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Abstract

Research in the field of minority language maintenance and loss regards the fam-
ily as the central driving force in children’s language socialization within the
context of both minority and majority languages. The present review of current
literature focuses on the emerging field of family language policy and addresses
the following three components: ideology, management and practice. The inte-
grated survey reviews research on the intra-family factors that can drive family
language policy, the manner in which parents (mostly immigrants) and children
cope with the minority-majority language reality, and the ways in which parents
conduct their language policy at home.
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ogy.

1. The scope of the present review

From its inception, research in the field of language maintenance and shift
has underscored the critical role of the family in the preservation of immi-
grant and ethnic minority languages (also referred to here as L1; home lan-
guage, or heritage language). The review focuses on the newly emerging field
of family language policy, which according to King et al. (2008) “provides an
integrated overview of research on how languages are managed, learned and
negotiated within families” (2008: 907). In particular, the present paper fo-
cuses on how parents (mostly immigrants) face the challenges of the minority-
majority language reality, in which children generally grow up with the minority
language spoken at home and the majority language spoken in the commu-
nity.
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Research on family language policy (FLP) incorporates analysis of language
ideology, practice and management, which were classified by Spolsky (2004) as
components of the language policy model with respect to the speech community.
In distinguishing these three components, Spolsky (2004: 5) notes “. . . language
practices – the habitual pattern of selecting among the varieties that make up
its linguistic repertoire; its language beliefs or ideology – the beliefs about
language and language use; and any specific efforts to modify or influence that
practice by any kind of language intervention, planning or management.” Using
this model at the family level enables us to integrate the separate components
within a structural, flexible, and expandable framework.

Although the concept of FLP has been defined only recently, existing re-
search surveys reveal that a focus on family language ideology, practice, and
management arouses keen interest worldwide. The present review of a narrow
period (approximately 1998–2008) includes research that takes a close look,
from a socio-linguistic and socio-psychological perspective, at the full com-
plexity that parents face in their efforts to transmit the home language to the
second-generation immigrants and ethnic minority children. Therefore, the re-
view addresses the studies that investigated: (a) the role of the family in home
language maintenance; (b) intra-family factors related to FLP; (c) family lan-
guage ideology and practice; (d) family language practice and management;
(e) the challenges of FLP; (f) methodologies of FLP research; and (g) further
research directions. Note that the questions of language contact, social networks,
and friendship networks are not within the scope of the present review.

2. The role of the family in home language maintenance

The family is considered to be an extremely important domain for studying
language policy because of its critical role in forming the child’s linguistic
environment. Fishman (1991), an early proponent of proactive language main-
tenance research, called for a reversal of language shift (RLS) through efforts
to retain ethnic languages at the level of the family and the community. Ac-
cording to Fishman (1991), the family contains a natural boundary that serves
as a bulwark against outside pressures. Association with intimacy and privacy
makes the family particularly resistant to outside competition and substitution.
Although the modern urban family has lost much of its socialization power, it is
nevertheless “the most common and inescapable basis of mother tongue trans-
mission, bonding, use and stabilization” (1991: 94). Fishman (2001) showed
that the desire to maintain and transmit the home language is not anti-modern
and represents a welcome alternative to complete globalization. More specifi-
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cally, Fishman (2000) identified the most important point of intergenerational
language transfer as the use of the ethnic language at home by women of
childbearing age with their children, because the family and community are
critical for the maintenance of the home language. Therefore, focusing on the
nuclear traditional family with children we can explore more closely the chil-
dren’s language socialization within the context of both minority and majority
languages (Spolsky 2007), in other words, the way in which “younger chil-
dren . . . through interactions with older and more experienced persons, acquire
the knowledge and practices that are necessary for them to function as, and be
regarded as, competent members of the communities” (Garrett and Baquedano-
Lopez 2002: 341).

3. Intra-family factors of FLP

Several elements in the family’s background appear to be related to FLP. In ex-
ploring the factors closely linked to the parents’ decision on whether to abandon
or reinforce the heritage language, some of the studies refer to elements in the
social and community background, which are outside the family domain, as for
example ethnolinguistic vitality aspects (Giles et al. 1977) and community lan-
guage acculturation patterns (such as power relationships) (Lambert and Taylor
1996). The present review focuses on several demographic, socio-cultural, and
psychological factors that were found to be directly related to family background
and could drive FLP.

3.1. Family structure

Family structure, in particular the presence of older children and sibling posi-
tion, plays an importance role in intergenerational L1 transmission (Baker 2001;
Fishman 1991; Harris 1995; Spolsky 2007; Wong Fillmore 1991). Older sib-
lings seems to play an essential role in the language socialization of the younger
ones (Kyratzis 2004; Spolsky 2007; Zhu and Li 2005), but the direction of their
influence remains equivocal. Spolsky (2007) argues that the older children bring
the majority language into the home and speak it occasionally with the parents
and regularly with younger siblings. There is accumulating evidence about the
role of older siblings as mediators in the younger siblings’ majority language
literacy among immigrant families (Gregory 2004; La Piedra and Romo 2003).
However, there is also the opposite example of interaction between older and
siblings in the case of the multi-children family described by Kopeliovich (forth-
coming). In this family, all the siblings followed their mother’s rules of strictly



174 Mila Schwartz

speaking the home language with infants and toddlers at least until they started
their formal preschool education. We know that the older siblings affect FLP,
but we lack detailed studies and have few clear indications regarding actual
language interactions between siblings at home.

3.2. Parental education

Findings concerning parental education are inconsistent. It has often been
claimed that ethno-linguistic minorities need a strong educational experience
in their own language and tradition in order to maintain their mother tongue
and ethnic identity (Kloss 1966; Lambert and Taylor 1996; Allard and Landry
1992). King and Fogle (2006) found a high level of education relative to the to-
tal population among American families promoting heritage language retention
and bilingual education. At the same time, Doucet (1991) and Harres (1989)
found that the opposite was true, so that the higher the educational level of
the informants was, the greater their shift away from L1 usage. Results con-
cerning socio-economic status (SES) were also contradictory: some families
of lower SES were favorably disposed toward language shift, whereas families
from higher SES favored language maintenance (Williams 1987; Lambert and
Taylor 1996). However, other studies point in the opposite direction, indicating
that high SES is likely to result in language shift (Harres 1989).

3.3. Acculturation of the parents

Another important factor affecting FLP is the parents’ acculturation to the host
country’s culture. Acculturation is the process of adapting to a new culture. It
has been found that the younger the age of the immigrant at arrival, the greater
the language shift is (Doucet 1991). Age at arrival was also found to correlate
with linguistic habits and behaviors, with older members of the community be-
ing the more traditional speakers and using L1 more frequently (Clyne 1982).
Similarly, the length of residence of immigrant families in the host country
was observed to be strongly associated with both L2 proficiency and L1 attri-
tion among immigrant children (Baker 2001). The longer the time spent in the
host country, the better the command of L2 was and the greater the language
shift.

Finally, cultural identification with the host country and the country of origin
are significant factors in the formation of FLP among immigrants. For exam-
ple, Pease-Alvarez (2003) conducted in-depth interviews with 63 parents who
were first and second generation immigrants from Mexico in California. The
findings point to a strong tendency of some participants to abandon the use of
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Spanish with their children and adopt English monolingual norms and Anglo
values in an effort to improve their social status and new cultural identity, and
to enjoy the benefits associated with becoming Americans. In another example,
research on the recent wave of Russian-Jewish immigrants to Israel shows both
the powerful assertion of the immigrants’ original cultural identity (Russian)
and their openness to possessing a strong Jewish identity (Ben-Rafael et al.
1997; Donitsa-Schmidt 1999). In sum, it is clear that the cultural identity of the
immigrant parents is strongly linked to interfamily aspects (e.g., economic and
social status of the language minority group, language and culture pride and
awareness).

3.4. Family cohesiveness and emotional relations

Research conducted by Wong Fillmore (2000), Okita (2002) and Tannenbaum
(2005) addressed directly for the first time the emotional aspects of home lan-
guage maintenance or loss. The preservation of L1 was found to be relevant not
only to the survival of the minority language from a purely linguistic perspective,
but also as a link between the generations and cultural values of the ethnolin-
guistic group (Wong Fillmore 2000; Tannenbaum and Howie 2002). Children
are brought up to become members of their cultural group in part by the way in
which their parents interact and use heritage language with them, especially in
early childhood. Parents often view the children’s socialization into their culture
through use of the home language as a positive symbol of cultural pride and a
tool that strengthens family cohesion. By contrast, a language shift in the family
leads by the children (Spolsky 2004, 2007), can be expressed in the conflicting
intergenerational talks about social, cultural and linguistic practice (Caldas and
Caron-Caldas 2002; Hua 2008) and has a negative effect on family relations if
adults and children speak different languages (Wong Fillmore 2000).

The parents’initial decision on language maintenance or shift may be strongly
related to complex emotional processes. Tannenbaum (2005) analyzed the link
between past and present family relations on one hand and home language
maintenance on the other among immigrant families in Australia in light of
psychological motives and emotional aspects. To the extent that home language
maintenance can serve as a powerful tool for cohesion between generations
of immigrants, its loss can contribute greatly to creating emotional distance
between past and present. Tannenbaum (2005) brings several examples of im-
migrant narratives reflecting a tendency to build a barrier between their painful
childhood experiences in the country of origin and their present “rehabilitation”
in the host country through L1 loss and shifting to L2 in family communication.
Lina, who immigrated to Australia from the former Soviet Union (FSU), ac-
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knowledged her conscious choice of English (L2) for family language practice
as her way to build a “different kind of family” than hers was:

I realized that I had hoped to have a completely different life, a different family.
I didn’t want to raise my boys like my parents had raised me . . . I was never very
close to my brother and sister, and never knew much about my parents’ own life.
They did not tell me much about themselves, about their problems, about their
own childhood. (Tannenbaum 2005: 237)

Tannenbaum (2005) noted that the barriers immigrants erect between their past
and present as a way to establish a “different family” do not work: “Their failure
to use their mother tongue with their children may be one aspect of the tendency
to detach themselves from their own past and both [parents] feel that, to some
extent, it is alienating them from their sons.” (Tannenbaum 2005: 245).

Okita (2002) also described the phenomenon of native language avoidance
among Japanese mothers in the UK married to English men. These mothers de-
cided at the outset to use English with their children. The reasons for parents not
to speak their native language with their children have to do with their attitudes
and personal experiences with ethnicity. Okita identified two reasons underlying
the choice of English, both linked to the mothers’childhood experiences: dislike
of the “Japanese way” of relating to children and avoiding the preservation of old
ties with their families in Japan. These mothers reported negative experiences
with their families in Japan.

Well, it was always work, work, work. We hardly had dinner together, just on New
Year’s Day . . . Family ties . . . I didn’t have it . . . My father did what he wanted
to do and my mother suffered from it. (Fumi Findlay in Okita 2002: 92)

Moreover, the Japanese language is strongly associated with the behavior pat-
terns of the “Japanese way”.

When I speak in Japanese, I become like a Japanese mother and I don’t like it.
(Mrs. Inwood in Okita 2002: 92)

In sum, in-depth investigation of the interaction between the parental decision
about the language of childrearing is a critical step in the realization of FLP.
Focusing on the inner world of immigrants by means of ethnographic interviews
contributes a new perspective to the study of home language retention as a social
and psychological phenomenon.
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4. Family language ideology and practice

Resent research on FLP exposes the full complexity and non-linearity of re-
lationships between parental language ideology and actual language practice
and management. On one hand, developmental psychologists suggest that par-
ents’ ideas motivate their practices, which in turn are strong determinants of
the children’s development (De Houwer 1999; Johnson and Martin 1985). In
both monolingual and bilingual contexts, children’s linguistic environments are
shaped to a large degree by the parents’ beliefs and attitudes, which constitute
the primary environments of early childhood. Parental beliefs about how chil-
dren acquire language or languages (L1 or L2) and about their own roles in this
process appear to have a substantial effect on the parents’ linguistic behavior
(language practice and management) toward their children (De Houwer 1999;
Spolsky 2007). For example, Barkhuizen (2006) found that Afrikaans-speaking
South African immigrant parents in New Zealand believed that their children’s
transition to English would be smooth if they were socialized in English during
the pre-immigration stage.

On the other hand, the declared language ideology of one or both parents
does not necessarily coincide with the strategies followed consciously or uncon-
sciously in language practice with children (De Houwer 1999; Goodz 1994; King
2000; Kopeliovich forthcoming; Schwartz 2008; Spolsky 2004). For example,
in a dramatic description of the parents’ feelings of dissatisfaction with L1 trans-
mission, Kopeliovich (forthcoming) investigated FLP in one immigrant family
from the FSU in Israel. Using in-depth interviews and observations, Kopeliovich
uncovered the hidden sides of FLP and showed how the pro-activist mother
gradually reconsidered her LP and renounced her strategy of overt interference
with the children linguistic behavior. The children’s resistance to use of Russian
(L1) at home after immigration to Israel, and sharp conflicts within the family
forced the mother to look for new solutions and change her “Russian only”
practice at home. Furthermore, her awareness of the inconsistency between her
ideology and the actual language practice was painful and disappointing. This
discrepancy has also been observed at the structural linguistic level. For instance,
contact-linguistic analysis (Myers-Scotton 2002) of mother-child communica-
tion revealed many types of contact varieties combining Hebrew and Russian
elements within the mother’s discourse.

Along the same lines, Schwartz (2008) found discrepancies between immi-
grant parents’ declared commitment to L1 maintenance among second gener-
ation Russian-Hebrew speaking children and their reports of actual language
practice with their children and of written language management at home. Al-
though almost all parents reported having positive attitudes toward Russian
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language preservation, only 27% stated that they themselves conducted reading
instruction. Moreover, in families that practice code-mixing, the second gener-
ation showed lesser knowledge of Russian (L1) vocabulary. At the same time, it
was found that the children’s positive attitude toward the development of both
languages at home and toward heritage literacy acquisition at school contributed
significantly to their lexical knowledge of L1. Thus, the children’s reports about
their attitudes toward L1 maintenance, in contrast to those of their parents, seem
to reflect the real family language policy and appear to be an indicator of the ef-
fectiveness of their parents’efforts to preserve the Russian language at home. To
conclude, the data reveal that the links between the parents’ language ideology,
practice, and management may be indirect and even conflicting.

5. Practice and management

Family language practice refers to patterns of language choice and preference
within the family and in different contexts. This practice could reflect socio-
cultural changes in intergenerational interactions within immigrant families.
Hua’s (2008) qualitative study of Chinese immigrant families in the UK vividly
displayed conflict talk between Chinese mothers and their second generation
adolescent children. The mothers positioned their cultural norms and customs
(i.e., the cultural principle of reciprocity) which are valued in Chinese ethnic
communities while the children, in turn, tried to challenge the family’s socio-
cultural values. Both the mothers and the children used a wide repertoire of
linguistic resources (e.g., codeswitching from English to Mandarin and vice
versa, children’s choice of the English pronoun you instead of the Chinese polite
form nin when speaking to their mothers) in order to stress their socio-cultural
perspectives.

Furthermore, recent studies by Caldas and Caron-Caldas (2000, 2002)
pointed out that children’s preferences for either of their two languages is highly
sensitive to environmental context. The researchers coined the term “children’s
bilingual preference”, which they measured by constructing a bilingual pref-
erence ratio (BPR), aiming to understand the effect of external and internal
influences on the language preferences of their own three English-French speak-
ing bilingual children as they progressed through adolescence. They calculated
the BPR weekly using audio-taped recordings of family mealtime conversation
over a period of six years in which the family spent the school years in English-
speaking Louisiana and summer vocations in French-speaking Québec. The par-
ents, a native French-speaking Canadian mother and a native English-speaking
father, decided to raise their children in a predominantly French-speaking home.
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Consequently, both parents strongly supported a preference for French in family
communication. During the academic year, the children were exposed to pre-
dominantly English speaking in Louisiana, but the twin girls were enrolled in a
French immersion program during 5 years of the 6 years of the study, whereas
their older brother spent only one semester in that school. In Québec, the children
lived in an entirely French-speaking social environment.

Upon entering adolescence, the older son’s language behavior underwent a
striking shift in preference to the socially dominant English, as an expression of
disengagement from family control. The boy also began to tease his sisters for
speaking French. In time, the twins’ French-speaking also dropped dramatically
despite the fact that they were enrolled in a French immersion program and had
friends from French-speaking homes. Thus, despite the predominantly native
French- speaking milieu, the adolescents preferred English as the vernacular
for both peer-peer social function and communication with their parents. At the
same time, during their relatively short involvement within the French-speaking
Québec context, all three children manifested massive growth in the number
of French words spoken around the family dinner table, in particular after re-
turning from summer camp. In sum, this in-depth case study underscored the
overwhelming influence of peer control on language practice when the children
enter adolescence. The data support the Group Socialization Theory (Harris
1995). It stresses that children favor the behavioral system of the peer group
outside the home over the one they acquire at home. Harris used the case of
bilingual families to illustrate this claim because ethnic minority children tend
to shift from the heritage language to the dominant one and acquire the pronun-
ciation of their peers rather than that of their parents.

Although the parents were shocked by the pervasive nature of the social
force and felt helpless in their efforts to maintain French, they did not attempt
to impose their language ideology by rigid rules.

There is sufficient data on immigrant adults’ language preferences (Donitsa-
Schmidt 1999; Fishman 1991; Hakuta and D’Andrea 1992; La Piedra and Romo
2003).These studies provide clear evidence for domain separation, that is, a pref-
erence for the home language in the private domain (for example, in intimate
communication with spouse and children) and the use of L2 largely in public
domain (at work and within the framework of host country institutions, such as
government agencies). There is less data about the children’s language prefer-
ences.To investigate this issue,Tannenbaum (2003) administered questionnaires
to 307 children, aged 8 to 11 years, living in Sydney, Australia, and to one of
their immigrant parents from various ethnic backgrounds. The findings suggest
that parents and children differ in their language maintenance patterns: whereas
parents differentiated between the public and intimate domains even when com-
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municating with their child, and were rather context sensitive, the children’s
choices of language were not linked to specific domains of interaction with the
parents, with a strong tendency to use the majority language across domains.
These findings have been attributed to the possible lack of relevance of domain
separation for children for whom intimate interactions do not result in higher
use of the home language and may not be tied to closeness, as is the case for their
parents. In analyzing this finding, Tannenbaum (2003) suggested that the lack
of domain effect among the children may also be explained by methodological
constraints, namely by the fact that the focus was only on the children’s language
interactions with parents, which may restrict the generalizability of the data.

Family language management refers to “efforts to control the language of
family members, especially children” (Spolsky 2007: 430). It starts with the
parents’ decision about the language choice to be used with the children. This
initial decision is considered to be a crucial factor in L1 retention (Fishman
1991; Spolsky 2007). At the same time, the absence of an explicit decision
concerning initial language choice in communication with the children may be
interpreted, according to Spolsky and Shohamy (1999), as an absence of a con-
scious and knowledgeable FLP. Okita (2002) and Schwartz et al. (forthcoming)
found that in reality bilingual family decisions regarding initial language use
do not always involve clear processes and arise at times spontaneously, without
discussion. The unplanned pattern of parental behavior may simply reflect the
fact that most of the parents are not professional linguists (Okita 2002). This
pattern can also be attributed to the shortage of educational professionals and of
specialized literature on raising bilingual children in countries without a long-
standing tradition of training professional staff for bilingual education (e.g.,
Israel, France). Finally, as was suggested by Schwartz (2008), the absence of a
clearly defined decision at the family level may also reflect a common situation
in the country or region of the family’s residence regarding language practice,
as in the case of Israel, where there is no law defining state LP (Spolsky and
Shohamy 1999).

We distinguish two central tendencies in the data on family language man-
agement: first, seeking external control for FLP by searching for a supporting
socio-linguistic environment; second, controlling the home language environ-
ment (establishing family cultural traditions and rituals strongly associated with
L1 or a regime of penalties and rewards for using a particular language at home).
Note that all these tendencies may co-exist within a single family and appear in
considerably modified presentations under different conditions.
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5.1. External control for FLP

It has been found that parents, searching for external control for a supporting
socio-linguistic environment, can plan several relevant strategies and imple-
ment them. For example, in his study of FLP among Afrikaans-speaking South
African immigrants living in New Zealand Barkhuizen (2006) used in-depth nar-
rative interviews and found a tendency among parents to plan for their children’s
maximum exposure to L1, including the choice of suburbs with a high concen-
tration of South African immigrants. Recall that in the case of the three bilin-
gual English-French speaking adolescents (Caldas and Caron-Caldas 2002),
it was the external situation (enrolling the children in an all-French speaking
biking excursion and summer camp in Québec) rather than the parents’ prac-
tices and wishes that accounted for their preference for French over English at
home.

The choice of bilingual education serves as an important link in the practi-
cal realization of family language ideology. There is clear consensus about the
critical role of early education in the maintenance and intergenerational trans-
mission of the minority language (Baker 2001; Fishman 1991; Spolsky 2007;
Wong Fillmore 1991). Baker (2001) distinguished two forms of early education
for second generation immigrants: weak forms, in which children are educated
only through the medium of the majority language, and strong forms, that per-
mit substantial support for the children’s L1 maintenance in an environment of
two reciprocally enriching languages and cultures. Note that ‘strong’ bilingual
education creates an additive bilingual environment (Lambert 1975), in which
there is substantial support for children to maintain their L1 as they acquire
an additional language. By contrast, acquisition of the majority language (L2)
at the expense of the children’s L1, as in a case of ‘weak’ bilingual schooling,
results in a subtractive bilingual environment.

What are the distinctive characteristics of parents who choose bilingual edu-
cation for their children? King and Fogle (2006) aimed primarily at providing an
in-depth description of how parents initially establish their family language pol-
icy and decide about the children’s education. Twenty-four middle-class, highly
educated parents in the U.S. participated in the ethnographic interviews and re-
ported on their motives for choosing a bilingual environment for their Spanish-
English speaking children. The study found that parents often relate critically
to any source of available advice or information concerning the education of
minority language children. Moreover, even when the parents explained their
choice of additive bilingualism by reference to the popular press and parenting
advice literature, they were motivated primarily by their personal experience
with language learning and practice in their childhood and in their extended
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family. Many parents believed that they had missed opportunities by not being
educated bilingually, which shaped their decision to raise their children within
an additive context. Furthermore, the parents’ personal sources of information
were often linked to a critical evaluation of their relatives’ decisions not to ex-
pose their children to the heritage language. Thus, the parents’ decisions about
bilingual education emerged as an effort to provide good parenting to their chil-
dren against a background of unsuccessful examples from their own childhood
or that of other family members.

To explore the factors favoring the choice of early bilingual vs. monolingual
education among second generation immigrants, Schwartz et al. (forthcoming)
proposed an extended model of FLP by combining two components: the context
of FLP and its consequences. The context refers to the structure of the family
(marital status and the number and order of children), its socio-economic status
and educational level; variables related to the parents’ acculturation in the host
country (duration of residence in the host country, age at immigration, educa-
tion in the host country, and cultural self-identification); the child’s history; the
parents’ language competence, and their attitudes and expectations regarding
the child. The consequences of FLP refer to the child’s language competence;
changes in the child’s language competence and practice upon entering an ed-
ucational institutions; and the parents’ satisfaction with these institutions. The
research population consisted of young adult Russian-speaking immigrants to
Israel from the former Soviet Union (FSU). The study has shown that variations
in the parents’choice of bilingual vs. monolingual education can be explained in
part by three factors related to FLP and its background: the number of children
in the family, the parents’ identification with Russian culture, and the children’s
well-being as a motivating factor in the choice of educational setting. The sig-
nificant link between the parents’ preference for bilingual education and the
relatively small number of children in the family has been explained by two
complementary factors. First, it is possible that couples with fewer children
have more opportunities for offering early bilingual education to their children
than have couples with more children because of diminished time pressure and
fewer competing demands. Second, it is possible that in a single-child family
language management is free of the sibling effect that promotes L2 shift, which
may have a covert effect on the parents’decision on educational choice. Findings
also suggest that the parents’ choice of bilingual education has been motivated
not only by pure reasons of L1 maintenance but also by so-called ‘non-language’
related factors such as the quality of education, student-teacher relations, and
the quality of the educational facilities.

In establishing outside control of the socio-linguistic environment, parents
can rely on ethnic religious institutions to provide second generation children



Family language policy 183

with a context for enhancing both their home language and their identity. Park
and Sarkar (2007), who explored Korean immigrant parents’ attitudes toward
heritage language maintenance in Canada, found that parents view the Korean
church, which promotes Korean heritage schools and worship services, as a key
instrument for “creating social, linguistic, and cultural centers” (Park and Sarkar
2007: 229) for immigrants and the second generation.

5.2. Internal control for FLP

When parents enforce their authority, especially when the children are very
young, they may insist on the children complying with the language policies
they favor. The pro-activist mother in Kopeliovich’s (forthcoming) study re-
ported on her vigorous interference with her children’s language choice, coerc-
ing them to use Russian (L1), upbraiding them for code-switching to L2, and
correcting L1 mistakes during the first years in the host country. The mother
acknowledged, however, these strategies were “futile and exhausting” (Kope-
liovich forthcoming: 17), and resulted in confrontations with the children. At
the same time, according to the children’s reports, the father’s non-deliberate
tactics of language management, by establishing family cultural traditions and
rituals strongly associated with L1, were rather fruitful. The father succeeded
in influencing the children to use Russian by choosing attractive texts from
Russian literature, becoming “an infinite source of bilingual humor based on
Hebrew-Russian word puns, rhymes, deliberate misinterpretation of culturally
unique idioms . . . ” (Kopeliovich forthcoming: 14). Kopeliovich concluded that
the father’s approach to L1 retention was based on stressing the bilingual phe-
nomenon as asset and not as a burden by intermingling the two languages in
joyful play.

6. Challenges of FLP

Some of the studies presented above suggest that the process of raising chil-
dren bilingually requires intellectual and emotional investment and appears to
be frustrating and burdensome. Okita (2002), Pease-Alvarez (2003) and Caldas
and Carol-Caldas (2002) have examined the efforts related to heritage language
transmission with reference to the notion of ‘invisible work’ or emotionally de-
manding work. As noted above, Okita (2002) analyzed the invisible work of
minority language transmission in intermarried Japanese-British families. Her
approach to Japanese language transmission within these families is greatly
inspired by the views of DeVault (1987) and Delphy and Leonard (1992) on



184 Mila Schwartz

the nature of housework as invisible and emotionally demanding work. Accord-
ing to De Vault (1987), family work includes complicated invisible work such
as planning and management (monitoring and controlling the children, coor-
dinating schedules, and organizing events). This work is invisible “because it
is largely mental”, distributed over time, and becoming visible only when it
is not completed. Okita’s (2002) concept of invisible work includes the term
“pro-activist mothers” who are highly motivated to transfer Japanese to their
children. These full-time homemakers reported having difficulty in coping with
conflicting language demands, especially when they felt personal responsibil-
ity for their children’s perceived limitation in English because of the mothers’
Japanese language project. Feeling that the school’s acceptance of bilingualism
was contingent upon “doing very well in English”, part of them gradually aban-
doned their use of Japanese. At the same time, they experienced a conflict when
it later became apparent that their children did not learn Japanese. Another out-
come of active Japanese nurturing has been discouraging their English-speaking
partners from active participation in childrearing. Okita stressed the emotional
demands involved in raising bilingual children in intermarried families. The de-
mands were manifest in at least four areas: dealing with internal conflicts such
as the ones described above, balancing the various needs of the family, the need
for continuous monitoring, and feeling responsible for the children mastering
both languages.

The pro-activist mothers studied by Okita’s were able to devote themselves
full-time for child rearing. By contrast, in the families of Mexican descent
investigated by Pease-Alvarez (2003), the immigrant mothers who continue to
be the active language-socialization agents available to their children had to
work outside the home, resulting in weaker Spanish (L1) retention at home.
For example, Ms. Suarez described how the need to work outside the home
hampered her efforts to maintain the heritage language:

I think a lot of parents are working and I don’t think they have the time to get
their kids . . . . It’s a lot of work. And I have to say that first hand that I wish I
could sit and spend a couple of hours a day because I’m sure I could teach them
as well as the school could and you know that’s so expensive. We don’t have the
time.You know we are living at such a fast paced life. Everything is so expensive,
two working parents, you are constantly going, so you basically just let it go, and
they start to lose it. (Pease-Alvarez 2003: 18)

In addressing the emotional demands of raising children bilingually, Caldas and
Caron-Caldas (2002) noted their astonishment and shock when despite their
efforts to maintain the French language in the home (the mother’s L1) in a
context of English dominance, the children’s command of French deteriorated
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substantially when they entered adolescence, to the point of causing irritation
to the parents.

The data suggest the presence of a gap between the parents’ role as language
teachers (see Döpke 1988, 1992) who are expected to insist on minority lan-
guage use and employ language teaching techniques possibly acquired through
professional counseling, and the reality within authentic families.

7. FLP research methodologies

There is great diversity of methodological tools used to investigate FLP, which
may constrain the ability to compare the data and generalize the findings. At
the same time, the variety of tools reflects the complexity of FLP research,
which addresses a wide range of socio-linguistic contexts and demands an inter-
disciplinary approach.

Perhaps the most frequent method used in FLP research is the qualitative
approach manifest in in-depth, semi-structured interviews. The importance of
interviews cannot be over-emphasized because they provide a sensitive method
for understanding the processes taking place within the family. At the same
time, there is a growing tendency for methodological triangulation in FLP re-
search, with multiple methods required to explore the largely invisible pro-
cesses and influences that arise in the course of intergenerational language
transmission within families (Kopeliovich forthcoming; Okita 2002; Tannen-
baum 2003).

For example, Okita (2002) proposed a two-stage approach for data collection,
first investigating the distinctive features of the target community (Japanese-
British intermarried families in the UK) in a general sense through an ex-
ploratory survey, then, providing in-depth, qualitative insight into the family
language policy and childrearing, using the life story method in separate, semi-
structured interviews of mothers and fathers. Combining quantitative and qual-
itative approaches, FLP researchers can identify the common characteristics of
families belonging to a distinct community or sub-group. The rich source of
descriptive data obtained from the survey forms the background for the deeper
understanding of unique processes involved in FLP within one or several fami-
lies of the target group.

Discussing the mixing of methods, Brannen emphasized the importance of
these strategies, generally understood as “more than one method of investigation
and hence more than one type of data” (Brannen 1992: 11). Mackey and Gass
defined methodological triangulation as a methodology that “entails the use of
multiple, independent methods of obtaining data in a single investigation in order
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to arrive at the same research findings” (Mackey and Gass 2005: 181). Johnson
saw the value of triangulation in that it “reduces observer or interviewer bias and
enhances the validity and reliability of the information” (Johnson 1992: 146).
In sum, the growing practice of using qualitative and quantitative data in FLP
research demonstrates that the two research approaches should not be viewed
as opposing poles in a dichotomy but rather as complementary tools for inves-
tigating complex phenomena.

Another important methodological issue in FLP research is the incorporation
of the children’s perspectives in the parental data. Until now, relatively few
studies collected data on FLP from both parents and children. At the same time,
using the children’s reports on FLP, observing their language socialization, and
measuring their L1/L2 mastery can strengthen considerably the validity of data
collected from parents. When considering the strengths and limitations of the
data derived from children’s reports, we should be take into account that (a) even
if we cannot assume that the children’s views are fully reflected in what they say,
they are not likely to try to please the researcher by providing expected answers
during the interviews (i.e., the halo effect), and (b) the children’s language
ideology seems to be affected considerably both by parental language ideology
and by the actual implementation of the language policy at home.

8. Further research directions

The present review focused on the social, psychological, educational, and lin-
guistic facets of intergenerational language transmission by applying Spolsky’s
model of LP in a family context. The empirical data reflect the complexity and
sometimes inconsistency of the parents’ invisible work invested in the children’s
socialization in the home language.Although the notion of FLP is relatively new,
the studies described above contributed significantly to our understanding of the
FLP phenomenon and established a productive basis for the future research. At
the same time, questions still outnumber the answers. First, there is a need for fo-
cused research on FLP to address the links between its components, taking into
accounts its background and consequences by applying methodological triangu-
lation. It is still unclear to what extent the parents’ethnic roots are related to their
FLP, what are the unique FLP features of various ethno-linguistic communities,
and what are those applicable to other ethno-linguistic communities.

Additional questions concern the longitudinal consequences of FLP and the
manner in which it changes over time and possible directions in modifying the
FLP as the children grow older. It is reasonable to assume that the parents’
language strategies with pre-school children differ from those with children



Family language policy 187

in elementary school and with adolescents. Given that the role of peers in the
language socialization of bilingual children increases, as the children grow older,
it would be important to observe, for example, parents’ tendency to seek better
suited environments for L1 retention (Caldas and Caron-Caldas 2002; Spolsky
2007).

Finally, as the main criterion of successful FLP is the children’s progress in
L1, adding objective measures of linguistic behavior (e.g., conducting lexical
and morpho-syntactic knowledge tests) could verify and reinforce the FLP data
collected based on the parents’ and children’s perceptions. There is a need for
insight into bilingual homes to examine language strategies within authentic en-
vironments, using ethnographic observations.These methodological approaches
can contribute to the validity of research. Finally, future research must also take
into account the interdisciplinary nature of FLP and bring together such disci-
plines as linguistics, sociology, and education to promote research in this area.
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