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Lápis de cor  
 

Para mergulhar num universo de cores 
Bastam o lápis de cor e a imaginação 

Os tons lembram tudo, até sabores 
As ideias vem do coração 

É só tê-los nas mãos. 
De forma colorida 

Fazer da vida 
Invenção 
Sonhar 

Ser 
Voar, 

Encantar 
Poder ir voltar 

Delícia de criação 
Só quem faz pode entender. 

As imagens surgem de um olhar 
Cruza a mais pura e simples intenção 

E de forma natural e fácil, tem o poder 
De colorirem felizes a mais pura emoção. 

 
– Sandra Ferrari Radich 
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ABSTRACT 
 

The increasing occurrence of multilingualism in the educational sphere in the Province of 

Fryslân has challenged teachers to deal with the coexistence of a variety of languages in the 

classroom, including the official language, a minority language, and many different migrant 

languages. In order to support them with this challenge, two research projects, More 

Opportunities with Multilingualism Project (3M-project) and Talen4all (T4A), have been 

developed, combining different approaches to multilingual education, developing and 

implementing multilingual pedagogies that acknowledges and make use of the different 

languages present in the classroom (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij, 2018). Within the 

projects, language portraits (Busch, 2006) have been used as a tool to make students’ 

multilingual repertoires visible, raising language awareness (Busch, 2018) and revealing 

attitudes and emotions towards languages (Gkaintartzi & Tsokalidou, 2018). Through a 

mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2014), the present research aims analysing 570 language 

portraits and 21 interviews with children ages 6 to 13 in order to investigate the language 

background, attitudes and practices of pupils of the primary schools participating in both 

projects. Using a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2000), we have organized and 

classified the most occurring patterns within pupils’ choices of colours and placement of 

languages on their language portraits, which were then analysed through a semiotic approach 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). Results showed three occurring patterns of colour choices and 

two occurring patterns of language placement, moreover it has revealed a tendency among 

participants of representing their languages through a “monolingual lens” (García & Flores, 

2012). This study expands the understanding of how multilingual pupils perceive their 

multilingualism and how they portray their linguistic repertoire. 

Keywords: multilingual education; language portraits; identity; mixed-methods.		
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

The contact between different languages has become more frequent as a result of the 

increasing mobility of its speakers across the globe. The occurrence of multilingualism in the 

educational sphere has become the norm, and students from different backgrounds are 

enrolling in schools and bringing with them a multiplicity of languages (and dialects) in 

addition to the language(s) of instruction, transforming the sociolinguistic realities of 

classrooms and turning them into what is known as multilingual classrooms (Hélot, Gorp, 

Frijns, & Sierens, 2018). Teachers find themselves dealing with a great linguistic diversity in 

the classroom. In order to manage the multilingual classroom, teachers should acknowledge 

the hybrid language practices of the pupils, and therefore make use of multilingual pedagogies 

(García & Flores, 2012). Students feel empowered when their languages are welcomed in the 

classroom and they are free to use them, helping them acquire school knowledge, facilitating 

the flow of ideas and feelings between the school and the home languages (Cummins et al., 

2005). 

A particular approach within multilingual teaching consists of applying methodologies 

in order to visualize pupils’ multilingualism. Graphic representations of the linguistic 

repertoire of students have been used in schools as a tool to reflect on the languages present in 

the classroom, as well as to raise awareness when dealing with multilingualism (Busch, 

2018). One form of graphic visualization are the so-called language portraits (Busch, 2006), 

consisting of colouring the languages spoken (one colour for each language) in a body 

silhouette, a way of symbolically representing the embodiment of one’s languages, revealing 

attitudes and emotions towards languages, bringing forward the linguistic and cultural 

diversity of students, mirrored by their identities (Gkaintartzi & Tsokalidou, 2018). 

In Fryslân, a province located in the north-western part of the Netherlands, about 65% 

of the inhabitants of the Province are bilingual Frisian-Dutch speakers and 15% have an 

immigrant background (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij, 2018). The Province has never been 

a homogeneous monolingual area, as Dutch, Frisian and other regional languages are being 

spoken by its inhabitants. Since the second half of the twentieth century, the presence of 

Dutch has become stronger in the Province, causing Frisian to be less spoken and less used in 

social domains (Gorter, 2005). In 1997, in an effort to improve the quality of education, 

especially regarding Frisian and English, the Trijetalige Skoalle (trilingual school) project was 

developed, in an effort to include Dutch, Frisian and English in the primary schools of 
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Fryslân. The ideal model of the project predicts that the participating schools should divide 

the languages into 50-50% Dutch-Frisian in the first six years of primary school and then in 

the last two years the division should be 40-40-20% with English also being used as a 

medium of instruction (Mercator, 2013). This pedagogical approach is very much based in 

monolingual language ideologies of language separation, in which the ideal of the “native 

speakers” is still the aim for each of the three languages in the model (García, 2013). 

Besides those three languages, there has been an increase in the number of immigrant 

languages over the last decade, causing the number of schools that have students with mixed 

language background to increase from 23% in 1981 to 47% in 1999 (Gorter, 2005). Along 

with those three languages, the presence of migrant languages in the classroom is causing 

schools and teachers to look for new strategies and techniques to deal with and make use of 

this multilingualism (Mercator, 2017). In order to improve multilingual education in the 

Province, two research projects, More Opportunities with Multilingualism Project (3M-

project) and Talen4all (T4A), were developed. The projects work in collaboration with 

teachers from primary schools, researchers, and teachers at the Academie PO (Academy for 

Primary Education) of the NHL Stenden University of Applied Sciences. The main goals are 

to valorise and increase the use of migrant languages in the classroom, as well as offering 

techniques to combine the teaching of Dutch, Frisian and English (Duarte & Günther-van der 

Meij, 2018). Academic research concerning language attitudes is also being done as part of 

both projects. 

Using language portraits and a language questionnaire of 570 pupils aged 6 to 13, and 

21 semi-structured interviews, the current research seeks to investigate the language 

background, attitudes and practices of the pupils from the participating schools of both 

projects. The study will answer the following research question: How do multilingual pupils 

perceive and represent their linguistic repertoires? 

As most studies on multilingualism focus on adults or teachers, our research focus on 

pupils, contributing to the exploration of their multilingual identities. In addition, we have 

developed our own methodological approach, making use of several methods in order to 

better understand pupils’ choices on the representation of their multilingual self. 

This study is presented in six sections. The first section has provided an introduction 

to the research topic, the reasons for the research, and the research questions. Section 2 

presents a theoretical understanding of the key concepts at the core of this research. The 
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methodology is discussed in section 3, including the design, the setting, and the procedures. 

In section 4, the results of the study in response to the research questions are presented, which 

are then discussed in section 5. Finally, section 6 summarizes the focus of this study, drawing 

some conclusions as well as acknowledging its limitations. 
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2. LITERATURE BACKGROUND 
 

In this chapter some of the literature and concepts relative to this study will be explored. The 

section starts with a discussion on multilingualism and the multilingual classroom, later 

focusing on multilingualism in the Province of Fryslân. Next, we present the key concepts of 

language awareness, language attitudes, and identity that will serve as theoretical framework 

for the data analysis. We then look into the concept of visual resources through the lens of a 

multimodality methodology. Finally, we explore the concept of language portraits, one of our 

research tools in this study.  

 

2.1 THE MULTILINGUAL CLASSROOM 

The increasing mobility of people around the globe has brought different groups and their 

languages in contact with each other, changing their ethnolinguistic characteristics (García, 

1992). This phenomenon, characterized as multilingualism, happens both in the social and 

individual dimension, referring to the use of languages in society or to the ability of an 

individual to communicate in more than one language (Cenoz, 2013). 

The changing population configuration due to global migration flows has been termed 

“super-diversity”, which entails a range of variance of social, cultural and linguistic diversity 

emerging everyday, triggering a set of transformations in society (Meissner & Vertovec, 

2015). In the field of education, the impact of super-diversity has caused teachers to deal with 

a range of languages present in the classroom, resulting in the movement of a monoglottal 

ideology to multilingualism (Spotti & Kroon, 2017). In the 19th century, bilingual 

conceptualizations claimed that in order to maintain the two languages of a bilingual group, 

the languages must be kept separate, functional allocating the use of each of them (Baker, 

2011; García, 2013). At the time, schools were mainly monolingual and their main purpose 

was to develop students’ academic abilities in the language of instruction. Therefore, it was 

not unusual that the language practices at schools had no similarities to the language practices 

of home, forcing minority students to either adjust to school practices or drop out of school 

(García, 2013). It was not until the mid-20th century that constituencies within the human 

rights movement started to argue that minority languages should be promoted and tolerated 

(Wright, 2007), as a result, bilingual education programs emerged as a response to the need to 

include language practices of minorities students in their education (García, 2013). However, 
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even with the inclusion of other languages, the school will still have a dominant language in 

the institution (Wright, 2007). 

These bilingual programs followed an additive bilingualism approach, separating and 

aiming at fully developing each language, teaching both the standard majority language and a 

standard variety of the minority language. Consequently, the language practices at school 

continued to be different from the practices of language minority children who would not 

recognize the standard academic language taught at school as their own language (García, 

2013). 

Recently, the hybrid language practices of bi-/multilingual students have started to be 

acknowledged and different socio-educational contexts have resulted in several pedagogical 

instructional modes, which, according to García and Flores (2012), can be separated into four 

different types. The foreign language instruction teaches an additional language so that it can 

be used in another national and societal context, also, the national language is prioritized over 

the foreign one. Opposed to foreign language instruction, the second language pedagogy 

focuses on the development of the second language, which is used within the same space as 

the national language. As for the third type of pedagogy, bilingual/monoglossic instruction, 

two languages are used as a medium of instruction, in an attempt to equalize the difference in 

power between the majority and minority languages. The last one, which we will be focusing 

on in our research, plurilingual/heteroglossic instruction, does not control the use of 

languages nor plan it in a top-down manner, but it develops the additional language(s) while 

allowing students to negotiate their linguistic interactions. Within a plurilingual/heteroglossic 

instruction, alternative approaches and pedagogies recognise the language diversity present in 

the classroom, promoting a “multilingual turn” in language education, valuing students’ 

multilingual identities and competences, constructing their sense of belonging to one or more 

groups, and therefore, promoting social cohesion and justice for all (Conteh & Meier, 2014). 

With the increase of highly linguistic heterogeneous classrooms, schools holding 

foreign language, second language, or even bilingual instructions became insufficient (García, 

2012), besides being confronted with issues such as students’ limited proficiency in the 

school language, discrimination, and the presence of different languages (Spotti & Kroon, 

2017). In that sense, plurilingual/heteroglossic instructions become important to the 

revitalization of oppressed languages, besides helping students’ develop their plurilingual 

potential instead of developing a linear additive bilingualism as argued in the past (García, 
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2013). As languages are no longer considered autonomous skills, the plurilingualism of all 

students comes together in the classroom (García, 2012).  

 

2.1.2 Multilingualism in Fryslân 

Europe is well-known for being multilingual. Among the 28 European States, there are 24 

official state languages. Besides that, there are over 60 indigenous regional or minority 

languages being spoken by around 40 million people in Europe, including Frisian, Basque and 

Catalan (EU, 2019). According to the European Union’s language policy (2019), every 

European citizen should speak at least two languages besides their mother tongue, in an 

attempt to protect Europe’s linguistic diversity and promote language learning, which is seen 

as essential to help people from different cultures to understand each other. A survey 

conducted by the European Commission (2012) on Europeans and their languages revealed 

that 54% of Europeans claimed to speak one language in addition to their mother tongue, and 

25% claimed to speak at least two additional languages. This indicates that the aim of having 

trilingual European citizens is far from being realized. 

Many examples of multilingual education can be found in European countries, one of 

them being the European Schools, controlled by the governments of the Member States of the 

European Union (Cenoz & Gorter, 2015). These education institutions aim to provide a 

multilingual and multicultural education in nursery, primary and secondary levels for more 

than 27,000 pupils studying at the currently 13 schools located in six different countries 

(Belgium, Netherlands, Germany, Italy, Spain and Luxembourg) (Schola Europaea, 2019). At 

the European Schools, pupils usually have their mother tongue as the language of instruction 

in primary education with a second language, in most cases English, German or French, being 

first introduced as a subject and then later being used as the language of instruction in the last 

years of primary education, and then later on a third language is introduced as a school 

subject (Cenoz & Gorter, 2015). Another example of multilingual schools in Europe is the 

ones located in minority language speaking areas where the minority language is used in the 

school curriculum along with the state language and English (Cenoz & Gorter, 2015).  

In Fryslân, a north-western province in the Netherlands, more than half of the 

population (55,3%) speak Frisian, the minority language, as their mother tongue (Provinsje 

Fryslân, 2015). With the increase in the number of immigrants, the number of speakers with a 

foreign mother tongue has also increased constituting of 15% the population (Duarte & 



	 13	

Günther-van der Meij, 2018). As a result, around 60 different immigrant languages are spoken 

by primary school children in the capital city Leeuwarden, the most common ones being 

Arabic, Kurdish, Hindi and Berber (Mercator, 2010). 

In the educational sphere, Frisian has been established as an obligatory part of the 

curriculum of all primary schools in Fryslân and as an obligatory subject in the lower years of 

secondary education since 1980 (Gorter, van der Meer, & Riemersma, 2008). In 1997, as 

previously mentioned in our introduction, a project was developed to implement primary 

trilingual schools in the Province, in which Dutch, Frisian and English would be included as 

languages of instructions (Mercator, 2013). However, the increasingly presence of immigrant 

languages in the classroom has brought new challenges to teachers and schools, now facing a 

greater linguistic diversity. Two research projects, also mentioned in our introduction section, 

were then developed to help primary schools in Fryslân to deal with the coexistence of 

Frisian, Dutch, English and many different immigrant languages (Duarte & Günther-van der 

Meij, 2019). An overview of the projects can be seen in our methodology section. 

These projects develop and implement a holistic multilingual education intervention, 

combining several approaches towards multilingualism in education, acknowledging and 

using several languages in instruction, promoting language awareness and positive attitudes 

towards linguistic and cultural diversity (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij, 2018). In the 

following sub-sections the key concepts of language awareness and language attitude will be 

discussed in more details. 

 

2.2 LANGUAGE AWARENESS 

The term language awareness (LA) was first mentioned in the 1980s referring to pedagogical 

initiatives taking place in England that recognized the benefits of a possible cooperation 

between English and modern languages (Finkbeiner & White, 2017). In order to facilitate the 

mentioned cooperation, the National Congress for Languages in Education (NCLE) was 

established, setting up in 1982 the Language Awareness Working Party, responsible for the 

gathering of theoretical support, the organization of a conference in Leeds, and the 

publication of a report (Finkbeiner & White, 2017). The British researcher Donmall was one 

of the first to give LA a definition. His definition states LA as “a person’s sensitivity to and 

conscious awareness of the nature of language and its role in human life”, being this the most 

quoted definition of LA (Hélot et al., 2018, p. 2). 
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In 1992, with the launch of the first Language Awareness Journal, aspects of LA in 

European education started being discussed. Initially, the focus of the journal was on the 

awareness of first and second language contexts. Only in 1993 an article on the use of more 

than two languages was published (Finkbeiner & White, 2017). Since the 1990s, researches 

concerning LA have expanded into a wide spectrum of fields, and different definitions have 

been given. With respect to our work, we will take into account the Association for Language 

Awareness definition, which defines LA “[…] as explicit knowledge about language, and 

conscious perception and sensitivity in language learning, language teaching and language 

use” (ALA, 2019). 

The use of the approach in school context helps students become open-minded, 

empowered multilingual citizens, as many languages are used to carry out pedagogical 

activities or to reflect on the use of multiple languages and linguistic hybrid practices (Hélot 

et al., 2018). Both students and teachers become sensitive to the multiplicity of languages and 

cultures in the world as well as in the school environment (Sierens & Ramaut, 2018). 

According to Wright (2002), LA can be distinguished into a goal of language teacher 

education or a method. When seen as a goal of language teacher education, the aim of LA is 

to develop what the author calls “linguistic radar” (p. 115), meaning teachers would be 

linguistically aware and able to understand the struggles students’ might have with language. 

Besides that, the docent would be able to spot opportunities in order to start discussions and 

explorations of language. As a method, LA tasks and activities are developed so students can 

work with language data, noticing patterns, inconsistencies and anomalies, allowing them to 

acquire insights about particular features of the languages present in the data (Wright, 2002). 

Wolfram (1998, as cited in Ibarraran, Lasagabaster & Sierra, 2008) incorporates three 

main parameters into LA: the cognitive parameter, centred on language patterns; the affective 

parameter, responsible for forming language attitudes; and the social parameter, focusing on 

language effective communication and interaction. 

As one of our research questions focus on language attitudes of primary school pupils, 

we will undertake Wolfram’s second parameter, the affective parameter.  

 

2.3 LANGUAGE ATTITUDE 

The concept of “attitude” has been widely discussed in the field of sociolinguistics since 

Labov’s (2006) work on social stratification of speech communities in New York City. 
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Although not easily defined, one of the well-cited definitions of attitude was given by 

Fishbein and Ajzen (2000), who considered it to be the degree of favourableness or 

unfavourableness a person holds towards something or somebody. But more complex 

perspectives have adopted the idea that attitudes might include both positivity and negativity, 

instead of just assuming that attitudes are a tendency to like or dislike attitude objects 

(Haddock & Maio, 2004). 

Garrett (2010) argues that attitudes encompass three responses: affective, as they 

involve feelings about the attitude object; cognitive, as attitudes contain beliefs and 

knowledge about the object; and behavioural, concerning the individual’s predisposition to act 

in a certain way. But, as mentioned by the author, the link between the attitude people say 

they have and their behaviour might sometimes be weak, therefore, their behaviour towards 

the attitude object might not match with the cognitive and affective responses (Garrett, 2010). 

In relation to languages, attitudes play an important role in the reception as well as in 

the production of language, being language attitudes an integral part of our communicative 

competence (Garrett, 2010). Language attitudes can influence our reaction to other language 

users, furthermore, it can also help us anticipate one’s responses to our own language, which 

may influence our language choices, like when someone changes their speech style in an 

attempt to be seen as a member of a particular community or as an intelligent person (Garrett, 

2010). 

Attitudes are considered to be something we learn instead of being merely innate. Our 

process of learning attitudes can involve noticing other people’s behaviour and its 

consequences, or even attending to consequences of attitudes, which might bring rewards or 

detriments. That is why parents and teachers can, consciously or not, play a role in the 

development of a child’s attitude, like when they indicate approval or disagreement towards 

an attitude (Garrett, 2010).  

In order to foster positive attitudes toward different languages, educational institutions 

should not focus solely on linguistic issues, but also on building bridges between the different 

ethnolinguistic groups represented in the classrooms, overcoming a possible lack of contact 

between students of different groups (Lasagabaster, 2017). Especially in European 

institutions, where immigration is a main challenge, the promotion of language and cultural 

awareness along with the promotion of the multilingual identities can help students develop 

multicultural and multilingual understanding. Consequently, students may present a 
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cosmopolitan attitude, being more favourable to accept other people’s linguistic preferences 

and uses, besides helping them to surmount possible negative attitudes toward some 

languages (Lasagabaster, 2017). 

The study of language attitudes towards minority languages is especially important 

due to the role language attitudes play in the successful transmission, revitalisation and 

survival of the minority languages (Loureiro-Rodriguez, Boggess & Goldsmith, 2013). In 

Fryslân, the most recent studies investigating language attitudes towards Frisian have been 

hold by Ytsma (2007) and Hilton & Gooskens (2013). Ytsma (2007) used a questionnaire to 

investigate language attitudes of 99 first-year-students of a teacher-training programme in 

Leeuwarden. The author reports that no negative attitudes towards Dutch were found, while 

most attitudes towards Frisian and English were either favourable or neutral (Ytsma, 2007). In 

Hilton & Gooskens’ (2013) study, a combination of a matched-guise technique (MGT) and a 

direct questioning of attitudes was used with 191 participants with either Frisian or Dutch as 

their home language to investigate language attitudes towards Frisian in the Netherlands. The 

results showed that in their evaluations of Frisian, Dutch participants were largely negative, as 

for Frisian participants, their evaluations were positive towards both Dutch and Frisian, which 

led to the conclusion that home language is the most telling predictor of language attitudes 

towards Frisian (Hilton & Gooskens, 2013). 

Despite the studies on language attitudes towards Frisian, there is a lack of studies 

focusing on language attitudes in Fryslân towards immigrant languages. The current study 

seeks to fill some of these gaps by investigating language attitudes of students in multilingual 

classrooms in the Province of Fryslân.  

 

2.4 IDENTITY 

Identity involves the way one talks, acts, and self presents to others. This process involves 

assimilating cultural ideas and then presenting and representing them in a given context 

(Cone, Buxton, Lee & Mahotiere, 2014). While some aspects of our identities are difficult or 

even impossible to change, such as gender and ethnicity, other aspects can be easily 

influenced and modified by social experiences (Paia, Cummins, Nocus, Salaün & Vernaudon, 

2015). Therefore, identities can be considered fluid, dynamic, multiple and evolving, 

especially for youths and adolescents, as they constantly respond to the changes around them, 
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causing them to rethink what they consider important for their well-being, which may cause 

identities to change depending on the social context (Cone et al., 2014 and Paia et al., 2015).  

Recent studies have been concerned with how languages are related to identity, as our 

language choices and the way we speak reflect and make us who we are (Joseph, 2010). It 

becomes especially visible in multilingual contexts that languages are not neutral, as 

individuals may resist or appeal to particular languages or linguistic forms in an attempt to 

claim the right to particular identities (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). Due to globalisation, 

languages are now seen in motion, no longer being fixated to places and times, causing 

multilingual speakers to make use of different language systems to perform their personhood 

(Makalela, 2014), these language practices are referred by García (2009) as 

“translanguaging”, defined by the author as “multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals 

engage in order to make sense of their bilingual worlds” (p. 45). 

In face of the rising multilingualism, linguistic and cultural diversity are progressively 

worldwide, consequently expanding the range of identity options available. In multilingual 

settings, the views of one’s own and others’ identities are inseparable from language attitudes 

and choices, which can be affected and modified by social, economic, and political changes, 

legitimizing and valuing some identities more than others (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 2004). 

There has been an increasing interest in the field of Linguistics in examining 

individuals’ multilingual identities (Prasad, 2014; Melo-Pfeifer, 2017; Cummins, 2006; 

Busch, 2018). In order to approach both language practices and identities, Cummins (2006, 

2018) has established that different kinds of cultural production (written, spoken, visual, 

musical, etc.) are important forms of expression of identity. Although, the use of different 

kinds of cultural production had not yet been extensively used with children. 

In the next section we will discuss in more details the use of these cultural productions 

as research tools for the study of multilingual identities, focusing on language portraits, one of 

the research tools that have been used in our work. 

 

2.5 MULTIMODALITY 

The field of social semiotics considers any action and artefact used to communicate as a 

“semiotic resource”, meaning that almost everything we do or make allows the articulation of 

social and cultural meanings (van Leeuwen, 2005). These resources are signifiers used in 

social contexts that have a theoretical semiotic potential for making meaning, which are 
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constituted by all past uses and also by all potential uses. The context in which such uses 

takes place might have rules or best practices regulating the use of semiotic resources, but in 

other contexts users can be free in their use of the resource. The study of the semiotic 

potential of a given semiotic resource entails the study of how the resource “has been, is, and 

can be used for purposes of communication” (van Leeuwen, 2005, p. 5) 

Within the social semiotic theory, the multimodal approach acknowledges the 

boundedness of language, stepping outside the tradition of considering language as a full 

means of making meaning (Kress, 2010). Multimodality presupposes that communication 

draws on a multiplicity of modes, “socially made and culturally available material-semiotic 

resources for representation” (Kress, 2013, p. 132). As pointed out by Kress (1997), children 

tend to move between different semiotic modes or even combining them, enabling them to 

compensate the limitations they may find in each mode and enriching meaning. 

Because the different modes have different affordances for meaning-making (Kress, 

2013) we decided to employ a multimodal data in our research. Through drawing, writing and 

speaking, our participants were given the opportunity to communicate and make meaning 

within the affordances of these different modes. 

In the next section we present in more details one of our research tools, the language 

portraits, which have been previously used by researchers (Busch, 2010, 2012, 2015, 2018; 

Botsis & Bradbury, 2018; Coffey, 2015; Dressler, 2015; Melo-Pfeifer, 2015, 2017; Prasad, 

2014) as part of multimodal data to investigate subjects’ linguistic repertoires. 

 

2.6 LANGUAGE PORTRAITS 

Narratives have been used as a research tool in the humanities since the end of the 1960s, as it 

gives people the opportunity to discursively construct their identities (Pavlenko, 2007). In the 

1970s, narratives of second language learners (L2 learners) started being used in an attempt to 

identify the factors that impact the acquisition of a second language, portraying the L2 

learners as human beings with feelings, and positioning them in terms of race, gender, and 

class, allowing researchers to have a deeper understanding of the learners (Pavlenko, 2007. 

See Schummans 1977, 1980 & Bailey, 1980, 1983). 

In the past years, the notion of narratives has been expanded and no longer limited to 

oral and written narratives. Nowadays, narratives can also be visual, including photographs 

and drawings, or multimodal, combining texts with pictures, for example. Cummins (2006, 



	 19	

2018) has defined as “identity texts” cultural productions (written, spoken, visual, musical, 

dramatic, or the combination of more than one form) that re-create students’ identity through 

their creative work, in which they invest their identities. The texts are like mirrors, reflecting 

back their identities in a positive light, besides expanding the opportunities for children to 

express their imagination, intelligence, linguistic repertoire and artistic talents (Cummins, 

2006). 

Visual materials, drawings of human figures and self-portraits are a recent interest in 

the field of linguistics, which acknowledges that there are things that can only be expressed 

visually and not linguistically, and vice versa (Kalaja, Dufva & Alanen, 2013). Drawings are 

commonly used in researches involving children, as they are an efficient tool to access 

children’s perceptions and representations of themselves and their environment (Moore & 

Castellotti, 2011). In bilingual and multilingual studies, visual narratives have been used to 

investigate the representations of languages in the multilingual mind and body, as well as the 

relationship between them (Melo-Pfeifer, 2015).  

In the beginning of 1990s, due to migration, many European school classes became 

multilingual, holding students from different countries and language backgrounds. Therefore, 

as an effort to better visualize the students’ linguistic resources, a new type of visual narrative 

came into use, the so-called language portraits (Busch, 2006). The language portraits consist 

of the outline of a body silhouette, which participants must colour in by choosing different 

colours to represent different languages, placing them on different body parts, resulting in a 

graphic visualization of their linguistic repertoire (Busch, 2018). 

As the portraits make multilingual repertoires visible, they can be a powerful tool to 

help students represent their linguistic identities and cultural diversity, providing a way for 

teachers to access and understand their students’ voices, without limiting them to 

communicate in a particular language (Prasad, 2014). The use of language portraits as a group 

activity provides valuable material for class discussion, enabling students to critically think 

about what being multilingual means, besides making teachers and students aware of all the 

languages spoken by their classmates (Dressler, 2015). By making the languages present in 

the classroom visible, students become open-minded, empowered multilingual citizens as they 

see their languages becoming legitimate at school (Hélot et al., 2018), facilitating the flow of 

ideas and feelings between the school language and the home languages (Cummins et al., 

2005).  
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Language portraits have increasingly been used in the past years as a research tool. 

First used by Gogolin and Neumann (Coffey, 2015) in their work with bilingual children in 

monolingual elementary schools, the method was then further developed by Krumm and 

Busch (Marchessou, 2013). Aware that the Western society not always favours 

multilingualism, Krumm (2011) has carried out independent language portraits projects in 

different schools every year since 1998 in order to get a better understanding of participants’ 

language histories and language use. The on-going Research Group Spracherleben 

(Experiencing Language) at the Institute of Linguistics at the University of Vienna started 

using language portraits a few years ago as a tool on their research on linguistic diversity 

(Busch, 2012). Busch (2010), a member of this research group, has extensively used the 

visual narrative in her research in South Africa, providing insights into the complex linguistic 

repertoires of the participants. More recently, Prasad (2014) in his research at a French 

international school in Toronto used a “more individualized arts-informed linguistic self-

portraits” (p. 58) instead of fixed body silhouettes, so that students would have a greater 

affective connection with the process of creating their self-portrait. 

Using visual methodologies for data collection enable participants to deeply reflect on 

their responses while engaging in a creative production (Krumm, 2011) as they have 

alternative ways of articulating their experiences creating an interpretative story of their 

embodied languages, and therefore providing new resources for thinking about “identity and 

subjectivity as embodied and relational” (Botsis & Bradbury, 2018, p. 12). While written 

narratives are characterized by ‘time-bound linear sequence’ (Busch, 2010, p. 286), visual 

narratives, on the other hand, are characterized by space and simultaneity, requiring extra 

attention to the ways the components of the narrative are related to each other. Instead of 

emphasizing how the languages represented were acquired or even the participant’s language 

proficiency, language portraits provide an overview of the current linguistic practices of the 

participant, making possible the expression of emotions that are linked to each language 

(Busch, 2010). 

Although visual representations are considered texts to be read interpretively, 

Reissman (2007) acknowledges that “just as oral and written narratives cannot speak for 

themselves, neither can images” (p. 179). The use of a multimodal approach allows 

participants to present their linguistic repertoire through different modes, switching from 

visual to oral and written modes (Busch, 2018), overcoming the limitations of each mode and 
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contributing to the “unravelling of narratives of identity and language” (Bristowe, 

Oostendorp, & Anthonissen, 2014). 

Most researchers working with language portraits acknowledge the limitations of this 

research tool and therefore make use of a multimodal approach, either interviewing the 

participants or asking them for a written description of their linguistic repertoire (Botsis & 

Bradbury, 2018; Bristowe et al., 2014; Busch, 2010; Coffey, 2015; Dressler, 2015; Melo-

Pfeifer, 2015, 2017; Prasad, 2014). In that sense, we also employ a multimodal approach in 

our research, making use of language portraits, written descriptions as well as interviewing 

some of the participants. 

 

2.7 ANALYSING THE VISUAL 

Even though language has been the most valued and frequently analysed mode in our society, 

visual modes are also considered meaning making tools or semiotic resources, as effective as 

language (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Commonly used as an activity with children, 

drawings are a motivated response that children hold towards objects and phenomena that 

they consider important; therefore, children make use of this visual resource to share 

information, knowledge and ideas (Kress, 1997). 

Because drawings engage children in a spatial semiosis instead of a temporal semiosis, 

Kress (1997) argues that visual resources are naturally suited to make meaning about what the 

world looks like but, on the other hand, they are limited in terms of representing dynamic 

features of the world.  

Children choose visual graphic forms that best represent their interest towards what 

they are drawing (Kress, 1997) making intended meaning and exploiting the possibilities 

afforded by drawings as a spatial mode. Thereby, their drawings are representations of how 

they perceive the world and their orientation towards it (Hopperstad, 2008). It has been found 

that the feelings children hold towards the topic of the drawing can affect the size and the 

spatial disposition of the content of the drawing, as well as the choice of colours (Burkitt, 

Barrett, & Davis, 2003). 

Given that in our research children are asked to colour a body silhouette as a 

representation of their linguistic repertoire, we therefore focus on the analysis of their colour 

choices in order to have a better understanding of their multilingual identity. All things 

considered, we present in the next section how colours can be interpreted as a signifier. 
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2.7.1 Interpreting colour 

In a modal framework, colours are considered signifiers, carrying “a set of affordances from 

which sign-makers and interpreters select according to their communicative needs and 

interests in a given context” (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002).  

Kress and van Leeuwen (2002, 2006) distinguish two different sources for making 

meaning with colour: association and distinctive features. Association refers to ‘where’ that 

particular colour comes from, which can be from a certain object or even a place, for 

example. The association made with a colour carry a symbolic and emotive value in the given 

socio-cultural context, providing the context of production and its interpretation. The second 

affordance, the distinctive features of colour, indicate values on a range of scales, such as 

from saturated to desaturated and from light to dark. These features not only distinguish 

between colours, but also serve as meaning potentials, in which any colour can be analysed as 

a combination of specific values on each scale (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). 

Colours have been largely used in interpersonal levels to act on others. As they 

represent and project social relations, people use colours to send managerial messages, to try 

to calm down a person, or even to present themselves and their values. On the other hand, 

colours are also used at the textual level in order to create coherence, for instance to indicate 

levels of difficulty in a mathematical text (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). 

All these affordances attached to colours are selected by the authors and interpreters 

according to their interests and communicative needs in a certain context. Their choices can 

be regulated by explicit or implicit rules or even by role models, or, in other cases, it can be 

relatively free, depending on their creativity. Sometimes both constraint and creativity can be 

mixed in complex ways (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). 

Clinical psychologists and art therapists have argued that children’s use of colour in 

artistic assignments are the manifestation of their emotional status, giving colour an emotional 

significance (Boyatzis & Varghese, 1994). However, these allegations are usually not based 

on formal experimentation, lacking on properly controlled research, instead, drawings are 

often interpreted for personal meaning in clinical settings (Burkitt, Barrett & Davis, 2003, 

2004).  

Taking that into account, Burkitt et al. (2003) conducted a study with 330 children, 4-

11 years old, to explore children systematically use of colours in affectively characterised 

drawings. The results showed that children alter their choices of colour in response to 
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differential affective topic characterizations, as children used their preferred colours for 

positively characterized drawings and least preferred colours for negatively characterized 

drawings. As pointed out by the authors, their findings also support the idea that children use 

colours symbolically from a young age (Burkitt et al., 2003) which could be explained by the 

fact that children use visual signifiers as a response towards objects and events that play an 

important role in their lives (Hopperstad, 2008), which, as seen above, is considered by Kress 

& van Leeuwen (2002, 2006) an association source of making meaning with colour. 

 

2.8 SUMMARY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The increasing linguistic diversity present in the classrooms has led teachers to look for new 

strategies to deal with multilingualism and multilingual pupils. New approaches, such as 

Language Awareness, have been developed so teachers would be able to carry out 

pedagogical activities that allow both teachers and students to reflect on their multilingual 

identities and become aware of the multiplicity of languages present in the classroom, 

increasing their motivation towards them (Sierens & Ramaut, 2018; Wright, 2002), as well as 

fostering positive language attitudes towards different languages (Lasagabaster, 2017). 

As drawings have been recognised as an effective mode to be used with children, 

allowing them to represent themselves and the world around them the way they perceive it 

(Moore & Castellotti, 2011; Hopperstad, 2008), visual narratives such as language portraits 

have been used as a tool within Language Awareness (Busch, 2006). The colouring task in 

which students use colours as signifiers (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002), makes their 

multilingual identities visible (Prasad, 2014), recognising and validating the different 

languages present in the classroom (Martin, 2012), and therefore, impacting their attitudes 

and motivations towards other languages (Hélot et al., 2018). 

With this in mind, the present work analysis the different typological language profiles 

of subjects of this study, students of public primary schools in Fryslân, a province with a large 

number of schools with a mixed language background (Gorter, 2005). Furthermore, we 

analyse how students use colours as visual signifiers to represent their linguistic repertoire in 

self-portraits. We aim to answer the following research questions: 

1. What are the typological language profiles of primary students in Fryslân? 

2. How do multilingual children represent their linguistic repertoire in language 

portraits? 
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3. To what extent can language portraits be used to map language attitudes of 

primary school students? 
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3. METHODOLOGY 
 

3.1 DESIGN 

In order to answer the research questions, a concurrent mixed-methods design was employed 

(Creswell, 2014). Mixed-methods research combines both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches in the collection, analyses and interpretation of data in a study, giving the 

researcher a greater breadth and depth of understanding of a research problem, besides 

offsetting the limitations and weaknesses of both quantitative and qualitative research 

(Creswell, 2014). Within a mixed-methods research, a concurrent strategy can be employed, 

in this kind of design both quantitative and qualitative data are collected concurrently in one 

phase. The information is then integrated by the researcher in the in interpretation of the 

overall results. 

The purpose of this concurrent mixed-methods study was to investigate the language 

background, attitudes and practices of pupils of primary schools in Fryslân. In the study, a 

language background questionnaire (Creswell, 2014) was applied to gain a detailed profile of 

the linguistic repertoires and background information of the students, providing us a 

quantitative description of the sample. At the same time, the pupils’ linguistic repertoire 

representation and attitudes were explored using language portraits (Busch, 2006). Language 

portraits have been used as a research instrument as it provides a graphic visualization of the 

linguistic repertoire of the subject, it is also means of gaining insight into emotional language 

experiences, ideologically informed ideas and attitudes about languages as children colour it 

according to what each language mean to them (Busch, 2018). 

Along with the previous mentioned tasks, semi-structured interviews (Galletta & 

Cross, 2013) with a sub-sample of the students were also conducted. This kind of interviews, 

designed to be both cumulative and iterative, include open-ended and more theoretical driven 

questions, being sufficiently structured in order to address specific dimensions of the research, 

but flexible enough to leave space for a narrative to unfold, which informs the remaining 

segments of the interview (Galletta & Cross, 2013). 

The reason for combining different methods of data collection and analysis is based on 

the premise that mixed-methods studies allow us to triangulate our findings, comparing 

different data sources and methods. Data triangulation can provide “more grist for the 
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research mill” as the different types of data can be compared and cross-checked, leading to a 

more consistent picture (Patton, 1999).  

 

3.2 THE SETTING 

The data used in this study was collected as part of the 3M and Talen4all projects currently in 

progress at NHL Stenden University. Developed by the Primary Education Academy (PO) 

and the Frisian and Multilingualism lectorate of the NHL Stenden University, both projects 

aim to develop and implement an innovative approach to multilingual education with 

activities that focus on the appreciation and use of migrant languages, and also on the 

coherent use of Dutch, Frisian and English in schools. 

A total of 12 schools, 24 teachers and around 600 pupils (ages 8-10) are participating 

in the 3M project, which started in September 2017 and will end in 2022. As for the Talen4all 

project, 8 schools, 16 teachers and 400 pupils (ages 10-12) are participating in this one-year 

project that started in 2018 and ends in 2019. The participating schools are divided into four 

different types: 

• Trilingual primary schools (Dutch, Frisian and English) 

• Refugees/Newcomer primary schools 

• Primary schools with a high percentage of migrant language speakers 

• Primary schools with a high percentage of Dutch speakers 

The activities implemented fall under five different categories: 

• Awareness of own language and the languages in the area 

• Knowledge about languages in Fryslân, Europe and the world 

• Knowledge about language differences (vocabulary and sentence structure) 

• Language learning strategies 

• Knowledge about cultural diversity 

In addition to the activities, academic research into language attitudes of teachers and 

students is being conducted. One of the instruments of research used in the projects, and 

subject of the present study, is the language portraits, which have been implemented in all 

participating schools. These are described in the following section. 
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3.3 PROCEDURES 

3.3.1 Background language questionnaire 

Instruments 

A socio-demographic and language questionnaire (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij 2018) was 

applied to students of the schools participating in the 3M and Talen4all project, as part of a 

class activity that took place during school hours, being completed within class time. Each 

student received a handout (see Appendix I) containing the questionnaire and also the 

language portrait task, which will be explained in the following section. 

In the handout, pupils could first fill in the language questionnaire, which consisted of 

nine open-ended questions and two multiple-choice questions. Five of the eleven questions 

were on personal information such as name, age, gender, school name, and school group. The 

other six questions were on language background and daily language use with family and 

friends, favourite language, and the desire to learn new languages. Although the last six 

questions were open-ended questions, they were still easily quantifiable. 

It is important to mention that the questionnaire did not constitute the focus of this 

study, as it was simply a way to gather additional information and provide any possible 

clarification needed for the following task. Data was collected between October 2017 and 

March 2019.  

 

Sample 

Participants in this study included children between 6 and 13 years old. They were students 

from grades 3 to 8 from the schools participating in the previously mentioned 3M and 

Talen4all projects. In total, there were 570 participants, but 15 of the language questionnaires 

were eliminated from our sample because the participants left them blank. Therefore, this 

sample consisted of 555 participants, age 6-13 (M = 9.5), of which 50.3% identified 

themselves as girls and 49.7% as boys. 
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Table 1. Summary of the sample of the background language questionnaires. 

School type Gender Participants Grades 
Girls Boys 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Trilingual primary 
schools 36 (54.5%) 30 (45.5%) 66 (11.9%) 27 4 13 5 17 - 

Refugees/Newcomer 
primary schools 15 (57.7%) 11 (42.3%) 26 (4.7%) - - - - - 26 

Primary schools with a 
high percentage of 
migrant language 

speakers 

118 (50.6%) 115 (49.4%) 233 (42%) 5 6 45 64 53 60 

Primary schools with a 
high percentage of 

Dutch speakers 
110 (47.8%) 120 (52.2%) 230 (41.4%) - - 65 75 33 57 

 

Methods for analysis 

All handouts were given a code in reference to the school, grade and student they belonged to. 

They were then separated into four typological categories: Dutch-speaking pupils, Frisian-

speaking pupils, 1st generation migrant pupils, and 2nd generation migrant pupils. We analysed 

each category separately. Descriptive statistics will be used to present the results (Rugg, 

2007) by organising and entering the answers to the language questionnaire section into an 

Excel Sheet, which were then calculated and graphically represented with help of the software 

SPSS.  

 

3.3.2 Language portraits 

Instrument 

The language questionnaire was then followed by the language portrait task. A short 

paragraph explaining the task preceded two empty body silhouettes, one male and one female 

(Figure 1). Along with the written description, the teacher also gave an oral explanation of the 

task and answered any questions raised by the students. Pupils were instructed to choose the 

body silhouette that represented their gender and fill it in with colours, being each colour 

addressed to one language of their choice. They could represent any language they speak or 

would like to speak, and the languages could be represented in any part of the body. A legend 

was also added so students could identify to each language each colour belongs. Below the 

silhouette, students were provided with some lines so they could write down further 
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information concerning the languages they speak and the colours that they had given to their 

languages. Not all students completed this last task, as it was not compulsory. 

. 	
Figure 1. Example of body silhouettes used for the language portrait task. 

 

Sample 

A total of 570 pupils have completed the language portrait activity, 49.8% girls and 50.2% 

boys, ages from 6 to 13 (M = 9.6).  

 
Table 2. Summary of the sample of the language portraits. 

School type Gender Participants Grades 
Girls Boys 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Trilingual primary 
schools 38 (52.8%) 34 (47.2%) 72 (12.6%) 29 4 16 6 17 - 

Refugees/Newcomer 
primary schools 15 (57.7%) 11 (42.3%) 26 (4.6%) - - - - - 26 

Primary schools with a 
high percentage of 
migrant language 

speakers 

119 (50.6%) 116 (49.4%) 235 (41.2%) 5 6 45 66 53 60 

Primary schools with a 
high percentage of 

Dutch speakers 
112 (49.3%) 125 (50.7%) 237 (41.6%) - - 68 76 33 60 
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Methods for analysis 

The analysis of the language portraits was carried out in two separate parts. First, by using a 

quantitative view, we present the different languages represented by the students in their 

portraits. In order to do so, we entered all languages mentioned in the portraits into an Excel 

Sheet, separating them into four categories: official languages, dialects and variations, 

country-based languages, and fantasy languages. We counted each language once, regardless 

of how many times they have been mentioned by the participants. The number of languages 

present in the portraits was then compared to the number of languages mentioned in the 

background language questionnaires, which were also separated into the same categories. 

These differences were later calculated and graphically represented with help of the software 

SPSS. For the second part of our analysis, we selected the participants that were also 

interviewed in order to analyse their portraits. With both the language portrait and the 

interviews, we were able to combine their explanation for their colour choices and placement, 

given in the interviews, with the drawings. Separated by the categories found within the 

qualitative content analysis of the interviews, better explained in the next section, the portraits 

were then analysed through a semiotic lenses (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). 

 

3.3.3 Semi-structured interviews 

Instruments 

While the children were working on their assignments, some of the students were interviewed 

regarding their language portrait using a previously developed interview guide (see Appendix 

II), developed based on previous research done on language portraits. The interviews were 

conducted either in Dutch, Frisian or English. Semi-structured interviews were conducted to 

further explore the children’s choices of colours and the placement of these colours on the 

body silhouette. The interviews were video recorded without showing the children’s faces, 

and just as the language questionnaire, the video recordings do not constitute the focus of this 

study. The data obtained from the interviews was transcribed verbatim (Bailey, 2008) used to 

further explore the findings based on the language portraits. 

 

Sample 

For this particular sample, 21 students were interviewed, 8 female and 13 male participants, 

from 6 to 12 years old (M = 9.8).  
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Table 3. Summary of the sample of the semi-structured interviews. 

Interviewee Age Gender School type Language of 
the interview 

Duration of 
the interview 
(N = 3:21:09) 

Pupil 1 10 Girl Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers Dutch 8:51 

Pupil 2 13 Girl Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers Dutch 13:22 

Pupil 3 9 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers Frisian 5:32 

Pupil 4 12 Boy 
Refugees/ 

Newcomer primary schools 
Dutch 17:24 

Pupil 5 11 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers Dutch 9:55 

Pupil 6 12 Boy 
Refugees/ 

Newcomer primary schools 
Dutch 6:10 

Pupil 7 9 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of Dutch speakers Dutch 13:16 

Pupil 8 9 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of Dutch speakers Dutch 9:58 

Pupil 9 9 Girl Primary schools with a high percentage 
of Dutch speakers Frisian 13:20 

Pupil 10 6 Girl Trilingual primary schools Frisian 6:17 

Pupil 11 6 Boy Trilingual primary schools Frisian 8:00 

Pupil 12 10 Girl Trilingual primary schools Frisian 5:09 

Pupil 13 8 Girl Trilingual primary schools Dutch 2:58 

Pupil 14 11 Boy 
Refugees/ 

Newcomer primary schools 
Dutch 3:55 

Pupil 15 11 Girl 
Refugees/ 

Newcomer primary schools 
Dutch 7:24 

Pupil 16 10 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers English 4:43 

Pupil 17 9 Girl Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers Dutch 24:20 

Pupil 18 10 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers English 5:32 

Pupil 19 12 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of migrant language speakers English 5:54 

Pupil 20 10 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of Dutch speakers Dutch 14:37 

Pupil 21 10 Boy Primary schools with a high percentage 
of Dutch speakers Dutch 14:32 
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Methods for analysis 

The interviews were studied through a qualitative content analysis approach, which according 

to Mayring (2000, p. 5) is “an approach of empirical, methodological controlled analysis of 

texts within their context of communication, following content analytical rules and step by 

step models, without rash quantification”. The transcription of the interviews was added into 

NVivo, a qualitative data analysis software, and then organized, categorized and classified 

according to recurring patterns and its frequency of occurrence. In total, five categories were 

used to code the data, three of them related to colour choices and two related to language 

placement. 
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4. RESULTS 
 

In this section the results of the data analysis will be presented. The results will be divided 

into three subsections: participants’ typological language profile, the multiplicity of languages 

represented, and participants’ visual representation of their linguistic repertoires. The findings 

of the participants’ typological language profile subsection are a result of the data collected 

from our background language questionnaire, which aims to answer our first research 

question posed for this study, namely “What are the typological language profiles of primary 

students in Friesland?”. In the following subsection, we present a comparison of the 

multiplicity of languages represented in the background language questionnaire and in the 

language portraits. In the third subsection, we then present the findings from the language 

portraits along with the analyses of the interviews. We will take a closer look at some of the 

language portraits and their corresponding interviews, presenting the most frequently found 

patterns, in order to answer our second and third research questions, namely “How do 

multilingual children represent their linguistic repertoire in language portraits?” and “To what 

extent can language portraits be used to map language attitudes of primary school students?”. 

 

4.1 STUDENTS’ TYPOLOGICAL LANGUAGE PROFILE 

Four different typological language 

profiles were identified within the 

sample, using the self-reported 

mother tongue(s) of the pupils as a 

variable. The four typological 

profiles consist of: 34.8% Dutch-

speaking pupils, 36.6% Frisian-

speaking pupils, 12.3% 1st 

generation migrant pupils, and 

16.4% 2nd generation migrant 

pupils. The four profiles will be 

discussed separately and, in more 

detail, below.                            

 

 

Dutch-speaking	
pupils	

Frisian-speaking	
pupils	

1st	generation	
migrant	pupils	

2nd	generation	
migrant	pupils	

34.8%	

16.4%	

12.3%	

36.6%	

Figure 2. Different typological language profiles among participants. 
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4.1.1 Dutch-speaking pupils 

According to Figure 2, of all the 

193 Dutch pupils, 46.1% girls and 

53.9% boys, the vast majority 

(81.3%) claimed to have learned 

only Dutch from their parents 

while 18.7% claimed to have 

learned not only Dutch but also a 

second language, which in most 

cases was a regional dialect, such 

as Leeuwarders and Gronings.  

 

As for the languages they are able to speak, 38.9% of the sample claimed to be 

monolinguals, being able to only speak their mother tongue, Dutch. But, on the other hand, 

the majority (61.1%) claimed to be bi-/multilingual, speaking not only Dutch but also a 

second language (27.5%) or even more than three languages (33.7%). When it comes to the 

languages they are able to write, we found a higher percentage of monolinguals (42.5%) 

compared to their speaking skills. The same happens to those who are able to write in two 

languages (39.4%), but the number of pupils that can write in three or more languages is 

lower (18.1%) when compared to the pupils that can speak three or more languages. 

When asked about their favourite language, more than half of the participants (55.4%) 

chose Dutch as their favourite language, a big number of pupils (43%) chose either a foreign 

language or a regional language/dialect as their favourite. Within those pupils that chose a 

second language as their favourite, only in 3.5% of the cases that language was Frisian. And 

1.6% of the pupils claimed that they do not have a favourite language. 

As for the desire to learn more languages, the vast majority (87.6%) claimed that they 

want to learn more languages, as opposed to 12.4% of that sample that claimed that they do 

not want to learn any other language. 

 

 

 

Dutch	

Dutch	+	Second	
language	

81.3%	

18.7%	

Figure 3. Different languages Dutch-speaking pupils learned 
from their parents. 
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4.1.2 Frisian-speaking pupils 

203 participants claimed to be Frisian-speaking pupils, with 51.2% being girls and 48.8% 

being boys. When asked about the languages their parents have taught them (Figure 3), 13.3% 

claimed to have learned only 

Frisian from their parents, while a 

much greater amount (49.8%) 

claimed to have learned not only 

Frisian but also Dutch. A small 

percentage (4.9%) has learned 

both Frisian and another language 

that was not Dutch, and 32% 

claimed to have learned Frisian, 

Dutch and also a third language. 

 

Regarding the languages Frisian-speaking pupils are able to speak, there is a big difference 

between them and Dutch-speaking pupils. While Dutch-speaking pupils had a big percentage 

of monolingual pupils, only 10.3% of Frisian-speaking pupils claim to be monolingual, being 

able to speak either Frisian or Dutch. 30% of them can speak two languages, in most cases 

Frisian and Dutch, a very close amount to the Dutch-speaking pupils. But, as for pupils that 

claim to speak three or more languages, a higher percentage was found for Frisian-speaking 

pupils (59.6%) 

On the other hand, both Dutch-speaking and Frisian-speaking pupils have similar 

results for their writing skills. 37.4% of Frisian-speaking pupils claim to be able to write in 

only one language, Dutch in most cases and in a few cases a minority language, but in none of 

them Frisian was the language claimed. A bigger percentage (40.9%) can write in two 

languages, and a smaller one (21.7%) can write in three or more languages. 

As for their favourite language, some differences were found for Frisian-speaking 

pupils in comparison to Dutch-speaking pupils. Contrary to Dutch-speaking pupils, the 

majority of Frisian-speaking pupils (53.2%) consider a foreign language as their favourite 

instead of their mother tongue. Less than half of the sample (44.8%) considers Frisian to be 

their favourite language. 2% of the participants do not have a favourite language. 

Frisian	

Frisian	+	Dutch	

Frisian	+	Second	
language	

Frisian	+	Dutch	+	
Third	language	

32%	

4.9%	
49.8%	

13.3%	

Figure 4. Different languages Frisian-speaking pupils learned 
from their parents. 
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Similar results to the Dutch-speaking pupils were found for Frisian-speaking pupils’ 

desire to learn more languages. 85.7% wants to learn more languages, while 14.3% does not. 

 

4.1.3 1st generation migrant pupils 

According to the questionnaire 

data, 68 pupils can be placed in the 

language profile of first generation 

migrant pupils. 55.9% of them 

were girls and 44.1% were boys. 

Of the entire sample, 75% learned 

their migrant language from their 

parents, and 25% were taught both 

the migrant language and a second 

language at home. None of these 

participants claimed to have 

learned Dutch from their parents. 

Just like Frisian-speaking pupils, the number of 1st generation migrant pupils that 

claim to be monolingual (17.6%) is not higher than 20%, being this language either their 

migrant language or even Dutch. A high percentage of the pupils claim to speak two 

languages (42.6%), in most cases their migrant language and Dutch, and 39.7% claim to 

speak three or more languages, a higher number than Dutch-speaking pupils, but lower than 

Frisian-speaking pupils. 

As seen in the other two groups, when it comes to writing skills, the number of 1st 

generation migrant pupils that can write in only one language increases (29.4%) in 

comparison to their speaking skills, the same happens for the ones that can write in two 

languages (51.5%), but the number of pupils that can write in three or more languages 

decreases (19.1%). 

Among the sample, 60.3% consider their mother tongue as their favourite language, a 

higher number than both Dutch-speaking and Frisian-speaking pupils. 35.3% consider it to be 

a different language. 4.4% of the participants claimed to not have a favourite language. 

Migrant	language	

Migrant	language	
+	Second	language	

25%	

75%	

Figure 5. Different languages 1st generation migrant pupils 
learned from their parents. 
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An overwhelming majority of these students (94.1%) claimed to want to learn more 

languages, and only 5.9% have no desire to learn more languages. 

 

4.1.4. 2nd generation migrant pupils 

Of all the 91 2nd generation 

migrant pupils that constitute this 

sample, 52.7% were girls and 

47.3% were boys. None of the 

participants claimed to have 

learned just the migrant language 

from their parents; they either 

learned the migrant language and 

Dutch (53.8%) or the migrant 

language, Dutch and also a third 

language (46.2%). 

 
Among the four groups, 2nd generation migrant pupils are the one with the lower 

percentage of monolingual speakers (7.7%), and the higher percentage of pupils that claims to 

be able to speak three languages or more (62.6%). And 29.7% can speak two languages. The 

same pattern is seen for their writing skills, they are the group with the lowest number of 

pupils that can write in only one language (19.8%), but the one with the highest number of 

pupils that can write in three or more languages (54.9%), and a number of 19.8% that can 

write in two languages. 

The same result was found (48.4%) for pupils that consider their mother tongue as 

their favourite language as well as for pupils that consider a different language as their 

favourite. 3.3% of the sample has no favourite language. 

89% of the pupils want to learn more languages, and 11% has no desire to learn more 

languages. 

 

 

 

Migrant	language	
+	Dutch	

Migrant	language	
+	Dutch	+	Third	
language	

53.8%	46.2%	

Figure 6. Different languages 2nd generation migrant pupils learned 
from their parents. 
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4.1.5 Comparisons among groups 

Comparison between the typological language profiles on their speaking skills  

An association between the typological language profiles and the amount of languages spoken 

was identified, as the three groups with a minority/migrant language background - that being 

the Frisian-speaking pupils, the 1st generation migrant pupils, and the 2nd generation migrant 

pupils - have a larger amount of pupils that can speak more than one language in comparison 

to the only group with the dominant language as their background, the Dutch-speaking pupils. 

A Pearson’s Chi-square test was then conducted revealing that this association was 

significant, χ2 (6) = 64.62, p < .001. A one-way ANOVA was conducted to find out whether 

there was a statistically difference between groups. A significant difference between group 

was determined (F(3, 551) = 2.924, p < .001). A Tukey post hoc test revealed that there was a 

significant difference between Dutch-speaking pupils and Frisian-speaking pupils (p < .001), 

between Dutch-speaking pupils and 1st generation migrant pupils (p < .001), and between 

Dutch-speaking pupils and 2nd generation migrant pupils (p < .001). On the other hand, no 

difference was found between Frisian-speaking pupils and 1st generation migrant pupils (p = 

.553), between Frisian-speaking pupils and 2nd generation pupils (p = .744), nor between 1st 

generation migrant pupils and 2nd generation migrant pupils (p = .984).  

 
Table 4. Summary of ANOVA for the differences between groups on their speaking skills. 

 Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between 
Groups 8.771 3 2.924 18.643 < .001 

Within Groups 86.411 551 .157   

Total 95.182 554    

 

Table 5. ANOVA Comparisons between groups on their speaking skills. 

 Tukey’s HSD Comparisons 

Group n Mean SD Dutch-speaking 
pupils 

Frisian-speaking 
pupils 

1st generation 
migrant pupils 

Dutch-speaking 
pupils 193 .388 .488  < .001 < .001 

Frisian-speaking 
pupils 203 .103 .305 < .001   

1st generation 
migrant pupils 68 .176 .384 < .001   

2nd generation 
migrant pupils 91 .153 .362 < .001   
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Comparison between the typological language profiles on their writing skills  

A similar association was also found between the typological language profiles and the 

amount of languages students can write in. While the number of Dutch-speaking pupils, 

Frisian-speaking pupils, and 1st generation migrant pupils that can write in more than one 

language are considerably similar, the 2nd generation migrant pupils group have an 

outstanding larger number of pupils that can write in more than one language in comparison 

to the other groups. In order to test this association, a Pearson’s Chi-square test was 

conducted revealing that the association was significant, χ2 (6) = 54.41, p < .001. Therefore, a 

one-way ANOVA was conducted to find out whether there was a statistically difference 

between groups. A significant difference between group was determined (F(3, 551) = 13.771, 

p < .001). A Tukey post hoc test revealed that there was a significant difference between 

Dutch-speaking pupils and 2nd generation migrant pupils (p < .001), between Frisian-speaking 

pupils and 2nd generation migrant pupils (p < .001), and between 1st generation migrant pupils 

and 2nd generation migrant pupils (p < .001). However, no difference was found between 

Dutch-speaking pupils and Frisian-speaking pupils (p = .665), between Dutch-speaking pupils 

and 1st generation migrant pupils (p = .544), nor between Frisian-speaking pupils and 1st 

generation migrant pupils (p = .954). 

 
Table 6. Summary of ANOVA for the differences between groups on their writing skills. 

 Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 

Between 
Groups 23.209 3 7.736 13.771 < .001 

Within Groups 309.537 551 .562   

Total 332.746 554    

 

Table 7. ANOVA Comparisons between groups on their writing skills.	

 Tukey’s HSD Comparisons 

Group n Mean SD Dutch-speaking 
pupils 

Frisian-speaking 
pupils 

1st generation 
migrant pupils 

Dutch-speaking 
pupils 193 1.76 .741    

Frisian-speaking 
pupils 203 1.84 .754    

1st generation 
migrant pupils 68 1.90 .694    

2nd generation 
migrant pupils 91 2.35 .794 < .001 < .001 < .001 
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Comparison between the typological language profiles on their favourite language 

A difference was found among the four groups regarding their favourite language. A 

Pearson’s Chi-square test was conducted, χ2 (6) = 10.12, p = .120, revealing that the 

difference was, however, not significant. 

Figure 7. Differences among groups on their favourite language.	
 

Comparison between the typological language profiles on the desire to learn more languages 

In order to compare the four profiles and find out whether there is any difference on their 

desire to learn more languages, we have conducted a Pearson’s Chi-square test. Although 

there were some differences among the four profiles concerning their desire to learn more 

languages, the difference was not significant, χ2 (3) = 3.51, p = 0.318. 

Figure 8. Differences among groups on their desire to learn more languages.	
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Summary of results regarding the language profiles 

In summary, the results of our language background questionnaire have revealed that: 

• Among the four typological language profiles, Dutch-speaking pupils are the ones with 

a higher number of monolinguals. 

• 2nd generation migrant pupils have the highest number of multilingual pupils among all 

profiles. 

• There is an association between typological language profiles and the amount of 

languages students claim to speak and write. 

• There is no significant difference among the four groups on their choice of their 

favourite language. 

• There is no significant difference among groups on their desire to learn more languages.  

 

4.2 THE MULTIPLICITY OF LANGUAGES REPRESENTED 

A total of 97 different languages were mentioned within all language background 

questionnaires. Not only official languages were mentioned (66%), but also dialects and 

variations (10.3%). Participants also mentioned languages that we termed as ‘country-based 

languages’ (12.4%), in which they would use the name of the country to represent the official 

language, such as “Mexicaans” instead of Spanish and “Braziliaans” instead of Portuguese. 

Furthermore, languages created by the participants (11.3%), which we named as ‘fantasy 

languages’, such as “Vampiers” and “Thuistaal” (home language), were also represented. 

A larger number of languages was found within the language portraits, 121 in total. 

Comparing it to the languages found on the background questionnaires, some differences 

were found. There was a smaller number of official languages (44.6%), dialects and variations 

(9.1%), as well as of country-based languages (8.3%) represented on the portraits. On the 

other hand, there was a considerable increase on the number of fantasy languages (38%). 

In order to compare the results found on both instruments and investigate whether 

there is a difference on the amount of languages represented on each of them, we conducted a 

Pearson’s Chi-square test. The test then revealed that this difference is significant, χ2 (3) = 

20.17, p < .001. This means that children tend to represent more languages, especially fantasy 

languages, when making use of language portraits, which enable them to engage in a creative 

mode.  
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Figure 9. Differences on the number of languages represented within the background language questionnaire 

and the language portrait. 
	

4.3 STUDENTS’ VISUAL REPRESENTATION OF THEIR LINGUISTIC 

REPERTOIRES 

In order to analyse students’ visual representation of their linguistic repertoires, we have 

conducted 21 interviews and combined pupils’ given explanations with their language 

portraits. A qualitative content analysis approach (Mayring, 2000) was then used to find the 

most frequent patterns of colour choices and language placement, given in the interviews. 

Three recurring patterns were found for their colour choices and two recurring patterns were 

found for their language placement, which will be discussed next. 

 

4.3.1 Students’ colour choices 

Flags 

A very frequent pattern observed within the sample, 7 out of the 21 language portraits 

analysed, was that of making colour choices according to the colours present in the national 

flag of the country in which a certain language is officially being spoken, e.g. choosing blue 

to represent English, as it can be seen in both the United States flag as in the United Kingdom 

flag. In the explanation below given by one of the participants (Figure 10) we see an example 

of this pattern being used: 
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Interviewer: Why did you choose blue to represent Dutch? 
Pupil 1: One of the colours of the Dutch flag is blue. 
(...) 
Interviewer: May I ask why you chose red for the Polish language? 
Pupil 1: Red is one of the colours of the Polish flag. 

In Figure 11, we can see that some of the pupils chose to draw the whole flag in order 

to represent a language instead of picking just one of the colour of the flag.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

World knowledge and own experiences 

Some of the participants’ colour choices are not as straightforward as the one 

previously mentioned. As it has been observed, 5 of the 21 participants associate colours to 

their own world knowledge and experiences they have lived, choosing colours that remind 

them of these experiences. Therefore, these choices will vary from participant to participant. 

In the example below, the participant chose the green colour to represent Dutch based on her 

own perception of the country (Figure 12): 

Interviewer: Why is Dutch green? 
Pupil 2: A lot of things in the Netherlands are green. Like all the grass. 

In another example (Figure 13), brown was chosen to represent English because of an 

experience the participant had when he visited England: 

Interviewer: Why did you choose brown for English? 
Pupil 3: Ah... Because I went there this summer... 
Interviewer: Yes... 

Figure	10.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	colour	choices	based	

on	flags.	

Figure	11.	Example	of	language	portrait	in	
which	the	participant	drew	flags	to	

represent	languages.	
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Pupil 3: Because my mom has a friend over there, she is from Thailand. She 
did there a course for her work... And there was a very cute dog and that dog 
was brown. 

 

Feelings 

Another pattern used by 5 of the 21 participants was that of choosing colours within 

the feelings the participants hold towards those colours, relating these feelings to the feelings 

they hold towards their languages, like choosing their favourite colour to represent their 

favourite language. Figure 14 is a good representation of the emotional significance colours 

can carry: 

Interviewer: Why did you choose 
blue for Dari?  
Pupil 4: Blue is my favourite 
colour. And I love my language 
Dari, that’s why I chose blue. And 
then for Dutch I chose yellow, 
because yellow is a happy colour 
and I am very happy that I can be 
in the Netherlands. 

	 It	 is	 important	 to	mention	 that	4	of	 the	

21	participants	were	not	allocated	in	any	of	the	

patterns	 found	 as	 they	 claimed	 to	 have	

randomly	picked	out	colours,	with	no	reasons	attached	to	their	choices.	

	

Figure	12.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	colour	choices	based	

on	her	own	world	knowledge.	

Figure	13.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	colour	choices	based	

on	his	own	experiences.	

Figure	14.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	the	participant’s	colour	choices	

based	on	feelings.	
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4.3.2 Students’ language placement 

Language skills 

When it comes to the placement of the colours on the silhouette, a frequent pattern found was 

that of placing the languages in accordance to the participants’ perceived linguistic skills, 

placing the languages they consider to be best at on the upper parts of the body and the 

languages they consider to not be as good at on the lower parts. In total, 8 of the 21 

participants chose this pattern for their language placement on the portraits, as it becomes 

clear on the example below (Figure 15): 

Interviewer: Why did you colour the legs with Frisian? 
Pupil 5: Frisian sank down to my toes. 
Interviewer: Why did that happen? 
Pupil 5: I forgot it a little bit. I am not that good at it. 
Interviewer: What does it mean when a language is in your feet? 
Pupil 5: It means that I’m not that good at it, but I can understand it. If I was 
better at it, I would have drawn it on my belly or arms. I can understand it, but 
this is about speaking right? 
Interviewer: It is all up to you. 
Pupil 5: I can speak it just a little 
bit, like ‘hi’. But understanding is 
fine.  
Interviewer: So this all is Polish? 
(points at the chest area on the 
drawing) 
Pupil 5: Yes, shall I tell you why? 
Interviewer: Yes, please. 
Pupil 5: Polish is nailed into my 
head. 
Interviewer: What does that mean? 
Pupil 5: Just that I am really good at 
all. 

 

Body functions 

A second frequent pattern used by the participants was that of placing their languages 

on the body silhouettes taking into consideration the functions of each body part, e.g. placing 

languages they think of on their heads, or placing languages they speak on their mouth. The 

majority of the sample, 10 of the 21 participants, placed their languages on the portrait in 

Figure	15.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	language	placement	
based	on	his	perceived	language	skills.	
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accordance to this pattern. In the example below (Figure 16) we can see that the pupil related 

his languages to both body parts as well as with common metaphors: 

Interviewer: Why is Arabic red and 
in your heart? 
Pupil 6: Red is the colour of the 
heart. I lived and spoke Arabic for 
eleven years. It is my language. 
Interviewer: What is yellow? 
Pupil 6: Yellow is in my head and it 
is Dutch. Since Dutch is in my head. 
I want to become teacher or doctor. 
So I want to learn Dutch and 
English. 
Interviewer: English is in your ears. 
Why? 
Pupil 6: I can’t speak English, but I 
can understand what they say. 

 Just like in the patterns of colour choices, a few of the participants, three in total, were 

not allocated in any of the patterns found for language placement as they did not give clear 

answers concerning their choices.  

 

4.4 STUDENTS’ LANGUAGE ATTITUDES 

By analysing the three tools used in our research, the background language questionnaires, the 

language portraits and the interviews, we have found positive responses towards languages, 

indicating positive language attitudes from the participants. The vast majority of all 

typological language profiles foster positive attitudes towards language as they have claimed 

to want to learn more languages, showing a predisposition to act in a certain way. The same 

can be said by the fact that many languages have been represented in the language portraits, 

not just the languages pupils’ speak but also languages they wish to learn, making their 

portraits very colourful. Once again, they demonstrate a positive behaviour towards the 

attitude object, in this case, languages. 

Their choices of colours on the language portraits can also be an indicator of attitudes 

towards languages. As we have seen before, many of the students tend to choose the colours 

of national flags, or they even try to draw them, in order to represent a language, showing a 

cognitive response towards languages, as they demonstrate that the idea of one-language one-

Figure	16.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	language	placement	

based	on	body	functions.	
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nation is natural and legitimate to them. Furthermore, the use of their favourite colours to 

represent their favourite languages can be considered an affective response towards 

languages, showing favourableness towards the attitude object. Likewise, the use of their least 

favourite colour shows the unfavourableness they hold towards that particular language. 

Once again it is important to mention that only with an explanation from the 

participants, oral or written, we are able to analyse their language portraits and therefore map 

their language attitudes. With no explanation it becomes impossible to understand their 

reasons to the choices of colours. 

Besides talking about their language portraits, within the interviews conducted, pupils 

had the opportunity to talk more about their languages, language use, and the feelings they 

hold towards those languages. By analysing the interviews we were also able to identify some 

positive language attitudes from the participants. In the example given below (Figure 14), the 

participant demonstrates a cognitive component of language attitude, as he believes that the 

more he learns of Frisian the better it will be for him. He also demonstrates an affective 

component as he shares how he feels with the fact that he does not understand the language.  

Interviewer: You said that you can already understand Frisian, but that you 
learn how to speak it. Why do you want to learn Frisian? 
Pupil 4: Because I live in Friesland now. For example, when I go to soccer 
training and they all speak Frisian, than it’s not a good feeling I don’t 
understand it.  And I also want to learn Frisian so I can speak Frisian with my 
friends and my teammates at soccer. The more I learn of the language the 
better it is for me.  

Therefore, in order to answer our third research question, namely “To what extent can 

language portraits be used to map language attitudes of primary school students?”, we have to 

listen to what participants have to say about their choices on the language portraits, as well as 

their feelings and beliefs on languages. 
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5. DISCUSSION  
 

In this section, we summarize and discuss the findings of this study. The discussion of the 

findings will be related to the key concepts reviewed in section two. We also present the 

limitations of this study and recommendations for further research. 

 

5.1 The typological language profiles of primary students in Friesland 

The first research question we addressed was on the typological language profiles of primary 

students in Friesland. The data analysed provided us with a great overview of these profiles. 

Firstly, the findings of this study indicated that there are four main typological language 

profiles within students: a majority of Frisian-speaking pupils, an also great number of Dutch-

speaking pupils, and a smaller amount of 1st generation migrant pupils and 2nd generation 

migrant pupils. However, these profiles could also be sub-divided in other more diverse types, 

if other variables were taken into account. The distribution of students among the groups was 

expected as about 55% of the population in Fryslân speaks Frisian as their mother tongue, 

while 30% speaks Dutch as their mother tongue, and 15% speaks another language, most of 

the time from a migrant background (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij, 2018). In our sample, 

however, more migrants were found, indicating that migration-induced multilingualism is 

rising among primary school pupils. 

Within these four groups, some differences among them were proven to be significant. 

The Dutch-speaking pupils hold the greater amount of monolinguals, while the 2nd generation 

migrant pupils have the majority of multilingual pupils. The data analysis has shown that the 

typological language profile of the students influences the amount of languages they are able 

to speak and write. A significant difference on their speaking skills was found between 

Dutch-speaking pupils and the other three profiles, while a significant difference was found 

for students’ writing skills between 2nd generation migrant pupils and the other three profiles. 

We speculate that this difference between groups exists because native Frisian speakers are 

typically proficient in both Frisian and Dutch (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij, 2018), and 

migrant pupils also typically speak a migrant language as well as Dutch, since Dutch is the 

dominant language as well as the language of instruction at schools. Therefore, Dutch-

speaking pupils, as their mother tongue is also the dominant language, would have less input 

to speak and learn other languages. 
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It is crucial to mention that these results are based on participants’ own perception of 

their speaking and writing skills. It has not been tested their actual proficiency in any of the 

languages mentioned by them. 

Although some differences were found within the groups on their choices of favourite 

language and on their desire to learn more languages, these differences were proven not to be 

significant. In general, the number of pupils that have their mother tongue as their favourite 

language is somewhat higher than the number of pupils that have a second language as their 

favourite. As for their desire to learn new languages, all groups showed a large amount of 

pupils that want to learn more languages, opposed to really small numbers of pupils that do 

not want to. We can then argue that students’ desire to learn more language show us a positive 

attitude towards languages among all four profiles, as behaviour is considered to be one of the 

three components of attitudes, meaning the predisposition one has to act in a certain way 

(Garrett, 2010), in this case, their predisposition to learn more languages. 

 

5.2 The visual representation of the linguistic repertoires of primary students in Frylân 

In our second research question, we addressed children’s representation of their linguistic 

repertoires in language portraits. Firstly, we compared the number of languages represented 

within the language portraits to the number of languages represented within the responses of 

the background language questionnaires. A big difference was found between the two 

instruments, with a greater number of languages being represented in the language portraits. 

Moreover, the number of fantasy languages represented, such as “Unicorn”, “Game taal” 

(Game language), and “Geheimtaal” (Secret language), was considerably higher in the 

drawings. This divergence may be explained by the influence that the context that each 

instrument plays in the participants’ use of their semiotic resources. While some contexts 

have rules or best practices, which regulate the way semiotic resources are used, other 

contexts enable their free use (van Leeuwen, 2005). As visual methodologies allow 

participants to engage in a creative production (Krumm, 2011), language portraits were found 

to provide a context that leaves students free in their use of semiotic resources, and therefore, 

free to represent languages that they have created. On the other hand, the context of the 

questionnaire might resemble the context of school questionnaires and exercises, influencing 

students to give more “serious” responses, representing only languages that are real, as this 

kind of context would have a set of rules and best practices. 
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Secondly, we analysed some of the language portraits along with the interviews 

conducted with the pupils. With the combination of both the language portraits and the pupils’ 

explanation for their colour choices and language placement, given in the interviews, we were 

able to separate the portraits in categories within a qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 

2000) according to the recurring patterns and its frequency of occurrence. The results showed 

three patterns within participants’ choices of colours and two patterns within their choices of 

language placement. 

 

5.2.1 The colour of languages 

As colours are considered signifiers - a set of affordances selected by the author depending on 

their interests and communicative needs in a given context - a person’s choices on colours can 

vary, being regulated by explicit or implicit rules or their choices could even be free, 

depending on their creativity (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). The findings of both the 

language portraits and the interviews have proven that the affordances colours hold will 

depend on the creativity of each pupil, and these affordances can only be understood with 

either an oral or a written explanation of the author, as images can not speak for themselves 

(Reissman, 2007). The findings also show that participants have developed different 

relationships with each of their languages, being able to organize and portray them through 

the use of emotional self-perceived modes, indicating a considerable level of self-knowledge 

(Melo-Pfeifer & Schmidt, 2012). 

In Figure 17 we can see an example of one of the patterns found for pupils’ choices of 

colours, in which the pupil used the colours of the national flags to represent most of the 

languages: blue for Dutch, green for Italian, red for English, and yellow for Swedish. In some 

of the portraits, instead of making use of the colours from a nation’s flag, students would 

draw the whole nation flag in order to represent a language, as it can be seen in Figure 18. 

The participant chose to represent Frisian and Dutch by drawing the flags. 
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 Since colours can be chosen by the associations one makes to “where” these colours 

come from, which can be either a place, a certain object or even a person (Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2002, 2006), by choosing colours from national flags, participants’ demonstrate 

how the idea of nation-state and language is linked in their minds, showing us that the 

language-nation interdependence seems natural and legitimate to them, which could be a 

result of their reality at school or at home, and even a response to what they have seen in the 

media (Marchessou, 2013). This attachment of a language to a single country also illustrates 

the ideology of a country being a linguistic homogeneous region (Melo-Pfeifer & Schmidt, 

2012). 

 When children make associations with a colour, these associations carry a symbolic 

and emotive value to them, providing the context of 

production and its interpretation, leading to further 

considerations such as “where these colours come 

from” and “where they have seen them before” 

(Kress & van Leeuwen, 2002). Therefore, it is not 

unusual to see children associating colours to their 

own life experiences, choosing colours that they 

have seen before in a certain context. But because 

different modes have different affordances for 

meaning-making (Kress, 2013), only with the 

interviews we were able to understand the 

associations participants’ made with their choices of colours. Figure 19 show us an example 

Figure	17.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	colour	choices	based	

on	flags.	

Figure	18.	Example	of	language	portrait	in	
which	the	participant	drew	flags	to	

represent	languages.	

Figure	19.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	colour	choices	based	

on	her	own	world	knowledge.	
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of this pattern as the pupil chose orange to represent Dutch because orange is the colour of the 

official Dutch soccer team. 

 Besides associating colours to past experiences and world knowledge, it has also been 

found that colours can be affected by the feelings 

children hold towards the topic of the drawing 

(Burkitt et al., 2003), giving colour an emotional 

significance (Boyatzis & Varghese, 1994), which is 

not in any instance universal (Boyatzis & 

Varghese, 1994). Figure 20 shows us an example 

of a participant that chose blue, her favourite 

colour, to represent Dutch, her favourite language. 

Children make use of their preferred colours for 

positively characterised drawings (Burkitt et al., 

2003) or in this case, languages. 

 

5.2.2 The placement of languages 

The juxtaposition of portrait and language enables participants to think about languages in a 

creative and metaphorical way, creating an interpretative story of their embodied languages 

(Botsis & Bradbury, 2018). The different ways pupils structure their languages on the 

portraits correspond to different frames for metaphors (Busch, 2018). In this particular 

sample, two most occurring patterns were found for the body placement of languages. In the 

first pattern found, participants structured their 

languages within a spatial metaphor (Busch, 2018), 

by using an up-down structure, placing languages 

they consider to be good at on the up part of the 

silhouette and the ones they consider to not be as 

good at on the bottom of the silhouette. In Figure 

21 we can see an example of a portrait in which the 

participant placed languages according to his 

perceived language skills, therefore Dutch is in his 

head as it is the language he considers to be best at, 

and all the other languages, English, Spanish, 

Figure	20.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	colour	choices	based	

on	feelings.	

Figure	21.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	language	placement	
based	on	his	perceived	language	skills.	
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Frisian and African are placed on his legs as he is not as good at those languages.  

 We acknowledge the fact that these representations of students’ linguistic repertoire 

are not rigid, in fact, they are fluid and dynamic as new languages can be acquired and “old” 

languages can be left out by the speaker. Therefore, a student’s language portrait could look 

different in the future from what it looks like now. The following example (Figure 14), shows 

us how the acquisition of new languages would alter one’s representation of their repertoire: 

Interviewer: I see two other languages that are at the bottom, they are in your 
feet. These are Spanish and French?  
Pupil 4: Spanish and French, yes, I placed them in my feet because I don’t 
understand these languages. These languages I can’t speak. But when I start to 
understand Spanish or French these languages can climb up. (draws an 
imaginary line on the portrait from feet to the belly) 

 Another common pattern found was that 

of structuring the languages according to parts of 

the body (Busch, 2018), relating them to their 

functions or common metaphors such as the heart 

as the place of love. Figure 22 provides us with 

one example of this pattern as the participant 

placed Dutch on her arms and hands because she 

speaks Dutch in her swimming lessons, a sport in 

which she has to use her arms and hands a lot. 	

The findings of the visual representations 

of students’ linguistic repertoires have shown that 

children seem to be aware of their multiple linguistic competences, being able to distinguish 

between them, meaning they have an accurate perception of their communicative resources. 

Although, they tend to portray their languages separately, adopting a monoglossic ideology in 

which languages are seen as a sum of skills (Melo-Pfeifer & Schmidt, 2012), which could be 

speculated to be a result of the way different languages interact in their lives (Melo-Pfeifer, 

2017), or even because of monolingual approaches being used in multilingual classrooms 

(Spotti & Kroon, 2017). 

 

Figure	22.	Example	of	language	portrait	
showing	participant’s	language	placement	

based	on	body	functions.	
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5.3 Language attitudes of primary school students in Fryslân 

Language portraits are an appropriate tool to be used in the classroom providing means of 

opening a conversation (Busch, 2018), besides making students and teachers aware of the 

different languages present in the classroom and allowing students to critically think about 

what being multilingual means (Dressler, 2015). As attitudes are considered to be something 

we learn rather than being merely innate (Garrett, 2010), through this activity, students 

develop multicultural and multilingual understanding, developing an attitude of openness to 

linguistic diversity (Sierens & Ramaut, 2018). In our third research question we wanted to 

find out to what extent language portraits can be used to map language attitudes of primary 

school students. 

For the analysis of language attitudes within the language portraits and also the 

interviews, we have taken into account the three components of attitude: cognition, affect, and 

behaviour (Garrett, 2010). In the example below (Figure 14) we show an extract of an 

interview in which the participant shows a cognitive component of attitude by sharing his 

opinion on other languages, explaining why he thinks they are all beautiful and he would not 

say anything negative about someone else’s language: 

Interviewer: Is there a language you don’t like? Maybe one of the ones you 
wrote down, which I don’t expect, since you said you wanted to learn these. 
But maybe there is a language from which you say: ‘bleegh I don’t like it’.  
Pupil 4: No.  
Interviewer: No? 
Pupil 4: No, because every language... for example: if I would hate French, 
and I would say like ‘oh my god, haha, what is this kind of language’, that 
would be mean. Because French is the language for French people, it’s their 
language and they think their language is beautiful. For me that’s different. I 
like Dari, I think that’s a beautiful language. We shouldn’t laugh about 
someone else’s language or laugh about how they speak. For example, to bully 
a Chinese kid because of his language, or to say ‘how can you speak such a 
weird language?’. For me that’s different, I don’t do that, it’s not true. I like 
other languages.  
Interviewer: So every language is valuable. That’s what you are saying, right? 
That there aren’t any languages you dislike. But now I noticed you speak 
different languages. Do you have a different feeling for each language? I think 
it’s a difficult question, but maybe you can understand it. When you speak 
Frisian for example, you say you can understand it so maybe you speak a few 
words. When you speak Frisian or Dutch or Dari do you have a different 
feeling? 
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Pupil 4: Yes, I do have a different feeling. For example, when I speak Frisian I 
become happy. I am happy because I spoke a word in Frisian and I am able to 
speak Frisian than, so that makes me happy. For example, when I am in soccer 
class, ‘ingooien’ (Dutch for throwing a ball in during a soccer match) is 
‘yngoaie’ (in Frisian). So I said ‘yngoaie’ and everyone had to laugh and they 
told me I could speak Frisian, so that made me happy. 

In the same extract we also find an example of an affective component of attitude 

when the participant, a migrant pupil that has Dari as his mother tongue, explains how he 

feels about being able to say something in Frisian. 

Taking a look at the language portraits, the use of most or least favourite colours to 

represent languages can also serve as a measure of attitude, as it represents affective relations 

to languages (Botsis & Bradbury, 2018). 

But once again, it is almost impossible to interpret the portraits and map students’ 

attitudes without a proper explanation of their choices. Within our data, language portraits and 

interviews, no negative attitudes towards languages were found, but it would have been 

impossible to answer our research question without the interviews. 

 

5.4 Limitations and recommendations for further research 

In the present study we have used a multimodal data to investigate subjects’ representation of 

their linguistic repertoires as well as their multilingual identities. The different modes were 

adopted in an attempt to compensate for the limitations of each mode, as each mode has its 

own affordances for meaning-making (Kress, 2013). Because the meaning students’ attribute 

to their choice of colours and placement are linked to their personal experiences and life 

trajectories (Busch, 2012), we have conducted interviews to better understand their reasons. 

Although we acknowledge the weaknesses of each mode, a possible limitation of this research 

is the fact that even though 570 language portraits were collected, only 21 interviews were 

conducted. In order to gather a more complete range of data, interviews should be conducted 

with all participants, but because it would be practically impossible to carry out interviews 

with all of the students, we suggest that such a study would be reduced to a few schools.  

Another limitation is that the data collected from the background language 

questionnaires rely on what pupils reported about themselves, therefore some of the responses 

might be inaccurate, incomplete or subjective. A few changes in the questionnaires could 
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have helped obtaining clearer findings. In addition, a parental questionnaire would have 

completed the information. 

Despite the limitations, the results reported here contribute to the research of 

multilingual identities of primary school pupils. From a methodological perspective, our 

research has shown the importance of data triangulation in order to get more consistent results 

(Patton, 1999). Thus, we encourage researchers to also triangulate their data, making use of 

not only language portraits but also of written or oral modes, in order to get a better 

understanding of the participants’ choices. 
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6. CONCLUSION 
 

This concurrent embedded mixed methods study (Creswell, 2014) examined the language 

background, attitudes and multilingual identities of 570 pupils of public primary schools in 

the Province of Fryslân, as part of the research conducted within the 3M and Talen4all 

projects, which were developed with the aim of developing and implementing an innovative 

approach to multilingual education (Duarte & Günther-van der Meij, 2018). No similar 

research exists for pupils in rural areas with minority and migrant languages, and existing 

surveys focus on the general population (see Ytsma, 2007; and Hilton & Gooskens, 2013) and 

not on primary school students. Therefore, our research provides with more accurate data on 

how the demographics of the Province will evolve and what the role of the Frisian language 

will be. 

By employing a mixed-methods design, combining both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches in data collection and analysis (Creswell, 2014), we were able to have a greater 

breadth and depth of understanding of the identities of the primary school students of Fryslân. 

We also triangulated our data, using different data sources and methods (Patton, 1999). A 

background language questionnaire (Creswell, 2014) was applied in order to gain insight of 

the different typological language profiles among students. Language portraits (Busch, 2006) 

were used to explore pupils’ linguistic repertoire representation as well as to map their 

language attitudes. Moreover, semi-structured interviews (Galletta & Cross, 2013) were 

conducted to further explore children’s choice of colours and the placement of these colours 

on the body silhouette. 

The findings of our study have revealed the heterogeneous nature of the student 

population of primary schools in Fryslân, which has been found to be even more 

heterogeneous than the findings from the official statistics conducted in the Province 

(Provinsje Fryslân, 2015). Among the four typological language profiles found, the number of 

bi-/multilingual pupils was considerably higher than the number of pupils that claim to be 

monolinguals. The large representation of different languages, dialects and variations within 

both the background language questionnaires and the language portraits provide further 

insight of the multiplicity of languages and multilingual identities of the students. We were 

also able to identify patterns of language attitude: the majority of children seems to have very 

positive attitudes towards other languages, as they claim to be willing to learn more 

languages. Even though the visual representations of participants’ linguistic repertoire are in 
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most cases very colourful, with many different languages being represented, it seems that a 

“monoglossic ideology” is being adopted and children tend to represent their languages 

through a “monolingual lens” as they generally portray them separately, meaning that they 

perceive their linguistic repertoire “as a sum of skills in different and separated languages 

which are used in specific situations” (García & Flores, 2012). 

We also made use of a qualitative content analysis approach (Mayring, 2000) so to 

find the recurring patterns of colour and placement choices for the language portraits. For the 

choice of colours, participants’ most occurring patterns were related to the colours of national 

flags, associations with their own previous experiences, and association with feelings. For the 

choice of placement, the most occurring patterns were related to body functions or a top-down 

scale of their language skills. These results illustrate that languages are commonly attached to 

a single country, giving the idea of a linguistically homogeneous nation (Melo-Pfeifer & 

Schmidt, 2012) 

Furthermore, our research confirms the hypothesis that the choices participants’ make 

for their colours and placement of languages on the language portraits can not immediately be 

comprehended from the drawing, as it can only be revealed through the explanation, oral or 

written, given by the author (Busch, 2018). 

Language portraits have been used as a tool to help students represent their linguistic 

identities without limiting them to communicate in a particular language, making their 

multilingual repertoires visible (Prasad, 2014). From a pedagogical perspective, both teachers 

and students benefit from this activity as language portraits provide valuable material for class 

discussion, besides making teachers and students aware of all the languages present in the 

classroom (Dressler, 2015), and therefore, impacting students’ attitudes and motivations 

towards other languages (Hélot et al., 2018) as it would “allow the emergence and 

development of social representations of bilingualism/plurilingualism that are not dependent 

on monolingual and monoglossic ideologies” (Melo-Pfeifer, 2017, p. 54). 

From a research perspective, language portraits enable researchers in accessing and 

understanding the multilingual voices and experiences of participants (Prasad, 2014). Besides, 

the collection of data through visual methodologies gives participants’ alternative ways of 

articulating their experiences, deeply reflecting on their responses while engaging in a 

creative production (Krumm, 2011). 
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In conclusion, as the number of highly linguistic heterogeneous classrooms increases, 

further research concerning multilingual pupils and their multilingual identities is essential, as 

one’s identity is inseparable from language attitudes and choices (Pavlenko & Blackledge, 

2004). It is also important to keep in mind that although language portraits graphic represents 

participants’ linguistic repertoires, the use of a multimodal approach is advisable as it allows 

participants to present their linguistic repertoire through different modes (Busch, 2018), 

which can contribute to the understanding of their identities and language practices (Bristowe 

et al., 2014). The current study was a first contribution to developing such a multimodal 

approach towards capturing language profiles, language representations and attitudes of 

primary school children in super-diverse areas.  

 

 

 

“We shouldn’t laugh about someone else’s language or laugh about how they speak.” 

 – Pupil 4 
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II. QUESTIONS OF THE SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

 

Interviewvragen taalportretten 
 
Opdracht: opnieuw inkleuren van een talenportret   
 
Stap 1: Leerkracht vragen welke leerlingen een interessant taalprofiel hebben.   
 
Stap 2: Camera installeren gericht op het taalportret en leerling het taalportretboekje geven 
plus uitleggen wat de bedoeling is (zie boekje).  
 
Stap 3: Terwijl de leerling het taalportret inkleurt, stel je onderstaande vragen.  
 

Vragen Check 

Denk hardop en vertel me over jouw taalportret.  

Denk aan alle talen die je spreekt en met wie. Waarom heb je deze kleuren gebruikt?  

Waar in jouw lichaam voel je de talen?  

Welke talen vind je leuk/niet leuk en waarom?  

Welke talen wil je leren en waarom?  

Zijn er talen uit je omgeving / de wereld die je nog wilt leren?  

Voel je je anders als je Pools, Nederlands, Fries, etc. spreekt?  

Welke taal gebruik je bij voorkeur als je hardop moet tellen of rekenen?  

Welke taal gebruik je bij voorkeur als je spreekt tegen baby’s, kleine kinderen, of 
huisdieren?  

Welke taal gebruik je meestal/bij voorkeur als je boos bent?  

Welke taal gebruik je meestal/bij voorkeur als je geschrokken/verdrietig bent?  

In welke taal kun je je over het algemeen het makkelijkste uiten?  

In welke taal ‘denk’ je meestal?  

In welke taal droom je?  
 


