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Introduction 
The Covid-19 pandemic has affected families in the Netherlands in many different ways. This 
report reports on a project investigating how the pandemic has affected multilingual families in 
particular. As a result of the pandemic, primary and secondary schools in the Netherlands were 
closed several times between March 2020 and June 2021. During these school closures, many 
parents found themselves looking after younger children full-time and supervising their older 
children’s home-schooling activities. With borders closed, trips to see family abroad were off 
the cards (and for many, still remain so), and contact with classmates and wider society were 
much restricted. This unprecedented set of circumstances provided a unique opportunity to 
study the language choices made in multilingual families as well as the impact of the pandemic 
more generally.  
 
Inspired by similar research projects carried out in the UK and Norway, we launched an online 
questionnaire for parents just after primary schools opened up after the second lockdown. We 
were delighted to receive almost 600 responses, and are pleased to share our initial findings 
with you in this report. After providing some information about the project and how we recruited 
participants, the report starts with an overview of the key characteristics of our respondents, 
after which we present the answers to each of our research questions. 
 

Thank you!  
We would like to thank all the families who took the time to complete our questionnaire. 

Many included extensive comments about their own experiences, and these have 
provided valuable insights into multilingual families’ experiences during the pandemic.  
We would also like to thank those friends, colleagues, family members and strangers 
who shared our call for participation. As you will read in this report – it really helped! 

 

About this project 

The research team 
This research project was carried out by students at Radboud University (Nijmegen) following 
a Masters programme in Linguistics or a Research Masters in Language and Communication. 
It was led and supervised by Dr. Sharon Unsworth as part of a course on Child Bilingualism, 
which took place completely online during the Spring/Summer semester of 2021. The students 
(Marieke van den Akker, Belinda van der Aa, Illa Carrion Braakman, Robin Devillers, Caya van 
Dijk, Anna Drukker, Aniek Ebbinge, Justine Griffioen, Benthe Meijer, Vasudha Raju, Tessel 
Stam, Lisanne Versaevel, and Wies Voerman) were involved in all stages of the project: 
reviewing the relevant background literature, designing the questionnaire and implementing it 
on an online platform, recruiting participants, and as part of their course requirements, 
analysing various parts of the data and presenting the results in brief research reports. The 
complete dataset was prepared for analysis by Caya van Dijk, Marieke van den Akker, Robin 
Devillers and Sharon Unsworth (June through September), and the analyses reported on here 
were carried out by Caya van Dijk, Marieke van den Akker and Sharon Unsworth (October 
through February). 
 

http://www.lucid.ac.uk/news-events-blog/blogs/languages-in-lockdown-time-to-think-about-multilingualism/
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From left to right, top to bottom: Marieke van den Akker, Sharon Unsworth, Anna Drukker, Robin Devillers, Lisa 
Versaevel, Anniek Ebbinge, Justine Griffioen, Illa Carrion Braakman, Tessel Stam, Benthe Meijer, Wies Voerman, 
Caya van Dijk, Vasudha Raju and Belinda van der Aa. 

 

How we recruited participants 
The questionnaire was available in Dutch and in English and was hosted on the online survey 
platform, Qualtrics. It was launched on 23rd March, 2021 and data collection continued until 
May 7th. Participants were recruited using word of mouth, social media and via the 2in1 project 
at Radboud University. The call for participation was translated into 12 languages (Arabic, 
Chinese Mandarin, English, French, Frisan, German, Polish, Russian, Spanish, Tamazight, 
and Turkish). We used Facebook ads for each language to target parents from different types 
of multilingual families and from different parts of the Netherlands. To participate, the families 
needed to live in the Netherlands with children between the ages of 0 and 18 years old, and 
speak another language than Dutch at home, or speak another language aside from Dutch at 
home. As a token of our appreciation, we offered participants the chance to participate in a 
prize draw to win 20 bol.com vouchers worth €25 each.  
 

How to read this report 
If you want a quick summary of the main findings, take a look at the executive summary on the 
next two pages or the infographic available on our website mid-late February. After the 
executive summary, we present more detailed information about the data we collected and all 
our results. These are organised by topic, with the most detail in four main areas: language 
use, language proficiency, attitudes and well-being. At the end of the report, we summarise 
the main findings and briefly consider what we can learn from them for any future lockdowns 
and for our life after corona. 
 
This report is primarily intended for parents, teachers and non-academics. A scientific report 
providing full details of our analyses as well as any further analyses will be made accessible 
in due course. In that report we will also incorporate a comparison of our results with other 
research that has examined the impact of the pandemic on children’s language development 
and well-being more generally.  
 
Any comments, questions or suggestions should be addressed to sharon.unsworth@ru.nl, 
024-3612903.  

http://www.ru.nl/2in1project
http://www.ru.nl/cls/lockdown
mailto:sharon.unsworth@ru.nl
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Executive summary 
Why this project? 

As a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, the Netherlands went into lockdown twice during the 
period between March 2020 and June 2021. Families were by and large confined to their 
homes, as childcare and schools were closed, parents were instructed to work from home 
wherever possible, and public life was essentially shut down. This report presents the results 
of a research project examining the impact of this unprecedented set of circumstances on 
multilingual families in the Netherlands. Children growing up multilingually hear at least one 
language at home which differs from the language (or languages) they use at school and 
outside the home more generally. For many of these children, the lockdowns meant a 
considerable change in how much contact they have had with each of their languages. For 
example, for some school closures meant very little or even no contact with Dutch, and more 
time spent with family at home has increased contact with the heritage language (or 
languages).  
 

Our aim 

The aim of this project was to establish the extent to which the pandemic impacted on the 
following aspects of family life: 

• children’s language use when speaking to parents and to each other; 

• parents’ language use when speaking to children;  

• children’s language proficiency in Dutch and in the heritage language; 

• parents’ language proficiency in Dutch;  

• children’s and parents’ attitudes to Dutch and to the heritage language; 

• family well-being and more specifically, children’s relationships with their parents and 
with their siblings.  

We examined the extent to which changes occurred, the direction of any such changes, and 
which factors predicted them. The factors we considered were children’s age 
(childcare/preschool, primary school, secondary school), the language(s) used during 
homeschooling (Dutch, heritage language, or both), the language(s) used by the parent 
who was at home (Dutch, heritage language, or both), and whether a sibling was present. 
 

Participants 

We collected data from 587 families who had in total 1051 children aged between 0 and 18 
years old (on average 8.2 years). Most children attended regular Dutch-language school, and 
some followed English-language or bilingual programs. Most younger children attended 
childcare. The sample was linguistically diverse, including 63 different languages alongside 
Dutch. Most parents were highly educated and were proficient in Dutch. There were however 
more than 100 families where parents spoke no Dutch. Most parents worked from home 
during the lockdowns.  
 

Key findings 

• For most families, there were no changes in language use, proficiency, attitudes or 
well-being. 

• If there was a change, preschool children were more likely than school-aged children 
to switch to using less Dutch and more of the heritage language when speaking to their 
parents, if they changed at all. 

• Heritage language proficiency was also more likely to improve for the younger age 
group. 

• Two thirds of children at primary school were homeschooled.  

• Language used during homeschooling: Dutch only (32%), heritage language only 
(23%), both languages (45%).  

• Hardly any of the families in our survey were given instructions about which language 
to use during homeschooling.  
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• The language(s) used during homeschooling affected language use more generally: 
children who were homeschooled in the heritage language(s) some or all of the time 
were more likely to start using the heritage language more when speaking to their 
parents.  

• Using the heritage language for homeschooling (some or all of the time) did not have 
a negative impact on Dutch language proficiency, but it did have a positive impact on 
the heritage language proficiency.   

• Families with preschool children were more likely to report an improvement in family 
well-being than families with school-aged children only. 

 

Implications 

Our findings indicate that despite the upheaval the pandemic has involved, patterns of 
language use, proficiency, attitudes and well-being in the multilingual families participating in 
this project remained stable, perhaps because they were already well established, because 
the change in circumstances was not as severe as we thought, or because the length of the 
lockdown was not enough to have any long-lasting impact. Where changes were observed, 
our findings underscore the importance of providing a rich language environment for the 
heritage language especially in the younger years if this language is to develop adequately. 
Furthermore, with respect to homeschooling, our findings suggest that there is no reason for 
parents to feel obliged to homeschool in Dutch for the sake of their child(ren)'s Dutch 
proficiency. In light of this finding, it would be helpful if teachers provided parents with explicit 
instructions when it comes to their language use whilst helping children with schoolwork (during 
any future lockdowns and more generally).  
 

Limitations 

There are a number of limitations to this study. First, most parents were highly educated which 
means that the findings may not be representative for other multilingual families. Second, the 
data were collected at one point during the pandemic (just as schools opened up after the 
second lockdown) and hence provide a snapshot only. Third, our findings are based on parent 
report data only rather than objective measures of children’s language use, proficiency, 
attitudes or well-being. 
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Who completed the questionnaire? Some key characteristics 

Families, their languages and where they live 
The response rate was high. No fewer than 587 families took part, with a total number of 1051 
children.1 We received responses from every province in the Netherlands (see Figure 1). Most 
families who took part lived in areas with high levels of immigration,2 namely in the Randstad, 
the large metropolitan region in the Western part of the country, and in the province Noord-
Brabant, which includes the cities of Eindhoven, Tilburg, ‘s Hertogenbosch and Breda. 

 
Figure 1. Number of families per province. The darker the colour, the more families who took part from that province. 

 
No fewer than 63 languages were spoken (alongside Dutch) in the families who responded 
(see Figure 2). On average, two languages were spoken per family. Including Dutch, the 
number of languages spoken ranged from one to five.  

 
1 These figures include only those parents who completed the whole questionnaire. There were many 
more parents who started the questionnaire but unfortunately did not finish it. We were therefore unable 
to include their responses in our report. 
2 Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek. (2021). Bevolking met migratieachtergrond 1 januari 2020 
[Interactive map of the Netherlands]. https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/dossier-asiel-migratie-en-
integratie/hoeveel-mensen-met-een-migratieachtergrond-wonen-in-nederland-  

https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/dossier-asiel-migratie-en-integratie/hoeveel-mensen-met-een-migratieachtergrond-wonen-in-nederland-
https://www.cbs.nl/nl-nl/dossier-asiel-migratie-en-integratie/hoeveel-mensen-met-een-migratieachtergrond-wonen-in-nederland-
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Figure 2. The different languages spoken and their frequency. The larger the name of the language, the more 
families who used it. 

 
On average, families had 1.8 children per family (see Figure 3). Fifty-two families were one-
parent households, and 15 families had an additional adult living in the house (for example, a 
grandparent). 
 

 
Figure 3. Number of children per family. Each bar indicates how many families per number of children. 
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Children, their ages and language of education 
There were children of all ages, from babies to adult children still living at home. The average 
age of the children in our sample was 8.2 years old. Most of the children younger than five 
years old attended childcare of some sort. There were 37 children in this age group who were 
cared for at home. Around half of the children in our sample (n = 591) attended primary school 
(see Figure 4). Adult children are included in the figure below for the sake of completeness but 
we excluded them from any further analyses.  

 
Figure 4. Distribution of children’s ages organised by type of education.3 

 

How to read figures like Figure 4 
 

Figure 4 is what we call a ‘boxplot’. Each dot represents an individual child. The boxes 
and the lines (or ‘whiskers’) attached to them provide information about the children as 
a group. The leftmost end of the line shows the minimum value and the rightmost end of 
the line the maximum value. The thicker vertical line in the middle of the box represents 
the ‘median’ or middle value. For example, the median age for the primary school 
children is 7. This means that half of the children are older than this age and the other 
half are younger. The dots which fall beyond the lines (or ‘whiskers’) are called ‘outliers’. 
These are children who fall outside of the general pattern observed for the group as a 
whole. On occasion, this is most likely because someone made a mistake in the answer 
option they selected (e.g., the 2-year-old child in the group of children attending primary 
school). 

 
  

 
3 There are several children missing from this figure: for three children it was unclear whether they 
attended any childcare or education, and for a further sixteen children (aged 5 and older), parents 
indicated that their child did not attend any formal education. 
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The vast majority of children attended regular Dutch-language school (see Figure 5), but there 
were also children who attended bilingual or English-language education (international 
schools). There were also a handful of children in Frisian-language education. Several children 
attended schools where other languages were used, such as Dutch Sign Language and Dutch 
or Dutch and German (combined into the ‘Other’ category here).   
 

 
Figure 5. Language used in childcare and education. Number of children per language, organised by educational 
level. 

 

Parents, their level of education and proficiency in Dutch 
Most parents in our sample were highly educated, having obtained a university degree or 
equivalent (see Figure 6). 

 
Figure 6. Number of parents having completed each educational level. 

 
We asked parents how well they spoke and understood Dutch on a scale from not at all to very 
well. The results are presented for each parent separately in Figure 7 and in relation to each 
other in Figures 8 and 9. Most parents were able to speak and understand Dutch quite well or 
very well. There were, however, more than one hundred families where parents had limited or 
no proficiency in Dutch.  
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Figure 7. Parents’ proficiency in Dutch, speaking and understanding compared for each parent. 

 

 
 

Figure 8. Number of families with different 
combinations of parental proficiency in speaking 
Dutch (two-parent households only).4 

Figure 9. Number of families with different 
combinations of parental proficiency in understanding 
Dutch (two-parent households only).5 
 
 
 
 

 
4 Unfortunately, this way of visualising the data does not capture all possible combinations. The following 
combinations are missing: not at all and quite well (8 families) and not very well and quite well (36 
families). 
5 The following combinations are missing: not at all and quite well (5 families), not at all and very well (4 
families), and not very well and very well (33 families). 
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How to read figures like Figure 8 and Figure 9 
 

These are what we call a venn diagram – you might remember them from school! The 
numbers refer to the number of two-parent families in the sample. The position of the 
numbers in the diagram tell us what proficiency level each parent had. Where the number 
appears in just one circle, this means that both parents had the same proficiency level. 
In Figure 8, for example, this is the case for the 187 families where both parents spoke 
Dutch very well. Where the number appears in two overlapping circles, this means that 
the parents had a different proficiency level. The labels given in the two overlapping 
circles tells us the specific combination of proficiency levels. For example, in Figure 9, 
there are 37 families where one parent understands Dutch quite well and the other parent 
not very well, and there are 133 families where one parent understands Dutch very well 
and the other parent quite well. 

 

Parents' working patterns during the pandemic 
The pandemic, for many people, has meant working from home, at least during the official 
lockdowns and in many cases at other times, too. Some have however continued to go into 
their place of work, either because they are essential workers or because their job can only be 
carried out on site. In our sample, most parents worked from home. The details are given in 
Figure 10 for two-parent households. In  single-parent households, there were 10 families 
where the parent worked outside the home, 34 where the parent worked from home, and 8 
where the parent was not working (and was therefore at home). 

 

Figure 10. Parental working patterns in two-parent households. Number of families with parents working from home, 
working outside the home or not working. 
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Homeschooling 
During the lockdowns, when childcare facilities and schools were closed, children were cared 
for in a number of different ways (see Figure 11). In our sample, most preschool-aged children 
were cared for at home by family, though many (also) attended emergency care because their 
parents were essential workers. In general, primary school children were either homeschooled 
by family members and/or they followed online classes. Online classes were the main source 
of education for secondary school children, with very few being homeschooled by family 
members. 

 
Figure 11. How children were cared for and educated during childcare and school closures. 
 
Aside from confinement, homeschooling was perhaps the biggest challenge during the 
lockdowns. We asked parents a number of questions concerning homeschooling, including 
which language(s) were used. Most of the primary school children were homeschooled 
whereas homeschooling was not very frequent in the other two groups.6 For this reason, in all 
of our analyses concerning the role of homeschooling, we focus on the primary school children 
only. Given that in the vast majority of cases, parents with more than one primary school-aged 
child reported similar patterns of behaviour across children, our results are collated across 
families rather than children. There were 408 families with children attending primary school. 
 
Parents helped with homeschooling in 269 families. Children followed online classes in 229 
families, and had online school but mostly for fun in 83 families. (Note: respondents could 
select more than one option for this question and hence there were families where a 
combination of some or all of these took place.) Almost all children were supervised by one or 
both of their parents during homeschooling, most of whom were working from home (see 
Figure 12). Overall, just under half (121/269) of the families used both languages during 
homeschooling, whereas 85 opted for homeschooling in Dutch and 63 in the heritage language 
(see Figure 13). 

 
6 To the extent that any homeschooling in the daycare/preschool group took place, this was likely 
different in nature from the homeschooling in the other two groups. 
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Figure 12. Working patterns for parents involved in homeschooling. Number of parents working from home, working 
outside the home or not working. 
 

 
Figure 13. Language(s) used during homeschooling in families. 

 
Just thirteen families received instructions from school about language choice during 
homeschooling. Despite some parents reporting that they felt the pressure to use the school 
language when homeschooling (see below), only one actually reported that school had 
instructed them to use the school language for homeschooling (English in this particular case, 
as the child in question attended an international school). In the few instances where parents 
provided additional information about the instructions schools had provided, these indicated 
that school was positive towards the use of the home language or even encouraged them to 
do so, on the grounds that children would improve their Dutch proficiency easily enough once 
schools opened up again. One family observed that this was indeed what happened after the 
first lockdown. 
 
Approximately one third (101/269) of families made a conscious decision about which 
language to use during homeschooling. Whether a conscious decision was made was not 
related to the language(s) used by the parent(s) at home. When asked to provide further 
information about this decision, some parents reported that they saw no other choice but to 
use Dutch, given that all the materials were provided in Dutch, or they felt that they were 
expected to use Dutch by the school, even though no explicit instruction to do so had been 
provided. Others mentioned that they chose to use the school language not because they felt 
pressure from the school, but because they wanted to avoid confusing their children. Some 
parents expressed concern about their children’s language proficiency, indicating that they 
made the decision to use one language over the other to strengthen their child’s proficiency in 
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that language. For others, one language was simply considered more important than the other. 
Several parents reported continuing to speak their own language during homeschooling (this 
could be a heritage language or Dutch), primarily for reasons of habit or ease, but sometimes 
because they simply had no choice given that they did not speak Dutch at all themselves or 
not well enough to express the nuances required to carry out the task at hand. For some, a 
lack of Dutch proficiency was reason to leave homeschooling to the Dutch-speaking partner.  
 
Another factor in deciding which language to use during homeschooling was subject matter. 
More often than not, parents referred to the need to use Dutch for language-related 
assignments, or they commented that they opted for their own language more readily for 
subjects other than those relating to Dutch (or English). In some families, the extent to which 
language was involved in the subject matter determined which parent took responsibility for 
that part of homeschooling.  
 
Finally, there were families who reported that they used both languages in order to facilitate 
their children’s language proficiency and their understanding of the content. Parents 
commented that they would start in one language, but then repeat what they had just said in 
the other language if they thought that this would make it easier for the child to understand. 
Providing additional explanations or expanding on school topics beyond the actual assignment 
was for many parents an opportunity to switch to their own language, despite the teaching 
materials having been provided in the school language. 
 

On language choice during homeschooling7 
 

 
Parent of a child at primary school, French and English at home, Dutch at school 
 

                                                    
Parent of a child at primary school, Dutch, German and English at home, Dutch at school 

 

 
Parent of a child at primary school, French and Dutch at home, Dutch at school 
 

                     
Parent of children at primary school, German and Hindi at home, Dutch at school 

 
 

 
7 We have opted to keep all the parents' comments in the original language. 

“We hebben moeite Nederlands te spreken en uit te leggen. Het is niet 
natuurlijk. Natuurlijk hebben wij bij Nederlands in Nederlands geholpen 

maar rekenen bijvoorbeeld zal ik in mijn eigen taal uitleggen.” 

“My husband and I just kept homeschooling in our own languages.” 

“School is in Dutch so courses are in Dutch, no choice.” 

“The school told us to do what we can in French and they will do more 
Dutch after at school.” 
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Parent of a child at primary school, Dutch, German and English at home, Dutch at school 

 

 
Parent of a child at primary school, Italian and Czech at home, Dutch at school 
 

                  
Parent of a child at primary school, German and English at home, Dutch at school 

 

 
Parent of children at primary school, Dutch and Polish at home, Dutch at school 

 

                                                                   
Parent of a child at primary school, German and Dutch at home, Dutch at school 

 

 
Parent of a child at primary school, German at home, Dutch at school 
 

                                                         
Parent of a child at primary school, Hungarian at home, Dutch at school 

 

 
Parent of a child at primary school, German and Dutch at home, Dutch at school 

“Ik spreek met het kind mijn eigen taal. Wanneer het om opdrachten 
enz. Gaat dan gebruik ik soms Nederlands. Nederlands is de taal van 

het onderwijs, en ik wil voorkomen dat er verwarring ontstaat.” 

“Math was explained in the mother tongue and then repeated in Dutch, 
symbols were mixed into the mother tongue if vocabulary was only 

present in Dutch in the child’s vocabulary. Explanations were given in 
Hungarian, fill in exercises were completed in Dutch.” 

“Ik vond dat het voor rekenen niet uit maakte welke taal we gebruikten 
dus legde ik dat in het Duits uit. Maar ook bij taal stelde ik de vragen 

vaak in het Duits.” 

“Ik spreek met het kind mijn eigen taal. Wanneer het om opdrachten 
enz. Gaat dan gebruik ik soms Nederlands. Nederlands is de taal van 

het onderwijs, en ik wil voorkomen dat er verwarring ontstaat.” 

“Verlengde instructie, toelichting en extra uitleg in het Pools, naast 
Nederlands.” 

“My husband cannot speak Dutch, so he would do maths and I would 
do language exercises.” 

“As I don t speak Dutch, I had no choice than to use my mother tongue. 
And google translate...” 

“I wouldn't ever attempt to teach my child in a language other than my 
own, because I know I would do her and the language a great disservice.” 
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Contact with the heritage language outside the home 

Heritage language schools 
About 10% of the children attended a heritage language school. The languages spoken at 
home by these children – in descending number of children per languages – were Polish, 
English, German, Greek, French, Turkish, Spanish, Italian, Hungarian, Arabic, Russian, 
Latvian, Frisian, Japanese, Chinese, Danish, Urdu, Swedish, Korean, Catalan, Vietnamese, 
Lithuanian and Czech. Note that this list includes all languages spoken at home in the families 
reporting that their child attended a heritage language school. This is because we 
(unfortunately) did not specifically ask for the language used in heritage language education. 
This means that the ordering in this list is not entirely accurate. For example, it seems unlikely 
that children attended heritage language education in English. During the pandemic most 
heritage language education continued online, or it stopped completely. In a handful of cases 
it continued in more or less the same way.  
 

Online communication with family abroad 
For many families, the lockdowns meant that travel abroad was difficult and in many cases 
impossible. This meant that many children were unable to visit their heritage-language-
speaking family and families kept in touch by (video)calling. Over half of the families reported 
their children had some form of online communication with family abroad at least once a week 
(see Figure 14). We do not ask whether this was more or less than prior to the pandemic. 

 
Figure 14. How often children had online contact with family abroad during the lockdown(s). 
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Language use at home 
We wanted to know whether language use in the home changed during the lockdown(s). We 
asked about the language(s) used by children to their parent(s) and to their sibling(s), and by 
parents to their child(ren). We also considered whether families mixed their languages more 
or less than before the pandemic.8 
 

Children 
We asked parents how, if at all, the pandemic had changed their child’s language use when 
speaking to them. For the vast majority of children, there was no change (see Figure 15). There 
were however a substantial number of children whose language use did change: some children 
started using more Dutch and less of the other language(s), whereas others used less of the 
other language(s) and more Dutch. 
 

 
Figure 15. How children’s language use changed when speaking to their parent(s), organised by age group. 

 
We wanted to know which factors predicted whether a change took place and if so, in which 
direction. For this analysis we focussed on children attending Dutch-language school only.9 
Here and for all subsequent analyses, we also combined the categories little less and lot less, 
and the categories little more and lot more. We first analysed the data for all age groups 
together. We found that: 

• When speaking to their parents, children at daycare/preschool were more likely to 
change to using less Dutch and more of the heritage language than older children.  

• When speaking to their parents, children were more likely to change to using more 
Dutch and less of the heritage language if the parent(s) at home used both languages 
compared to when the parent(s) at home spoke the heritage language only, and 
compared to when neither parent was home. Note that having one or two parents at 
home who used both languages could mean one of two things: either that the parent(s) 
at home used both Dutch and the heritage language, or there was both a Dutch-
speaking parent and a heritage-language-speaking parent at home. 

 
8 Fifteen families reported that another adult lived in the same household (other than the parents). 
Because this number is so low, we have not included these adults here. 
9 We did this because for children attending English-language or bilingual school, the ‘other language(s)’ 
in the answer option could refer to the heritage language or to English. This makes the results more 
difficult to interpret 
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• There was no such effect in the other direction. In other words, when the parent(s) at 
home used both languages, children were not more likely to change to using less Dutch 
and more of the heritage language compared when the parent(s) at home spoke Dutch 
only. 

 
Next, we analysed data from children at primary school who were homeschooled so that we 
could check for any effects of homeschooling. We found that: 

• When speaking to their parents, children who were homeschooled in the heritage 
language(s) some or all of the time were more likely to change to using more of the 
heritage language(s) than children who were homeschooled in Dutch only.  

• Children with a sibling were more likely to change to using more of the heritage 
language(s) and less Dutch. This is likely because most siblings were preschool age 
and as we saw above, when these younger children’s patterns of language use 
changed, it was more likely to be in the same direction. 

 

Parents 
We also asked whether the pandemic had changed parents' language use when speaking to 
their child(ren). As for the children, most parents reported no change in the language(s) they 
used at home with their children. Approximately one in four parents did however say that their 
language use had changed (see Figure 16). 

 
Figure 16. How parents’ language use changed when speaking to their child(ren). 

 
Once again we wanted to know which factors predicted whether a change took place and if 
so, in which direction. For this analysis we also focussed on children attending Dutch-language 
school only. We reasoned that parents who normally used the heritage language when 
speaking to their child(ren) might find themselves switching to Dutch more often and especially 
if they were actively involved in homeschooling.  
 
We first analysed the data from all families. We found that – if a change took place – parents 
with children at primary and/or secondary school were more likely to use more Dutch and less 
of the heritage language than parents with children at daycare/preschool only. Parents with a 
primary school-aged child and a preschooler were not significantly different from parents with 
preschool-aged children only.  
 
We next analysed the data from parents with children at primary school only in order to be able 
to examine the effects of homeschooling. We found that parents who normally used both 
languages when speaking to their children were more likely to change to using more Dutch 
than parents who normally only use the heritage language, but only if they were not involved 
in homeschooling. We believe that this finding might in fact reflect an effect of working from 
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home rather than an effect of homeschooling. Most of the parents in our sample were working 
from home. If they were not involved in homeschooling, then – assuming that many of them 
used Dutch as a language of communication at work – they may have found themselves using 
more Dutch inside the home than previously, when use of Dutch was perhaps restricted to 
their place of work. 
 

Siblings 
In general, language use between siblings patterned similarly to language use between 
children and parents: in the vast majority of families, there was no change (see Figure 17). 
However, when a change did take place, there were more families reporting that siblings used 
less Dutch and more of the other language when speaking to each other than the other way 
round. Our analyses suggest that this was more likely to be the case for siblings who normally 
used both languages when speaking to each other as opposed to siblings who normally spoke 
Dutch to each other.  

 
Figure 17. How language use among siblings changed. 

 

Language mixing 
The final aspect of language use we examined was language mixing within the family. Once 
again, the vast majority of families reported no change: they either mixed as much as before 
(238 families) or almost never (161 families). When a change was reported, 7% families mixed 
less than before (31 families a little less and 9 families a lot less), whereas 25% families started 
to mix more during the pandemic (107 families a little more and 41 families a lot more). Further 
analyses are required to determine which factors contributed to these changes. 
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Language proficiency 
We wanted to know whether language proficiency changed during the pandemic. We asked 
about children’s language proficiency in Dutch and the heritage language(s), and about 
parents’ language proficiency in Dutch.  
 

Children 
We asked parents how, if at all, the pandemic had changed their child’s language proficiency 
in Dutch and the heritage language. For most children, there was no change in either language 
(see Figure 18). When there was a change, this differed across languages. For Dutch, there 
were overall more children whose proficiency got worse than whose proficiency improved, 
whereas for the heritage language this pattern was reversed: there were overall more children 
whose proficiency improved than whose proficiency got worse.  

 

 

Figure 18. How children’s language proficiency in Dutch and the heritage language(s) changed, organised by age 
group. 

 
We wanted to know which factors predicted whether a change took place and if so, in which 
direction. Once again, we started by analysing all age groups together. We start by reporting 
the results for Dutch language proficiency. There were no significant differences between age 
groups, either for children attending Dutch-language education or childcare, or for children 
attending English-language or bilingual school.  
 
For the children attending Dutch-language school, we did however see an effect of the 
language(s) spoken by the parent(s) at home: if the parent(s) at home spoke Dutch or both 
languages, children’s Dutch language proficiency was more likely to get better than children in 
families where the parent(s) at home spoke the heritage language(s) only. Note, however, that 
the number of families where the language spoken by the parent(s) at home was Dutch was 
considerably lower than the number of families where the parent(s) at home used the other 
language(s).   
 
As for the analyses concerning language use, we once again analysed the data for the primary 
school children who were homeschooled separately, regardless of school language. There 
were no significant effects of homeschooling language or of having a sibling on children’s 
Dutch language proficiency.  
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For changes in children’s heritage language proficiency, there were age effects. For children 
attending Dutch-language education or childcare, preschool children were more likely to see 
an improvement in their heritage language proficiency than older children (if there was a 
change at all). For children attending English-language or bilingual schools, primary school 
children were more likely to see an improvement in their heritage language proficiency than 
secondary school children. In both groups, having a sibling did not have a significant impact 
on any changes in heritage language proficiency.  
 
To determine any potential effects of homeschooling, we analysed the data from primary 
school children who were homeschooled separately, for children attending Dutch-language 
school only. Here, we found that – if there was a change – heritage language proficiency was 
more likely to improve for children who were homeschooled in the heritage language some or 
all of the time than for children who were homeschooled in Dutch only. There were no 
significant differences in changes in heritage language proficiency between children who had 
a sibling and those who did not.  
 
When asked whether they were concerned about their children’s proficiency in either language, 
the vast majority of parents indicated that they were not. With respect to the heritage 
language(s), 17% of parents indicated that they were slightly concerned, 10% were somewhat 
concerned, and 5% were very concerned. The most frequent cause for concern was lack of 
contact with other speakers of the heritage language, either because travel restrictions meant 
families could not visit family, heritage language schools were closed, or because it was not 
possible to play with other children who speak the same language. At the same time, there 
were also parents who commented that spending more time at home with their children had 
meant more exposure to the heritage language, not only from them but also from books and 
television. 
 

Parental concern for the heritage language 
 

Reasons parents were concerned 
 

 
Parent of 2 children, Macedonian and Dutch at home 
 

                                                    
Parent of 1 child, German and Dutch at home 

 

 
Parent of 2 children, Polish, French and Dutch at home 

“In order to support the Dutch education I had to switch to Dutch and my 
native language would be 'on pause'. I would still speak my language to 

kids about casual things like dinner etc but Dutch took over.” 

“The pandemic has meant virtually no physical contact with family and 
friends who speak German. This has definitely meant that my 

daughter’s Dutch has improved much more than her German as we’ve 
been able to see Dutch family and friends. This does not only concern 
language but also cultural learning, eg singing Christmas songs with 

family, Easter celebration traditions, etc.” 

“Voorheen gingen we zelf vaker naar Macedonie en kwam familie hier, 
dat missen we nu. En daarmee ook een langere tijd 'aanraking' met de 

andere taal.” 
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Parent of 3 children, Russian and Dutch at home 

 

Reasons parents were not concerned 
 

 
Parent of 3 children, French, German and English at home 
 

                  
Parent of 1 child, German and Greek at home 

 

 
Parent of 2 children, German and Dutch at home 

 

 
With respect to Dutch, 15% of parents were slightly concerned, 11% were somewhat 
concerned, and 6% were very concerned. As for the heritage language, the most frequent 
cause for concern was limited contact (and in some cases no contact) with Dutch, especially 
amongst families who had not lived in the Netherlands for long. Parents of preschool-aged 
children reported concerns about the transition to primary school, and those who couldn’t 
speak Dutch found it difficult to supervise their children’s homeschooling. In many cases, 
however, parents had no concerns because at least one parent spoke Dutch and the children 
were also fluent. Various other concerns were more general in nature, and likely concerns 
which would be shared by parents in monolingual families. For example, several parents were 
worried about their children’s learning in general, lack of social contact, and the impact of the 
pandemic during important school years (such as groep 3 and groep 8). 
  

“De andere taal wordt vooral thuis gesproken en thuis wordt nu veel 
meer gesproken. Bovendien wordt meer gelezen, meer gezamenlijk tv 

gekeken, allebei ook vaak in het Duits.” 

“Being home meant much more exposure to the other languages. The 
only positive thing about covid was that.” 

“One positive aspect about the pandemic for us, is that we had more 
time with our children. We could read more books in French and in 

German. They made good progress in both languages.” 

“We used to travel to Russia twice per year, attended Saturday school, 
etc. It has all vanished, so keeping the same pace in speaking-writing is 

quite challenging.” 
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Parental concern for Dutch 
 

Reasons parents were concerned 
 

       
Parent of 1 child, English and Dutch at home 

 

                                   
Parent of 2 children, Greek and Spanish at home 
 

            
Parent of 3 children, Hungarian at home 

 

                            
Parent of 3 children, German and English at home 

 

Reasons parents were not concerned 
 

                  
Parent of 3 children, Russian and Dutch at home 

 

“No concern about Dutch, as it is their mother tongue.” 

“Gelukkig leren onze kinderen snel en hebben denk ik in totaal weinig 
achterstand opgelopen maar voordat de pandemie begon liepen ze 

behoorlijk voor. Dat is op dit moment niet het geval. We hebben bewust 
ervoor gekozen om thuis geen Nederlands aan te bieden en de talen 

duidelijk te scheiden. Nederlands leren onze kinderen op school/opvang, in 
de kerk en bij vrienden. Deze drie opties waren een jaar lang weinig tot niet 

mogelijk dus er is een jaar lang maar weinig taalontwikkeling in het 
Nederlands geweest.” 

“I am mostly concerned about the Dutch of my 3-year-old. She will soon 
start school and it would be important for her to be stimulated to speak 

Dutch so that she will be able to actively communicate. But she is also the 
one who in general got less attention during lockdowns, unfortunately, 
because we focused on the homeschooling tasks of the older children.” 

“I am aware that our children, being multilingual, need to make an extra 
effort to catch up on the level of their schoolmates’ Dutch. While other 

families offer an extra “Dutch language boost” due to lockdown 
togetherness, we are not able to do that. While I am confident that our 

children will be fine at the end, my worries lie in that some of the teachers, 
who are not that experienced with multilingual language development, 
might judge on their intelligence by taking a snapshot reading of their 

momentary language performance, instead of seeing the whole picture.” 

“My child is in group 3 so is learning to read & write so it was concerning that we 
needed to home school during such an important period at school. Whilst we did 
our best we are not primary school teachers so it was always a worry if we were 

doing the right thing.” 
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Parent of 1 child, English at home 

 

                  
Parent of 1 child, English and Dutch at home 

 

Parents 
We also asked whether the pandemic had changed parents' proficiency in Dutch. As for the 
children, most parents reported no change in their Dutch language proficiency (Figure 19), 
which was to be expected for the Dutch-speaking parents. No change was also the most 
frequent response for parents who normally spoke the heritage language. When heritage-
language-speaking parents reported a change in their Dutch language proficiency, 116 parents 
reported that their Dutch got worse, whereas 85 parents indicated that it had improved. For 
parents who normally used both languages with their child(ren), the number of parents 
reporting a change in their Dutch language proficiency was about the same in both directions 
(24 reported it got worse, 31 reported it improved, 184 reported no change). 
 

 
Figure 19. How parents’ language proficiency in Dutch changed, organised by the language spoken by the parent. 

 

  

“I'm pretty sure he'll be OK even though the juf tells us he mixes the 
languages up.” 

“I am not concerned now - although I was when schools first reopened. 
This is because my son's teachers have been amazing and put lots of 

thoughtful work into helping him catch up. He is now back where he should 
be (except for the usual issues for bilingual kids with begrijpend 

lezen/grammatica stuff). It has helped that the schools have been opened 
and stayed open so he has been able to catch up properly. But to begin 
with I was worried because he used Dutch so much less on a daily basis 

when everything was locked down.” 
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Attitudes 
In addition to changes (or lack of change) in patterns of language use and language 
proficiency, we also wanted to find out whether the pandemic had changed children’s, parents’ 
and teachers’ attitudes to the importance of Dutch and the heritage language. Note that for 
parents, we only asked the parent completing the questionnaire about his/her/their own 
attitude. 
 

Children 
Parents reported that most children did not change their attitude to the importance of Dutch or 
the heritage language (see Figure 20). When there was a change, this was mostly in the 
children at primary school rather than in the other age groups. For Dutch, children who 
changed their attitude found Dutch more rather than less important. For the heritage language, 
the pattern was comparable. 
 

 
Figure 20. How children’s attitudes to the importance of Dutch and the heritage language changed, organised by 
age group. "Don’t know" indicates that the parent did not know how their child’s attitudes had changed. 

 
We wanted to know which factors predicted whether a change took place and if so, in which 
direction. Once again, we started by analysing all age groups together, focussing on children 
who were in Dutch-language education or childcare. We start by reporting the results for 
children’s attitudes to Dutch.  
 
When there was a change in children’s attitudes, primary school children were more likely to 
find Dutch more important than children at secondary school and preschool children. To assess 
the potential impact of homeschooling, we focussed on primary school children only (as we did 
for language use and proficiency). Here, we found that children who were homeschooled in 
Dutch some or all of the time were more likely to find Dutch more important compared with 
children who were homeschooled in the heritage language only. In the latter group, there were 
hardly any changes in either direction.  
 
Concerning children’s attitudes to the heritage language, there were no differences between 
age groups. For the primary school children, we did however find an effect of homeschooling: 
children homeschooled in Dutch only were more likely to consider the heritage language less 
important than children who were homeschooled in both languages. Once again, amongst the 
children who were homeschooled in the heritage language only, there were hardly any 
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changes at all. The language(s) spoken by the parent(s) at home was not related to any 
changes in children’s attitudes to either the heritage language or Dutch.  
 
There were not many comments about changes to children’s attitudes as a result of the 
pandemic. One parent did however note that their child was more self-confident when it came 
to speaking the heritage language, as a result of more exposure. 
 

Parents 
As for the children, for the vast majority of parents the pandemic did not change their attitude 
towards the importance of Dutch or the heritage language (Figure 21). Parents who changed 
their attitude to Dutch found it to be more rather than less important. This was the same for the 
heritage language. We only asked the parent completing the questionnaire to report on their 
attitude. This means that we do not know whether the other parents’ attitudes changed and if 
so, how.  
 

 
Figure 21. How parents’ attitudes to the importance of Dutch and the heritage language changed, organised by 
language use of the parent completing the questionnaire. 

 
As seen in Figure 21, the majority of parents reported no change in their attitudes to Dutch or 
to the heritage language. For the Dutch-speaking parents, this was almost exclusively the 
case. For the parents who spoke the heritage language some or all of the time (the middle and 
rightmost panel in Figure 21), we see that when there was a change, they found both Dutch 
and the heritage language(s) more important. We analysed parents’ attitudes for the two 
languages separately. Given that there were considerably fewer parents who spoke Dutch 
only, we excluded this group from our analyses. Furthermore, we once again restricted 
ourselves to families where children were attending Dutch-language education or childcare.  
 
We found that any changes in attitudes were not related to how old children were, nor did it 
matter whether parents spoke the heritage language only or both the heritage language and 
Dutch. This pattern was comparable across languages. There was a trend for parents who 
homeschooled in Dutch to consider Dutch more important than parents who homeschooled in 
the heritage language some or all of the time, but this was only a trend and this finding should 
hence be treated with caution.  
 
Several parents also commented that the pandemic had made them realise the importance of 
their own proficiency in Dutch in order to be able to participate in Dutch society and 
communicate with school.  
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Teachers 
We assumed that all teachers (at least those at Dutch-language schools) would consider Dutch 
to be important, so we only asked parents to tell us whether the pandemic had changed their 
child’s teacher’s attitude to the importance of the heritage language. The most frequent 
response was no change or don’t know (see Figure 22). The number of parents reporting a 
change in teachers’ attitudes was negligible except for children at primary school. In this group, 
when a change was reported, it was just as likely to be positive as negative. 
 

 
Figure 22. How teachers’ attitudes to the importance of the heritage language changed, organised by age group. 
"Don't know" indicates that the parent did not know if their child's teacher's attitude had changed. "Not applicable" 
means that the child did not have a teacher. 

 
When asked to provide further information about any changes in attitudes, most of the parents’ 
comments were about their children’s teachers. Some parents had very positive experiences, 
with teachers showing more interest in a child’s multilingualism, but in most cases, these 
comments focused on a continuing lack of interest or support. 
 

Changes in teachers' attitudes to the heritage language 
 

Positive attitudes 
 

                                   
Parent of 1 child, French and English at home 
 

                 
Parent of 2 children, English at home 

 
 

“De juf van de oudste vraagt nu soms ernaar of mijn oudste misschien 
wél de Engelse woorden voor iets weet (zoals kleuren) en gebruikt dit dus 

nu ook actief op school als bruggetje naar het Nederlands.” 

“The teacher was happy that we did all the work in French. She contacted us 
one a week to read a book in Dutch to our daughter on video. I am very lucky 

to have this teacher.” 
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Parent of 2 children, Polish and Dutch at home 
 

            
Parent of 3 children, French and Dutch at home 

 

Negative or indifferent attitudes 
 

                  
Parent of 2 children, Polish, French and Dutch at home 

 

 
Parent of 2 children, English and Dutch at home 

 

                  
Parent of 2 children, Macedonian and Dutch at home 

 

 
Parent of 1 child, English at home 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I don’t think the teachers know that we are raising her in other languages. 
There is not a lot of communication between us and it never came up.” 

“Vanuit school is er geen interesse in de andere taal.” 

“We have noticed a hardening of attitude from my eldest son's Dutch 
teacher with rather silly comments about insisting we all speak Dutch at 

home all the time etc. It's a real turn off for me as a parent and is making my 
son quite stressed. My attitude now is that he just has to pass Dutch and 

that's all.” 

“Teachers never express any interest in bilingual (or actually trilingual) 
education of my kids. That did not change during the pandemic..” 

“Wij hadden voor de pandemie meerdere gesprekken met de lerares 
gehad over het feit dat onze dochter ook graag Frans tegelijkertijd wilde 
leren. Wij kwamen niet met elkaar eens. Maar onze dochter heeft in de 

pandemie beide talen goed ontwikkeld. Ze heeft ook de lerares gevraagd 
of ze een tot twee keer in de week een Frans boek kon lezen in plaats van 
een Nederlands boek (ze lezen elke dag onder schooltijd) De lerares ging 
akkoord en ook heel enthousiast. Ze heeft ook onze dochter gevraagd om 

een paar Frans lesjes voor haar klasgenoten te geven (tellen, kleuren 
etc...).” 

“Leraren zijn op de hoogte van tweetaligheid en ze steunen ons hierin.” 
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Family well-being 
Being cooped up together for longer periods of time when you are not used to can take some 
getting used to. We wanted to know how, if at all, the pandemic had impacted on relationships 
within the family. More specifically, we asked parents about their relationship with their 
child(ren), their children’s relationship with other adults in the household (in almost all cases 
another parent)10 and in families with more than one child, we asked about relationships 
between siblings. 
 

Parents (and other adults) 
In approximately half of the families, the pandemic had no change on children’s relationships 
with either of their parents (see Figure 23). When there was a change, it was much more likely 
to be positive: for 38% of parents, their relationship with their child(ren) was reported as having 
improved a lot or a little, whereas for 11% of parents, this relationship had worsened. 
 

 
Figure 23. How children’s relationships with their parents changed. 

 
We first analysed the data from all age groups regardless of school language. We found that 
parent-child relationships were more likely to improve in families with preschool children only 
compared with families with school-aged children. This was also the case when we examined 
the children attending Dutch-language childcare or education only. It wasn’t the case that 
families with school-aged children only were more likely to experience a decline in well-being; 
rather, for this group, there were comparatively more families where no change took place at 
all. Whether the parent in question was at home and the language(s) spoken by that parent 
did not matter. What did matter, however, was whether the parent was involved in 
homeschooling: if there was a change in parent-child relationships, they  were more likely to 
improve when the parent was involved in homeschooling. (Note that as with all our analyses 
concerning homeschooling, this analysis was also for primary school children only.) 
 
When asked to provide further information about any changes in their relationships with their 
children, several parents commented that they felt more involved in what their children were 
doing at school and were also better able to follow their language development (in both 
languages). Some parents reported that the time they had spent together had brought them 
closer together as a family. At the same time, other parents reported that the difficulties they 
had experienced combining work and homeschooling had a negative effect on their 
relationship with their children.  

 
10 Fifteen families had another adult (other than a parent) living in the same household. For these 
families, the information given for Parent 2 in Figure 23 includes this other adult. 
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Siblings 
A similar pattern was observed for siblings: in approximately half of the families, the pandemic 
had no change on children’s relationships with each other (Figure 24), and when there was a 
change it was much more likely to be positive. More specifically, sibling relationships worsened 
in 8% of families and improved in 40% of families. 
 

 
Figure 24. How children’s relationships with their siblings changed. 

 
When asked to provide further information about any changes in their children’s relationships 
with each other, parents remarked either that siblings had become closer, were fighting more 
often, or both. Our analyses did not reveal any specific factors which predicted whether sibling 
relationships changed.  
 

Changes in family well-being 
 

Positive changes 
 

                                   
Parent of 2 children, Dutch and Greek at home 
 

                 
Parent of 2 children, Dutch and English at home 

 

                            
Parent of 2 children, English and Malayalam at home 
 
 

“Between the children at home, they learned to help each other more when I 
am busy with work.” 

“The kids have been very resilient. They are usually good friends with 
each other but they really stuck together and supported each other during 

the lockdown. It was actually very cool to watch :)” 

“Broer en zus zijn heel close geworden en konden goed samen spelen (en 
ook ruziën :))” 
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Parent of 2 children, Frisian at home 

 

 
Parent of 2 children, Frisian at home 

 

                  
Parent of 1 child, German and French at home 

 

 
Parent of 1 child, Dutch, German and Spanish at home 
 

                 
Parent of 2 children, Greek and Spanish at home 

 

                                   
Parent of 2 children, English, Portuguese and Dutch at home 

 
Negative changes 

                                   
Parent of 2 children, Dutch and Greek at home 
 

            
Parent of 3 children, Russian and Dutch at home 

 
 

“Well, we got all tired sitting in one place, and the most pressure for learning 
was from me, hence it got a little worse I suppose. We were all tired.” 

“Mijn zoon vind dat zijn moeder een bazige juf is.” 

“Door verbetering van de talige communicatie en het meer thuis zijn 
van mijn man, is de relatie met onze dochter nog hechter geworden.” 

“Their togetherness became more strong. Since they were missing their 
usual schoolmates, they had sometimes only each other to play. I have 
the feeling that they bonded more, found common ground in their very 

different interests and managed to play more together.” 

“Because of homeschooling, I got involved in his school activities, books 
and so forth. I have a much better picture of what he is learning. What is 

his level and what does he like more and less.” 

“We spent so much time together, which created a strong bond. I followed 
his developments as closely as never before..” 

“We hadden het thuis erg goed en gezellig. Omdat we op elkaar 
aangewezen waren, moesten we ons samen vermaken. Dat is goed gelukt.” 

“De twee kinderen moesten ondanks het leeftijdsverschil (1 en 4) vaak met 
elkaar spelen omdat er geen andere opties waren. Dat heeft hen wel dichter 

tot elkaar gebracht.” 
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Parent of 1 child, Turkish and Dutch at home 
 

   
Parent of 2 children, German and Dutch at home 

 

 
Parent of 2 children, English and Hungarian at home 

 
Bit of both 

                  
Parent of 3 child, Frisian at home 

 

 
Parent of 1 child, English and Dutch at home 
 

 
Parent of 2 children, English and Dutch at home 

 

 
Parent of 2 children, Portuguese at home  
 

                                   
Parent of 2 children, Italian and Dutch at home 

“Jullie vragen gaan over de pandemie, maar ik merk een verschil tussen de eerste 
lockdown en de tweede lockdown. Tijdens de eerste lockdown, bijvoorbeeld, waren 
de kinderen echt gehecht aan elkaar, ze zochten elkaar veel en ze speelden heel 
fijn samen. Ze spraken niet af met andere kinderen. Tijdens de tweede lockdown, 
was de moed veel minder in thuisonderwijs, ze ergerden veel vaker aan elkaar, de 
irritaties liepen veel sneller op, ze speelden veel vaker met andere vriendjes. Dus 

het antwoord aan deze vraag is niet zo simpel.” 

“There's good days, there's bad days, but they average each other in the end.” 

“I feel that I was very stressed having the kids home 24/7 while also trying to work 
and run the house. I feel this affected my relationship with them as I was very tired 
all the time and was more irritable because of this. My husband on the other hand 

has bonded more with the kids since he now spends more time with them.” 

“We are forced to spend a lot of time together. This is a double-edged sword, of 
course. Because we're around each other so much, there are ample opportunities 

for communication, but we also experience plenty of moments of cabin fever. 
There's only so much togetherness one can take.” 

“We hebben veel meer tijd met de kinderen en onderling doorgebracht. 
Soms was dat pittig, maar over het algemeen was het erg waardevol.” 

“We were stressed, used screen time a lot more, and lost patience with the 
kids, for example yelling more than we used to.” 

“Meer dan gebruikelijk op elkaars lip zitten leidt tot meer confrontaties en ruzies 
ergo verslechterd de relatie iets. Plus de veranderde werkinrichting en - beleving 

van de ouder die tot stress en dus een kort lontje leidt.” 

“I don't want to be a teacher for my child but i had to, so this led us to 
arguments. I feel bad for those arguments.” 
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Key findings and implications 
In this section, we summarise our key findings and consider some implications for parents and 
teachers. This list is not intended to be exhaustive and will be extended in the near future.  
 
For most families, there were no changes in language use, proficiency, attitudes or well-being. 
 
Whilst perhaps not the most interesting finding, this is definitely reassuring. Despite the 
upheaval the pandemic has caused, for most of the families who participated in this survey, 
this upheaval has not led to any significant changes relating to their multilingualism. There are 
a number of possible reasons for this. First, for many children, family language practises were 
perhaps so well established that they were impervious to change. Second, the change in 
(language) circumstances for many multilingual families may have not been as severe as we 
thought. Third, the length of the lockdowns was perhaps not enough to have any long-lasting 
impact. Whether the participating families experienced such changes in other areas, we cannot 
say of course, and as noted below under Limitations our sample is not representative of all 
multilingual families in the Netherlands, and we also did not collect objective measures of 
children’s proficiency.  
 
If there was a change, preschool children were more likely than school-aged children to change 
to using less Dutch and more of the heritage language when speaking to their parents. 
 
For many of the preschool-aged children, childcare was their main source of Dutch. This meant 
that when childcare was closed during the lockdowns, much (if not all) of their Dutch input was 
lost. For school-aged children, this was different because even if they could not attend school 
physically, they still had to complete schoolwork, which for most children was in Dutch. We 
believe this is the most likely explanation for the group differences we observed in heritage 
language use.   
 
Heritage language proficiency was more likely to improve for younger children. 
 
For children in Duch-language education, an improvement in heritage language proficiency 
was more likely to be reported for preschoolers than for older children. Here, too, it is likely that 
any reduction in children’s exposure to Dutch during the lockdowns was greatest for the 
youngest children. Given that this likely also meant a concomitant increase in the amount of 
exposure to the heritage language, it is perhaps unsurprising that it was these children’s 
heritage language proficiency that was more likely to improve. In the early years, there is of 
course also more room for improvement as children are still very much in the process of 
acquiring language. Several parents reported that the lockdown meant that they found new 
activities to do with their children and this will likely have meant children were exposed to new 
words in their heritage language, which may have helped them to progress in that language. 
Taken together, these findings underscore the importance of providing a rich language 
environment for the heritage language especially in the younger years if this language is to 
develop adequately.  
 
The language(s) used during homeschooling affected language use more generally.  
 
Children in Dutch-language primary school were more likely to use more of the heritage 
language when speaking to their parents if they were homeschooled in the heritage language 
(some or all of the time) than if they were homeschooled in Dutch only (although most parents 
reported that their children did not change their language use). This finding underscores the 
importance of language exposure for children’s active language use: homeschooling in the 
heritage language meant that children were hearing more of the heritage language than would 
normally be the case, and this likely made this language more active and readily available for 
use, at least for some children.  
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Changes in Dutch proficiency were not related to the language(s) used for homeschooling but 
this was the case for changes in heritage language proficiency. 
 
For primary school children attending Dutch-language school, using the heritage language for 
homeschooling some or all of the time was not associated with a change in Dutch language 
proficiency. In other words, there is no reason to believe that using the heritage language 
rather than or in addition to Dutch had a negative impact on children’s Dutch language 
proficiency. This did however have a positive impact on children’s heritage language 
proficiency: heritage language proficiency was more likely to improve for children 
homeschooled in the heritage language some or all of the time compared with children 
homeschooled in Dutch only.  
 
Strikingly, hardly any of the families in our survey were given instructions about which language 
to use during homeschooling. To a certain extent, this is understandable, given the 
unprecedented situation in which we found ourselves back in March 2020. At the same time, 
this finding does reflect a more general tendency in much of the educational system in the 
Netherlands to ignore multilingual children’s linguistic capabilities in their other language(s), or 
in some cases even see them as a problem. Our findings suggest that in any future lockdowns 
– and perhaps more generally – teachers may encourage parents to use the heritage language 
when interacting with their children during homeschooling without fearing that this will lead to 
a loss in Dutch language proficiency. Furthermore, our findings will hopefully encourage 
teachers (and parents) to see the relevance of children’s heritage language skills as (an active) 
part of their education. 
 
Families with preschool children were more likely to report an improvement in family well-being 
than families with school-aged children only. 
 
Relatively speaking, the proportion of families with preschool children who experienced an 
improvement in family well-being was greater than the proportion of families with older children 
with such an experience. Families with older children were more likely to report no change at 
all. We think that this may be because younger children need more attention and support than 
school-aged children and hence for this age group, it might have been easier to spend more 
quality time together, and this ultimately led to an improvement in well-being for many. 
Furthermore, compared with older children, preschool children may have been less aware of 
the seriousness of the situation and its wider impact.  
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Limitations 
There are a number of limitations to take into account when considering the results presented 
in this report. First, whilst there was a wide range of languages spoken by the participating 
families, the sample was not representative in terms of socio-economic status: most parents 
were highly educated. This is not unusual for this kind of survey but it is definitely a limitation. 
Second, because the most frequent answer to most questions was ‘no change’, and for the 
most part, there was little variation between the ‘lot less/more’ and ‘little less/more’ categories, 
we decided to collapse them in our analyses. This means that our results are perhaps a little 
less nuanced than we had intended as we were unable to say anything about the extent of any 
observed changes. Third, we did not explicitly ask parents about their language use with their 
children before the pandemic but about their language use more generally. This means that 
we can only evaluate any changes reported as a result of the pandemic in relation to this more 
general measure, which inevitably means that our evaluation of such changes may not be as 
accurate as it could have been. Fourth, in the questionnaire we asked about Dutch versus ‘the 
other language(s)’. Lumping together all languages other than Dutch in one category means 
that we were unable to say anything about any potential differences between bilingual, 
trilingual, quadrilingual families. It also means that for children attending English-language or 
bilingual school, this category may have included the school language, English. This may not 
be a language that was normally spoken at home and as such, would not normally be referred 
to as a ‘heritage language’, as we have done in much of this report. Fifth, all the data analysed 
here are self-report data. For a complete and likely more accurate analysis of children’s 
language proficiency, objective measures (such as school tests) are necessary. Finally, this 
survey was a snapshot of families’ experiences at a particular point in the pandemic (just as 
schools were opening up after the second lockdown in early 2021). We do not know how the 
results reported here may have changed since then. 


