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Abstract
The aim of this study was to evaluate the impact of a professional development (PD) program on preschool teacher assis-
tants’ (TAs) attitudes toward multilingualism and self-efficacy in working with linguistically and culturally diverse children 
(LCDC) and their parents. The study was conducted in a northern peripheral city in Israel that reflects the country’s multi-
cultural, multilingual mosaic. Recently, as part of reforms in the city, PD for TAs was introduced to enrich the participants’ 
practical knowledge about the development and education of linguistically and culturally diverse children. Qualitative and 
quantitative data were collected from 59 TAs before and after PD. Questionnaires focused on TAs’ self-efficacy in multicul-
tural classrooms, as well as on their attitudes toward multilingualism. In addition, participants reflected on an event in their 
preschool with a child whose home language was other than Hebrew—the societally dominant language—focusing on the 
TAs’ emotional and behavioral responses. The qualitative and the quantitative data point to the impact of this PD program. 
Dependent variables t-test analysis revealed significant increase in TAs’ self-efficacy to work with LCDC and with parents, 
thus supporting classroom multilingualism. Mixed-method analysis of the qualitative data showed a decrease in negative 
feelings such as anxiety, disappointment, low self-esteem, and unpreparedness for handling LCDC, and an increase in posi-
tive feelings such as happiness, pride, satisfaction, achievement, and self-efficacy. The discussion addresses three issues: the 
importance of multicultural, multilingual professional development for TAs, self-efficacy as a central characteristic of TAs’ 
functioning, and the importance of TAs’ relationships with parents.

Keywords Linguistically and culturally diverse children · Linguistically and culturally responsive teaching · Professional 
development · Teacher assistants · Self-efficacy

Introduction

This study was conducted in the North of Israel in a small 
city characterized by a multilingual, multicultural popula-
tion. Although this linguistic and cultural diversity enriches 
its peoplehood landscape, it poses challenges to the edu-
cation system from early childhood to high school. Local 
education policymakers have recently initiated a program 
to support early childhood education linguistically and cul-
turally diverse children (LCDC). To this end, all preschool 
teachers and staff participated in a professional development 

(PD) program that had the aim of improving their attitudes 
toward multilingualism and classroom support of home lan-
guages and to increase their self-efficacy in working with 
LCDC and their families. In this study, we evaluated and dis-
cussed outcomes of this PD, specifically regarding teacher 
assistants (TAs).

An extensive body of literature indicates that high-quality 
educators are essential for classroom quality in early child-
hood education and care (NICHD ECCRN, 2002). Teacher 
assistants (TAs) are caregivers who, for years, have been 
outside the focus of early childhood education policymakers 
and researchers. Today, however, in light of the vast waves 
of immigrants worldwide, TAs are often the first educational 
figures to encounter the immigrant children on their arrival. 
Once the target of implementing linguistically and culturally 
responsive teaching in classrooms (Hollie, 2019) has been 
set, these frequently neglected TAs play an important role 
in the practical application of the approach.

 * Nurit Kaplan Toren 
 ntoren@edu.haifa.ac.il

 Mila Schwartz 
 milasch@bgu.ac.il

1 Oranim Academic College of Education, Kiryat Tiv’on, 
Israel

http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7685-115X
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s10643-024-01629-5&domain=pdf


 Early Childhood Education Journal

The present study has two main objectives: (1) to learn 
more about the attitudes and practices of TAs as an under-
researched population of care givers and (2) to examine the 
effect of a brief PD program designed to equip TAs teaching 
in preschools with multiculturally diverse populations with 
knowledge and skills for working with preschool LCDC.

Literature Review

In this section, we address the following theoretical 
approaches most relevant to the study: Linguistically and 
Culturally Responsive Teaching (LCRT); the essential role 
of TAs in approaching LCDC and their families; support for 
multilingualism in classrooms; the importance of self-effi-
cacy in working in multilingual classrooms, and the benefit 
of professional development (PD).

Teaching Assistants as an Under‑Researched 
Population of Caregivers and their Self‑efficacy 
in Working with LCDC

Self-efficacy, a central concept in social cognitive theory 
(Bandura, 1986), is viewed as the foundation of caregiv-
ers’ agency. Self-efficacy reflects a sense of “how good I 
am” at a given activity and my beliefs about “how well I 
can cope” with different situations in the future (Bandura, 
1977). These beliefs affect our choices, task-specific effort 
investment, level of aspiration, commitment to goals, persis-
tence in difficult situations, and resilience to stress (Bandura, 
2012; Lauermann & Hagen, 2021).

Most studies have focused on teacher self-efficacy and 
its enhancements to school and preschool (Lauermann & 
Hagen, 2021). Studies on TAs in general, and more spe-
cifically on TAs’ self-efficacy in working with LCDC are 
rare (Tse, 2021). Generally, preschool TAs are not formally 
educated or certified to work with children. They frequently 
suffer from lack of professional definition and development. 
At the same time, TAs carry out a wide range of roles in 
preschool (e.g., administrative, pedagogic, emotional, and 
social support of children) (Kerry, 2005). TAs are respon-
sible for welcoming routines in the morning and closing 
the preschool, as well as cleaning, assisting the teacher to 
prepare teaching materials, and looking after the children 
in the yard (Oplatka & Eizenberg, 2007). In addition, they 
communicate with parents in the morning and at the end of 
the day (Drugli & Undheim, 2012). Furthermore, TAs are 
perceived as a critical factor in preschool teachers’ career 
development, especially for new teachers. TAs’ emotional 
support and positive feedback help teachers develop either 
self-evaluation and professional confidence or the opposite 
(Oplatka & Eizenberg, 2007). Given that TAs have consist-
ent daily interaction with teachers, children, and parents, 
they are considered to be highly influential on the preschool 

atmosphere, the collaborating relationships with teachers, 
and the rapport with parents (Drugli & Undheim, 2012; 
Sharma & Salend, 2016).

Recently, due to preschool teachers’ workloads, the role 
of the TA has increased and includes caring for the children’s 
welfare, managing individual and group behaviors, and facil-
itating teaching and learning of LCDC who are novel learn-
ers of the socially dominant language and frequently need 
help in the negotiation of meaning (Kerry, 2005; Sharma 
& Salend, 2016). Hence, the significance of this study is in 
exploring the effect of a brief PD on TAs, specifically on 
their self-efficacy in working with LCDC and their families. 
In addition, by applying the mixed-method approach, we 
examined how a brief PD influenced TAs’ knowledge about 
linguistically culturally responsive teaching and its strategies 
and their ability to implement this pedagogical approach. 
Since almost no research exists to date on how TAs function 
when they implement this pedagogy and on their PD in this 
field, in the following sections, we will overview what is 
known about preschool teachers.

Linguistically and Culturally Responsive Teaching 
(LCRT)

Since teachers often draw on their own cultural biases, 
and not all teachers are equipped with efficacy to work 
with LCDC and their parents in multicultural and multi-
lingual classroom (Castro, 2010), the linguistically cultur-
ally responsive teaching approach requires preparation of 
teachers for diversity, emphasizing the teacher’s sense of 
competence, self-efficacy, and strategies to work with this 
population (Grimberg & Gummer, 2013).

Linguistically culturally responsive teaching includes the 
development of multilingual awareness (García, 2008). As 
twenty-first century classrooms present multilingual mosaics 
of children throughout the world, García (2008) claims that 
PD programs for teachers need to take a multilingual turn 
and “put language difference at the center” (p. 393). Thus, 
teachers’ education must include pedagogical strategies 
for promoting linguistically culturally responsive teaching. 
One such strategy is the incorporation of children’s home 
languages and experiences into negotiation of new content 
understanding, utilizing visual tools such as pictures, pho-
tos, and videos of their home country to provide a more 
meaningful context for children as learners. Another strategy 
is drawing on multimodality by activating body enactment 
and movement together with visual and language modali-
ties. This not only improves understanding and memoriza-
tion of novel words in L2 and of learning material, but also 
facilitates their production (Lucas & Villegas, 2010; Tellier, 
2008).

This pedagogical approach is necessary for all teach-
ers who work with LCDC, not only for language teachers. 
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García (2008) explains that to be an expert, the teacher 
requires knowledge of the “bilingual and multilingual con-
texts in which the children live, and of the social practices 
that produce certain discourses” (p. 389), how a child’s 
languages impact each other, and how to draw on his or 
her multilingualism. Thus, teachers’ knowledge of linguisti-
cally culturally responsive teaching strategies is necessary 
for their self-efficacy in multilingual classrooms.

Teacher’s Self‑efficacy in Multicultural Classrooms

Teachers’ self-efficacy is a predictor of their teaching quality 
(Klassen & Tze, 2014). Tschannen-Moran and Hoy (2001) 
suggested three factors of teachers’ self-efficacy: self-effi-
cacy for classroom management, self-efficacy for instruc-
tional strategies, and self-efficacy for student engagement 
referring to teachers’ beliefs in their ability to motivate stu-
dents and help them to believe in themselves. Teachers’ self-
efficacy in multicultural classrooms has recently become a 
fourth dimension of the teachers’ self-efficacy (Lauermann 
& Hagen, 2021). Siwatu (2007, 2011) argued that teachers’ 
self-efficacy in multicultural classrooms indicates teach-
ers’ beliefs in their ability to adopt and employ strategies 
associated with linguistically culturally responsive teaching 
(e.g., drawing on students’ diverse linguistic and cultural 
backgrounds, scaffolding their understanding of a novel lan-
guage, encouraging students’ respect for diversity in team-
work, and fostering positive relationships with students and 
their parents).

Teachers’ self-efficacy in multicultural classrooms was 
found to be reflected in a range of studies (e.g., Tandon et al., 
2017). Thus, a recent study by Dražnik et al. (2022) showed 
that novice teachers in three European countries, Slovenia, 
Spain, and Finland, expressed anxieties and fears regarding 
their future teaching of LCDC. The teachers in all three con-
texts described feelings such as anxiety, low self-esteem, and 
unpreparedness in approaching LCDC, due to low level of 
competence in linguistically culturally responsive teaching 
strategies and insufficient professional preparation. These 
negative feelings inevitably raise concern about teachers’ 
self-efficacy in multicultural classrooms and place LCDC 
at risk of becoming “avoided and/or ignored” (Tandon 
et al., 2017, p. 165). Classroom diversity exposes teachers 
and students to different perspectives and enriches learn-
ing opportunities (Banks, 2008). However, not all teachers 
have an equal sense of efficacy regarding the teaching of 
LCDC. Teachers often teach according to their own cultural 
biases and report lower levels of comfort and self-efficacy 
when interacting with culturally diverse students (Kumar 
& Lauermann, 2018). Teachers’ high self-efficacy in mul-
ticultural classrooms has contributed significantly to chil-
dren’s engagement, motivation, and competence in learn-
ing (Nykiel-Herbert, 2010; Rodríguez et al., 2014). Those 

teachers also have positive attitudes toward multilingualism 
and support children’s cultural identity development and 
home languages (Milner & Howard, 2013; Thompson & 
Byrnes, 2011).

Another challenge for teachers working in a multilingual 
classroom is their interaction with parents from diverse lin-
guistic and cultural backgrounds. Home and school are the 
two primary and most influential contexts for young chil-
dren’s learning and development (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 
Moreover, it is not only the unique influence of each context 
that impacts children’s learning and development, but also 
the nature and quality of interaction between parents, teach-
ers, and children (Epstein, 2010).

Various demographic background factors, such as, socio-
economic status, parents’ education, and family structure, 
affect parents’ involvement. Beyond demographic factors, 
there are psychological factors such as parents’ motivational 
beliefs, parents’ personal life contexts, parents’ perceptions 
of invitations for involvement, or how welcoming the pre-
school staff is (Hoover-Dempsey et al., 2005). Likewise, 
teachers experience various challenges and difficulties in 
their relationships with parents, as for example, in conflicts, 
unexpected struggles, parents’ distrust, and unreasonable 
demands (Bang, et al., 2021). Partnerships between teach-
ers and parents will be more fulfilling when both are able 
to collaborate from equal positions to attain the same aims 
(Epstein, 2018). Thus, it is even more complicated for teach-
ers to maintain relationships with immigrant parents or par-
ents who do not speak the main local language and who 
are neither familiar with nor identify with the local culture. 
Immigrant parents are not always familiar with preschool 
norms; they hesitate to ask for clarification or to voice their 
own opinions to the teacher and often try to avoid conflict 
(Norheim & Moser, 2020). Regarding teachers’ points of 
view, reports of preschool teachers from Iceland and Israel 
about their relationships with multicultural, multilingual 
parents underline diverse teachers’ behaviors; on one hand, 
teachers report aspiring to connect with parents, but on the 
other hand, they report having a hierarchical relationship 
with parents (Schwartz, 2022). The present study focused on 
TAs’ self-efficacy in working with LCDC and their parents.

Early Childhood Education and Care Teachers’ 
Attitudes Toward Multilingualism in Classrooms

Attitudes, beliefs, and knowledge are central facets of teacher 
agency (Biesta et al., 2015; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). In 
this paper, we adopt Johnson and Johnson’s definition of atti-
tudes as they “may be thought of as opinions, beliefs, ways 
of responding, to some set of problems” (Johnson & John-
son, 1999; p. 14). The concept of language ideologies was 
suggested by Silverstein (1979), who described “linguistic 
ideologies” as how people think language functions and how 
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it should be used. Language ideologies always present the 
interest of some social and cultural group, such as teachers 
(Spolsky, 2004).

Mainstream teachers’ language attitudes toward multi-
lingualism in early childhood education and care may be 
expressed in their general assumption regarding multilin-
gualism in the target society, the role of the socially domi-
nant language in society versus immigrant languages (e.g., 
Bernstein et al., 2018; Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2014; Kirsch 
& Aleksic, 2018), as well as specific thoughts regarding 
language use in their classroom and the role of children’s 
home language maintenance and enrichment (e.g., Kultti & 
Pramling, 2020; Mary & Young, 2018).

Recent quantitative surveys in North American and 
European contexts explored attitudes of teachers in early 
childhood education and care using a narrow, dichotomous 
approach: a monolingual and assimilation-oriented attitude 
toward the dominant language and culture versus a multilin-
gual ideology that sees the presence of multiple languages as 
an economic and cultural asset (Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2014). 
For example, in a recent study, Bernstein et al. (2018) exam-
ined language ideologies of 28 early childhood educators in 
Arizona. They analyzed preschool teachers’ language ide-
ologies, as well as the relationships between ideologies and 
demographic and experiential variables. They found that, in 
general, teachers held multilingual ideologies and did not 
view multiple languages as a problem, although particular 
ideologies were significantly mediated by their educational 
level and their experience with studying languages.

A similar tendency was found in the European context. 
For example, Kirsch and Aleksić (2018) reported that based 
on the Luxembourg Ministry of Education, Children and 
Youth (2015), most early childhood education and care prac-
titioners provide multilingual children with opportunities to 
express themselves in their home languages. However, some 
studies report controversial findings (e.g., Gkaintartzi et al., 
2015). Thus, in the study by Gkaintartzi et al. (2015), which 
investigated attitudes of preschool and school teachers (822 
participants) toward immigrant children’s L1 maintenance 
and bilingual development in Greece, almost half of the 
teachers believed that knowledge of immigrant children’s 
home language is a hindrance to learning Greek, the main-
stream language.

Some considerable gaps in current research on how early 
childhood education and care teachers experience multilin-
gualism in classrooms need to be addressed. First, to the best 
of our knowledge, the available research did not provide an 
in-depth treatment of teachers’ self-efficacy in working with 
LCDC and responding to the children’s needs. Although in 
many studies, early childhood teachers reported holding pro-
multilingual stances and supporting home language main-
tenance. Nonetheless, many practitioners do not know how 
to implement linguistically culturally responsive teaching 

as a pedagogical approach and how to communicate with 
linguistically and culturally diverse families, and therefore 
PD is needed (Kirsch & Aleksić, 2018).

Professional Development in Multicultural 
Education

Early childhood educators address cultural, educational, and 
social challenges (Urban, 2008). Due to their professional 
demands, PD plays an essential role in promoting teachers’ 
level of competence (Ukkonen-Mikkola & Fonsen, 2018). 
PD in early childhood education and care was found to be 
most effective when this process influenced teachers’ peda-
gogical awareness and reflectivity and helped them enact 
their agency as “actors of change” in education (Eurofound, 
2015; Peeters & Vandenbroeck, 2011; Peleman et al., 2018). 
Another effect of early childhood education teachers’ PD is 
empowering them “to question taken-for-granted assump-
tions that underlie their practices” (Peleman et al., 2018, 
p. 16).

Regarding school context, research reveals that main-
stream teachers’ PD in multicultural education plays a cen-
tral role in equipping teachers with self-efficacy in multicul-
tural classrooms, and, in turn, this self-efficacy promotes a 
positive school climate (Choi & Lee, 2020). However, it is 
important to stress that although LCDC is a rapidly growing 
population in early childhood education and care all over the 
world, only a few studies examined how PD may empower 
early childhood teachers to work with LCDC and their fami-
lies (Kirsch & Aleksić, 2018; Kirsch et al., 2020). These 
very limited studies point to the positive effect of a brief 
PD program on teachers’ readiness to reconsider their erro-
neous views about language development in a multilingual 
environment and to become more open to using children’s 
home languages in mainstream early childhood education 
and care institutions.

To recap, drawing on this theoretical background, the aim 
of the present study was to increase understanding of the 
effect of PD on TAs as an under-researched professional 
population, on their attitudes toward multilingualism and 
home language support, and on their self-efficacy in working 
with LCDC and their parents.

The following research questions were asked:

1. How and to what extent did PD influence TAs’ attitudes 
toward multilingualism and home language support? 
Drawing on the theoretical background, we predicted 
that PD would positively affect TAs’ attitudes toward 
multilingualism and home language support.

2. How and to what extent did PD influence TAs’ self-
efficacy in working with LCDC and their parents? Since 
research on the impact of PD on teachers’ self-efficacy 
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in multicultural classrooms is scarce, we were cautious 
about predicting that TAs’ self-efficacy in working with 
LCDC and their parents would increase following the 
professional development course.

Method

To address the research question, a concurrent mixed-
method design, predominantly quantitative in nature, was 
employed in the study. We applied mixed-method methodol-
ogy to achieve a broad picture, and to enhance the validity 
of our quantitative tools (e.g., Creswell & Clark, 2011), we 
included one open question in a closed-ended questionnaire.

Before describing the applied quantitative and qualitative 
methods in detail, we will provide a short overview of the 
PD program assessed in this study.

The Professional Development Program

This paper is based on data collected as part of a large-scale 
project named City Speaks Languages, which focuses on PD 
in early childhood education and care. The main goal of PD 
was to improve TAs’ interpersonal interactions with LCDC 
and their families and, as a result, to enhance children’s 
integration and to improve the preschool climate. Specifi-
cally, the aim of this PD was to increase TAs’ awareness of 
LCDC and their needs; to acquire perspectives on multilin-
gual children’s social, linguistic, cognitive, and emotional 
development, to become familiar with linguistically cultur-
ally responsive teaching principles, and to help TAs develop 
activities while drawing on these principles. The PD pro-
gram was conducted in a professional development center 
for teachers’ PD in the city by specialized coaches or peda-
gogical counsellors. These coaches were instructed by the 
research team, who are experienced early childhood educa-
tion and care teacher trainers in one of the leading pedagogi-
cal colleges in Israel. This team has more than 15 years of 
collective experience in early language education research. 
The PD content drew on central theories of children’s early 
multilingual, multicultural development and language edu-
cation, linguistically and culturally responsive teaching (e.g., 
Mary & Young, 2017), family funds of knowledge (e.g., 
Moll et al., 2006), and second language mediation strategies 
in early childhood education and care (Schwartz, 2022). In 
addition, focus was placed on interaction between TAs and 
parents from diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. 
Finally, the PD focused on enhancing TAs’ development of 
their personal and professional identity.

Eleven meetings (4 h each, 44 h overall) were held from 
July 2021 to September 2021. In general, the meetings 
encouraged TAs to discuss their beliefs about multilingual-
ism on the macro state level and on the micro city level, to 

examine challenges they faced while working with LCDC 
and their families, and to reflect on language-supportive 
strategies. In addition, the goal was to promote TAs’ inter-
cultural awareness as “the ability to communicate effectively 
in cross-cultural situations and to relate appropriately in a 
variety of cultural contexts” (Bennett & Bennett, 2004, p. 
149).

After the introductory session, the first two meetings 
focused on professional and personal identity develop-
ment in a multilingual, multicultural environment followed 
by three meetings dedicated to bi/multilingual children’s 
development and education in the early years. The next 
focus was language policy on four levels: state, community, 
classroom, and family, including characteristics of LCDC, 
their families, and communities in the city (three meetings). 
The last three meetings took the form of workshops aimed 
at developing specific strategies and activities, to enhance 
TAs’ self-efficacy in working with LCDC and their families, 
such as, inter alia, creating bilingual/multilingual resources. 
All sessions took place in the city’s center for teachers’ PD.

It is noteworthy that all meetings were interactive and 
drew on “questioning taken-for-granted assumptions” as a 
ground for effective PD (Peleman et al., 2018, p. 16).

Participants

The final sample consisted of 59 TAs who completed 
questionnaires both pre- and post-PD. All participants 
were women, and their work experience ranged from 2 to 
29 years. Participants were born in five different countries: 
44% (n = 26) in Israel, 39% (n = 23) in Russia, 6.8% (n = 4) in 
Georgia, 5.1% (n = 3) in Morocco, and 3.4% (n = 2) in Ethio-
pia. Their ages at immigration ranged from 1 to 34 years. 
Most participants (72.9%, n = 43) had completed 12 years of 
school, and 11.9% (n = 7) held bachelor’s degrees. More than 
half (52.5%, n = 31) of the participants’ home language was 
Hebrew and all the rest spoke 11 different home languages 
(English, Arabic, Russian, French, Amharic, Spanish, Yid-
dish, Moroccan, Georgian, Romanian, and Polish). Only a 
few participants were monolingual (8.5%, n = 5) and the rest 
were either bilingual (52.5%, n = 31) or multilingual (39%, 
n = 23). Most participants (91.5%, n = 54) lived in the target 
city. Most participants were married (69.5%, n = 41), 22% 
(n = 13) were divorced, 6.8% (n = 4) were widowed, and 
one was single. All participants were mothers; the majority 
(50.8%, n = 30) had three children, 25.4% (n = 15) had two 
children, and 11.9% (n = 7) had four children.

Measures

To answer the research questions, we used a self-report 
survey consisting of three parts. The first part addressed 
background variables: work experience, education, marital 
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status, number of children, home language, and number of 
spoken languages.

The second part comprises the following four 
sub-questionnaires:

Teacher assistants’ self- efficacy to work with preschool 
children (Friedman & Kass, 2000). The questionnaire 
included eight items with responses on a 5-point Likert-
type scale (1 = not at all; 5 = to a great extent); five items 
described high self-efficacy (e.g., “I am usually able to find 
effective ways to make a connection with the preschool 
children”) and three items referred to low self-efficacy 
and were reversed during data processing (e.g., “When 
a problem arises in preschool, I have difficulty solving it 
independently”). Reliability at Time 1 was α = 0.637 and 
at Time 2 was α = 0.715.

Culturally responsive self-efficacy (Choi & Lee, 2020). 
Teacher assistants were asked as follows: “When teaching 
a culturally diverse class, to what extent can you do the 
following?” The question referred to six items (e.g., “I can 
adapt my teaching to the cultural diversity of children”) on 
a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 5 = very much). 
Reliability at Time 1 was α = 0.823, and at Time 2 was 
α = 0.834.

Self-efficacy to work with parents (Ames et al., 1995). 
Teacher assistants’ self-efficacy focused on parent involve-
ment and included two items (e.g., “I have a lot of ideas 
about how to get parents interested in children’s learning”). 
Responses were on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 
5 = very much). Reliability at Time 1 was r = 0.481** and at 
Time 2 was r = 0.668**.

Language ideology (Fitzsimmons-Doolan, 2011). TAs 
were asked to rate their perceptions regarding the use of 
languages. This questionnaire included 16 items with 
responses on a 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = definitely 
against, 6 = definitely agree). The items were modified and 
adapted to Israeli culture and to Hebrew, one of the official 
languages in Israel. The questionnaire included five factors: 
(1) Perceptions regarding monolingualism, two items (e.g., 
“The use of more than one language creates social prob-
lems”). Reliability at Time 1 was r = 0.437** and at Time 
2 was r = 0.372**; (2) Perceptions regarding multilingual-
ism, five items (e.g., “Speakers have the right to choose the 
language that they will use in any situation”). Reliability 
at Time 1 was α = 0.507 and at Time 2 was α = 0.522; (3) 
Hebrew language as a tool, three items (e.g., “In Israel, 
Hebrew is important for gaining material wealth”). Reliabil-
ity at Time 1 was α = 0.711 and at Time 2 was α = 0.732; (4) 
“Speak Hebrew!” three items (e.g., “In Israel, public com-
munication should occur in Hebrew”). Reliability at Time 
1 was α = 0.611 and at Time 2 was α = 0.639; (5) Hebrew 
language as a national unifier, three items (e.g., “Knowing 
Hebrew helps in becoming Israeli”). Reliability at Time 1 
was α = 0.679 and at Time 2 was α = 0.655.

The third part of the survey included an open question 
asking the participants to describe an event in their preschool 
with a child whose home language was other than Hebrew 
and to reflect on their emotional and behavioral reactions. 
These descriptions reflected on the participants’ self-efficacy 
in facing needs of LCRC and their families. This open ques-
tion was analyzed based on both the qualitative and quantita-
tive methodology that will be addressed later.

Procedure

TAs were asked to complete a survey prior to and after the 
PD course. We asked them to write a code (their mother’s 
first and last name initials and their date of birth), which 
helped us to merge between Time 1 and Time 2 later on. 
The research was approved by the Research and Evaluation 
Authority’s ethics committee at the authors’ academic insti-
tution and by the Chief Scientist at the Ministry of Educa-
tion, as required in Israel. The researchers have experience 
in early childhood education and instruct courses in early 
childhood development and linguistically and multiculturally 
responsive teaching.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS Version 25. The 
analysis included descriptive statistical analysis to examine 
TAs’ levels of self-efficacy and language ideology, and a 
t-test analysis was calculated to examine differences pre- 
and post-PD.

The open question was analyzed by means of thematic 
analysis, which allows identification of people’s attitudes, 
beliefs, and knowledge (Caulfield, 2019). Based on the 
TAs’ reflections on a meaningful event related to their work 
with LCDC, we conducted thematic analysis (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006), which included six steps: (1) Transcribing 
the interviews, (2) Studying the transcribed interviews and 
discussing the content with other researchers on the team, 
(3) Formulating patterns in the data set and building coding 
for these patterns, (4) Generating themes from the codes, 
(5) Assessment of the themes by an independent reader to 
improve the credibility of the analysis, and (6) Selecting the 
most illustrative excerpts.

Frequency of linguistically and culturally  responsive 
teaching strategies expressed in TAs’ reflections prior to 
and after their PD course was counted. In addition, positive 
and negative emotions expressed by TAs were identified. 
Two independent judges counted the number of statements 
made in the TAs’ stories regarding their work with LCDC 
prior to and after PD.

We also calculated the frequency of reports on the sense 
of self-efficacy (i.e., positive, and negative statements 
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regarding linguistically and culturally responsive teaching 
strategies) before and after the intervention, to achieve a 
more precise examination of self-reported changes in TAs’ 
self-efficacy in working with LCDC and their families as 
a result of PD (Maxwell, 2010). The analysis of linguisti-
cally and culturally responsive teaching strategies, such as 
learning basic words in order to communicate with the child, 
was based on descriptions proposed by Ηοllie (2012), Lucas 
and Villegas (2010, 2013), and Bennett et al. (2017).

Results

The following two sections present the findings from the 
quantitative data (questionnaires with close-ended questions) 
and qualitative data (open question) in relation to preschool 
TAs’ changes in attitudes and practices in relation to LCDC 
and their parents.

Findings from the Quantitative Data

In response to the two hypotheses about differences between 
Time 1 (prior to the PD course) and Time 2 (after the PD 
course) regarding TAs’ self-efficacy in working with LCDC 
and their parents and TAs’ attitudes toward multilingualism 
and home language support, we conducted a comparative 
dependent t-test analysis between Time 1 and Time 2 of all 
research variables. The analysis revealed three differences 
between Time 1 and Time 2: TAs’ self-efficacy in work-
ing with LCDC and their parents was significantly higher 
at Time 2. In addition, TAs’ perceptions regarding multilin-
gualism were significantly more positive after the PD course 
(see Table 1, Time 2).

First, the results showed significant differences between 
the participants’ self-efficacy in working with LCDC 
and their parents before the course, at Time 1 (M = 3.23, 
SD = 0.34; M = 3.48, SD = 0.70) and after the course, 

at Time 2 (M = 3.52, SD = 0.52; M = 4.00, SD = 0.80), 
t(27) = − 3.03, p < 0.01; t(29) = − 3.77, p < 0.001. Sec-
ond, and by contrast, there was no significant difference 
between TAs’ general self-efficacy to work in preschool, 
regardless of its population characteristics. This pattern of 
data may highlight the significant impact of the PD pro-
gram described above that was aimed at promoting prac-
titioners’ self-efficacy when addressing needs of LCDC 
and their families.

Regarding TAs’ language ideology, there were no dif-
ferences between Time 1 and Time 2, on four out of five 
items related to participants’ beliefs. Thus, participants 
somewhat disagreed with pro-monolingual ideologies 
(M = 2.70, SD = 1.02). In addition, the majority of TAs 
positively endorsed items associated with perceptions 
regarding the role of Hebrew as a socially dominant lan-
guage and as a tool for economic success at both periods of 
comparison, at Time 1 (M = 4.22, SD = 1.18) and at Time 
2 (M = 4.58, SD = 1.55), and regarding the role of Hebrew 
as a national unifier at Time 1 (M = 4.04; SD = 1.27) and 
at Time 2 (M = 4.62, SD = 1.48), as well as regarding 
the necessity to communicate in this language in public 
spaces, at Time 1 (M = 3.66; SD = 1.24) and at Time 2 
(M = 4.32, SD = 1.42). These attitudes can be attributed 
to the historical process of Hebrew revival. As the Judaic 
language of prayer and literature over many centuries, 
Hebrew began to be revitalized in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Through the efforts of many devoted and enthusiastic 
educators, who were committed to teaching the language 
and to its every-day use, Hebrew became an official lan-
guage of the State of Israel (Spolsky & Shohamy, 1999). 
However, as predicted, following the PD program, the 
participants changed their attitudes and were more in 
favor of multilingualism. Analysis showed significant dif-
ferences between Time 1, (M = 4.48, SD = 0.57) prior to 
PD, and after the course, at Time 2 (M = 5.06, SD = 0.39), 
t(16) = − 2.77, p < 0.01.

Table 1  Mean (SD) Time 1 and 
Time 2 and t-test for dependent 
variables

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .00.1

Mean (SD) t

Time 1 Time 2

TAs’ self-efficacy General self-efficacy to work in preschool 3.59 (.31) 3.82 (.49) − 1.70
Self-efficacy to work with children from 

diverse cultures
3.23 (.34) 3.52 (.52) − 3.03**

Self-efficacy to work with parents 3.48 (.70) 4.00 (.80) − 3.77***
TAs’ language ideology Support of monolingualism 2.86 (1.42) 2.88 (1.58) 70

Support of multilingualism 4.48 (.57) 5.06 (.39) − 2.77**
Hebrew language as a tool 4.22 (1.18) 4.58 (1.55) − 1.57
“Speak Hebrew!” 3.66 (1.24) 4.32 (1.42) − 2.02
Hebrew language as a national unifier 4.04 (1.27) 4.62 (1.48) 2.06
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Findings from the Qualitative Data

In this section, we will present our analysis regarding TAs’ 
descriptions of an event in their preschool involving LCDC 
and their parents, in two parts: (1) Analysis of the frequency 
of the emotions expressed and reports on the sense of self-
efficacy prior to and after the PD; (2) Thematic analysis of 
the TAs’ reports.

Frequency Analysis in TAs’ Reports

Our analysis of frequency of the emotions expressed 
revealed an increase in positive emotions and a decrease in 
negative emotions after PD, pointing to growing self-effi-
cacy (see Table 2). Specifically, after PD, the participants 
more frequently expressed emotions such as self-confidence, 
satisfaction, and pride in being self-efficient in meeting 
LCDC’s needs.

Moreover, TAs’ self-efficacy to work with LCDC, as 
expressed in the number of the reported linguistically and 
culturally responsive teaching strategies, increased after PD. 
It is noteworthy that the students’ parents and families were 
not mentioned at all at Time 1, prior to PD but, after PD, a 
considerable number of TAs mentioned the importance of 
working with LCDC’s parents and families. These findings 
support the quantitative research findings and indicate an 
improvement among TA following the PD program, both 
emotionally, in general, and in their self-efficacy to work 
with LCDC and their parents.

Thematic Analysis of TAs’ Reports

The thematic analysis of the TAs’ reflections on a mean-
ingful event they remembered, related to working with 
LCDC, resulted in identifying the following themes that 
showed changes in TAs’ self-efficacy in working with 
LCDC and their families: (1) Reflective capacity; (2) 

Self-efficacy evaluation; (3) Agency enactment through 
diverse linguistically and culturally responsive teaching 
strategies when working with LCDC and their parents.

The identified themes were consistent with charac-
teristics of human agency, in general (Bandura, 1977), 
and teacher agency, in particular (Priestley et al., 2015). 
Although the participants continued to report the chal-
lenges of working in a multilingual classroom, our analysis 
revealed that, after PD, TAs could provide more exten-
sive and in-depth reflections on their capacity to address 
LCDC’s needs. These changes were reflected in their 
reports on intentional implementation of diverse linguis-
tically and culturally responsive teaching strategies. The 
changes are illustrated in Table 3, by M’s reflection on 
events that had been meaningful for her, at Time 1 and at 
Time 2.

Evidently, the TA’s reflection showed the tendency to 
express solidarity with children and use of varied language 
strategies to negotiate their understanding of Hebrew (L2) 
and to help their absorption in preschool at both Time 1 
and Time 2. However, only after PD, at Time 2, were the 
TAs more proactive and reported feeling solidarity with 
parents and how their self-efficacy had emerged in the 
multicultural classroom.

In general, we identified more cases of proactive 
behavior, such as the initiation of different affordances to 
make communication with families more efficient, as was 
stressed in the following description by S:

We have a child with an allergy in preschool. Infor-
mation was sent but that family did not get the mes-
sage because they did not understand the language. 
This put the allergic child in danger. I thought that 
we should have thought outside of the box, and we 
should have given information in other languages as 
well, or at least translated. We called the family and 
spoke to them in their language.

Table 2  Frequency of emotions and reports on sense of self-efficacy prior to and after the intervention, with illustrative examples

Categories Time 1 Time 2 Samples of items—Time 1 Samples of items—Time 2

Positive emotions 6 16 Delight at helping a child acclimatize I felt happy since the child felt secure in pre-
school

Negative emotions 23 17 Hard feelings since I could not help him; I felt 
sorry for him and could not help him

It arouses frustration and sadness, as the child is 
alone most of the time

Self-efficacy to work 
with children from 
diverse cultures (LCRT 
strategies)

15 20 I let the child feel that there was a grown-up 
who understood him; I hugged him when he 
cried and took him to the place he wanted. 
At the beginning of the year, I learned basic 
words in his L1 to help him

I approached her (the Arabic speaking girl) and 
with my poor Arabic and using my hands I 
succeed in creating contact between the child 
and the other children at preschool

Self-efficacy to work 
with parents from 
diverse cultures (LCRT 
strategies)

0 14 First, I tried to calm the parents down, to give 
them a feeling of belonging, assuring them 
that we would help them with any problems
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Thus, participation in the PD course apparently enhanced 
the TA’s ability to think “outside of the box.” In addition, in 
many cases, TAs’ reports of proactive behavior were accom-
panied by expressions of positive emotions, highlighting 
their satisfaction (“it was a pleasure to see [the child’s] pro-
gress [in Hebrew],”) and self-esteem (“a clever and inquisi-
tive child … became attached to us also because of patience, 
attention, and understanding”).

More specifically, the analysis of participants’ reports 
showed that, after the intervention, TAs began to express 
solidarity with parents’ hardships and felt empathy toward 
them, as described by L:

The thoughts that came to my mind [referred to] the 
feeling of what it was like when I immigrated to Israel 
at age 4, how I felt, how my feelings were, how I 
coped, how I spoke and communicated when no one 
spoke my language. I tried to calm them down [the 
family] to give them a feeling of belonging [and assur-
ance] that we will help with everything.

In addition, TAs reported more about drawing on language 
mediators (children, other parents who were competent 
in Hebrew, and community mediators) to communicate 
with families, to exchange information, and to negotiate 
understanding:

In our preschool, there are many new immigrants from 
Ukraine and Russia. Some of the parents do not know 
Hebrew and, therefore, it is hard for us to communi-
cate with them. Neither I nor the preschool teacher 
know Russian; therefore, we sometimes make use of 
the preschool children and other children’s parents 
to translate for the child’s parents into Russian, their 
mother tongue.

These efforts seem to result in creating trustful relation-
ships with the families since increasing trust may lead to 
the development of an environment that respects linguistic 
and cultural differences (Purnell et al., 2007).

We have a Russian speaking girl whose parents don’t 
speak a word of Hebrew and I communicated with her 
on WhatsApp via translators from Russian to Hebrew 
and she was so grateful and said that now she has no 
fear of sending the girl to preschool and she com-
pletely understands me and she is very calm when the 
girl goes to preschool.

In addition, TAs reported more cases of using a child’s home 
language to negotiate meanings in interaction with the child 
and his/her parents, as illustrated by M.:

I tried to learn basic words to communicate with the 
child, like bathroom, water, playground, a gathering 
[of children at the beginning and end of school day] 
and, slowly, the child learned and made friends. It was 
hard at first but, in the end, he learned everything like 
all the other children. He sang and danced, he worked 
nicely. We had a child of refugees from Syria who did 
not know Hebrew at all and neither did the family. 
When he came to us at the beginning of the year, we 
communicated with him, the preschool teacher and I, 
using basic words that we knew in Arabic. A clever 
and inquisitive child … he became attached to us also 
because of patience, attention and understanding.

Another linguistically and culturally responsive teaching 
strategy was utilization of visual tools, such as pictures, 
photos, and videos, to provide a more meaningful context 
for children and improve their understanding of Hebrew.

Discussion and Implications for Practice

In this study, we examined the effect of PD on TAs’ attitudes 
toward multilingualism, in general, and toward home-lan-
guage support in classrooms, in particular, as well as if and 
how TAs could address the needs of LCDC and their fami-
lies by implementing linguistically and culturally responsive 

Table 3  TA’s (M’s) reflections on meaningful events prior to and after PD

Time 1 Time 2

Meaningful event description:
“There was a child in preschool who spoke only Arabic, and he cried 

and did not get up from the chair and we did not understand what he 
wanted until we saw that he had wet his pants.”

TA’s feelings and thoughts following the event:
“Sadness for not understanding what he wanted to say, frustration.”
TA’s response:
“I patted the child and hugged him, and using sign language, we man-

aged.”

Meaningful event description:
“We have a girl who does not speak Hebrew at all and plays by herself. 

I approached her and, using my broken Arabic and my hands, I 
succeeded in creating contact between the girl and the rest of the 
children in preschool. This is the way I communicate with parents, 
using a few words I have acquired and sign language. We succeed in 
communicating.”

TA’s emotions and thoughts following the event:
“It arouses frustration in me, and I feel sorry for the girl who is alone 

most of the time.”
TA’s response:
“I tried to help in any way possible.”
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teaching strategies. The findings suggest that experience in 
multicultural education, reflected in PD, played an impor-
tant role in equipping TAs with LCDC in classrooms. The 
quantitative findings revealed that PD had a positive effect 
on TAs’ self-efficacy to work with LCDC and their parents. 
In a similar vein, Choi and Lee (2020) found that PD in mul-
ticultural education improved teachers’ self-efficacy in mul-
ticultural classrooms. In addition, the findings of the present 
study indicated that TAs’ attitudes toward multilingualism 
were more positive after PD. Likewise, Kirsch and Aleksic 
(2018) found a positive influence of PD on professionals’ 
knowledge about multilingualism and their attitudes toward 
home languages.

The qualitative findings confirm the quantitative find-
ings and show that, after PD, TAs felt more confident to 
work with LCDC and were aware of the importance of 
parents; thus, they were willing to contact and to engage 
with LCDC’s parents. These findings point to three main 
issues: (1) the importance of TAs’ self-efficacy to work with 
LCDC (2) the importance of TAs’ self-efficacy to work with 
LCDC’s parents, and (3) the impact of PD on TAs’ attitudes 
toward multilingualism.

In sum, the present study highlights the effect of PD on 
TAs, as a neglected and under-researched population in 
terms of educational investment. To the best of our knowl-
edge, most studies in this area were conducted among early 
childhood teachers; very little is known about TAs’ self-
efficacy to work with children and parents, and even less 
is known about TAs’ self-efficacy to work with LCDC and 
their parents. In the following sections, we will discuss the 
results in detail.

The Impact of PD on TAs’ Self‑efficacy to Work 
with LCDC and Parents

Teacher–parent relationships are intertwined with wide-
ranging social-cultural dynamics (Dusi, 2012). These rela-
tionships are affected by individual behaviors and attitudes, 
which are influenced by social and cultural orientation (Bang 
et al., 2021). Although it is well known that teacher–parent 
relationships have great value for children’s development 
and functioning, most preschool teachers and TAs do not 
receive training to work with parents, in general, and with 
parents from different cultures, in particular. Epstein (2013) 
noted that teachers need to know how to facilitate positive 
and respectful interactions with parents and to convey the 
message that they value parents’ input on their children’s 
education. However, not all preservice teachers, or teachers 
in general, naturally possess strong communication skills 
(Epstein, 2018). The development of effective communica-
tion skills requires a structured process and opportunities for 
practice (Kaplan Toren & Buchholz, 2019). In the present 
study, prior to PD, TAs’ self-efficacy to work with parents 

was lower than after PD, and in the qualitative analysis prior 
to PD, parents were not even mentioned.

Due to lack of training in this area, most of the teach-
ers felt unprepared for effective engagement with fami-
lies. According to teachers’ reports, parents ignored their 
requests, did not follow preschool norms, or had different 
expectations about teaching and learning. Thus, teach-
ers often expressed negative attitudes toward parents, 
voiced concerns, and were reluctant to work with parents 
(Mahmood, 2013). The changes in TAs’ attitudes toward 
parents after PD, as reflected in our findings, strongly sup-
port TAs’ need for PD.

The Impact of PD on TAs’ Attitudes Toward 
Multilingualism and Multicultural Children

Multicultural education is essential for the development of 
the values of democracy and social justice, such as equity, 
justice, respect, and equality (Nieto, 2000). However, ste-
reotypical perceptions and potential cultural bias are wide-
spread even among educators (Kaplan Toren et al., 2018).

Studies have shown that interventions can affect stereo-
typical perceptions and potential cultural bias toward mul-
ticulturalism (Kumar et al., 2022). For example, Kumar and 
Hamer (2013) showed that preservice training can positively 
shape preservice teachers’ attitudes toward culturally diverse 
students and can encourage them to employ adaptive class-
room practices. In the present study, changes were found 
in TAs’ attitudes toward multilingualism, but experience 
showed that to preserve this change, continued accompani-
ment and training are required (Kirsch & Aleksic, 2018).

In addition, the present research demonstrated positive 
changes in TAs’ emotions after PD. As Bandura (1989) 
suggested, people’s self-beliefs can affect their cognitive, 
affective, or motivational processes. Moreover, “a resilient 
sense of efficacy enhances socio-cognitive functioning in the 
relevant domain in many ways. People who have high assur-
ance in their capabilities approach difficult tasks as chal-
lenges to be mastered rather than as threats to be avoided. 
Such an affirmative orientation fosters interest and increases 
involvement in activities. They set themselves challenging 
goals and maintain strong commitment to them” (Bandura, 
1989, p. 731). In other words, people with high self-efficacy 
in the relevant domain are more likely to be active agents 
and to make things happen; their motivation contributes to 
their positive emotions. Thus, Waters and Sun (2016) found 
that parents who participated in strength-based intervention, 
when compared to a control group, showed higher self-effi-
cacy (i.e., greater confidence and perceived ability to raise 
their children successfully) and positive emotions when 
thinking about their children. In the context of the current 
study, TAs’ PD helps them feel that their work in preschool 
is effective. By learning to identify a multicultural child’s 
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needs and improving TA’s skills to work with multicultural 
children, TAs’ self-efficacy increased and their emotions in 
regard to working with multicultural children were more 
positive.

Conclusion

This study made several contributions to our understanding 
of PD designed for TAs. First, since this PD was shown to 
be essential, there is a need for TA training programs with 
the aim of preparing them for an effective relationship with 
LCDC and their parents. Researchers recommended that 
teacher-training programs be focused on asking questions 
at meetings with parents, paraphrasing, reflecting on con-
tent and feelings, holding summarizing and closing sessions, 
as well as using nonverbal communication (Symeou et al., 
2012). Second, the training should be based on learning 
through experience focused not only on increasing teach-
ers’ knowledge about the benefits of positive parent engage-
ment, but also on providing teachers with opportunities to 
practice effective research-based strategies for engaging par-
ents (Bachellier, 2015; Kaplan & Buchholz, 2019). Third, it 
appeared that even a brief PD followed by professional net-
working enhanced TAs’ agency enactment, as expressed in 
their reflections on challenging events in meeting the needs 
of LCDC.

Limitations

This study had two main limitations: One was the sample 
characteristics, as TAs in this study had relatively low lev-
els of education, were from multilingual backgrounds, and 
had immigration experience. Most of the TAs were either 
bilingual or multilingual and therefore, the sample is not 
necessarily representative. Accordingly, future studies are 
recommended to examine TAs from a variety of populations 
that do not necessarily have multilingual backgrounds. The 
second limitation was that the PD was accompanied by other 
activities; that is, the TAs participated in a professional net-
work meeting to discuss issues related to LCD classrooms. 
Therefore, the results of this study might be related also to 
TAs’ engagement in professional discussion groups.
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