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June and Kevin both just entered kindergarten, each of them with a different multilingual 
background. June is a 4-year-old girl. She was born in South-Korea and attended a daycare 
where both Korean and English were spoken. One-and-a-half year ago she moved with 
her parents and three sisters to the Netherlands. Because her parents were born in Brazil, 
they speak a combination of Portuguese, English and Dutch at home, with Dutch being 
the least prominent. Kevin is five years old and from a Turkish family. He was born in 
the Netherlands and went to a Dutch-speaking preschool when he was two years old. At 
home, his parents and Kevin use a combination of Turkish and Dutch. When they read a 
book together they will use Dutch, but when they watch television or tell stories they use 
both Dutch and Turkish. When Kevin plays a game on the computer or smartphone he 
sometimes uses English. June and Kevin are no exception in the Dutch educational context, 
since many children in the Netherlands grow up multilingual. As a result, kindergarten 
teachers are continuously challenged to consider these diverse multilingual backgrounds in 
their teaching.

Multilingual children are those children that habitually interact at home in a different 
language than the majority language. These children simultaneously develop two or 
more languages, and often also grow up in diverse social and cultural settings (García, 
2011). There are large individual differences between multilingual children, regarding, 
amongst others, their exposure to and proficiency in the majority language, but also their 
home language(s) (Prevoo, Malda, Mesman, & van Ijzendoorn, 2016; Struys, Mohades, 
Bosch, & van den Noort, 2015), their socioeconomic status (SES), and their home literacy 
environment (Cummins, 1979). Multilingualism – in combination with aforementioned 
factors – could (partly) explain how multilingual children develop in academic, social 
and cognitive areas (Cummins, 1979; van den Noort et al., 2019). Supporting multilingual 
children in their development might therefore ask teachers for a different approach than 
when supporting monolingual children.

It is widely acknowledged that early childhood education plays an important role 
in supporting children in their development towards school readiness and academic 
performance. High quality early childhood education is related to better outcomes in 
academic, social, and cognitive skills (Mashburn et al., 2008; Slot, Broekhuizen, Leseman, 
& Veen, 2015). Previous research on the learning opportunities – i.e., all the classroom 
experiences children have – of multilingual children in early childhood education has 
shown that, like monolingual children, multilingual children benefit from emotional and 
instructional supportive teachers with good classroom organization (Vitiello, Downer, 
& Williford, 2011). These positive effects of emotional and instructional support could 
reduce the gap in language development between multilingual and monolingual children 
(Leseman & Slot, 2014). Also, instruction in the home language can be beneficial for the 
acquisition of the majority language and later performance (Genesee, Paradis, & Crago, 
2004). 
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However, from those studies, it remains unclear to what extent teachers adapt learning 
opportunities for multilingual and monolingual children within the same classroom. 
Furthermore, the existing studies on learning opportunities of multilingual children have 
primarily been conducted in early childhood education in the United States of America 
(USA), typically with Spanish-English speaking multilingual children. Moreover, the 
classroom context in kindergarten (4 to 6 years old) in the Netherlands is different from 
the classrooms in the USA: whereas kindergarten in the USA is much more situated around 
school-like learning, the kindergarten curriculum in the Netherlands revolves around 
learning through child-initiated play and other child-managed activities, and preparing 
for academic learning through teacher-managed activities (de Haan, 2015). Therefore, the 
current dissertation aims to examine (a) the learning opportunities that multilingual and 
monolingual children in the Netherlands are exposed to and engaged in, and (b) how 
these relate to their cognitive and language development. In the remainder of this chapter 
we will discuss the main concepts – multilingualism and learning opportunities and their 
impact on cognitive and language development – and the structure of this dissertation.

MULTILINGUAL CHILDREN IN EARLY CHILDHOOD EDUCATION

Defining multilingualism
Multilingualism is a complex concept and definitions vary widely across studies and fields 
(García, 2011; Wei, 2000). Everyone is, to some extent, exposed to multiple languages, 
for example, via TV shows, foreign language education, and music and therefore has 
some passive or active language skills in multiple languages. Multilingualism does not 
only involve the use of multiple languages, but also often implies being raised in diverse 
social and cultural contexts that do not reflect the majority norms and traditions (García, 
2011). In this dissertation, multilingualism refers to children that habitually interact in 
one or more different languages than the majority language of the country in which they 
reside. We deliberately chose to use the term multilingualism, instead of bilingualism. 
Whereas bilingualism only refers to children speaking two languages, multilingualism is 
a much broader term that includes everyone speaking more than one language. Naturally, 
multilingualism includes bilingualism, but also speaking more than two languages, 
such as trilingualism. Currently more than half of the world’s population is multilingual 
(Grosjean, 1994), and with growing globalization and internationalization, the group 
of children that speaks more than two languages expands; this is also the case in the 
Netherlands (KNAW, 2018). 

Multilingual (dis)advantages 
Being multilingual can have benefits in a wide range of areas, including economic, 
societal, health, and cognitive outcomes. For example, multilingual people can use their 
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knowledge of different languages and cultures in their work with international partners 
(KNAW, 2018). They have also been found to show more empathy and open-mindedness 
(Dewaele & Wei, 2012), and to stay mentally fit until an older age (Mehisto & Marsh, 
2011; Pot, Keijzer, & de Bot, 2018). Furthermore, multilingual people have been found 
to outperform monolinguals on executive functioning (Barac, Bialystok, Castro, & 
Sanchez, 2014). More specifically, since multilingual people are continuously practicing 
their executive functioning skills – i.e., their higher order thinking skills – by switching 
between languages and inhibiting the one language to speak the other, they might become 
more proficient in those skills (Barac et al., 2014). 

However, often a deficit perspective is taken on multilingualism (Agirdag, 2014; de 
Araujo, Roberts, Willey, & Zahner, 2018; KNAW, 2018), that is, a perspective that focuses on 
what multilingual children cannot do rather than what they can do. Multilingual children 
have consistently been found to show lower vocabulary levels in the majority language 
(Bialystok & Feng, 2011; Leseman, 2000; Verhoeven, 2000), as well as in their home language 
(Bialystok & Feng, 2011). This could be (partly) explained by possible confounders, such as 
low(er) SES and the quality of the home literacy environment. Children from multilingual 
families often come from low SES backgrounds (Calvo & Bialystok, 2014), and might 
therefore have less resources to create a stimulating and rich home literacy environment 
(van Steensel, 2006). This deficit perspective maintains a narrow view on multilingualism 
and does not allow for nuances. For example, the vocabulary gap does not imply that 
multilingual children are incompetent communicators. The lower vocabulary levels do 
not transfer to other, related, language skills, such as phonological awareness (Bialystok & 
Feng, 2011; Bialystok, Majumder, & Martin, 2003; Bruck & Genesee, 1995).

In education, including early childhood education, multilingual children often 
experience teacher bias, as teachers might have lower expectations of children from ethnic 
minorities (Agirdag, Avermaet, & Van Houtte, 2013; Rubie-Davies, Peterson, Sibley, & 
Rosenthal, 2015; van den Bergh, Denessen, Hornstra, Voeten, & Holland, 2010; Wang, 
Rubie-Davies, & Meissel, 2018). The group of children from ethnic minorities, in Europe, 
often shows significant overlap with the group of multilingual children. Teachers that 
have more negative attitudes towards ethnic minorities, tend to hold lower expectations of 
ethnic minority students in their classroom. As a result, teachers might behave differently 
towards those students. Consequently, in line with the teacher expectations, the ethnic 
minority students achieve lower than the majority students (Agirdag et al., 2013; van den 
Bergh et al., 2010). 

Being multilingual in the Netherlands: at home and at school 
Since the Netherlands does not register the home language(s) of its citizens, there are no 
exact numbers of multilingualism in the Netherlands. However, we know that the number 
of immigrants (i.e., the person him- or herself or one of their parents was born abroad) has 
steadily increased over the past decades. Nowadays 4 million people with an immigrant 
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background live in the Netherlands (about 22% of the whole population; Huijnk & 
Andriessen, 2016). Furthermore, in 2019, about 34% of the children in the Netherlands 
had at least one of their parents born abroad (CBS, 2019). Of course, not all those people 
are multilingual. For example, some will be Dutch-speaking people who were born 
abroad, others will be from Dutch-speaking regions, such as Flanders. Likewise, some 
people have lived in the Netherlands for multiple generations, and therefore will not be 
considered as immigrants according to official national definitions, although they might 
still identify (or be identified) with multiple cultures and speak different home languages 
than Dutch only. All in all, the available statistics provide an indication of the prevalence 
of multilingualism in the Netherlands, but it is far from exact. This prevalence varies 
widely across regions and cities, with more multilingual people living in the larger cities 
(Huijnk & Andriessen, 2016). 

In the present dissertation we will focus on kindergarten. In the Dutch education 
system, kindergarten consists of two years and is officially part of primary education. 
Children in kindergarten are between 4 and 6 years old. Multilingual children in the 
Netherlands generally attend regular primary education. The primary language in schools 
in the Netherlands is Dutch (with the exception for the province of Friesland, where 
Frisian is also an official language of schooling). Moreover, because of political aims of 
being an international competitive trade nation, the Dutch government allows schools 
to add English, German, and French as official languages of schooling (Jenniskens et al., 
2017). The more common home languages of multilingual children, such as Turkish, Arab, 
and Papiamento, are not recognized as official languages of schooling. Furthermore, many 
teachers do not allow home languages to be spoken in the classroom (Agirdag et al., 2013; 
Jaspers, 2015), with the argument that constantly switching to their home language limits 
children’s acquisition of Dutch (Agirdag et al., 2013).

LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES: LEARNING THROUGH INTERACTION

In this dissertation, we will focus on how the learning opportunities of multilingual 
and monolingual children in kindergarten are shaped. Learning opportunities can be 
defined as all the classroom experiences that children have. We will examine learning 
opportunities through the lens of interaction, as this is the core mechanism by which these 
learning opportunities come to be and are enacted. According to the bioecological model 
of human development, children develop through interactions with their immediate 
environment – the so-called proximal processes. Proximal processes are all interactions 
with a child’s close environment, including caregivers, siblings, peers, and teachers, 
that impact the development of a child. These proximal processes function as learning 
opportunities that have the potential to affect a child’s cognitions, behaviors and feelings, 
but do not necessarily need to be capitalized in learning gains to be an opportunity. Their 
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direct impact is positive, negative or neutral, as the opportunity is determined by the 
interaction, not by its immediate effect. The most relevant learning opportunities in the 
classroom are shaped through the interaction of the child with peers and with the teacher 
(Hamre & Pianta, 2007). Teacher-child interaction is of special interest for educationalists 
because of the intentionality of the teacher, who has the curriculum content and the child’s 
developmental trajectory in mind. As interactions are inherently reciprocal, children have 
an active role in creating their own learning opportunities, and learning opportunities 
should therefore be considered a joint construction between teacher and child, and not 
a unidirectional input of the teacher to the child. Learning opportunities can vary in 
quality, high quality opportunities having a good match between the content and the 
linguistic features of the interaction, a child’s characteristics (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 
2007), as well as the embeddedness of the interaction in the child’s activity and focus at 
that moment, making the interaction authentic and meaningful for the child. This implies 
that the extent to which teacher-child interactions are adjusted to the individual needs of 
the child and his or her perspective of the environment determines the extent to which 
learning opportunities can be capitalized in learning gains (Connor et al., 2009; Hamre 
& Pianta, 2007; Vandenbroucke, Spilt, Verschueren, Piccinin, & Baeyens, 2018). Studies 
on the quality of learning opportunities have primarily been conducted in monolingual 
populations separately, and comparison studies between monolingual and multilingual 
children are lacking. 

Components of learning opportunities 
Teacher-child interactions have been studied extensively, primarily focusing on 
characterizing teacher-child interactions rather than exploring which interactions are most 
beneficial (see Howe & Abedin, 2013 for a systematic review). Studies on this topic find that 
a rich language environment with a high amount of interaction is important for a child’s 
literacy development (Hoff & Naigles, 2002). Moreover, interactions containing complex 
talk – beyond the here-and-now – stimulate children to use academic language, such as 
making predictions, explaining their thinking, and providing definitions (Schleppegrell, 
2012; van Kleeck, Vander Woude, & Hammett, 2006). Increasing the complexity of the 
interaction can be achieved by increasing the dialogic nature of the interaction in which the 
children are stimulated to take an active role within the interactional sequence (Michaels 
& O’Connor, 2015). These dialogues create opportunities for reasoning and discussion and 
result in more extended discourse, which is beneficial for a child’s literacy development 
(De Temple, 2001; O’Connor, Michaels, & Chapin, 2015; Snow, 2014; van der Veen, de Mey, 
van Kruistum, & van Oers, 2017; Wasik, Bond, & Hindman, 2006). 

While it is clear what type of rich interactions teachers should engage in with their 
students, and some teachers are more capable in this respect than others, it is also 
important that teachers adapt their interactions with individual children based on the 
activity and a child’s characteristics and needs (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2007). It 
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has been found that teachers establish differing interactions with individual children 
in their classroom and that children differentially benefit from those interactions. For 
example, children with low language proficiency benefit primarily from teacher-managed 
instruction, whereas children with high language proficiency benefit mainly from child-
led interaction for their early literacy development (Morrison & McDonald Connor, 
2002). Studies show that teachers use shorter sentences with less diverse vocabulary when 
interacting with multilingual children (Aarts, Demir-Vegter, Kurvers, & Henrichs, 2016; 
Sullivan, Hegde, Ballard, & Ticknor, 2015). Whereas the use of simpler language when 
children are still learning the language of interaction might be beneficial – as to engage 
children in the activity and establish a minimum level of understanding – this could also 
lead to impoverished learning opportunities of multilingual children (Piker & Rex, 2008).

To optimize learning it is important that participants in the teacher-child interaction 
show high engagement. Child engagement involves attention for the activity at hand 
in order to capitalize on the potential impact of the teacher-child interactions at both 
the classroom and individual level. Child engagement includes focusing on the activity, 
showing enthusiasm, motivation, and dedication, and the ability to self-regulate your 
behavior around the educational activity at hand (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004). 
In early childhood education, the wide range of activities demand different expressions 
of engaged behavior. For example, in child-managed, free-choice activities, children 
need to take the lead, make their own choices and show active involvement. In teacher-
managed, whole-class activities, the teacher takes the lead and gives turns to children. In 
these teacher-managed situations, child engagement involves more following behavior. 
Previous studies indeed showed that children display different levels of engagement in 
diverse classroom settings (Booren, Downer, & Vitiello, 2012; Vitiello, Booren, Downer, 
& Williford, 2012), and that high engagement in teacher-managed activities is especially 
beneficial for a child’s academic development (Chien et al., 2010).

Although a focus on a child’s individual teacher-child interactions is important when 
considering their learning opportunities, it does not show the full picture, as a child will 
be passively involved in many more interactions. For example, when a teacher is talking to 
another child in the same small group, or when the teacher is giving a plenary instruction 
during circle time. Children learn from these overheard interactions, even though they 
are not actively participating in them (O’Connor, Michaels, Chapin, & Harbaugh, 2017). 
Therefore, we should also consider the quality of the general classroom interactions. 

General classroom interaction entails an overview of all teacher-child interactions 
in a classroom, and its quality provides an indication of the teaching quality of the 
specific teacher. High quality classrooms are an important predictor of a child’s school 
success, including a child’s academic and cognitive development (Bratsch-Hines, 
Burchinal, Peisner-Feinberg, & Franco, 2019; Broekhuizen, van Aken, Dubas, Mulder, 
& Leseman, 2015; Carr, Mokrova, Vernon-Feagans, & Burchinal, 2019). Typically, three 
domains of classroom interaction can be distinguished: emotional support, classroom 
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organization, and instructional support (Hamre et al., 2013; La Paro, Pianta, & Stuhlman, 
2004). Emotionally supportive teachers show warmth and enthusiasm. These teachers 
are sensitive to the academic and social needs of the children and, therefore, create 
a safe learning environment where children are able to take risks in their learning. In 
classrooms where the teacher has a good classroom organization, it is easier for children 
to stay engaged in activities and learn from them, because the teacher monitors child 
behavior and productivity and shows flexibility towards class schedules and child interest. 
In classrooms with instructionally supportive teachers, the teacher maximizes learning 
opportunities by stimulating higher order thinking, providing high quality feedback 
and having extended interactions with the children (La Paro et al., 2004). Studies across 
the world found that teachers in early childhood education classrooms generally show 
high emotional support, moderate levels of classroom organization, and low levels of 
instructional support (Cadima, Leal, & Burchinal, 2010; La Paro et al., 2009; Pakarinen 
et al., 2010). 

THIS DISSERTATION
The current dissertation focuses on how learning opportunities for multilingual and 
monolingual children are shaped through interaction with the teacher, and how this 
relates to their cognitive and language development. Whereas many studies consider 
the interactions that teachers have with the children in their classroom to be a proxy of 
the learning opportunities of the individual children in that classroom (Bratsch-Hines 
et al., 2019; Mashburn et al., 2008), other studies have shown that there is considerable 
variation in the learning opportunities that children are exposed to within the same 
classroom (DaSilva Iddings, 2005; Pelatti, Piasta, Justice, & O’Connell, 2014; Weyns, 
Colpin, Engels, Doumen, & Verschueren, 2019). Furthermore, it remains unclear how 
learning opportunities of multilingual children are shaped and how these learning 
opportunities compare to those of monolingual children. Therefore, this dissertation 
combines both approaches, acknowledging both the classroom-level and individual 
teacher-child interactions and makes a comparison between the learning opportunities 
of monolingual and multilingual kindergarteners. We set up a longitudinal study to 
document the development of young children during one school year, and to generate 
a comprehensive description of the learning opportunities in kindergarten classrooms. 
By following focal children in each classroom (both multilingual and monolingual) for 
three mornings during the entire longitudinal study – including repeated developmental 
assessments and videotaped authentic interactions between the teacher and the focal 
children in each classroom – , we generated a comprehensive description of learning 
opportunities at a micro-level. As we were interested in both the nature of learning 
opportunities for children with diverse language backgrounds in different classrooms and 
in the relations between learning opportunities and child outcomes for both multilingual 

 
CHAPTER 1



15

and monolingual children, we adopted a mixed-method design, in which we combined 
quantitative and qualitative methods (Mercer, 2010). Furthermore, we took a person-
oriented – rather than variable-oriented – approach, since a person-oriented approach 
offers a more comprehensive analysis of the diverse domains that play a role in the learning 
opportunities of individual children.

Data and design 
The data used in the present dissertation originates from one longitudinal study of three 
time points in one academic year; the time points were each roughly three months apart 
(October 2016, January 2017, April 2017). An overview of the complete data collection 
is presented in Figure 1.1. Teachers and children from twenty kindergarten classrooms 
participated. In each classroom two multilingual and two monolingual children – matched 
on gender and socioeconomic status – were selected as the focal children. The parents 
of all children in the classroom gave consent for filming. In addition, the parents of the 
focal children additionally gave consent for individual observations of engagement and 
developmental assessments. Both the teacher and parents of the focal children completed 
a questionnaire. The teacher questionnaire collected information about the teacher’s 
background (e.g., education, experience) and classroom composition (e.g., socioeconomic 
status and language background of students). The parent questionnaire focused on the 
socioeconomic status and the home literacy environment (e.g., language use by different 
family members and in diverse literacy activities).

Figure 1.1 Overview of data collected in this dissertation.

At each time point, two researchers came into the classroom for one morning to collect the 
data. One researcher filmed the teacher for the entire morning – excluding outdoor play 
– and one researcher conducted live observations of the focal children in the classroom 
in 5-minute intervals. The videos were used to assess the quality of the general classroom 
interaction and individual teacher-child interactions. During the live observations, the 
engagement with the classroom activity of the focal children was scored. On the next 
day, one of the researchers returned to the classroom to assess the focal children’s early 
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literacy and executive functioning skills. These assessments were conducted individually 
outside of the classroom. Whenever possible the same researchers returned to a classroom 
at a later time point to limit the number of unfamiliar faces for the children. At each time 
point, the same data was gathered.

Outline of the dissertation 
The present dissertation consists of four related studies that are all centered around the 
learning opportunities of multilingual young children, but differ in their focus on the 
diverse components of learning opportunities. An overview of all chapters is presented 
in Figure 1.2. 

Figure 1.2 Overview of the studies in this dissertation.

Chapter 2 corresponds to a systematic review aimed at gaining a better understanding 
of (a) the nature of teacher-child interactions that multilingual children are exposed to, 
and (b) how these differ from teacher-child interactions of monolingual children, as this 
comparison is not often made. The outcomes were used to inform the focus and coding 
of the teacher-child interactions in the subsequent chapters. Chapter 3 focuses on the 
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individual learning opportunity components – individual teacher-child interactions 
and child engagement. In this chapter we examine how multilingualism relates to child 
engagement and individual teacher-child interactions. Chapter 4 extends on Chapter 3 
by examining the unique contribution of the three learning opportunity components – 
general classroom interaction, individual teacher-child interaction, and child engagement 
– on early literacy and executive functioning development of multilingual and 
monolingual children. Next, Chapter 5 examines the teacher-child interactions in three 
classrooms with specific attention to teacher support. More specifically, we investigate 
how teachers supported multilingual and monolingual children after a child response 
they deemed unsatisfying. By conducting analyses in an authentic situation, we could 
explore in more detail the support sequences that took place during a morning in a 
kindergarten classroom, and whether these were different for multilingual children than 
for monolingual children. Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the findings of the four studies, 
and discusses their limitations and implications for future research and practice. Since 
Chapters 3, 4, and 5 are based on the same data from one longitudinal study, theoretical 
and methodological overlap between chapters is inevitable.
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