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Abstract 

This  study examined use of multiple languages in learning school content in early childhood. 

Data were collected from 25 classrooms in five schools in Kilimanjaro, Arusha and Dar es 

Salaam regions in Tanzania. The data collection process included structured classroom 

observations of teacher-student interactions, parent questionnaire responses and interviews notes, 

and teacher interview notes. These sets were analyzed separately and then triangulated to 

determine convergence of the study findings. Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 

15.0) was used to summarize numerical data and to correlate variables (age, gender, number of 

languages spoken, school location and performance ratings by parents). Content analysis was 

used to analyze descriptive data. Existing assessment data on the performance of multilingual 

children in selected subjects were also examined to provide understanding of how well the 

multilingual children mastered class content in relation to the performance of their monolingual 

peers.  The study results revealed school-related, and family-related factors that supported use of 

multiple language in learning the school curriculum content.  

Keywords: Language, Culture and Classroom Learning, Natural Multilingualism, Learning in 

Multiple Languages, Educating Young Children in Tanzania 

 

Introduction 

Language and thought processing are inextricably linked. From the time children begin to 

acquire language, predispositions of which are  present by the 29th week of gestation (Eliot & 

Syc, 2008) all aspects of their mental development are affected (Piper, 1998). Language 

development is rooted in the cognitive maturity process. A certain level of cognitive 

development has to be reached before the first word is uttered (Owens, 2008; McLean, & 

Snyder-McLean, 1978; Bowerman, 1975). But it also happens that children with typical 

cognitive development may lack language; or children with non typical cognitive development 

may acquire language, or even multiple languages with considerable fluency. Children on the 

mild end of autism spectrum demonstrate this fact.  

To express thought, a child draws from the language faculty in the brain and projects the 

intended or experienced thought onto someone else's attention by use of verbal production, 

physical reaction or gesture. In typically developing children, verbal language is the primary 

mode of communication, which is also an indication of cognitive functioning. Language as an 

important part of early cognitive abilities necessitates research on the development and use of 

multiple languages at an early age. The rapid development of language in the early years (Ferjan 

& Kuhl, 2017; Kuhl, 2010; Eliot, 2009; Eliot & Syc, 2008) raises important questions about 



 

mastering two or more language systems at the same time in childhood. In the effort to educate 

young children effectively, the interaction between multiple languages and the children's learning 

of the school curriculum becomes an area of sustained research interest. The centrality of verbal 

language use as a medium for learning school curricula calls for clearer understanding of how 

young children develop and use two or more languages, and how such children function in the 

school curriculum.   

Research on school performance has tended to show bilingual and multilingual children 

performing at lower rates compared to English monolingual children (Paradis, 2005; Hernandez, 

Bates, & Avila, 1994) even though some studies have found no difference (Karlson, et al, 2015), 

and more recent research has found some advantages for learning in multiple languages as well 

as in children's performance (Schimbeck & Rao, 2020; Hofer & Jessner, 2019; Jorden et al, 

2018; Armstrong & Rogers, 1997).  An experiment carried out by Liberman et al, (2017) showed 

that exposure to multiple languages enhanced communication skills in infancy.   While the 

research base on benefits of multilingualism in early childhood is increasing in some parts of the 

world, parents in some developing countries tend to push their children to learn English, and they 

pay large sums of money for this purpose (Mushi, 2015). The parents believe that mastering 

English at an early age is the only path to academic success. Obviously, a multilingual child 

speaks and understands multiple languages. This is the definition that guided this study, but 

which has not always been used in research on multilingualism and school learning 

 

Literature Review 

This study is based on three main conceptualizations surrounding early language development 

and learning. First, neuroscience has shown that young children need exposure to stimulating 

environments to help wire their brains (Liberman et al, 2017; Berk, 2014; Eliot, 2009, 1999). 

Secondly, most children are capable of learning two or more languages with no cognitive delays 

(Buse et al, 2020; Hofer & Jessner, 2019; Petito et al, 2001). Thirdly, truly multilingual children 

acquire the multiple languages naturally within their environments, and use the languages for 

fulfilling their day-to-day needs, including school learning.  

According to Piaget's constructivist approach to learning, children construct their own learning 

by interacting with their immediate environments, and in the process, use and develop language 

as a "by-product" of the interaction. As children learn the curriculum content in school, they 

inevitably draw from the learning they have already acquired as a result of interacting with their 

environments. Neuroscience and constructivism both show that language development is an 

important cornerstone for learning at an early age. Vygotsky's social-cultural perspective on 

learning shows that children need and use both their immediate environments, as well as  

parental scaffolding to learn the languages that they need to function effectively within their 

contexts. Parental influence is strong, especially when parents function as equal partners with 

teachers (Blair & Haneda, 2021). In addition, parental support is not only effective in children's 

learning of multiple languages, but also in changing the linguistic ecology (Buse, et al, 2020; 

Curdt-Christiansen & Wang, 2018). 

  



 

Methods 

This study was part of a larger research project that was designed to explore multilingulism and 

the school curriculum, with emphasis on learning at home, at school and in the wider 

community. The larger study included more data from parents, college/university faculty,  and 

examines learning in a broader context. In this study, focus was on the multilingual children's 

learning and classroom performance.   

 

Sample 

Sampling of study participants was targeted at children who already spoke two or more 

languages fluently. While all school children in Tanzania are fluent in Kiswahili, the national 

language and formal medium of instruction, some children are also fluent in their native 

languages. Typically, all children in public schools are English Language learners. 

A total of 107 children aged 5-12 years in 10 of the 25 classrooms were studied in two of the 

three regions in Tanzania, namely Arusha, and Kilimanjaro. There were no multilingual children 

studied in the 2 Dar es Salaam schools. The monolingual children (fluent in Kiswahili only) in 

the 10 classrooms were not directly studied. However, they provided a good basis for 

comparison of classroom performance with that of their multilingual peers in preciously 

administered tests and examinations. Parents of the multilingual children and classroom teachers 

participated in the study 

 

Data Collection 

Data were collected by means of parent questionnaire and focused interviews, structured 

classroom observation and tally sheets completed by research assistants, teacher interviews as 

well as examination of assessment information as secondary data. Research assistants were 

trained to help collect data. They interviewed parents and collected the daily tally sheets from 

classroom teachers. Event sampling and time sampling sheets were used. Working with 

classroom teachers, the research assistants identified, and highlighted the performance rankings 

of multilingual children on summary sheets (class lists) provided by classroom teachers. The 

summary sheets listed children's names and performance in four subject areas, i.e., English, 

Kiswahili, Math and Science. These subjects were considered key subjects in the school 

curriculum. The multilingual children's names were then removed from the list, leaving gender 

as the only identifier.   

Scores or letter grades on tests/examinations previously administered by classroom teachers were 

analyzed to determine the performance trends of the multilingual children in comparison to their 

monolingual peers. These previously obtained scores or letter grades provided an objective way 

to examine if the multilingual children were able to master the school curriculum content as well 

as their monolingual peers did. The monolingual peers spoke only the formal medium of 

instruction, which was Kiswahili. All children in the 25 classrooms were English Language 



 

learners. All tests/examinations were administered in Kiswahili, except in the case of English as 

a subject. 

 

Data Organisation and Analyses 

Five sets of data were organized and analyzed separately. In the larger study, the Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS 15.0) was used to correlate multiple variables including 

age, gender, location of school, number of languages spoken and performance ratings by parents 

(from the 91 questionnaires). In this report, the data sets analyzed for the 107 multilingual 

children included: parents' responses to questionnaire items, parents' interview responses, 

teachers' class observation tallies and notes, teachers' interview responses, and previously 

existing test scores or letter grades (secondary data). 

Content analysis was used to extract key themes from the questionnaire and interview responses 

as well as classroom observation notes from teachers. Numerical data (tallies) from the 

structured classroom observation by teachers were compiled and calculated into percentages. 

After each set of data was analyzed, triangulation of findings was performed to highlight 

coherent findings from the different sets of data. 

Assessment data, mostly in the form of test scores were obtained from 10 of the 25 classrooms 

studied. The scores or letter grades were from previously completed tests and examinations. 

Performance rankings of multilingual children were highlighted on the score sheets 

(test/examination result sheets). These rankings were then compared to those of the monolingual 

children in the same classrooms, who took the same tests or examinations. Each list of test scores 

and rankings in the four subject areas studied (Math, Science, Kiswahili and English) was an 

intact class/group. Analyzing scores from intact groups was necessary to provide a strong basis 

for determining relative performance of multilingual children (compared to their monolingual 

peers) given the same content, teacher, teaching, context and time. 

 

Findings 

The study findings revealed factors that triggered and supported use of multiple languages in 

children. These findings shed light on how children used their fluency in multiple languages in 

their thinking skills, and how the multilingual children performed in the school curriculum.  . 

 

Factors That Triggered and Supported Use of Multiple Languages 

Parent questionnaires and teacher interviews revealed factors that triggered use of, and fluency 

in, multiple languages at an early age. The factors included having multilingual parents, 

engaging in play activities with multilingual peers, interacting with grandparents and 

participating in cultural activities. Others factors included reading materials written in different 

languages, children's play activities that involved writing games and songs in Kiswahili and in 



 

English, and the language policy that emphasized both languages. Having  role models who used 

multiple languages, and having friends who spoke the different languages were found to be 

supportive factors. 

  

Statistical Data  

Statistical data from the parent questionnaire in the overall study yielded significant correlations 

between sets of variables including grade level and age of child, grade level and performance 

rating in English, number of languages spoken and performance rating in Math, Science and 

Kiswahili, as well as  performance rating in Math and performance rating in Science, Kiswahili 

and English. Even though the correlation coefficients were found to be significant (between  P = 

0.01; and  P = 0.05), they spanned the lower end to mid-range except for the coefficient between 

grade level and age of child which was r = 0.727 (P = 0.000). The statistical analysis provided a 

general conceptualization of the data from the parent questionnaire, which involved 91 

multilingual children in the overall study. The statistical analysis did not include the 16 

additional questionnaires received later, after initial results of the study. Unlike in the overall 

study, this research report accrues heavily from children's class performance rankings in four 

subjects, i.e., Math, science, Kiswahili and English, as well as from the parent interview data, 

teacher interview and observation data. Descriptive results from the entire set of parent 

questionnaire (107 in total) are also provided. 

 

Multilingual Children's Performance in English, Kiswahili. Math, and Science 

The most prominent findings were from the test scores used as secondary data. Classroom 

teachers were requested to provide summary sheets that listed children's performance on 

previous tests and exams in Math, Science, Kiswahili and English. Teachers were asked to 

identify multilingual children in their classrooms. Research assistants highlighted each 

multilingual child and recorded the gender, scores (numerical value or letter grade), and rank in 

Math, Science, Kiswahili and English on a separate sheet.  The researcher compiled the data into 

tables for each of the 10 classrooms which provided the secondary data. The summary tables 

below provide performance ranking of each multilingual child in Math, Science, Kiswahili and 

English, and also the overall rank for the four subjects combined. The scores provided were from 

Schools 3, 4, and 5 in the study. The performance  rankings are organized according to school 

and grade. A total of five groups (grades) were compiled from School 3. In all five groups, the 

multilingual children's percentile ranks ranged between 96th (highest performance) and 70th 

(lowest performance), except for one child whose percentile rank was 40th in Grade 1B. Table 1 

shows more detailed performance ranking data from School 3, grades:1A, 1B, 2, 3 and 4. 

 

 

 



 

  

Performance Ranking Data From School 3, Drades:1A, 1B, 2, 3 and 4. 
 

 

Student 

Performance 

(Letter Grades) 

Class 

Rank 

Class 

Percentile 

Rank 

 Math Science Kiswahili English All 4 Subjects All 4 Subjects 

                                      School 3 Grade 1A                Out of 46  

1. (female) A B A A 2nd 96th 

2. (female) A A B B 3.5th 93rd 

3..(male) B A B B 3.5th 93rd 

4. (male) B B B C 6th 87th 

                                

School 3 Grade 1B              Out of 40 

 

1. (female) A B A A 2nd 95th 

2. (male) B A B B 4th 90th 

3. (male) B B B B 7th 83rd 

                               

School 3 Grade 2B             Out of 35 

 

1. (female) A A A A 3rd 92nd 

2. (female) A A C A 7th 80th 

3. (male) C D B D 21st 40th 

                                

School3 Grade 3                 Out of 62 

 

1. (female B A B B 3rd 94th 

2. (female) B B B B 5th 92nd 

3. (female) C B B C 18.5th 70th 

                               

School 3 Grade 4              Out of 91 

 

1. (male) A A A B 2nd 98th 

2. (female) B A A C 9.5th 90th 

3. (female) A B B B 14th 85th 

4. (female)) A B B C 17.5th 81st 

5. (male)) C B B C 24.5th 73rd 

  

 

Although performance data were collected only for the multilingual children, the class rankings 

provide a clear indication that the multilingual children performed  well, and were at the upper 

end of their respective class rankings based on their composite scores in the four subjects.  The 

total number of children in the five classrooms in School 3 was 274. A graphical representation 

further summarizes the data  from School 3 as shown in Figure 1. As can be observed in Figure 

1, 14 of the15 multilingual children in School 3 performed within the upper  30% of their 

respective classes/groups. 
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Figure 1: Multilingual Children's Composite Ranking (Math, Science, Kiswahili & English) From School 3

Grd 1B 
(N=40)

 

Performance data collected from School 4 (Grade 2) on the four subjects (Math, Science, 

Kiswahili and English) were in the form of percentage scores. Performance rankings for the 

multilingual children  ranged from a 96th percentile (highest) to 17th percentile (lowest), with a 

median percentile rank of 84, which shows that half the number of multilingual children was 

concentrated at the upper portion of the performance spectrum (85th-96th percentile). Four of the 

7 multilingual children in the upper portion performed above 90th percentile. Four of the 7 

multilingual children in the lower performance spectrum ranked above 66th percentile. In total, 

12 of the 15 multilingual children in Grade 2 in School 4 ranked within the upper 30 percent of 

the class total of 89 children. Only 2 multilingual children performed below the 50th percentile. 

There were no gender differences observed. More details of the performance data are provided in 

Table 2A. 

Performance data from the third grade in School 4 showed a similar trend. The third grade had 

75 children, among whom 22 were multilingual. Percentile ranks for the multilingual children 

ranged from 99th (highest) to 5th (lowest) with a median percentile rank of  80, which means 

that half of the high performing multilingual children were concentrated between 81st and 99th 

percentile. Overall, 15 of the 22 multilingual children performed within the upper 30 percent of 

the group of 75 children. Seven of the 11 multilingual children performing in the lower spectrum 

ranked between 75th and 61st, while 3 performed below 50th percentile. There were no gender 

differences observed. Table 2B provides more detailed data. 

 

 



 

Table 2A: Performance of Multilingual Children Based on Test Scores (Secondary Data) 

 

Student 

 

School 4 Grade 2 Test Scores (%) 

Class 

Rank 

Out of 89 

Class 

Percentile 

Rank 

Math Science Kiswahili English All 4 Subjects All 4 Subjects 

1. (male) 96% 40% 95% 95% 4th 96th 

2. (female) 84% 60% 80% 85% 5th 94th 

3. (female) 72% 80% 75% 60% 6th 93rd 

4. (male) 88% 55% 80% 60% 8th 91st 

5. (male) 64% 65% 70% 70% 11th 88th 

6. (male) 64% 79% 90% 40% 12th 87th 

7. (female) 64% 55% 95% 65% 12th 87th 

8. (male) 36% 82% 85% 70% 14th 84th 

9. (male) 72% 50% 85% 70% 17th 81st 

10. (male) 52% 80% 70% 60% 23rd 74th 

11 (female) 80% 35% 70% 50% 29th 67th 

12 (female) 64% 65% 75% 40% 30th 66th 

13. (female) 64% 45% 75% 45% 42nd 53rd 

14. (male) 60% 50% 35% 35% 55th 38th 

15. (male) 60% 14% 50% 30% 74th 17th 

 

Table 2B: Performance of Multilingual Children Based on Test Scores (Secondary Data) 

 

Student 

 

School 4 Grade 3 Test Scores (%) 

Class Rank 

Out of 75 

Class Percentile 

Rank 

Math Science Kiswahili English All 4 Subjects All 4 Subjects 

1. (female) 95% 80% 100% 92% 1st 99th 

2. (female) 95% 80% 100% 85% 2nd 97th 

3. (male) 100% 85% 100% 68% 3rd 96th 

4. (female) 85% 85% 100% 76% 4th 95th 

5. (female) 95% 75% 84% 80% 5th 93rd 

6. (female) 95% 70% 100% 64% 6th 92nd 

7. ((female) 95% 70% 100% 64% 6th 92nd 

8. (female) 90% 70% 96% 72% 9th 88th 

9. (male) 90% 80% 96% 60% 11th 85th 

10. (female) 85% 80% 80% 72% 12th 84th 

11. (female) 85% 75% 100% 56% 13th 83rd 

12. (female) 70% 70% 100% 64% 18th 76th 

13. (female) 80% 90% 96% 78% 19th 75th 

 14. (male) 70% 70% 100% 68% 20th 73rd 

15. (female) 90% 60% 85% 64% 21st 72nd 

16. (female) 75% 55% 92% 48% 23rd 69th 

17. (female) 75% 60% 100% 44% 29th 61st 

18. (male) 65% 60% 76% 76% 29th 61st 

19. (male) 70% 65% 92% 40% 32nd 57th 

20. (male) 50% 60% 92% 40% 40th 47th 

21. (female) 40% 45% 92% 28% 63rd 16th 

22 (female) 45% 45% 84% 20% 71st 5th 

 



 

In School 4, only 5 of the 37 multilingual children performed below the 50th percentile, 2 in 

Grade 2 and 3 in Grade 3 (as shown in Table 2A and Table 2B). The performance data from 

School 4 are further summarized as shown in Figure 2. The median performance rank of 84 in 

Grade 2 shows that half of the multilingual children performed within the upper 16 % of the 

group of 89 children. In Grade 3, half of the multilingual children performed in the upper 20 % 

of the group of 75 children. 
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Figure 2: Multilingual Children's Composite Ranking (Math, Science, Kiswahili & English) From School 4

 

The data collected from School 5 are presented in Tables 3A, 3B and 3C. Table 3A presents test 

scores from Grade 2, which had 14 multilingual children and a class total of 65 children. The 

data were scores out of 100, i.e., percentages. The highest percentile rank for the multilingual 

children was 95; the median rank was 53 and the lowest percentile rank was 2. Half of the 

multilingual children ranked higher than the 63rd percentile, and the other half ranked below the 

50th percentile. There were no gender differences.     

Third Grade data in School 5 are presented in Table 3B. There were 15 multilingual children 

among a class total of 75. The highest performer was ranked at the 96th percentile; the median 

performer was ranked at the 79th percentile, and the lowest at 3rd percentile. Half the number of 

multilingual children ranked higher than 81st percentile in performance. Four multilingual 

children ranked below the 50th percentile. There were no notable gender differences. 

 



 

Table 3A: Performance of Multilingual Children Based on Test Scores (Secondary Data) 

 

Student  

 

School 5 Grade 2 Test Scores (%) 

Class Rank 

Out of 65 

Class Percentile 

Rank 

Math Science Kiswahili English All 4 Subjects All 4 Subjects 

1. (female)  100% 100% 90% 70% 3rd 95th 

2. (male)  80% 80% 80% 70% 9th 86th 

3. (male)  70% 80% 70% 60% 11th 83rd 

4. (male)  705 90% 90% 80% 14th 78th 

5. (male)  80% 100% 40% 60% 17th 74th 

6. (female)  50% 90% 50% 40% 21st 68th 

7. (female)  90% 40% 705 30% 24th 63rd 

8. (female)  70% 60% 40% 70% 37th 43rd 

9. (female)  50% 80% 40% 30% 42nd 35th 

10. (female)  40% 70% 50% 10% 44th 32nd 

11 (male)  70% 30% 40% 70% 45th 31st 

12 (female)  90% 70% 50% -- 48th 26th 

13. (male)  90% 20% 10% 30% 56th 14th 

14. (male)  50% 50% 30% 10% 64th 2nd 

 

Table 3B: Performance of Multilingual Children Based on Test Scores (Secondary Data) 

 

Student 

 

School 5 Grade 3 Test Scores (%) 

Class Rank 

Out of 75 

Class 

Percentile 

Rank 

Math Science Kiswahili English All 4 Subjects All 4 Subjects 

1. (male)  70% 85% 90% 85% 3rd 96th 

2. (female)  75% 100% 80% 60% 3rd 96th 

3. (male)  75% 95% 100% 55% 5th 93rd 

4. (male)  55% 90% 90% 50% 8th 89th 

5. (male)  65% 85% 90% 70% 8th 89th 

6. (female)  50% 90% 80% 55% 12th 84th 

7. ((female)  65% 55% 85% 75% 14th 81st 

8. (female)  55% 85% 80% 65% 16th 79th 

9. (male)  35% 100% 90% 65% 18th 76th 

10. (female)  80% 65% 75% 80% 20th 73rd 

11. (female)  60% 60% 85% 45% 28th 63rd 

12. (female)  35% 45% 70% 25% 46th 39th 

13. (male)  30% 25% 75% 30% 51st 32nd 

14. (male)  30% 25% 50% 40% 60th 2oth 

15. (male)  65% 5% 25% 15% 73rd 3rd 

 

Fourth Grade data in School 5 are presented in Table 3C, The data were reported as letter grades. 

There were 90 children in the fourth grade, of whom 23 were multilingual. The highest 

multilingual performer was ranked at 99th percentile; the median performer was raked at the 

80th percentile, and lowest performer at the 6th percentile. Nineteen of the 23 multilingual 

children (about 83%) in Grade 4 performed at the 51st percentile or higher, with 12 of them 

ranking at or higher than the 80th percentile. Only 4 of the 23 multilingual children ranked below 

the 50th percentile. There were no gender differences. 



 

Table 3C: Performance of Multilingual Children Based on Test Scores (Secondary Data) 

 

Student  

 

School 5 Grade 4 Performance  (Letter Grades) 

Class Rank 

Out of 90 

Class Percentile 

Rank 

Math Science Kiswahili English All 4 Subjects All 4 Subjects 

1. (male)  B B A A 1st 99th 

2. (female)  B B A A 2nd 98th 

3. (female)  A C A B 3rd 97th 

4. (male)  A C B A 4th 96th 

5. (male)  C B B A 4th 96th 

6. (female)  A A B B 7th 92nd 

7. ((female)  B B B A 8th 91st 

8. (female)  C B B B 11th 88th 

9. (male)  B A C A 11th 88th 

10. (male)  B B B B 13th 86th 

11. (female)  C A B C 16th 82nd 

12. (male)  D A A B 18th 80th 

13. (female)  A C B B 19th 79th 

14. (male)  B B C B 19th 79th 

15. (female)  B B B B 23rd 74th 

16. (male)  C C C B 23rd 74th 

17. (male)  B B A C 26th 71st 

18. (male)  C B B C 31st 66th 

19 (male)  D B B C 44th 51st 

20 (female0  C D C C 54th 40th 

21 (male)  D C D C 65th 28th 

22 (male)  D E D D 80th 11th 

23 (male)  E D E E 85th 6th 

 

Multilingual children in School 5 performed well, with over 50% of them ranking within the 

upper  37% of the group in grade 2; within the upper 21% of the group in grade 3, and within the 

upper 20% of the group in grade 4.  Out of a total of 52 multilingual children (22% of the entire 

group of 230 children for whom performance rankings were reported in School 5), only 15 

ranked below the 50th percentile. The multilingual children's highest percentile rankings were 

between 99 and 95, while their median percentile rankings were between 80  and 53 as shown in 

Figure 3. 

Discussion 

As children go about their everyday life, language learning becomes a necessary tool to make 

sense of their world. Young children are naturally attracted to learn new things. This study 

revealed that children naturally used the languages they spoke, and this was encouraged by 

parents and supported by teachers. If one language did not meet the needs of the moment 

children quickly changed to another word, or phrase, or sentence that could capture the intended 

meaning. Children's focus was not on the language but on the message they wanted to 

communicate. While this natural learning may sound obvious to anyone who has had exposure to 

working with young children, it is quite a different issue when the children naturally function in 

multiple languages. Children are not always encouraged to learn and use all the languages they 

speak, especially in contexts where exposure to multiple languages is minimal or shunned. In 



 

non-supportive contexts, using multiple languages can be perceived as a barrier to effective 

learning. The findings of this study shed light on important factors in the education of young 

children who happen to bring several languages to the school curriculum. The factors are 

discussed in the sections that follow. 

 

 

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

0 1 2 3 4

Multilingual 
Children's Lowest 
Percentile Ranks

Multilingual 
Children's Median 
Percentile Ranks

Multilingual 
Children's Highest 
Percentile Ranks 

Grd 2
N=65)

Grd 3
(N=75)

Grd 4 
(N=90)

Figure 3: Multilingual Children's Composite Ranking (Math, Science, Kiswahili & English) From School 5

 

 

Significance of the Performance Trends 

The test data were not initiated by the study. The study only utilized test scores that were 

available as secondary data at the time of data collection. Some of the data dated back several 

months. Given the fact that the teachers had not singled out multilingual children prior to the 

study, those test scores (percentages and letter grades) provided an informative performance 

trend that had not been explored before. It came as a surprise to the teachers that  overall, the 

multilingual children performed better than most monolingual children. It is important to note 

here that the "monolingual" children spoke Kiswahili fluently, and were just beginning to learn 

English. These children did not speak an indigenous language. Kiswahili was therefore their only 



 

"mother tongue". In other words, they were fluent only in Kiswahili. Even though the context 

and social milieu was the same or similar, these children had not been exposed to their ancestors' 

languages enough to understand and speak those languages. These "monolingual" children did 

well in school; however, it turned out that majority of their multilingual peers did better as a 

group. 

Given the design of the study and the small numbers of multilingual children studied in each 

class/group, it is difficult to determine if fluency in the multiple languages in itself accounted for 

their success in learning school content. However, given the consistency of higher performance 

rankings of the multilingual children in the 10 classes in 3 schools that were located in different 

regions, it is obvious that fluency in the multiple languages and use of those languages in school 

learning was an important factor in the children's higher performance in Math, Science, 

Kiswahili and English. At the least, the multilingual children's performance in the four subjects 

(English, Kiswahili, Math and Science) provides strong evidence that speaking multiple 

languages did not interfere with learning school content. Children effectively accessed school 

content using multiple languages.  At the most, these findings are an indication that multiple 

languages can provide an added advantage in school learning, given that teachers accommodate 

the languages in classroom learning.  

   

Summary and Synthesis  of Findings 

This study examined factors that contributed to children's use of multiple languages, and how 

fluency in multiple languages was linked to thought processes, school learning and performance. 

The study also revealed some perceived disadvantages of using only one of the languages 

children spoke. Parental use of multiple languages, interaction with peers and the extended 

family, and classroom implementation of the language policy were the main factors that 

contributed to, and supported,  children's abilities to use multiple languages. The different sets of 

data converged to show positive learning for children using multiple languages in their everyday 

functioning. The multilingual children did not feel constrained to use only one language in their 

classrooms. Their teachers allowed some flexibility even though the language policy required 

Kiswahili and English.  Children expressed their thoughts and asked questions clearly in class 

using different languages. This was perceived by teachers and parents  as an effective way to 

learn. 

Test scores revealed multilingual children's high percentile rankings  in the four selected school 

subjects (English, Kiswahili, Math and Science). They ranked mostly within the upper 30% tier 

of their respective groups/classrooms. To put these findings in clearer perspective, Table 4 

provides a concise summary of the performance data. 

 

 

 

 



 

Table 4: Summary Table of Performance Rankings 
Category/Performance Count 

Total Number of Children in the 10 Classrooms  668 100% 

Number of Multilingual Children in the 10 classrooms 107 16% of 668 

Number of Multilingual Children Ranking in Performance in the Upper 30% 87 81% of 107 

Number of Multilingual Children Ranking in Performance in the Lower 70% 20 19% of 107 

 

Out of a total of 668 children in the 10 classrooms, 107 were multilingual. Out of the 107 

multilingual children, 87 children (81.3%) performed within the upper 30% of their respective 

groups. In other words, 87 out of the 668 children (16%) who happened to be multilingual, 

performed within the top 30% of the entire group.  Considering the fact that fluency in multiple 

languages  was a common factor among the children across the 10 classrooms located in three 

schools, in three different regions, it is obvious that this factor had a role to play in the children's 

learning. It is therefore imperative to explore in more detail the role of multiple languages in 

learning content in the school curriculum. Parents thought that it was a disadvantage to force 

children to utilize within the classroom only one of the languages they spoke. 

 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study highlight children's use of multiple languages in learning the school 

curriculum. Children needed all learning tools they had access to, both at home and at school, 

with the most important tool being the languages they spoke. Parents, the extended family and 

the overall social context played an important role in children's acquisition and use of multiple 

languages. The pre-determined school curriculum and language policy incorporated teacher 

flexibility  that was supported by parents to help children learn to their highest potential. Priority 

was on making connections between the languages that embodied the child's early foundation for 

learning and the subsequent exposure to planned school curriculum.   

Based on the results of this study, the perception that school content is very different from other 

learning outside class that children are exposed to prior to starting schooling is questionable at 

best. When children learn concepts from multiple perspectives using the languages they speak, 

they are more likely to compare the learning acquired through the different languages and even 

question any discrepancies.  In other words, as young children approach learning of the same 

content using different languages and ways of understanding,  they earn the advantage of having 

fuller exposure to the content, in a similar manner as one would have a more complete physical 

perception of an object viewed from different angles, compared to viewing the object from only 

one dimension. This research also provides more insight into the question  whether multilinguals 

struggle with language control (Festman, 2021). 

While test scores do not represent children's overall learning in any content area, they provide 

indication of whether children are grasping the basic content of what is being taught. The 

performance trend revealed in this study for multilingual children enriches the beginning of a 

new way to study and utilize multiple languages in the classroom. Multiple languages acquired 

naturally at an early age can provide additional perspectives for approaching learning. The young 

children's fluency in multiple languages and the use of those languages in school learning were 



 

found to be useful assets. It was as if the children were functioning with multiple minds at the 

same time. 

 

Implications for Further Research 

This study involved 107 multilingual children in three schools in the Tanzanian context. These 

findings cannot be applied directly to contexts in which children are not fully multilingual. The 

definition of bilingual/multilingual children as children "who speak one language (L1) and are in 

the process of learning English and/or another language (L2)", does not apply to the findings of 

this study. The children studied in this research had acquired at least two languages naturally 

from birth, were fluent in all languages, and were learning English  at the time of the study. The 

findings of this study call for more contextualized, more comprehensive research with 

randomized samples involving larger numbers of bilingual/multilingual children. Such research 

must include the role of language policy and its classroom implementation. As comprehensive, 

contextualized and well controlled studies grow in number, it will be possible to develop a 

research-based theory of the role of fluency in multiple languages in young children's school 

learning. 
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