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Abstract

Teachers’ beliefs on issues of multilingualism shape their classroom practices, which in
turn affect their multilingual students’ learning opportunities and academic achievement.
Examining these beliefs is therefore crucial for teacher educators who strive to equip pre-
and in-service teachers with the appropriate mindset that is necessary in the context of
an educational landscape characterized by linguistic diversity. In this study, we examine
German pre-service teachers’ knowledge of and beliefs toward multilingualism and their
perceived preparedness for a multilingual classroom. We use a questionnaire that includes
an internationally recognized scale to measure beliefs toward multilingualism Additionally,
we investigate how a semester-long lecture on German as a second language (GSL) and
language-sensitive teaching influences pre-service teachers’ beliefs. The results indicate
that while German pre-service teachers demonstrate knowledge and awareness of multi-
lingualism, there remains potential for fostering a more open belief system—one that is
essential for effectively engaging with diverse student groups and should be systemati-
cally addressed during university education. Pre-service teachers who participated in the
semester-long lecture showed slightly more multilingual beliefs. These findings provide
a basis for discussing curricular opportunities aimed at promoting multilingualism and
supporting language learning in educational settings.

Keywords: pre-service teachers; multilingualism; beliefs

1. Introduction
In recent decades, Europe has witnessed a significant influx of migrants from diverse

backgrounds, resulting in a linguistically heterogeneous student body in classrooms. This
development is particularly pronounced in German classrooms, as Germany has been the
main destination country for individuals and families searching for better opportunities,
not just recently, but since the 1950s (bpb, 2023). About one fourth of the population of
Germany has a family history of migration. Among children under the age of six, 28%
either have parents who were born abroad or were born abroad themselves. Notably,
85% of these children were born in Germany (Federal Education Report, 2024). Given the
increasing linguistic diversity in German classrooms, every teacher must now be prepared
to address the associated challenges. Meeting the (language) needs and unfolding the full
potential of linguistically diverse students require teachers to acquire a different set of skills
(Lucas & Villegas, 2013; Morris-Lange et al., 2016; Witte, 2017). One important pre-requisite
for implementing changes in pedagogy is a positive view toward the multilingualism of
the students.
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The present study examined both the preparedness for the multilingual classroom and
the beliefs pre-service teachers hold regarding multilingualism and multilingual students.
Further, it investigated the beliefs of pre-service teachers before and after a lecture in
German as a second language (GSL) and language-sensitive teaching.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Preparedness for the Multilingual Classroom

A survey among 512 teachers from various school types across Germany revealed
that the majority of teachers (66%) feels unprepared to work with heterogeneous student
groups, despite 83% of teachers reporting that they teach multilingual students and 70%
indicating that they work with students who have language support needs. Notably, 82%
of respondents state that language must be fostered by all teachers, not just language
experts, such as teachers of German (Becker-Mrotzek et al., 2012). More than a decade
later, Kaplan (2023) similarly reported that 82.5% of 40 pre-service teachers across different
school types agree that fostering language development is the responsibility of all teachers,
regardless of their subject area.

Michalak (2010) observed in a survey on the support of children with GSL that two-
thirds of the 32 pre-service teachers surveyed felt scarcely prepared to address the chal-
lenges related to the German language or to apply current methods and didactic approaches
to language support. Yet, even in 2023, 45% of pre-service teachers still report uncertainty
when dealing with linguistically heterogeneous classrooms (Kaplan, 2023).

2.2. Beliefs

In addition to formal preparation through university education, the altered cir-
cumstances also require teachers to adopt a specific mindset (Lucas & Villegas, 2013;
Morris-Lange et al., 2016). Beliefs can be defined as “implicit or explicit systems of claims
that an individual accepts as true” (Gallagher & Scrivner, 2024, p. 2). While a universally
accepted definition of beliefs is still missing (Dohrmann, 2021), there is broad consensus
on two essential characteristics on beliefs: (1) they are subjective and primarily shaped by
teachers’ personal experiences within the education system, and (2) they influence teachers’
perceptions, evaluations, and instructional decision-making (Reusser & Pauli, 2014).

Teachers’ beliefs are regarded as a key component of teachers’ professional compe-
tence, as outlined in the COACTIV-model (Baumert & Kunter, 2011). According to this
model, effective instruction is not solely determined by pedagogical content knowledge,
as had long been assumed, but also by other factors, such as the beliefs that teachers
hold, which significantly influence professional teaching behavior. In linguistically diverse
classrooms, these beliefs gain particular relevance. They guide how teachers perceive
students’ language resources and shape their openness toward multilingualism. They
are also important since they are found to shape classroom practices, such as adequately
selecting teaching methods and materials, implementing scaffolding techniques in content
learning, and valuing and promoting multilingualism by establishing multilingual students’
heritage languages as a means of learning. Moreover, teachers’ beliefs are considered to
impact multilingual students’ experiences and educational outcomes, thereby contributing
to the overall inclusivity and effectiveness of education in linguistically diverse settings.
Reusser and Pauli (2014) highlighted the importance of teachers’ beliefs when they sug-
gested that “beliefs matter” (p. 655), particularly in terms of high-quality instruction, i.e.,
instruction that efficiently fosters students’ learning independently of their background. In
light of the increasing linguistic diversity in educational settings in Germany, exploring
teachers’ beliefs is therefore essential for their professional development.
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Teachers’ beliefs have been investigated in the German schooling context for some time
now (for an overview, see Fischer, 2020). More recently, an increasing number of studies
have focused specifically on teachers’ beliefs regarding multilingualism (Fischer, 2020).
One of the earliest and most influential contributions in this area is Gogolin’s concept
of the “monolingual habitus”, which continues to inform current research on language
education in linguistically diverse classrooms. Gogolin (2008) argues that deeply rooted
monolingual beliefs have existed in the German school system for nearly two centuries
and attributes them to sociopolitical developments initiated during the processes of nation-
building. Based on the results of her survey conducted with 185 teachers, she coined the
term “monolingual habitus” to describe the strict monolingual orientation of (language)
education reflected in policies, curricula, and didactics, to which her participants predomi-
nantly had been adhering in their daily routines, despite working in linguistically diverse
classrooms. Importantly, Gogolin (1997) argues that the phenomenon of a “monolingual
habitus” is not unique to Germany but can be found in all states with a European tradition
of nation-state formation. In many European countries, historical multilingual realities
were increasingly suppressed during nation-building processes in favor of establishing
unified national languages. Thus, the marginalization of linguistic diversity emerged as a
widespread historical pattern across much of Europe.

At the same time, Gogolin’s concept critically highlights the persistence of monolin-
gual biases in an era of increasing global migration, during which a growing proportion
of students in Germany and elsewhere have a first language other than the national lan-
guage(s). Her findings have laid the foundation for subsequent research into teachers’
beliefs about linguistic diversity and the challenges of fostering equitable educational
opportunities for multilingual students. Building on these insights, more recent studies
have explored various factors that influence teachers’ beliefs toward multilingualism.

2.3. Factors Influencing Beliefs

Several studies from Germany and in the international context have demonstrated that
training related to multilingualism can influence teacher’s beliefs (e.g., Alisaari et al., 2019).
For instance, a study conducted at German universities found that participation in a
GSL program led to improved language-sensitive practices (Fischer & Ehmke, 2019;
Hammer et al., 2016). Similarly, Pohlmann-Rother et al. (2023) found that only elementary
school teachers who invested substantial time in pre-service training on multilingualism
developed more positive beliefs. Gallagher and Scrivner (2024), on the basis of their sys-
tematic review in the US context, emphasize that pre-service diversity coursework has
also been shown to play a role in valuing linguistic diversity. This supports the broader
assumption that targeted academic preparation can contribute to the development of more
multilingually oriented beliefs among future teachers.

The relevance of such preparation becomes evident when considering generational
differences in teachers’ beliefs. Older teachers have been found to hold less favorable
beliefs toward linguistic diversity (Bernstein et al., 2021; Flores & Smith, 2009; Metz, 2019).
This generational gap likely reflects a reduced exposure to recent developments in teacher
education and the fact that their initial teacher education may have provided fewer op-
portunities for structured reflection on linguistic diversity. Moreover, they may have been
trained at a time when monolingual norms were less frequently questioned. In contrast,
pre-service teachers in recent programs often encounter more explicit engagement with
multilingualism and are thus better equipped to adopt inclusive and resource-oriented
approaches in their teaching.
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That such pedagogical preparation is essential is further highlighted by evidence from
countries with formally inclusive language policies. Vikøy and Haukås (2023), for exam-
ple, found that Norwegian L1 teachers frequently held problem-oriented beliefs toward
multilingualism, despite working within a curriculum that explicitly promotes linguistic
diversity. Although the curriculum formally promotes linguistic diversity, teachers per-
ceived students’ home languages as obstacles rather than resources—a belief that is partly
rooted in the lack of concrete guidance and practicable teaching materials for multilingual
pedagogy. These findings highlight that progressive policy frameworks alone are insuffi-
cient unless accompanied by systematic support and concrete pedagogical training within
teacher education.

Another contributing factor is teachers’ own backgrounds. In a comparative cross-
sectional study, Hachfeld et al. (2012) found that multicultural beliefs (as opposed to
egalitarian beliefs) were more pronounced among teachers in training (this is the practical
training period following university training) who had a multilingual or migrant back-
ground than among those who had grown up monolingually or monoculturally. This, in
turn, was associated with greater openness toward multilingual students. Similar results
have been reported by Schroedler and Fischer (2020).

Gallagher and Scrivner (2024) confirm these patterns across multiple studies: teach-
ers with multilingual biographies were more likely to be multilingually oriented, while
those socialized in monolingual contexts often normalized monolingual beliefs. At
the same time, the authors highlight that not all multilingual teachers adopt positive
beliefs—individual trajectories and family experiences, such as pressure to assimilate
linguistically, may moderate this relationship.

Further life experiences, such as racial or ethnic identity, geographic background, and
personal schooling histories, have also been found to shape beliefs (Gallagher & Scrivner,
2024). Teachers from minoritized groups or from linguistically diverse regions were more
likely to support home language maintenance and reject monolingual ideologies. Also,
teachers who had been exposed to linguistic diversity during their own schooling tended
to express more empathetic and supportive views toward multilingual students. Such
experiences appear to increase sensitivity to the challenges faced by those students and
foster greater openness to inclusive language practices.

In addition to professional training and biographical background, teachers’ class-
room experiences with multilingual students have a strong influence on their be-
liefs. Studies from both German and international contexts (e.g., Lucas et al., 2015;
Pohlmann-Rother et al., 2023) suggest that regular engagement with linguistically hetero-
geneous student groups correlates with more supportive beliefs. These findings are echoed
by Gallagher and Scrivner (2024), who conclude that teaching experience, per se, appears
to be less influential than direct engagement with multilingual students during teacher
education (for instance through tutoring or classroom observation). First-hand experience
with linguistic diversity thus seems to foster openness and more open beliefs toward
multilingualism more effectively than the accumulation of teaching years alone.

The school subjects studied (e.g., language or non-language related subjects) may
further moderate these dynamics by shaping exposure to multilingual contexts. Pre-service
teachers specializing in German as a second language—or in second/foreign language
teaching more broadly—are regularly confronted with linguistic heterogeneity, both the-
oretically and practically, than those in non-language tracks. Consequently, they tend to
adopt more multilingually oriented beliefs (Paetsch et al., 2023; Lucas et al., 2015). This
indicates that subject-specific trajectories not only reflect but actively shape the experiential
foundations upon which beliefs develop.
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These subject-specific trajectories are also closely linked to teachers’ linguistic biogra-
phies. According to Calafato (2020), teachers who identify as multilingual and engage with
multiple languages in their teaching are significantly more likely to perceive multilingual-
ism as a valuable pedagogical resource and to challenge monolingual norms. Their beliefs
are not solely shaped by their language proficiency but are also influenced by their pro-
fessional experiences, social language ideologies, personal identities, and societal support
structures—highlighting the complex interplay between language experience, instructional
context, and broader sociopolitical factors in shaping multilingual beliefs.

In addition to these individual and contextual factors, demographic variables also
play a role. Gender has been repeatedly associated with differing beliefs. Female teachers
are more likely to express positive views and show greater openness toward linguistic
diversity (Lundberg, 2019b; Schroedler et al., 2023; Schroedler & Fischer, 2020). While the
underlying mechanisms require further investigation, this pattern suggests that gender
may influence how linguistic diversity is perceived and addressed in educational settings.

While individual characteristics are important, a range of structural factors also shape
teachers’ beliefs about multilingualism. Gallagher and Scrivner (2024) identify several key
contextual influences based on their review of empirical studies. First, curricular demands
tend to narrow teachers’ language focus on the standard language, discourage the inclusion
of students’ home languages in instruction, and foster the belief that the presence of
multilingual students in mainstream classrooms slows down instructional progress. Second,
beliefs are often aligned with school contexts, including the linguistic composition of the
student body, prevailing school language policies, and the perspective of school leadership.
Teachers report experiencing tension when their own beliefs conflict with institutional
demands, illustrating the complex interaction between personal conviction and systemic
pressures. Finally, access to resources—particularly time and linguistically/culturally
responsive teaching materials—was found to significantly affect teachers’ willingness and
ability to address multilingualism in their classrooms. Taken together, these findings
underscore that beliefs are not static or isolated but embedded in broader sociopolitical and
institutional frameworks.

While numerous factors have been found to shape teachers’ beliefs, these beliefs
themselves are not without consequences. Research indicates that teachers’ beliefs about
language diversity and multilingual students significantly influence their instructional
practices (Gallagher & Scrivner, 2024). Specifically, teachers who hold multilingually ori-
ented beliefs—viewing students’ home languages as assets—are more likely to implement
equitable and supportive teaching strategies. Conversely, teachers with less multilingually
oriented beliefs—seeing students’ languages as deficiencies—tend to adopt practices that
may suppress or devalue students’ linguistic backgrounds. Overall, the findings empha-
size that a teacher’s underlying beliefs about language directly shape how they approach
classroom language use, differentiation, and assessment, affecting their ability to create an
inclusive environment for multilingual students.

An important study in this context was conducted by Pulinx et al. (2017) in Flanders
(Belgium). Using an innovative scale based on eight statements (the so-called “monolin-
gualism scale”), the authors investigated secondary teachers’ beliefs about multilingualism.
Their results showed that teachers in the sample had particularly pronounced monolin-
gual beliefs, as reflected in their responses. On a five-point scale (1 = most multilingually
oriented beliefs; 5 = most monolingually oriented beliefs) teachers scored, on average,
3.74 points. Responses to the individual items showed that, e.g., only 12% agreed that
students should be offered the opportunity to learn their home languages at school, and
almost 30% stated that students should be punished for using their home language at
school. Further in-depth analyses revealed that male teachers expressed more monolin-
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gual beliefs than female teachers and that the highest levels of monolingual beliefs were
observed in schools with an ethnically balanced student population. Crucially, the study
found that the more pronounced teachers’ monolingual beliefs were, the lower their expec-
tations toward their students were. Given the well-established positive correlation between
teachers’ expectations and students’ academic achievement, this finding is relevant. Mono-
lingually oriented beliefs, therefore, risk contributing to the reproduction of educational
inequalities for multilingual students, both in the short term (e.g., through biased grading
practices) and in the long term (e.g., by limiting access to higher education, employment,
and social participation).

In a subsequent study using the same “monolingualism scale”, Bosch et al. (2024)
demonstrated that elementary school teachers from three different European countries
(Greece, the Netherlands, and Italy), where a comparably high number of multilingual
students attend schools, expressed clearly less pronounced monolingual beliefs on issues of
multilingualism than their Belgian counterparts (2.17 in Greece, 2.62 in Italy, and 2.62 in the
Netherlands). Greek teachers expressed the most multilingually oriented beliefs, while in
Italy and the Netherlands, beliefs tend to be cautiously positive but are potentially affected
by policy ambiguity and variable teacher training (Bosch et al., 2024). The authors could
further show that training on multilingualism positively affected teachers’ beliefs in all
three countries.

The study’s results are, however, not entirely (methodically) comparable with the
findings by Pulinx et al. (2017) for two reasons: (1) The sample of Bosch et al. (2024) exclu-
sively consisted of elementary school teachers whose beliefs on issues of migration-related
multilingualism seem to be more positive toward language in general than secondary
school teachers’ beliefs, which may be due to working with younger children on issues of
language and reading/writing acquisition (as discussed in Bosch et al., 2024). (2) There
was also a relatively high proportion of female teachers (average across all countries: 89%),
while in Pulinx et al. (2017), 62.5% of participants were female. This might have biased the
results due to an evident gender effect, which has also been reported elsewhere (see above).

2.4. Policy Changes in Germany

Germany, as the European country with the highest number of residents with a migra-
tion background, has witnessed increasing attention to linguistic diversity in educational
discourse. Nevertheless, monolingual norms continue to dominate teacher education and
classroom practices (Gogolin, 2008). Compared to Greece, where inclusive language poli-
cies and direct experience with multilingual students foster particularly supportive beliefs
among teachers, pre-service teacher education in Germany has been found to still need
improvement. Teacher education programs across all federal states still require further
development to adequately prepare future teachers for linguistically diverse classrooms,
as emphasized in a policy brief by a German expert panel (Morris-Lange et al., 2016; see
also Lucas & Villegas, 2013). In recent years, many universities have introduced programs
to strengthen the competences with respect to multilingualism, to varying degrees (from
obligatory training for all teacher education students to training, e.g., in Berlin or North
Rhine-Westphalia, to additional classes only for future teachers of German, e.g., in the
federal state of Baden-Württemberg). Studies have reported varying degrees of success
with these programs (e.g., Andresen & Lahmann, 2020; Born et al., 2019).

This paper focuses on pre-service teachers in Germany, investigating their (perceived)
preparedness for the multilingual classroom, as well as their self-assessment of their role in
the context of their beliefs (using the belief scale developed by Pulinx et al., 2017). This study
was conducted at two German universities (here named “A” and “B”) in southern Germany
and included pre-service teachers preparing to teach at the “Gymnasium” level—the
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highest track in the German secondary school system, typically lasting eight or nine years
and culminating in the “Abitur”, which qualifies students for entry into higher education.
Participants at University A were training to teach various subjects, including both language
and non-language subjects. In contrast, the group from University B consisted of students
studying to become German teachers exclusively and attending a five-credit course (lecture)
on GSL and language-sensitive teaching.

Our research questions/hypotheses are as follows:

(1) How well-prepared do German pre-service teachers feel for teaching in linguisti-
cally diverse classrooms? In line with earlier findings (Becker-Mrotzek et al., 2012;
Kaplan, 2023), a larger proportion of pre-service teachers is expected to report feeling
prepared or well-prepared. Also, based on previous research (Hachfeld et al., 2012;
Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2014; Fitzsimmons-Doolan et al., 2017; Lundberg, 2019a;
Paetsch et al., 2023), pre-service teachers who study language-related subjects, are
female, or have a multilingual background are expected to feel better prepared for
working in heterogeneous classrooms.

(2) How do the beliefs of German pre-service teachers toward multilingualism compare to
those of teachers in Belgium, Greece, Italy, and the Netherlands? German pre-service
teachers are hypothesized to occupy a moderately supportive position—more open
than Belgian teachers, less open than Greek teachers, and like those in Italy and the
Netherlands. As in the Belgian sample, the participants in this study are training to
become Gymnasium teachers, a track that is traditionally characterized by a more
academic and less pedagogically oriented focus. Therefore, they are also expected to
show lower openness toward linguistic diversity in the classroom.

(3) Which individual characteristics influence pre-service teachers’ beliefs toward
multilingualism, as measured using the “monolingualism scale” (Pulinx et al.,
2017)? Based on previous research (Hachfeld et al., 2012; Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2014;
Fitzsimmons-Doolan et al., 2017; Lundberg, 2019a; Paetsch et al., 2023), it is expected
that gender, multilingual background, and the study of language-related subjects will
significantly influence beliefs. Specifically, female participants, those with a multi-
lingual background, and those studying at least one language subject (e.g., German,
English, French, Spanish) are expected to hold more multilingually oriented beliefs.

(4) Does participation in a single university lecture on GSL influence pre-service teachers’
beliefs towards multilingualism? In line with previous studies showing that training
can affect teachers’ mindsets (e.g., Alisaari et al., 2019; Fischer & Ehmke, 2019), it is
expected that pre-service teachers who attend a mandatory lecture on GSL will show
more multilingually oriented beliefs after the lecture than before.

3. Materials and Methods
Data for this study was collected as part of a larger research project (“Fostering Aca-

demic Language: New Perspectives on German as a Second Language in the Classroom”) in the
federal state of Baden-Württemberg in southern Germany. In this region, the proportion
of individuals with a migration background (30.9%) is slightly higher than the national
average (Baden-Württemberg Statistical Office, 2023).

A total of 118 pre-service teachers from University A participated; at University
B, 149 pre-service teachers filled out the same questionnaire before attending a newly
introduced lecture on GSL and language-sensitive teaching, with 81 participants also
completing it again after the course. The lecture was mandatory for pre-service teachers
of German and was part of the regular curriculum. It was primarily lecture-based but
contained interactive elements, such as partner work on second language development or
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group discussions on how to integrate multilingualism into the classroom. The course was
taught by the first author of this paper as part of her teaching assignment at University B.

Participation in the study was voluntary. By completing the questionnaire, all respon-
dents gave informed consent for the data to be used in scientific publications. According to
the university policies, Ethics Committee approval was not required for this type of anony-
mous questionnaire study involving consenting adults. The entire project was approved by
the Ministry of Culture, Youth and Sport, Baden-Württemberg, under No. 31-6499.20/1235.

3.1. Participants

Several background variables were collected as part of the questionnaire (see Table 1).
They reveal that at University A, approximately two-thirds of the respondents were female,
and two-thirds studied language-related subjects, such as German, Spanish, or English,
while the remaining third were enrolled in non-language-related subjects, such as Mathe-
matics, Biology, Political Science, etc. At University B, only pre-service teachers preparing
to become German teachers participated. All of them attended an obligatory university
lecture on German as second language (GSL) and language-sensitive teaching.

Table 1. Participants’ backgrounds.

University A University B

Number/Gender 79 f, 39 m
(66.9% f; 33.1% m)

123 f, 25 m, 1 div
(82.6% f, 16.8% m,

0.7% div)

Subjects studied

Language-related subjects:
n = 82 (70.3%)

Non-language related subjects:
n = 32 (29.7%)

German

Age (mean in months) 22.24 (SD 3.1) 22.86 (SD 3.17)

Multilingual background * 11% 32.9%

Number of semesters studied (mean) 5.67 (SD 3.95) 5.52 (SD (2.65)
* Defined as speaking more than one language in the family.

Participants at both universities were at various stages of their studies, ranging from
being in the first to their 13th semester. A typical teacher education program in Germany
for secondary schools takes a minimum of nine semesters; however, it can be extended by
several semesters individually.

3.2. The Questionnaire

The paper-and-pencil questionnaire included questions about participants’ demo-
graphics (age, gender, subjects studied (language subjects/non-language subjects), as well
as the number of semesters studied), as seen above.

It further asked several questions related to their perceived preparedness for a linguis-
tically diverse classroom and the role of teachers in fostering the language competences of
students (this portion was only available to students at University A).

Concretely, the following questions were asked:

(1) How well prepared do you feel to work with students that have grown up speaking
another language besides German (to be indicated on a scale of 1–5, with 5 being the
most prepared)?

(2) Do you think that the language background of your students is relevant for your
subjects (yes/no, for all subjects, specific to subjects)?
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(3) In your view, who should foster students with low German skills (German teachers,
all teachers, external GSL teachers, other)?

Apart from the items above, eight additional items were taken from another survey
(with the permission of the authors, Pulinx et al., 2017) to measure pre-service beliefs. These
have been used in previous research conducted in Belgium, as well as in Greece, Italy,
and the Netherlands (Pulinx et al., 2017; Bosch et al., 2024), and were adapted to German
(translated items can be found in Table 2).

Table 2. Eight items measuring teachers’ beliefs used in the questionnaire (adapted to German from
Pulinx et al., 2017; English translation).

(1) Non-German-speaking students should not be allowed to speak their home language
at school.

(2) The most important cause of academic failure of non-German-speaking students is
their insufficient proficiency in German.

(3) The school library (classroom library, media library) should also include books in the
different home languages of the students.

(4) Non-German-speaking students should be offered the opportunity to learn their
home language at school.

(5) By speaking their home language at school, non-German-speaking students do not
learn German sufficiently.

(6) Non-German-speaking students should be offered regular subjects in their home
language.

(7) It is more important that non-German-speaking students obtain a high level of
proficiency in German than in their home language.

(8) It is in the interest of the students that they are punished for speaking their home
language at school.

3.3. Analysis

After data collection, data was entered into SPSS and statistically analyzed using
SPSS 29.0.

In order to calculate the “monolingual—multilingual index”, as we will name it
henceforth, the procedure used by Pulinx et al. (2017) was employed. Items 1, 2, 5, 7, and
8 were calculated on a scale of 1–5 (including 0.5 steps), with 5 denoting strong agreement
to monolingual beliefs, whereas the scale was reversed when coding Items 3, 4, and 6,
where 5 denoted positive agreement toward multilingual beliefs. The sum of the items was
then divided by eight.

4. Results
4.1. Perceived Preparedness for a Heterogeneous Classroom

A total of 23.1% of the pre-service teachers indicated that they felt prepared or well-
prepared to deal with linguistic diversity in the classroom. There was no significant
difference between pre-service teachers studying language subjects or non-language sub-
jects (on a scale where 5 = being the most prepared: M = 2.94 (SD 0.94) (language subjects)
vs. M = 2.93 (SD 0.85) (non-language subjects); t(115) = 0.056; p < 0.955)). Also, gender did
not affect the results (male: M = 2.949, SD 0.156, female: M = 2.93; SD 0.889; t(115) = 0.107,
p < 0.915). There was no significant correlation (r = 0.068; p < 0.467) between the number
of semesters studied and the feeling of preparedness for the multilingual classroom. Yet,
pre-service teachers with a higher number of semesters (7–13 semesters; n = 44) felt slightly
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better prepared (M = 3.03 (SD 0.95)) than pre-service teachers with a lower number of
semesters ((1–6 semesters; n = 61) M = 2.869 (SD 0.879)).

While the multilingual pre-service teacher group was small, the difference between
the preparedness of facing a heterogenous classroom was very evident. The difference
between the mean values M = 4.042 (SD 0.456) (multilingual) and M = 2.810 (SD 0.853)
(monolingual) was significant (χ2(1) = 23.279, p < 0.001).

A total of 50% of all the pre-service teachers thought that the linguistic background of
the students matters in all subjects, 8.5% thought it does not matter, and the rest indicated
that it depended on the subject. When asked specifically in which subject areas the heritage
language of the students should matter, the responses were clearly differentiated (on a
scale 1–5): Language subjects M = 3.5 (SD 1.09), social sciences M = 2.89 (SD 1.01), natural
sciences M = 2.26 (SD 0.094).

This finding was influenced by the number of semesters studied. The higher the
number of semesters of the pre-service teachers, the lower the role of the language back-
ground of the (future) students was judged to be of relevance for the social and natural
sciences. The results for pre-service teachers with up to six semesters are as follows: Lan-
guage subjects M = 3.42 (SD 1.19), social sciences M = 2.91 (SD 1.071), and natural sciences
M = 2.45 (SD 0.98). The results for pre-service teachers with over seven semesters are as
follows: Language subjects M = 3.6 (SD 0.92), social sciences M = 2.84 (SD 0.98), and natural
sciences M = 2.02 (SD 0.86). The difference between pre-service teachers with higher and
lower numbers of semesters and their viewpoints on language in the natural sciences was
significant (t(114) = −2.169; p < 0.032).

A total of 33.9% of participants thought that all teachers are responsible for supporting
students with lower German skills, whereas 22.9% felt that it should be the responsibility
of external GSL teachers. A total of 36.4% thought that it should be the responsibility of all
teachers and external GSL teachers combined (as it is often actually the case in German
schools). The remaining percentage thought it should be the responsibility of German
teachers (3.4%) or others (not specified): 1.7%.

4.2. Items Related to Beliefs Toward Multilingualism

The eight items employed in the study by Pulinx et al. (2017) were analyzed.
Agreement was defined as “agree or completely agree”, in line with the study by
Pulinx et al. (2017). However, it must be noted that Cronbach’s alpha in this study was at
0.632; below the Cronbach’s alpha of 0.816 in Pulinx et al. (2017). In Table 3, the results
from both universities can be found.

Table 3. Results from Universities A and B reflecting teachers’ beliefs (adapted to German from
Pulinx et al., 2017; English translation).

Items from Pulinx et al. (2017)
University A
Agreement

(Agree/Completely Agree)

University B
Agreement

(Agree/Completely Agree)

(1) Non-German-speaking students should not be
allowed to speak their home language at school. 23.5% 42.6%

(2) The most important cause of academic failure of
non-German-speaking students is their insufficient
proficiency in German.

21.2% 23.1%

(3) The school library (classroom library, media
library) should also include books in the different
home languages of the students.

60.2% 59.5%
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Table 3. Cont.

Items from Pulinx et al. (2017)
University A

Agreement (Agree/Completely
Agree)

University B
Agreement (Agree/Completely

Agree)

(4) Non-German-speaking students should be offered the
opportunity to learn their home language at school. 68.7% 52.0%

(5) By speaking their home language at school,
non-German-speaking students do not learn
German sufficiently.

39.4% 31.3%

(6) Non-German-speaking students should be offered
regular subjects in their home language. 9.0% 21.8%

(7) It is more important that non-German-speaking students
obtain a higher level of proficiency in German than in their
home language.

29.8% 30.1%

(8) It is in the interest of the students that they are punished
for speaking their home language at school. 14.1%. 1.4%

According to the procedure described above, at University A, the “monolingualism–
multilingualism index” exhibited a mean of M = 2.91 (SD 0.96), and at University B, (before
the lecture) the mean was M = 2.63 (SD 0.54). After the lecture at University B, the mean
was M = 2.58 (SD 0.66). The lower the index (on a scale 1–5), the greater the multilingual
beliefs. The results are visualized in Figure 1.

 

Figure 1. Mean values of the “monolingualism–multilingualism index” at University A and Univer-
sity B before and after the lecture (1 = most multilingual belief).
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The three variables of language subject, monolingualism/multilingualism, and gen-
der were entered into a regression model. While there were no significant influences of
any of those variables at University A, at University B, the results of the model showed
that female respondents at University B had significantly lower points on average, in-
dicating more positive beliefs toward multilingualism compared to male respondents
(R2Adjusted = 0.049; β = −0.301, p < 0.013). Similar results were found for multilingual
respondents compared to monolingual respondents (β = −0.194, p < 0.044).

After the lecture, female respondents at University B showed only marginally more
positive beliefs (R2Adjusted = 0.062; β = −0.336, p = 0.054), while multilingualism was a
significant factor (β = −0.317, p < 0.033).

5. Discussion
The current study investigated three aspects that are relevant in addressing multi-

lingual students’ needs in the linguistically diverse classroom: (a) pre-service teachers’
perceived preparedness for the classroom, (b) their beliefs towards multilingualism, and
(c) the effects of a university lecture on GSL and language-sensitive teaching. A total of
267 pre-service teachers from two German universities participated in the study by com-
pleting a questionnaire that included an internationally recognized scale to assess beliefs
about multilingualism.

(a) Perceived preparedness for the heterogenous classroom

In earlier surveys conducted among teachers (Becker-Mrotzek et al., 2012) and pre-
service teachers (Michalak, 2010) the preparedness for a linguistically diverse classroom
was relatively low, at about one third (well-prepared or prepared), considering that vir-
tually all teachers must teach students with multilingual backgrounds. A more recent
study found that 55% of pre-service teachers felt prepared for the heterogenous classroom
(Kaplan, 2023).

The current study found the preparedness of a sample of pre-service teachers studying
language and non-language subjects to be even lower than that in the 2012-study of
teachers, at 23.1%. While one must acknowledge that perhaps the “fear of the unknown”
may be stronger in pre-service teachers studying at university compared to teachers already
working at schools, this result contrasts with the more positive finding by Kaplan (2023)
regarding pre-service teachers. In our study, preparedness was assessed on a scale of
1–5, while in Kaplan (2023), the results were assessed in an interview, thus potentially
offering more nuanced viewpoints. In the study by Kaplan (2023), pre-service teachers
were attending a GSL module at three different universities in Germany, while, at the time
of the administration of the questionnaire, no such module was available at University A.

While one might expect that pre-service teachers in language subjects feel generally
closer to linguistic heterogeneity by virtue of working with language acquisition and second
language acquisition, this was not found in our study. Pre-service teachers at University A
did not differ in their subjective preparedness whether they were studying language-related
subjects or not. However, there was a difference between the multilingual pre-service
teachers and the monolingual pre-service teachers, as has been found in previous studies,
such as Hachfeld et al. (2012) and Schroedler and Fischer (2020).

Half of the pre-service teachers found that the language background of the students
is relevant in all subjects, and a small percentage (8.5%) thought it did not matter at all.
The remaining nearly 40% thought it depended on the subject. In a clearly differentiated
way, language subjects were thought to need the most attention in terms of the linguistic
background of the students, followed by the social sciences, and finally, the natural sciences.
Interestingly, the further along pre-service teachers are in their studies, the more their
attention appears to shift toward subject-specific content. This tendency is particularly
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evident for the natural sciences, where language-related aspects of teaching tend to be
considered less relevant. In terms of language-sensitive teaching approaches (e.g., Gibbons,
2002), this suggests that awareness among pre-service teachers needs to be particularly
strengthened in non-language disciplines, where linguistic aspects may otherwise be
overlooked.

When questioned who should be responsible for addressing the language needs of
students, 79% thought it should be all teachers; however, a subset thought that it should
be teachers of all subjects and GSL teachers (37.3%), 82% and respectively 82.5% of the
teachers in the studies by Becker-Mrotzek et al. (2012) and Kaplan (2023) felt responsible
for addressing the language needs of students, so the total number here is comparable.

Overall, this portion of the study found a comparatively low subjective feeling of
preparedness for the linguistically diverse classroom among pre-service teachers at these
German universities. It is, however, positive and notable that pre-service teachers are
aware that they themselves are responsible for fostering the language(s) and addressing
the language needs of their students, rather than external persons. Yet, there still seems to
be doubt among a considerable number of pre-service teachers that language is a relevant
factor in all subjects—as evidenced by the finding that in the natural sciences, language
may be less relevant than it is in the language subjects.

(b) Beliefs toward multilingual students

Beliefs are a key precondition for effectively working with multilingual student popu-
lations. While some statements taken from Pulinx et al. (2017) in the questionnaire reflected
multilingually oriented beliefs—such as offering books and media in different heritage
languages (Statement 3) or offering to learn the heritage language at school (Statement
4)—there were still a lot of lingering monolingual beliefs among the participants. For
instance, at University A, 14.1% of participants thought that students should be punished
for using their heritage language at school (Statement 8); in the weaker version, 23.5% of
participants thought that students should not be allowed to use their heritage language
(Statement 1). At University B, agreement with Statement 1 was even higher (42.6%), which
could denote a strong agreement with monolingual policies; however, looking at other
statements, at University B overall, beliefs were slightly more multilingually oriented, e.g.,
only 1.4% of the participants thought that students should be punished for using their
heritage language.

When calculating the means (M = 2.91 (SD 0.96) at University A and M = 2.63 (SD 0.54)
at University B before the lecture), the two German groups of pre-service teachers can be
placed between the teachers from Belgium (3.74 points (SD = 0.06; Pulinx et al., 2017)) and
Greece (2.17; SD = 0.57) more in line with results from in Italy (2.62; SD = 0.64) and the
Netherlands (2.62; SD = 0.69; Bosch et al., 2024). In Bosch et al. (2024), the authors reported
that Greece has the strongest system for supporting teachers in their continuous training
with respect to multilingualism. This is also due to Greece often being the first point of
entry for migrants and refugees from countries such as Syria or Afghanistan.

While, in Belgium, secondary school teachers were investigated, and in Germany,
individuals in pre-service training to become secondary school teachers were investigated,
in Greece, Italy, and the Netherlands, primary school teachers were investigated. It has
been reported that secondary school teachers might be less pedagogically oriented in
terms of language support, whereas, in the lower classes, language acquisition in terms of
reading/writing acquisition plays a larger role (Bosch et al., 2024).

The results reflect—to some degree—the persistence of what Gogolin (2008) has
described as the “monolingual habitus”—a normative orientation toward monolingualism
that continues to shape educational thinking and practice in contexts that are, in fact,
multilingual.
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Similar findings have been reported in other European countries, such as Norway.
Vikøy and Haukås (2023), for instance, found that despite positive formulations about
multilingualism in the national curriculum, Norwegian L1 teachers (n = 10) often adhered
to a language-as-problem orientation, viewing minority students primarily through a deficit
lens rather than recognizing their multilingual competencies as a resource. This suggests
that the “monolingual habitus” is not limited to the German context but appears to be a
broader phenomenon across national education systems in Europe.

These findings are further echoed in the United States. Gallagher and Scrivner’s
(2024) recent systematic review revealed that teachers mainly expressed positive beliefs
about multilingualism and heritage language maintenance. However, these positive beliefs
were frequently accompanied by a lack of perceived responsibility for fostering students’
multilingualism in the classroom. At the same time, many teachers adhere to dominant
language ideologies, particularly in their views on “nonstandard” varieties (e.g., Spanglish
in the US), which were framed in deficit terms. The authors further reported that teachers
frequently positioned multilingual students as lacking not only linguistic and academic
proficiency but also cultural capital. Their families were often described as uninvolved,
uneducated, or unreachable—perceptions that reinforce stereotypical deficit discourses
and symbolically position multilingual students as “other” within educational institutions.
This combination of positive views and structural detachment reflects the ambivalence and
complexity of teacher beliefs and highlights the continued influence of monolingual norms
in educational contexts.

Interestingly, none of the results at University A were affected by any of the variables
that commonly influence beliefs: gender, multilingual background, or subjects (language
vs. non-language subjects). We attribute this to the overall homogeneity of students at
University A. It is a small university in a town in the south of Germany. Even though the
Swiss border is very near, this is not as diverse an environment as some of the metropolitan
areas in Germany would offer. In line with the results of Bosch et al. (2024), who found
an effect of urban vs. rural areas (with rural areas showing less multilingually oriented
beliefs), this might serve as an explanation.

However, at University B, the gender as well as the multilingualism of the participants
played a role. There was certainly more multilingualism among the pre-service teachers
there; also, language subjects typically attract more females, as can be seen by the higher
proportion of female pre-service teachers in the sample from University B. While University
B is also located in a university town comparable to the size of that of University A, the
university is about three times larger, also attracting pre-service teachers from nearby
metropolitan areas. In addition, there was no separate program for GSL at University
A and no obligatory classes. At University B, however, at the (later) time of testing, an
obligatory semester-long lecture (the one investigated here) had been already introduced.
This may explain some of the apparent—albeit small—differences between University A
and B.

(c) The effects of a university-based lecture on GSL

The increase in average beliefs was relatively small (before, M = 2.63, and after,
M = 2.58). The second analysis showed that the multilingual background well as to some
extent the gender of the participants, had an impact on their beliefs, regardless of whether
the values were measured before or after the lecture.

The limited increase in beliefs might be due to the fact that it was only one class
in Baden-Württemberg instead of two (as in Berlin or North Rhine Westfalia). Another
explanation could lie in the lecture format itself, which was less interactive than a seminar
format and offered only a few opportunities for meaningful reflection and discussion.
It became evident that a semester-long lecture is not sufficient to drastically shift the
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mind-set of pre-service teachers. This highlights the need to go beyond lecture-based
formats and explore alternative, more practice-oriented models of teacher education. For
instance, approaches in the Austrian context, which integrate case studies and interactive
discussions, appear to be more fruitful (e.g., Bellet, 2020). The findings also underline
a broader structural issue: despite considerable efforts from several universities, federal
education policies in the state of Baden-Württemberg remain unchanged. In order to
institutionalize multilingualism as a core element of teacher education, more systemic
support is needed.

Limitations

The current study investigated pre-service teachers at one larger and one smaller
university in southern Germany. Both universities only offer teacher training for secondary
schools (i.e., not for elementary schools). Therefore, it remains to be seen how teachers
from regular elementary schools might respond to those items (as in Bosch et al., 2024 or in
Pohlmann-Rother et al., 2023).

Further limiting factors are as follows: The sample is not representative (convenient
sample), as it only represents pre-service teachers from one federal state with its own federal
policies and political make-up. This issue could be addressed by recruiting participants
from across Germany. In addition, as a normal process, there is a loss of pre-service teachers
throughout the semester. Also, the study relies on self-reported data, which is known to
produce socially acceptable/desirable answers in surveys (Steiner & Benesch, 2018, p. 65).
In this context, it is important to consider that teachers’ beliefs may not always be internally
consistent or unambiguous. As Gallagher and Scrivner (2024) point out, teachers may
simultaneously hold both positive and negative beliefs about multilingualism, which
calls for the cautious interpretation of aggregate scores on belief scales. While this study
addressed beliefs, the question of how those beliefs transform into actions when those
pre-service teachers work in the classroom remains and needs to be considered in future
studies. Further, due to organizational reasons, a paper-and-pencil test was chosen at the
time, and not all subjects responded to the eight items from Pulinx et al. (2017). Another
caveat is that Cronbach’s alpha was low - which may have been due to the questionnaire
actually having been developed for in-service teachers, rather than pre-service teachers.
Due to the anonymity of the questionnaire and time constraints, only group data could
be analyzed and descriptively compared before and after the lecture. An actual pre-post
design may have been able to shed further light on factors that influence potential changes.
For further consideration, while the results of the “intervention” are not very strong, the
first author of this paper may have subconsciously promoted some of the multilingual
beliefs from the questionnaire.

6. Conclusions
The present study investigated pre-service secondary school teachers’ preparedness

for the multilingual classroom, as well as their beliefs, at two universities in southern
Germany. Overall, while the subjective feeling of preparedness is quite low, the awareness
of the responsibility of fostering multilingual students is quite high. However, not all
pre-service teachers assume that language is relevant for all school subjects (such as the
natural sciences).

Compared to the two other studies conducted in Europe (Bosch et al., 2024;
Pulinx et al., 2017), pre-service teachers’ beliefs are relatively multilingually oriented, even
though some doubts and concerns from the perspectives for the multilingual classroom
remain. It is apparent that multilingual pedagogies need to be introduced into all school
subjects early on, as many teachers do not necessarily see the use of the heritage language
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as a positive and useful resource in the classroom. Overall, the curricular possibilities of
fostering multilingualism in the classroom (multilingual pedagogies) must be addressed
more consistently.

There is currently no shortage in concepts and methods, as well as research projects,
but they have not yet reached classroom practice (Lundberg, 2019b). Further studies must
follow pre-service teachers from university education into the classroom to reliably assess
the changes required within university education.
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