the use of different languages in the school environment. We compared the
beliefs of teachers living and working in Italy, Greece and the Netherlands, three countries
in which a high proportion of pupils grow up with more than one language. Moreover, our
goal was to investigate which individual factors are related to teachers’ attitudes, considering
their age, teaching experience, experience in L2 teaching, professional or academic training
on multilingualism, personal language background, the proportion of multilingual students
in the classroom, and the size of the town in which the school was located.

Our results showed great variation in teachers’ attitudes. On the one hand, some teachers
are fully supportive of multilingual approaches. They believe that native language develop-
ment should be supported, for example by giving students the opportunity to study their
native language at school or by providing books in different languages. On the other hand,
there is still a substantial number of teachers who take a much more negative stance. These
teachers tend to believe that multilingualism is a difficulty to overcome, and some of them
even prohibit the use of students” native languages at school. This large variation was present
in all three countries, reflecting high levels of polarization in the current socio-political
climate. While previous research found more positive attitudes for teachers working in
cities (Lundberg 2019 in Sweden), teachers who belong to an ethnic or linguistic minority
themselves (Flores and Smith 2009 in the US; Rinker & Ekinci, under review in Germany),
and teachers who have less teaching experience and thus more recent training (Mitits 2018
in Greece), we found no such effects in our study.

However, we observed some interesting differences among the countries under investi-
gation. Teachers in Greece showed overall more positive attitudes towards multilingualism
than teachers in Italy and the Netherlands. This might be related to several factors. Firstly,
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our results could be explained in terms of differences in the current socio-political climate
in the three countries. Whilst the radical right has become dominant in both Italy and the
Netherlands, with high levels of polarization and increasing resistance against multicultur-
alism, the public opinion appears to be less sharply divided in Greece, where levels of
interpersonal trust remain relatively high (Dixon et al. 2018, 2019; Zwaan 2021). Moreover,
Greeks tend to have warmer feelings towards migrants compared to people in many other
European countries, including Italy and the Netherlands (Dixon et al. 2019). During the
last decades, educational language policies in Greece have also put more emphasis on the
value of multilingualism and multiculturalism (Mertzani 2023). Secondly, the population
of multilingual children may differ across the three countries. In Greece, this group consists,
for a large part, of children with a recent migration background, which means that teachers
may be more willing to make space for students’ native languages. This may not hold to the
same extent for Italy and the Netherlands, where a greater proportion of multilingual stu-
dents is likely to be born and raised in the country of residence and therefore expected to
be able to use the majority language at school. Many teachers in Greece were also teaching
in reception classes for children with a migration background. As a result, they may have
more direct experience with newly arrived L2 learners, and they may have a better idea of
how both students and teachers can benefit from the use of various native languages at
school. Teachers working in reception classes may also have received more specific and
perhaps more up-to-date training regarding multilingualism. Thirdly, the observed differ-
ence between Greece and the other two countries may be related to a difference in the
teachers’ level of education. Teachers in Greece were more highly educated than teachers
in the other two countries; all of them had attended university and over two thirds had
obtained a postgraduate degree. This might also be correlated with training on multilin-
gualism; it is possible that the topic of multilingualism is addressed more frequently or
more profoundly in post-graduate courses compared to undergraduate courses.

Indeed, training on multilingualism turned out to be a robust predictor of teachers’
attitudes. In all three countries, teachers who had received specific training on multilin-
gualism at university or during their career turned out to be more positive towards the use
of other languages at school than teachers who had received no such training. This corrob-
orates previous findings that show the effectiveness of teacher training, coming from studies
conducted in the U.S. (Flores and Smith 2009), Greece (Mitits 2018), Finland (Alisaari et al.
2019), Germany (Pohlmann-Rother et al. 2023) and the Netherlands (Duarte and Giinther-
van der Meij 2022).

In the Netherlands, we also found that greater proportions of multilingual students in a
classroom were associated with more positive attitudes towards multilingualism, possibly
because positive experiences with diversity might increase inclusive perspectives and appre-
ciation of differences (Shim and Perez 2018). Moreover, working in highly multilingual
classrooms may allow teachers to develop the necessary tools and skills to deal with linguistic
diversity, which may in turn make them less apprehensive about multilingual approaches
in education. However, we did not find this effect in Italy and Greece, which might be related
to the distribution of our data (see Figure 3). While in the Netherlands the proportion of
multilingual students in a teachers’ classroom was quite evenly distributed between 0% and
100%, in Italy and Greece the majority of our participants clustered below 50%. As such,
an effect of linguistic diversity of the student population might have surfaced only in the
data collected in the Netherlands.
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A similar correlation between the degree of cultural and ethnic diversity of the students
and teachers’ attitudes towards multilingualism was found by Flores and Smith (2009), who
focused on primary, secondary and high school teachers in Texas in the U.S. Pulinx et al.
(2017) also found that Flemish secondary school teachers attitudes were related to the
ethnic composition of the school, although this relationship was less straightforward. In
their study, teachers working in schools with a mixed student population had more negative
views about multilingualism than teachers working in schools in which most students
belonged to an ethnic minority as well as in schools in which there were almost no ethnic
minority students. The authors argue that feelings of threat are most intense in contexts in
which there are different ethnic groups of similar sizes without the presence of a dominant
group. Our findings, however, do not show the same pattern; in the Netherlands, more
linguistic diversity was associated with more positive attitudes, while in Italy and Greece
we found no relationship between teachers’ attitudes and the linguistic background of the
student population.

When comparing our results to the findings of Pulinx et al. (2017) in Flanders, Belgium,
and Rinker and Ekinci (under review) in Germany (see Baumgartner et al. 2018), we also
observe some other notable differences. Firstly, the attitudes of the Greek teachers in the
present study were considerably more positive with respect to multilingualism and the use
of other languages in the school environment. As discussed above, the current migration
processes taking place in Greece may have positively affected teachers’ attitudes, since many
of them are teaching in reception classes and because the topic of multilingualism may have
received more attention in their recent training. Secondly, the attitudes of the Dutch and
Italian teachers were comparable to those of the German teachers in the study by Rinker
and Ekinci (under review), while their attitudes were on average more positive than those
of the Flemish teachers in Pulinx et al. (2017).

This could partially be explained by sociocultural, political and historical differences in
the national contexts of these countries. In the context of Flanders, for example, multilingual
approaches and the inclusion of students’ native languages in education were relatively
common during the last decades of the 20th century, but over time a policy shift has been
taking place, in which such multilingual programs have gradually been abandoned (Pulinx
et al. 2017). A similar process has been taking place in the Netherlands (Bjornson 2007).
As Pulinx et al. (2017) point out, one important factor influencing such policy shifts may
be the recent attention to international comparative assessments of learning outcomes, such
as the PISA or PIRLS research programs, which increased the emphasis on improving
students’ proficiency in the language of schooling. Another factor may be the need to con-
solidate a national identity, including a common language and culture, in response to soci-
eties that are becoming more and more multicultural. This desire may be even stronger in
Flanders than in the Netherlands, due to historical linguistic tensions between the Dutch-
and French-speaking parts of Belgium, as well as the continuous efforts to increase the
region’s autonomy at a cultural, economic and political level (see Pulinx et al. 2017). As a
result, teachers in Flanders might be more likely to adhere to monolingual ideals, compared
to the teachers in the current study.

However, the differences between our findings and the results of previous research may
also be explained by the fact that our participants worked in primary schools, while Pulinx
et al. (2017) and Rinker and Ekinci (under review) tested secondary school teachers.
Focusing on Greece, Mitits (2018) found that primary school teachers were significantly
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more likely to feel responsible for the L1 development of their students than secondary
school teachers. A reason for this may be that teachers in secondary schools often have
received less pedagogical training than their colleagues in primary schools, while at the
same time they usually are under greater pressure to follow a fixed curriculum and meet
specific learning objectives. Moreover, any differences between primary and secondary
school teachers might be intertwined with an effect of gender, since female teachers are
overrepresented in primary schools in these countries, while the gender division tends to
be more equal in secondary schools. Several studies have shown that on average female
teachers have more positive attitudes towards multilingualism than male teachers (Pulinx
et al. 2017; Lundberg 2019; Rinker and Ekinci, under review), which might be related to
the well-attested observation that men are more likely to vote for (radical) right-wing and
populist parties than women, possibly due to differences in socialization between boys and
girls (Spierings and Zaslove 2017). In order to make a better and more complete comparison
with previous research, future studies could therefore focus on both primary and secondary
school teachers, aiming for a more equal distribution of men and women, possibly also
including questions on political orientations and general attitudes towards migration.

It should be noted that teachers’ beliefs about the inclusion of students’ home languages
at school may also be related to socio-political hierarchies of languages, social status and
stereotypes about the speakers of those languages. Several studies taking a qualitative
approach have shown that teachers in European contexts tend to view multilingualism as
an asset when it concerns prestigious European languages, appreciating the benefits of bilin-
gual education, while they often fail to value linguistic diversity when considering minority
languages that are spoken by their students with a migration background (Young 2014;
Putjata and Koster 2023). In a related project, largely based on the same participants as in
the current study, we presented teachers in the Netherlands (Bosch and Doedel 2024) and
in Italy and Greece with a fictional scenario in which we manipulated the name, country of
origin and native language of a child, aiming to test whether teachers would be more accept-
ing of high-prestige European languages compared to the languages of immigrants. Whilst
we found great variation among teachers in all three countries, we did not find a significant
effect of language status. However, we observed some interesting differences among the
three countries. Teachers in Greece were most likely to allow L1 use at school, both during
class time and during the break, followed by teachers in Italy, while teachers in the Netherlands
were most apprehensive. In the Netherlands, there was a positive correlation with the degree
of linguistic diversity in the student population, and in both Italy and the Netherlands,
teachers who had received training on multilingualism were more open towards L1 use at
school. These results largely align with the findings of the current study, highlighting the
importance of providing teachers with adequate training on multilingualism.

This study has two limitations that should be acknowledged. Firstly, our samples are
relatively small and not fully representative. Most of the responses to our survey came from
a few regions, so we should be cautious when generalizing our findings. For example, in
Italy, there are considerable cultural and political differences between the North and the
South, which may influence attitudes towards multilingualism. This issue could be addressed
by carefully balancing the regional distribution of participants or by defining more specific
target regions, as well as by recruiting participants on a large scale in close collaboration
with (regional) governments or educational institutions to reach a wider range of teachers.
Secondly, teachers’ beliefs do not equal their practices. Even if teachers have positive
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attitudes and up-to-date knowledge, they may not have the necessary tools or institutional
support to implement multilingual approaches in their own teaching. Future research should
address this ‘knowledge-action gap, by investigating teachers’ beliefs about multilingualism
in relation to educational policies and their actual teaching practices.

Conclusions and implications

Due to various migration processes, European schools have become more multicultural and
multilingual. Yet, teachers are not always prepared for teaching in diverse classrooms, as mono-
lingual ideals often still serve as the starting point. Focusing on primary school teachers in
Greece, Italy and the Netherlands, this study found great individual variation in all three coun-
tries. While some teachers were very positive about multilingual approaches and native language
support at school, others showed more negative attitudes, maintaining that the use of minority
languages at school should be avoided. On average, teachers in Italy and the Netherlands
adhered more strongly to monolingual ideals than teachers in Greece. In the Netherlands,
teachers who taught more multilingual students tended to express more positive attitudes
towards multilingualism, suggesting that in some cases exposure to diversity might increase
openness to multilingual approaches. Moreover, in all three countries, we found that teachers
who had received training on multilingualism showed significantly more positive attitudes
towards multilingualism, corroborating previous findings on the effectiveness of training.

Thus, whilst there is a lot of individual variation among teachers’ attitudes towards
multilingualism, which may be influenced by the socio-political context and educational
language policies of the country in which they work, our results underline that teacher
training on multilingualism may be an effective way to create more openness to inclusive
approaches in education. Training opportunities on multilingualism, L2 learning and
translanguaging should be implemented both as obligatory pre-service courses at university
and as continuous education courses for in-service teachers. It is important that these
programs are offered at all schools, including schools in which multilingual children are a
minority. Finally, there should be a close collaboration between the education field and
researchers, to create evidence-based training programs and educational language policies
that are informed by up-to-date knowledge about multilingualism.

Note

1.  See https://education.ec.europa.eu/focus-topics/improving-quality/multilingualism/about-
multilingualism-policy and https://european-union.europa.eu/principles-countries-history/
languages_en.
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