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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Social and affective domain in home language development and maintenance research, volume II





1 Introduction

The second volume of Social and affective domain in home language development and maintenance research continues to advance a crucial shift in multilingualism research: from viewing home language development primarily as a cognitive or structural phenomenon to understanding it as deeply embedded in emotional, relational, and societal processes. This ecological and relational perspective resonates with Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological systems theory, which conceptualizes development as emerging from dynamic interactions across nested social environments, and with subsequent work emphasizing the role of identity and investment in language learning (Darvin and Norton, 2015). Across diverse contexts—including migrant, refugee, Indigenous, and diaspora communities—this Research Topic foregrounds how affect, identity, agency, wellbeing, and communication ecologies shape language maintenance and transmission. The contributions gathered in this volume span family language policy, educational transitions, digital mediation, intergenerational relationships, cultural artifacts, and societal structures. Together, they demonstrate that home language maintenance is not merely a private family endeavor but a socially distributed, emotionally charged, and structurally conditioned process.



2 Contributions in this Research Topic


2.1 Emotional labor, identity, and intergenerational bonds

Several contributions illuminate the central role of emotional investment in heritage language (HL) transmission. Rokita-Jaśkow and Panek reveal the emotional labor of Polish migrant mothers who experience pride, responsibility, and anxiety while maintaining Polish in both exogamous and endogamous families. Their study highlights how intergenerational ties—especially with grandparents—serve as powerful affective motivators, while guilt and integration concerns create additional pressure. Similarly, Bilgory-Fazakas and Armon-Lotem show how Hungarian-speaking immigrant families in Israel sustain HL maintenance through strong cultural commitment and intergenerational communication. Bohnacker and Haddad document Arabic maintenance in Sweden, where parental confidence and supportive multilingual policies coexist with strong child agency. Fatima and Nadeem extend the intergenerational lens to Pakistan, demonstrating how multigenerational households, rituals, and emotional belonging reinforce HL transmission, even as dominant language pressures reshape younger generations' preferences. These findings further align with established frameworks of family language policy, which conceptualize language practices, beliefs, and management as interconnected dimensions shaping intergenerational transmission (Spolsky, 2009). Habak et al. broaden the family focus by examining fathers' wellbeing and self-efficacy in relation to home literacy engagement, highlighting the importance of paternal roles in sustaining affective and literacy practices within multilingual homes. Across these studies, HL maintenance emerges as sustained through emotional attachment, relational continuity, and identity affirmation—yet often accompanied by invisible labor and uneven responsibility. The recurring theme of emotional labor in these studies echoes Hochschild's (1983) foundational conceptualization of emotion work, underscoring how the maintenance of heritage languages often entails sustained affective management that remains socially undervalued and unevenly distributed within families.



2.2 Migration, age, and motivational adaptation

Another set of contributions examines how language trajectories intersect with migration timing, educational transitions, and motivational dynamics. Wang and Zhang demonstrate how age at migration shapes 1.5-generation Chinese immigrants' language outcomes in Australia, yet emphasize that family support, schooling, and personal motivation mediate attrition and maintenance. Zhuang and Wang analyze students' motivational adjustment during the transition from junior to senior high school, showing how instructional design, self-worth concerns, and perceived task difficulty affect engagement in English grammar learning. Wang and Wang investigate how foreign-language–related social grooming on social media enhances enjoyment through social capital and support, while privacy concerns moderate these benefits. Together, these studies underscore that language development is dynamically shaped by affective adaptation, institutional contexts, and evolving self-perceptions rather than by structural factors alone.



2.3 Digitalization, masspersonal communication, and media ecologies

Digital environments are playing an increasingly central role in shaping home language practices. Chen and Liu propose a masspersonal communication model that conceptualizes home language maintenance as emerging at the intersection of interpersonal, mass, and digitally networked contexts. Their framework highlights how digital platforms blend intimacy with public visibility, reshaping affective attachment and identity construction. Bloch's micro-interactional study of WhatsApp messaging in Russian–Hebrew bilingual families demonstrates how translanguaging practices construct multilingual familylects and reinforce intimacy and belonging. Wang and Wang's findings on social media engagement, alongside Zu et al.'s analysis of screen exposure and parental mediation in early literacy, further illustrate how digital practices can either enhance or undermine language development depending on guidance, privacy boundaries, and parental involvement. Collectively, these contributions show that digitalization is not peripheral but structurally embedded in contemporary family language ecologies.



2.4 Materiality, culture, and symbolic mediation

Language maintenance is also sustained through material and symbolic resources. Protassova and Yelenevskaya demonstrate how toys function as cultural artifacts in Russophone immigrant families, fostering creativity, emotional continuity, and intergenerational ties. Material objects—such as traditional dolls or toys brought from the country of origin—serve as anchors of memory and identity. Qi and You, examining exposure to foreign literature, show how narrative immersion and cultural empathy foster positive out-group attitudes, positioning literature as a form of indirect intercultural contact. These studies expand the analytical lens beyond spoken interaction, revealing how affective and cultural transmission operates through objects, narratives, and symbolic engagement.



2.5 Educational equity, policy, and societal responsibility

A final group of contributions situates home language development within broader institutional and policy frameworks. Inan and Harris argue that HL maintenance must be treated as a shared societal responsibility, advocating ecological collaboration among families, schools, policymakers, and communities. Song's scoping review of Chinese heritage language research in Inner Circle countries identifies conceptual gaps, terminological imprecision, and limited attention to non-Mandarin varieties, calling for more inclusive research and policy approaches. Burr highlights learner agency in Latvian diaspora classrooms, emphasizing the need for more student-centered pedagogies to strengthen engagement and literacy development. Nurhaliza et al. propose the culturally adaptive On–Off School Model for the Bajo sea-nomad community, aligning education with Indigenous lifeways and challenging rigid schooling structures. Figueiredo and Hefter underscore the importance of culturally sensitive translation practices in PTSD assessment for Ukrainian refugees, demonstrating how semantic shifts in emotion-related terminology can undermine diagnostic reliability. Together, these studies demonstrate that home language development cannot be sustained without structural support, culturally responsive policy, and institutional recognition of multilingualism as a public good.



2.6 Cross-cutting themes: affect, agency, and ecology

While the description of the contributions in this Research Topic is organized thematically, several cross-cutting dimensions connect them conceptually. First, affect consistently emerges as both a resource and a constraint. Emotional attachment, pride, empathy, enjoyment, and wellbeing function as enabling forces in language maintenance, yet emotional strain, anxiety, and structural pressure complicate family efforts. Across contexts, affect is not peripheral but constitutive of language development. Second, agency operates at multiple levels. This multilevel conceptualization of agency reflects social cognitive perspectives that view human action as situated yet agentive (Bandura, 2001), while sociocultural approaches emphasize the mediated and relational nature of agency in multilingual development. Children demonstrate linguistic agency in sibling interactions and classroom negotiations; parents exercise strategic agency through family language policy and media mediation; educators shape motivational trajectories through pedagogical design; and institutions either enable or constrain multilingual practices through policy decisions. Agency, however, is always situated within broader ideological and structural conditions. Third, an ecological perspective permeates the volume. Home language maintenance unfolds at the intersection of interpersonal relationships, digital environments, educational institutions, material culture, and sociopolitical structures. The findings collectively reinforce the view that no single domain—family, school, or media—can be analyzed in isolation. Rather, language development is the outcome of dynamic interactions across overlapping systems. This integrative lens underscores the necessity of interdisciplinary and multilevel approaches to the social and affective dimensions of multilingualism.




3 Practical and pedagogical implications

Across the contributions, several practical insights emerge for families, educators, and community practitioners. First, intentional and emotionally attuned family engagement remains central. Studies in this volume demonstrate that shared reading, cultural rituals, thoughtful media mediation, and sustained interaction in the heritage language significantly support language maintenance and early literacy. Importantly, parental wellbeing and self-efficacy—including fathers' confidence in their caregiving roles—directly influence children's literacy-related engagement. Second, pedagogical design matters. Research on motivational adaptation and learner agency suggests that concept-focused instruction, explicit scaffolding, and opportunities for student voice can strengthen engagement and linguistic confidence. In diaspora and heritage classrooms, systematically fostering learner agency rather than relying on sporadic flexibility appears crucial. Third, digital practices require guidance rather than prohibition. Social media interaction can enhance language enjoyment and social capital when privacy boundaries and active engagement are respected. Likewise, screen exposure in early childhood is not inherently detrimental; its impact depends heavily on parental mediation strategies and the displacement—or enrichment—of language-rich interaction. Together, these findings call for pedagogical approaches that are affect-sensitive, culturally responsive, and interactionally rich.



4 Policy and institutional perspectives

Beyond the family and classroom, this volume highlights the importance of structural and institutional support for multilingualism. Inan and Harris explicitly argue that heritage language maintenance must be reframed as a shared societal responsibility. Schools, policymakers, and community organizations play a decisive role in legitimizing multilingualism through inclusive curricula, dual language programs, teacher training, and equitable policy frameworks. This orientation resonates with Ruíz's (1984) influential distinction between viewing language as a problem, a right, or a resource—an ideological framing that remains central to contemporary debates on multilingual education and equity. Song's review further demonstrates that research and policy must move beyond homogenizing labels and recognize linguistic diversity within broad categories such as “Chinese,” ensuring visibility and support for underrepresented varieties. Nurhaliza et al.'s culturally adaptive On–Off School Model challenges rigid schooling structures and exemplifies how institutional flexibility can promote inclusion for mobile and Indigenous communities. Figueiredo and Hefter's work on PTSD assessment underscores that linguistic accuracy and cultural sensitivity in institutional tools are essential for equitable access to psychological services. Across these contributions, a consistent message emerges: sustainable home language development requires systemic collaboration. Without supportive educational structures, culturally sensitive institutional practices, and coherent policy commitment, the emotional and practical burden remains disproportionately on families.



5 Concluding remarks

Volume II deepens our understanding of the social and affective foundations of home language development in three significant ways. First, it foregrounds emotional labor, wellbeing, and identity as central—not peripheral—to language maintenance. Second, it integrates digital and masspersonal communication into the analysis of family language policy and intergenerational bonding. Third, it situates home language development within broader ecological systems, emphasizing shared societal responsibility. Such an ecological and justice-oriented perspective calls for continued integration of identity, ideology, and structural analysis into research on multilingual families, ensuring that affective and relational dimensions remain analytically central rather than peripheral. Across contexts as varied as migrant Europe, Australia, Pakistan, Israel, Sweden, Finland, Indonesia, Abu Dhabi, and diaspora communities worldwide, the contributions in this volume collectively argue that sustaining linguistic diversity requires emotional recognition, relational commitment, pedagogical innovation, and structural collaboration. By bringing together empirical, theoretical, and conceptual advances, this Research Topic invites scholars to adopt more ecologically grounded and affect-sensitive approaches to multilingual family life—and calls upon institutions to move beyond symbolic endorsement toward meaningful support of linguistic diversity in homes and communities worldwide.



6 Future research directions

The studies in this volume also point toward several promising avenues for future inquiry. First, greater attention is needed to underrepresented linguistic communities and varieties, as highlighted by the critique of homogenizing language labels. Expanding research beyond dominant or prestige varieties will allow for more nuanced understandings of linguistic identity and cultural continuity. Second, the rapid transformation of digital communication calls for longitudinal and mixed-method investigations into how masspersonal practices reshape intergenerational bonding, language ideology, and literacy development over time. The affective consequences of digital mediation—both positive and negative—remain an important area for systematic exploration. Third, more research is required on the distribution of emotional labor within families, including fathers' roles and children's agency, in order to move beyond mother-centered narratives of heritage language maintenance. Fourth, comparative and policy-oriented research can further illuminate how institutional frameworks either alleviate or intensify the burden placed on families. Empirical evaluation of educational models, community initiatives, and culturally adaptive schooling approaches would significantly advance the field. By pursuing these directions, future scholarship can continue to deepen our understanding of multilingual family life as an emotionally grounded, socially embedded, and structurally mediated phenomenon.
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Polish is one of the most common heritage languages (HLs) in various migration contexts, which can be attributed to the motivation and commitment of Polish mothers. However, little is known about the maternal emotions and emotional strain underpinning the motivation to maintain the HL in their children raised abroad. This paper presents the results of a qualitative interview study conducted with 5 Polish mothers from transnational endogamous families and 5 from exogamous families. The qualitative content analysis of the data revealed that mothers in exogamous families experience less pressure to maintain Polish as a HL; nonetheless, in both family types, the mothers are primarily motivated to uphold the HL by feelings of pride in their cultural and linguistic heritage, along with a fear of not being able to transmit the language and identity to their children, thus failing to meet the expectations of extended family members. In endogamous families, mothers are additionally motivated by the prospect of returning and the associated possible future opportunities. The study’s findings indicate that maternal motivations and emotions arise from interactions with extended family members, which may adversely impact their agency in maintaining the HL. It is concluded that greater support for mothers in the bilingual upbringing of their children should be provided by institutions and extended family members.
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1 Introduction

Historically, Poles emigrated for economic, political and social reasons since the 19th century, which resulted in vibrant diaspora communities around the world (Romanowski and Seretny, 2024). More recently, joining the EU in 2004, prompted many Poles to utilize opportunities for mobility in search of better life prospects abroad, often marrying and starting families abroad. As a result, Polish is frequently spoken as a minority heritage language (HL) in various non-native contexts (Kędra et al., 2021), even though it is not a language of high international recognition. In these contexts, we understand the heritage language to be the minority language spoken by immigrants of Polish descent, who often use it, at least partially, as a home language, although it is not the language officially used in the host society (Seretny and Lipińska, 2016). Recognizing its value for identity formation, parents aspire to endow their children and grandchildren with their mother tongue, who may speak it in varied degrees, from native-like to barely communicative (Polinsky and Kagan, 2007). Following this definition, Romanowski and Seretny (2024) estimate that approximately 15 million people speak some degree of Polish worldwide, having either Polish ancestry or a recent migrant background.

Maintaining the HL can be owed to dedicated mothers who aim to secure its intergenerational transmission to their children, thus acting as bridges between their homeland, the children’s grandparents, and their own children. A few recent studies on family language policy (FLP) have identified the maternal role and responsibility in the successful transmission of the HL (Connaughton-Crean, 2020; Hilbig et al., 2024; Kealy, 2019; Pedrak, 2024; Wąsikiewicz-Firlej et al., 2025; Woodward-Smith and Lorenzo-Modia, 2024). Yet, maternal emotions as drivers of motivation have not received sufficient explicit scrutiny about Polish as an HL. There is limited understanding of the emotions and emotional labor (Hochschild, 1979), experienced by the mothers who struggle with socializing their children in the new linguistic environment, on the one hand, while attempting to maintain the HL Polish, on the other. Furthermore, it is predicted that various emotions, arising from different power dynamics, can be felt in endogamous and exogamous families. Mothers’ emotional labor is also a result of the need to navigate the expectations and demands of extended family members as well as their children, which puts them under significant emotional strain. Therefore, this paper aims to fill this research gap by scrutinizing maternal emotions and motivations to maintain Polish as an HL in their children raised abroad.



2 Literature review: maternal emotions and motivation in maintaining HL


2.1 Maternal role in FLP

Mothers, as the primary caregivers for their young children, often bear the brunt of responsibility for their children’s linguistic and psycho-emotional development. Society, along with its individual members, tends to have high expectations regarding parenting styles and the desired outcomes for children. This can place a heavy burden on mothers, a phenomenon commonly referred to as “intensive mothering” (Ennis, 2015; Torsh, 2022). By the same token, in multilingual families, mothers are more likely to care for maintaining the HL in the migration setting than fathers as they seem to be more aware of the social and cultural consequences of the child not being able to communicate with the grandparents and/or the desire to hand down onto their children at least some of their home identity (Karpava, 2022; Pavlenko, 2004). Only one study (Romanowski, 2022) identified a similar role for fathers in an Australian context, indicating their willingness to actively pass on their HL to their children.

Transnational families usually wish to raise their children multilingually for they perceive the utility of the child’s multilingualism for their later life prospects. De Houwer (2015, 2020) argues that a child can develop harmonious bilingualism if two essential conditions are met: first, the family must hold a strong commitment to raising the child bilingually; second, there must be sufficient exposure to both languages to support language acquisition. This indicates that raising a bilingual child requires stamina and intentional effort from caregivers, especially mothers, from birth until mid-adolescence (De Houwer, 2015; King and Fogle, 2006; Sun, 2023).

Maintaining maternal HL can be viewed differently in various family structures. In endogenous transnational families, where both parents speak the same language and have not severed ties with their home country—often with plans to return—language maintenance may focus on preserving cultural connections. Conversely, in mixed couples (exogenous families), where one parent is from a different ethnic community and the family has chosen to live in the spouse’s home country, the approach to maintaining HL may differ due to varying cultural influences and integration into the local community (Karpava, 2022). In this situation, the mother is often the primary or sole source of input in the HL. This can create additional strain due to high expectations for her involvement in the child’s language education, which may also be linked to the emotional labor (Hochschild, 1979) she experiences.

Decisions made by parents regarding whether to continue or abandon their home language (HL) may be influenced by the support provided by their country of origin, as well as the language and educational policies of the host community. This includes the status of minority languages, which is reflected in official regulations and interactions with members of the host community, determining whether they feel accepted or excluded (Nandi and Zabrodskaja, 2024). Pułaczewska (2017) argues that parental motivations and attitudes toward maintaining a heritage language (HL) are influenced by their values. The values that parents hold shape their visions for their children’s future lives, thereby affecting their motivations for action. These values explain why individuals in similar situations may make different choices. Pułaczewska (2017, pp. 6–7) identifies several distinct value types: “patriotic - associated with national and ethnic identity; religious-subjugated to practicing Catholic religion; collectivist—aimed at maintaining ties with the extended family for which language is the key, relational—aimed at establishing a close emotional bond between the parents and the child, caring—eliminating possible difficulties, utilizing resources to the benefit of the child’s future, autonomy-supportive—respecting child attitudes and choices from the earliest days of life, and economic-dictated by the ease of communicating for parents (in their HL).”

Furthermore, as suggested by Hollebeke et al. (2023), family ideologies and their corresponding management plans and practices may depend on the family’s long-term goals. If a family places a high value on their HL and intends to return to their home country, they are more likely to preserve that language. In this context, more consistency in FLP can be anticipated among Polish couples temporarily emigrating abroad with the hope of returning (Rokita-Jaśkow, 2024). Therefore, it can be assumed that in mixed marriages, where the mother resides in her husband’s home country or the family lives in a country where a third language is spoken, maintaining the mother’s heritage language may be more challenging. This is due to reduced exposure to the language and the necessity for more negotiation within the family to align with the mother’s wishes.

Families employ various strategies to raise their children bilingually, e.g., adopting ‘one parent—one language’ or ‘one language—one environment’ approaches (Romaine, 1994), sending their children to HL schools (Nordstrom, 2019), or if they are unavailable, enrolling them in online HL schools (Zabrodskaja et al., 2024; Panek, 2022). For either option, they need to allocate a sufficient amount of time, finances and additional support.

This evidence indicates that, in order to successfully implement FLP in multilingual families (Schwartz, 2024; Schwartz and Verschik, 2013), mothers particularly face the challenge of balancing two desires: on the one hand, they want to help their child integrate into the host society, and on the other hand, they want to teach them their mother tongue. Raising a child in a multilingual environment presents significant challenges and dilemmas for mothers (Torsh, 2022), who may struggle to maintain the HL due to time constraints, few exposure opportunities or perceived benefits of the dominant societal language. This can lead to an emotional burden for the mothers. The emotions experienced by the mother feed back onto her motivation to maintain the HL (Beall and Tracy, 2017; MacIntyre and Vincze, 2017) as the task requires considerable effort and allocation of time and financial resources. Thus, the well-being of mothers seems to be a key prerequisite for the successful realization of FLP (De Houwer, 2020). Therefore, the emotions they experience seem to deserve further scrutiny.



2.2 Affect and emotions in FLP research

In language acquisition research, “affect” refers to the interconnected elements of attitudes, motivation, and emotions. Specifically, the emotions experienced while using a language or living in a particular ethnolinguistic culture influence one’s attitudes toward the speakers of that community. This, in turn, influences the motivation to learn their language. Affect has occupied a prominent place in SLA (e.g., Dewaele and MacIntyre, 2014; Gabryś-Barker and Bielska, 2013) and educational psychology research (e.g., MacIntyre and Gregersen, 2012), yet it has been considered as a factor in HL maintenance only recently (Driver and Prada, 2024; Sevinç and Mirvahedi, 2023; Song and Wu, 2024).

Emotions in multilingualism research have been studied from the socioconstructivist perspectives, indicating that emotions arise in interaction with other people and are often used interchangeably with the notion of emotionality. Following the statement of Wang et al. (2023) language emotionality refers “to emotional nature or quality in relation to language acquisition and practices” (p. 3), while emotions denote concrete feelings such as happiness, anxiety, fear etc.

According to Sevinç and Mirvahedi (2023), research on multilingualism can examine emotions in two main areas: the language of emotions and emotions related to language use. In the first area, emotions serve as a tool for socialization and building bonds between a mother and her child. Consequently, researchers typically analyze these emotions in conversational contexts to identify language choices and practices within families (e.g., Pavlenko, 2004). Secondly, emotions are examined for their interactions with multilingual acquisition and development. They are also viewed as determinants or markers of power relations between languages, identity, investment, and agency (Relaño-Pastor, 2024; Tannenbaum and Yitzhaki, 2016; The Douglas Fir Group, 2016; Pavlenko and Norton, 2007).

Emotions are expressed with language-specific vocabulary, leading to different understandings across cultures (Wierzbicka, 1999; Pavlenko, 2005; Dewaele, 2010). For example, the emotional perception of the phrase ‘Kocham Cię’ in L1 Polish as opposed to ‘I love you’ in L2 English has been found to be emotionally more profound in Polish-English adult bilinguals (Ożańska-Ponikwia, 2017). Similar perceptions of the feeling ‘tęsknota’ (longing for something) have been noted (Ożańska-Ponikwia, 2014), providing evidence that emotions are expressed more precisely and felt more intensely in bilinguals’ L1, thus serving a bond-building function. This observation may constitute an argument for the desire to use the HL in mother–child communication, at least in the first years of the child’s life, as posited by Pavlenko (2004).

Available studies on the role of parental emotions in HL maintenance point to their mediating role in shaping FLPs. For example, Wang et al. (2023) suggests that parental emotions significantly influence their ideologies, language management, and practices, which in turn affect children’s language behaviors and achievements. In her study of 12 Chinese families who immigrated to Australia with children aged 3–9, she found that parents often experience a range of negative emotions, such as anger and guilt, as they strive to ensure the transmission of their HL to their children, which is sometimes met with their children’s resentment. Parents’ attitudes are shaped by their expectations regarding the potential benefits or drawbacks for their children if they do not pass on a language that is gaining international prestige, such as Chinese. Parents have also been found to feel positive emotions such as satisfaction and pride when they successfully transmit their HL to their children.

Similarly, Hilbig et al. (2024) indicate the overwhelming guilt experienced by mothers in exogamous families who failed to teach Lithuanian as a HL to their children, stemming from judgments by other family members. The authors emphasize that this emotion arises due to the ingrained ethos of motherhood in the Lithuanian culture, which places on mothers the duty of passing down national identity to their children, closely linked to language. In another study on Lithuanian as HL, Ramonienė and Ramonaitė (2024) found that parental attitudes towards maintaining the HL varied. Both parents of endogenous couples who spoke the same HL language viewed Lithuanian as beautiful and precious. However, this perception was, on average, 20% lower when only one parent spoke the language.

Okita (2002) highlights the challenges faced by Japanese mothers married to British men who live in the UK in their efforts to maintain their HL. These mothers often carry a heavy burden as the primary homemakers, balancing the demands of British schools with the responsibility of ensuring their children continue to learn Japanese. Additionally, the author notes that the children feel overwhelmed by the extra responsibilities associated with learning the Japanese writing system. The fathers, due to their lack of proficiency in Japanese, tend to be excluded from activities that involve the Japanese language, which enhances the mother’s feeling of isolation and emotional burden.

Finally, the attitudes and relationships with extended family members may influence the mother’s and children’s attitudes towards the HL. Keeping in touch with extended family members in the home country enhances family cohesion and promotes child well-being, fostering a sense of belonging and stability that enables harmonious bilingualism to develop (Connaughton-Crean and Duibhir, 2024). By contrast, Sevinç (2022) observed that such relationships can also induce anxiety. In her study of second-generation migrant children of Turkish descent living in the Netherlands, she observed that their grandparents in Turkey were highly critical of the children’s knowledge of Turkish, considering it insufficient and incomplete. The grandparents’ view was identified to be rooted in their strong monolingual ideologies. In consequence, this stance created anxiety among the younger migrant generation and resistance to using the HL with their grandparents when in Turkey.



2.3 The Polish context

Since Poland’s accession to the European Union in 2004 and the increased mobility of Poles, the number of studies on FLP in post-EU accession transnational Polish families has been growing steadily (Connaughton-Crean, 2020; Jakubek-Głąb, 2024; Kealy, 2019; Kędra et al., 2021; Lubińska, 2020; Machowska-Kościak, 2020; Obojska, 2021; Pedrak, 2024; Pułaczewska, 2017; Wąsikiewicz-Firlej et al., 2025). However, the mother’s role and associated emotions in maintaining Polish as an HL have not been sufficiently scrutinized. The overview of the aforementioned studies implies that mothers in transnational families have to navigate between their parents’ (children’s grandparents) expectations and their children’s socialization needs, thus making the task of raising children in harmonious bilingualism (De Houwer, 2015; Sun, 2023) emotionally strenuous. This seems to be the case, particularly for Polish mothers, who were raised in the traditional collectivist society and who are required to conform to authority, as the older generation was. When they emigrate, they may face and socialize towards different sociocultural norms. For example, in Western European countries, the most frequently targeted by Polish migrant families, the cultural orientation is more liberal and individualistic. An attempt to socialize to L2 sociocultural norms while trying to put up with the expectations of their extended family in the home country can place their emotional stability at stake. Therefore, the goal of the following study is to shed light on these issues by answering the following questions:

	1. What are the Polish mothers’ emotions and motives for maintaining Polish as an HL in exogamous and endogamous couples?
	2. How does environmental support (of institutions, extended family, etc.) impact maternal motivation and emotions for maintaining Polish as an HL?




3 Method

The data for this study was solicited through semi-structured interviews held in Polish with Polish mothers and selected from a pool of data, constituting a larger research project investigating FLPs of Polish families living abroad. The respondents’ children have been attending the online school of Polish language and culture, mostly the Libratus school1. Thus, convenience and snowballing sampling were used, implying that only mothers dedicated to maintaining Polish as an HL were contacted and interviewed. The families lived in geographically diverse settings. For the purpose of the current study, the narratives of 10 mothers (M1–M10) were scrutinized. Five of these mothers were married to Poles, and the other five were married to foreigners. Table A1 provides precise information on the father’s language, place of living, family size, and family language. All mothers, except for M8, possessed higher level of education which implies a high level of language awareness. No other data about the respondents is available. To ensure anonymity, the respondents’ names have been coded and in the excerpts cited only initial letters have been used. The children’s proficiency in HL was not assessed, yet the mothers expressed satisfaction of their children’s current competence, partly due to attendance to the online school.

The interviews, each lasting 45–60 min, were conducted in Polish, recorded, transcribed, and analyzed. The extracts used in the paper were translated into English by the first author of the paper.

The study utilizes qualitative content analysis as its foundational research framework, following the methodology outlined by Krippendorff (2003). To systematically organize the data we collected, we categorized it into two distinct groups: families with endogamous structures, where partners are from similar cultural backgrounds, and families with exogamous structures, where partners come from different cultural backgrounds. After this categorization, we undertook a meticulous examination of the transcribed data. During this process, we focused on identifying initial codes that directly aligned with our research questions. In particular, we sought out and underlined specific expressions, words, and phrases that conveyed the respondents’ affective responses—namely, their attitudes, emotions, and motivations in relation to the heritage language (HL). Moreover, to enrich our analysis, we highlighted key terms and marked relevant excerpts that would not only illustrate the identified codes but also enable us to quantify their occurrences within the data set. This process allowed for a more comprehensive understanding of the emotional landscape regarding the heritage language. In accordance with ecological theory as posited by Schwartz (2024), we further investigated the origins of these emotions. This involved identifying the specific individuals or contextual factors that were associated with or responsible for the respondents’ feelings and attitudes towards the heritage language. By doing so, we aimed to provide a deeper insight into the influences shaping their affectivity, thus enhancing our overall understanding of the cultural dynamics at play.

Thirdly, we grouped the similarly sounding themes in order to generate key themes. In the end, we identified key emotions, motivations and the role of other agents in their arousal.

This paper takes a sociological and socio-constructivist approach to understanding emotions, as outlined by Oatley et al. (2006), which aligns with other research studies focused on the role of emotions in multilingualism, such as those conducted by Okita (2002) and Sevinç (2022). By viewing emotions as constructs that are learned and developed through cultural experiences, we can emphasize the significant impact that culture has on an individual’s emotional landscape. This framework allows us to delve deeper into the findings of this study, particularly regarding how cultural contexts shape maternal decision-making and child-rearing practices. For example, we explore how differences in cultural expectations, values, and practices can create emotional challenges for mothers who find themselves straddling two distinct cultures. These cultural dualities may lead to conflicts in parenting styles, feelings of inadequacy, or stress stemming from societal pressures. Finally, this approach helps to illuminate the potential emotional strains that mothers may experience when navigating the complexities of raising children in a multicultural environment. Understanding these dynamics is crucial for supporting mothers in managing their emotional health while performing the vital role of nurturing their children across cultural boundaries.



4 Findings

The findings are presented in relation to the key themes identified in two separate family types.


4.1 Motives and emotions in maintaining Polish as an HL in exogenous couples

Maintaining Polish identity in their children is a deeply felt motivation for all mothers in exogenous families. Firstly, they believe their mother tongue serves an emotional bonding function, making it easier for them to express their feelings. The decision to teach their first language to their children was often driven by practical considerations, such as staying at home and caring for the child during its early years. Speaking to their child in their native language feels more authentic to them. As M4 says,

 Talking about emotions, even using English, is like telling a story rather than telling what is inside me (M4).



Another reason for maintaining the HL is the recognition that language is a crucial element of their identity. This understanding often deepens when individuals live abroad and see that their language serves as the only connection to their extended family in their home country, creating an intense longing for that connection. The overwhelming loneliness gives the mother time and space to reflect on her roots and identity. She feels sentimental about her background, which arouses a sense of pride. As a result, she strives to create a home environment similar to the one she experienced during her childhood. As two mothers (M3, M5) justify their willingness to speak Polish in the following way,


When I left Poland, I felt very patriotic. I just felt a great longing for Poland, and I wanted to feel at home, and to feel that I had a Polish home (M5).

I guess you could call it national pride … simply put, it's sentimental….such pride in roots, in Polishness, is priceless (M3).
 

The emotion of pride contrasts with feelings of sadness and fear regarding the possibility of the child losing their heritage associated with the mother’s identity. In Polish culture there is an assumption that a mother’s identity should be passed down to her children, which appears to be an inseparable aspect of motherhood. For the mother (e.g., M5) the child losing her heritage identity is like losing the child as well. This indicates that mothers are emotionally linked to their children through the language they speak and the cultural artefacts they wish to convey, as they see the value, tradition, and cultural significance in them, as posited by sociocultural theory (Marginson and Dang, 2017; Sinha, 2024). In that respect, M5 says,


There was a series of films about bilingual people and also stories of people who didn't have the opportunity to learn their mother's language or their father's language and who felt very bad about it. They felt as if cut off, as if incomplete … and I was very moved by that (M5).
 

A few mothers (M2, M3, M5) express concerns about their children embracing the identity that comes with the dominant language of their current society. They fear that if the mother chooses to return to her home country, the child might face significant challenges in readjusting to life there, including navigating cultural differences and re-establishing connections with relatives (e.g., M5). This situation highlights the mothers’ deep awareness of the complexities involved in raising a child within a transnational family, which can sometimes jeopardise the family’s unity and sense of belonging. M2 says,


If she chooses to do so, which I would very much like, she will be back in Poland. However, if she does not, my expectation of her is, unfortunately, that she will be Swedish (M2).
 

For these mothers, the aspiration to maintain the Polish language within the family transcends mere communication; it becomes a vital thread that weaves together their identity and experiences, imparting a sense of belonging and continuity to their offspring. However, this commitment to instilling a Polish identity can trigger feelings of self-doubt when their children enter formal education and are exposed to the dominant societal language. As they watch their children navigate school, making new friends and adapting to a different linguistic environment, these mothers may struggle with fears of cultural dilution. They worry that their children’s fluency in Polish might wane or they may grow disconnected from the traditions that define their family’s legacy. As M1 says,


Because I'm pretty a poor Polish mum myself, I mean … I've seen many, many mothers like me say that it's natural for them to speak Polish to their children, and in general, it's normal, and how could it be different? I don't know what it depends on. Anyway, I managed pretty well while J. was still relatively small. When she went to school, her French suddenly became very rich, and she suddenly became very mature linguistically; it was difficult for me to catch up on my own as if the subjects were already less life-like and more philosophical if you could talk about philosophy at the age of 4. The moment I had to ask the child a question and answer it myself, it didn't go at all. And once J. started to speak French beautifully, it got all messed up (M1).
 

The mother cannot keep up with the child’s bilingual development due to lesser exposure to the societal language and, consequently, lower competency in that language.

This internal conflict—an interplay of pride in their cultural heritage and anxiety over its maintenance—highlights the complexities faced by mothers in mixed-cultural households. Their desire to nurture a sense of dual identity in their children is a formidable challenge. Mothers feel a strong sense of responsibility for maintaining their child’s heritage language (HL) for the sake of their extended family back in their home country. This language is crucial for the child to communicate with their grandparents. The child’s proficiency in the HL is evaluated during visits to the mother’s home country and is seen as a reflection of how effectively the mother has fulfilled her parenting role. Consequently, the visits appear very stressful, both for the child and the mother, and because of that, the visits do not allow for the enhancement of the child’s competence in the HL. The family members often do not realize that the mothers are solely responsible for the HL transmission, as they are the only source of HL input while living abroad. M1 gives a strong evidence of these fears,


It was an effort on my part. It was very difficult and a lot of pressure from the Polish family. Every time we came to Poland, we just held our breath, whether J. was talking or not, and so on. Well, and you know, she felt stressed too. And she did not really want to talk, really. Well, they [grandparents] think that we are coming and that it's so easy, that it's so natural, that we're coming and we're just going to speak Polish all of a sudden, but for the children, it's actually a foreign country, because they spend maybe one week, two weeks, at the most a year there (…). So it's very difficult, and the family was also very hard on me, and in a way, very critical. And I actually had a terrible pressure that she should say something in Polish already, because God, because if she doesn't, then my brother will come right away, like: “You have children, like I saw in Bulgaria on the beach, who answer in German, I can't stand it” (M1).
 

In an exogamous family, both sides of the family may put pressure on the parents regarding their decision to raise their children bilingually. They might express concerns that bilingual upbringing could lead to difficulties in school, which can add to the emotional burden on the mother. She has to endure critical remarks from external family members while trying to pursue the upbringing goals that she and her husband have set. The outcomes of these efforts may only become evident in the distant future. M5 says about her in-laws,


At first, people tend to say that it's confusing for the child, that there is no point. My husband heard from his mother that our eldest son would have problems at school because he doesn't speak Spanish. Well, those are the opinions of people who don't know, have never been anywhere and have no idea. But now, after all these years, you can see how my son is …. how successful he is in school and beyond, and how it pays off. Well, in the beginning, we had to listen to some comments like that, unfortunately. However, we are not the only family like that. And I know others have heard it too (M5).
 

The above extracts (M1, M5) illustrate that monolingual bias is a pervasive issue found in various cultural contexts. They particularly highlight how grandparents tend to prefer monolingualism, specifically in their native language. This preference may stem from a combination of cultural familiarity, historical experiences, and a desire to preserve their linguistic heritage. As a result, this generation often communicates solely in their first language, potentially limiting cross-generational interactions and the sharing of diverse linguistic practices within families.

Due to uncertain language and cultural outcomes, bilingual and bicultural parenting poses a significant dilemma. The situation becomes more complex when a mixed couple lives in a third culture, as illustrated by M2. The mother is acutely aware of the potential difficulties her family may encounter and anticipates feelings of instability and a diminished sense of belonging in their new environment. This awareness drives her to actively nurture her own cultural identity in her daughter, ensuring that her heritage remains a vital and guiding influence in their lives. M2 says,


I don't know. I really want W. to identify in some way with Poland and the fact that she is half Polish, and without language, it would be very difficult. I think there is some value in that. Also, W. is already very culturally undefined to begin with, so if I can somehow implant that in her, then maybe she'll avoid some kind of dissonance later on (M2).
 

However, not all mothers have such a pessimistic view of their children’s future. M4 views the family’s mobility as an opportunity to enrich the child’s multilingual and multicultural identity, leading to increased openness and appreciation for other cultures:


Such openness. I think that's the most important thing: that they appreciate the tradition and culture of their family (M4).
 

To conclude, mothers in exogamous families seem to view HL maintenance as an investment in their future, as they seek companionship to combat feelings of loneliness while living in their husband’s country (M1, M3). They wish to ensure that the child inherits their linguistic and cultural legacy and maintains contact with their grandparents and other family members, although achieving this goal can evoke diverse emotions. As a consequence of the latter, they tend to adopt more conciliatory perspectives, acknowledging that in the future, their child will have the right to choose which language (s) and identity they wish to embrace (M1, M3, M4, M5).



4.2 Emotions and motives for maintaining Polish as an HL in endogenous transnational families

In Polish couples living abroad, Polish is the primary language of communication between parents at home (cf. Table A1), though in two cases (M8 and M9), the host societal language is also used occasionally. Yet, the mothers in these families reported to insist on using only Polish in the family and reminded the fathers to adhere to this policy. With regard to the decisions about using the HL, the interviewed mothers used phrases that related to imagery and projections of the future, such as “I cannot imagine not speaking it ….,” (M8); “it would have been a tragedy (M9) …”; “I would have felt sorry …” (M10), which suggests a strong emotional attachment to the language the parents have been using since birth, and thus is a manifestation of their identity. It is likely, as Pavlenko (2004) after Lamendella (1977) posits, that since “the first language is acquired through perceptual and affective channels, it becomes integrated into the limbic system (…) and L1 words and phrases acquire affective connotations and become integrated with emotionally charged memories” (pp. 182–183). Thus, they consider the transmission of their HL as self-evident, especially since they have not decided to cut off ties with their families at home, consider migration as temporary and have hopes of returning. Additionally, meeting other families abroad, whose children do not speak Polish, acts as an imperative to counteract a similar situation:


I feel a lot of emotion when I meet a lot of children of that age or older who don't speak Polish, it reinforces my motivation and the feeling that you have to act, because I can't imagine my daughter speaking like that, not having such close contact with the Polish community (M6).
 

Two mothers (M8, M9) emphasize the emotion-bonding function of language, saying that the knowledge of Polish enables their children regular contact with the family at home and also constitutes an important component of their motherhood experience. Without the language, the mothers would not be able to share thoughts, emotions and experiences with their children. M8 says that understanding one another is only possible through the mother’s language. She also describes this emotion-building aspect of passing down the HL as a manifestation of love, while M10 talks about endowing the child with a language gift. M6 explains that although she could speak L2 English to her children, which she is proficient at, it is more natural for her to speak to her children in Polish, which resonates with findings of Wierzbicka’s (1999), Dewaele’s (2010), and Ożańska-Ponikwia’s (2014, 2017) research, pointing to a different meaning of emotion vocabulary in diverse cultures. She says,


Maybe it is because I did not grow up here, but ‘I love you’ doesn't sound like ‘I love you’, but more like ‘I fell in love’; ‘I am infatuated by you’, whatever. So I can't imagine not speaking Polish (M6).
 

These words show that Polish mothers in endogenous families attach a substantial emotional value to Polish as an HL and its intergenerational transmission. They also show a need to manifest and preserve the family’s identity. A strong attachment to one’s heritage can foster pride in being Polish, which closely relates to feelings of patriotism. This pride often becomes more pronounced when individuals are abroad, reflecting a deep longing for their home culture and language. For example, M7 says,


My husband and I have literally been on the same front from the very beginning. We just really want the child to speak our mother tongue. She's only Irish because she was born here, but she's Polish by blood, not Irish at all, right? (M7).
 

The desire to instill Polish identity in their children appears to be driven by a strong pride in being Polish, as well as by the expectations of their parents, who want to maintain a connection with their children and grandchildren. For these families, migration increases geographical distance but does not sever emotional ties. As a result, there is a clear imperative for the children of Polish parents to be raised within the same language and culture, regardless of where they live. Mothers play a crucial role in ensuring this intergenerational transmission, which suggests an invisible pressure placed upon them. Four mothers (M6, M7, M8, and M10) discuss this issue, expressing feelings of fear, stress regarding their parents, and a sense of impossibility in seeking forgiveness for not fulfilling this duty.


I don't think I could, I don't know, look myself or my parents in the eyes and forgive myself for bringing them a child they couldn't talk to (M8).

Also, our parents and our family don't speak English, so we wanted to make sure that we didn't have situations like I heard about. It just scares me that my daughter doesn't know how to talk to her grandmother, to her grandfather, to her aunt, to her uncle. They don't know what she's saying, she doesn't know what they're saying slowly. Well, sometimes she knows, sometimes she doesn't. It just scares the hell out of me with stories like that, and I've heard these stories non-stop, and I've just seen them non-stop (M7).

My parents are very stressed because A. doesn't speak Polish. And even when she has those moments, when we come to Poland and she sometimes says something in English, I can see that they are anxious that she will not speak Polish. They've heard about experiences like that …. so many children's Polish just disappears, and I can't imagine that, because I also think that if she does not speak Polish, I'm taking away her relationship with her family, and I don't want that (M6).
 

It is important to note that maternal fears pertain to potential future situations rather than the current reality, as discussed by Hilbig et al. (2024). These fears often involve projected feelings of shame and guilt, and therefore, make the mothers foresee and prevent them. The motivation to maintain contact with grandparents is a fundamental driving force behind maintaining HL in transnational endogamous families. For many families, the bonds with grandparents are vital to their cultural origins and familial history.

Families find innovative ways to stay connected, e.g., through messaging apps, conversations on Skype, described as emotional streaming (King-O'Riain, 2015), or frequent mutual visits, to make it easier for children to engage with their grandparents across borders. This commitment not only reinforces familial ties but also ensures that the heritage language continues to thrive, enriching the children’s understanding of their identity and cultural background. An excerpt below shows how the mother explains the need to learn the HL to her child,


J…, “your grandparents are Polish and I cannot imagine them calling you, and you not being able to say a sentence in Polish. You have to be able to speak Polish to communicate with your family”, and I think that was my motto. That's why I put so much emphasis on the Polish language (M10).
 

Their fears about how their language skills, or lack thereof, might be perceived by family members further motivate them to seek resources and tools that can enhance their children’s competence in the heritage language.

Mothers from endogamous families (M7, M9, M10) recognize the vital role that educational institutions and language professionals play in supporting the maintenance of their heritage language (HL). They feel that without this external support, they may be left as the sole providers of language input for their children, which can be daunting. Additionally, M10 experienced a profound sense of guilt for not identifying educational opportunities earlier, particularly the chance to enroll her child in an online Polish school. She often felt overshadowed by her husband, whose reluctance to prioritize these educational resources left her feeling uncertain about her instincts. This inner conflict highlighted how negative emotions and the fear of judgment can serve as powerful motivators, pushing individuals to take action to prevent unfavorable circumstances. Furthermore, it underscores the tendency of mothers to be particularly ambitious and proactive when making educational choices for their children, driven by a deep desire to provide the best possible opportunities for their growth and success.

Regarding other motivations, they are linked to a possible return to Poland and the pragmatic decisions being made in preparation for that return. Some mothers express hope about going back, as their departure was not solely their decision; rather, it was influenced by economic necessity or better job prospects for their husbands. All the interviewed parents reported this sentiment. As M10 states,


This idea of going back, this idea of learning Polish strictly, so that they can read and write … that it would be nice to have some kind of document proving that they’ve completed Polish, came about when my husband started talking about going back to Poland permanently (M10).

I even thought that maybe in the future, if he decides.., I don’t know. He will know Polish very well. The conditions in Poland are very good; for example, when it comes studying. I said that he might want to come back to Poland. In that case, he will have a chance. He will also have some certificates, whether he knows Polish at all (M9).
 

These mothers are convinced that learning Polish will offer their children various advantages that are not explicitly defined. These potential benefits may encompass academic opportunities in the home country, enhanced cultural understanding, and better career prospects in a globalized job market, ultimately enriching their children’s future experiences and interactions. While they acknowledge the benefits of bilingual growth for their children, their orientations are held primarily towards maintaining the HL. As for the societal language, they believe it will naturally evolve and take care of itself.




5 Discussion

The findings are discussed in relation to the research questions posed.


5.1 Polish mothers’ experienced emotions and motives for maintaining Polish as an HL in exogamous and endogamous couples

The role of mothers in maintaining HL in transnational endogamous families, i.e., those in which both parents speak Polish yet temporarily live abroad, may seem less strenuous than that of mothers living in exogamous families abroad. In the former case, the HL is typically the language of home communication. The language input does not only come from the mothers. There is more connectivity with the homeland, more frequent contact with extended family members by mutual visits, and a prospect of return, which may provide the mothers with greater motivation to cherish the HL (cf. Connaughton-Crean and Duibhir, 2024; Rokita-Jaśkow, 2024). Besides, the children have the possibility of communicating with two pairs of grandparents. By contrast, in exogenous families, the mother is the major source of HL input, although there are cases of husbands learning Polish, which provides space for translanguaging in the family (cf. Karpava, 2022).

Even though the mothers’ situations in the two types of families differ, the studied participants seem to have been driven by similar emotions. Primarily, the feeling of pride in one’s identity is felt more strongly when abroad, prompting the need to pass it on to their children as part of their identity and in building an emotional bond with their children. The HL is the tool towards this goal. Second, there is a feeling of fear, likely to turn into shame or guilt if the mothers fail the task. Feeling accountable to their children and extended family members causes a great emotional burden that they must tackle. They seem torn between the feeling of duty and pragmatic choices. While they seem to value their children’s bilingualism, they tend to prioritize the development of the HL and believe that the societal language will take care of itself. This is quite understandable, bearing in mind that the mothers are much more fluent in the HL and recognize its bond-building function. It seems good motherhood is more associated with passing the Polish language and identity than with striving to attain bilingualism in heritage and societal languages. This finding is similar to the one of Hilbig et al. (2024) among Lithuanian families who recognized that “what felt like natural mothering at the beginning transformed into a heavy-duty over time” (p. 6) as failure to transmit the language to the children would describe the mothers as “inadequate and deficient” (p. 8). We similarly recognized that “guilt has a mobilizing function” (p. 8), yet in contrast to Hilbig et al. (2024), we found that for the Polish mothers, such function and motivation was ascribed to the mere vision of guilt, i.e., fear that they will not conform to the expectations of others. Maternal fear had a preventative impact, as all the participants’ children were enrolled in an online Polish school. Maternal fear, therefore, impacted children’s proficiency, as all their children spoke and learnt Polish at an advanced level. The mothers did not show worry or guilt that their children do not speak the HL as in Hilbig et al.’s (2024) and Wang’s (2023) study, but that they would not speak it at a degree acceptable by the native speakers of Polish. It has to be acknowledged that the participants’ children were described as possessing satisfying competence in the HL for the age and school level. However, the mothers’ efforts were focused on helping them achieve perfection due to the fear that the children would be judged as inadequate in all aspects of language, such as pronunciation, vocabulary, literacy etc.

Maternal desire to maintain Polish in their children for the family’s cohesion, passing on values and maintaining contact with extended family resonates with findings in other studies (Connaughton-Crean and Duibhir, 2024; Obojska, 2021; Pedrak, 2024; Wąsikiewicz-Firlej et al., 2025). Knowing Polish is regarded as significant for the future lives of transnational children. The recognized motives for language maintenance coincide with those distinguished among Poles living in Germany by Pułaczewska (2017). They are mainly patriotic, collectivist, relational, caring and economic. This finding shows that parental motivations are first and foremost impacted by their upbringing and associated values, not the community support or status of language. Additionally, the mothers studied were motivated to maintain HL by observing other Polish families that failed to do so. These counterexamples represented a reality they could not imagine.

An explanation for such a firm standpoint on HL transmission may be rooted in Polish culture, which, until recently, could be described as predominantly collectivist and hierarchical (Czerniawska et al., 2021). This suggests that today’s parents, particularly mothers, were raised with a strong emphasis on collectivist values. As a result, they feel compelled to adhere to the hierarchy established by the older generation and follow established norms. Additionally, these mothers were raised in a monolingual and monocultural country, which likely shaped their identities in relation to nationalism, patriotism, and pride.

In the case of Polish mothers’ bilingual parenting, which caters for the development of the HL along with the societal language, is a hallmark of good parenting, as posited by King and Fogle (2006). Mothers are the key persons responsible for the transmission of HL and, therefore, feel an extreme emotional burden associated with that role. In our study, only one Spanish-speaking father (M5) in an exogamous family decided to learn Polish to keep it as a family language. In other families, paternal involvement was less visible. This finding contrasts those of Romanowski (2022), who studied Polish language maintenance in the Polish diaspora in Australia. He observed that fathers could be equally involved and responsible for HL dominance, which he explained as the changing perception of fatherhood: from breadwinning to emotional bond-building with the children. Since all fathers married English-speaking women, they could not count on their HL transmission. In that case, they assumed a role similar to that of mothers in other studies. This fact may mean that in the absence of maternal agency, the task of HL transmission can be equally undertaken by fathers.



5.2 The impact of environmental support (of institutions, extended family, etc.) on maternal motivation and emotions in maintaining Polish as an HL

It is important to note that the participants did not live in one community; on the contrary, they were dispersed in diverse communities and countries. This fact influences the available input in the HL and possible institutional support in the local community. The interviewed mothers were the primary sources of HL for their children. Thus, they felt a considerable burden from being the prominent persons responsible for the process and struggling to meet the expectations of extended family members, grandparents in particular. They seem to be motivated to maintain the HL by the sense of accountability to their extended family and the visions of the unacceptable possibility that their children may not be able to speak the HL. Thus, maternal motivation to maintain the HL was driven by emotions oscillating between pride and fear.

Grandparents play a significant role in raising children, particularly in collectivist societies, especially when they reside in the same household. They ensure the transmission of a code of cultural values, norms, and behavior, as evident in language and religion, to the next generations. Similarly, in migration settings, they influence the choice of the heritage language as the primary means of communication within the family (Braun, 2012; Zhu et al., 2020), they pass on cultural codes, such as politeness (Park, 2006), and teach literacy skills through reading to children (Braun, 2012).

Similarly, in case of transnational families, despite the geographical distance, grandparents maintain relationships with grandchildren through new communication methods, fostering family connectedness and cultural roots (Schuler et al., 2021; Sigad and Eisikovits, 2013), the phenomenon referred to as transnational grandparenthood (Kloc-Nowak and Timoszuk, 2021). However, the spatial mobility of parents with their children affects the maintenance of a good grandparental relationship. It demands more agency from grandparents and higher mobility at later ages (Baldassar and Merla, 2013). In a large-scale study of Polish grandparents, Kloc-Nowak and Timoszuk (2021) found that grandparents were interested in maintaining contact with their children, even if they lived abroad, which was visible in regular phone calls and visits abroad. However, the significant barrier identified was a lack of language knowledge, i.e., when neither the children speak the HL nor grandparents speak the foreign language. In such a case, grandparents may struggle with redefining their roles and feeling deprived of expected grandparenting experiences (Sigad and Eisikovits, 2013).

The fact that all study participants enrolled their children in an online Polish school suggests that they actively sought support. Online schools provide a new opportunity for uniting migrant families with their homeland and supporting HL maintenance (Zabrodskaja et al., 2024; Panek, 2022). Delegating the responsibility of educating their children in HL to professionals was particularly important as it guaranteed quality education, stability, and continuity in case the endogamous family returns to Poland, as well as stability and quality education in the case of transnational exogamous families. Institutional support was also seen as a counterbalance to the demands of the close family members (fathers) and extended family members (grandparents and parents-in-law), who were not observed to support the mothers sufficiently. Instead, they held unrealistically high expectations of the mothers maintaining the HL to a native-like degree. This finding resonates with those found by Sevinç (2022) in Turkey, i.e., the widely-held expectation that ‘a bilingual is two monolinguals in one’ (Grosjean, 1989), which can be ascribed to the similarly persistent monolingual stance among Polish society members. This stance stems from the fact that Polish society is still largely monolingual: 95% of the population speaks Polish on an everyday basis, as the 2021 census showed (GUS, 2023). Therefore they are unfamiliar with other multilingual individuals, and the phenomenon and the dynamics of multilingual competence. In this respect, we find a discrepancy between declared beliefs and overt maternal practices. In Poland, there has been a vibrant market for foreign language education from the earliest age (cf. Rokita-Jaśkow, 2025) and high recognition and aspiration for what could be regarded as elite bilingualism. Yet, when a child has an opportunity to become bilingual in a natural situation, their multilingual competence seems to be underappreciated.

All in all, in line with the ecological theory of language acquisition (Schwartz, 2024; van Lier, 2004), it can be said that that emotions arise in interactions with other members of the ecosystem. Likewise the motivation to maintain the HL is shown not to be the sole choice of the mothers themselves. Since maternal agency plays a pivotal role in HL transmission, it should be acknowledged that its activation is best possible if the mother receives appropriate support from other agents of the linguistic ecosystem at various levels, such as the extended family members and the spouse at the micro-level, the educational institutions at the meso-level, and both the host and the HL society at the macro-level (cf. Curdt-Christiansen and Huang, 2020) which can further endorse HL use through their educational and language policies. Without the support, too often, the mothers are driven by the negative emotion of fear of being inadequate, i.e., not succumbing to the expectations of the other actors of the ecology she lives in. Similarly, pride, though on the whole, seems to be a positive emotion, can bear a rule-abiding function and thus appear also as a constraint to the mother’s well-being, the lack of which defies her willingness and desire to maintain the HL.




6 Conclusion

The study is significant for other scholars working in the realm of maintaining Polish as an HL. To our knowledge, no other study has dealt with maternal affective tensions, experienced emotions, and the complexity of motivation behind Polish as an HL maintenance. Consequently, it may reverberate in the whole Polish community, both emigrants and in the home, showing that external pressures placed on mothers may be counteractive to their well-being and, consequently, their endurance in HL maintenance.

The findings also have educational goals: to inform the wider public, who is not accustomed to raising bilingual children, that bilingual competency never equals the competency of two monolingual native speakers of each language and varies across time and domains, and secondly, that in order to raise bilingual children, the mother needs the active support of both the family and educational institutions. Her positive mindset may help prevent the rise of negative emotions, such as feelings of judgment, allowing her to endure the formidable task of HL maintenance.

Finally, it has to be acknowledged that the study presented the emotions and motivations only of those mothers who volunteered for the study and whose children were already quite proficient in Polish as an HL, as they attended the online school of Polish. Thus the study’s limitation lies in the convenience sampling method. Little is known about mothers who placed less importance on transmitting Polish as an HL and were on the verge of failing the task, investigating which should be the goal of future studies.
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TABLE A1 Demographic data of the study participants.
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Since the late 20th century, China-born population has emerged as the third largest source of permanent immigrants to Australia. This study aims to explore the dynamics of heritage bilingualism of twenty-five 1.5-generation Chinese-Australian adolescents and young adults, a cohort that is often overlooked in migration studies. Through family questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, field observations, and linguistic samples, the study explores how the age at migration influences language attitudes, proficiency performance, cultural identity, and socialization patterns among three age-of-migration cohorts. While the study confirms a common trend of language erosion across all age cohorts, it distinctively delineates the varying degrees of language attrition specifically associated with the age at migration. Meanwhile, the research spotlights exceptional cases of maintained heritage language fluency, underscoring how family strategies, child agency, educational policies, and literary engagement are crucial in combating language erosion and fostering heritage language proficiency. The finding underscores the importance of understanding the unique linguistic journeys across age-of-migration groups to better support their language development and maintenance. It provides valuable insights for families, educators, and policymakers working to sustain minority languages within a dominant English-speaking environment.
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1 Introduction

Australia, a prominent destination for immigrants globally, had 29.5% of its population born overseas as of 2022 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022). Among these immigrants, China-born individuals constitute the third-largest source, accounting for 2.3% of the total population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2022). In New South Wales, the most populous state, 38.6% of students in government schools in 2024 have a first language other than English, with Chinese background students making up 15.5% of this non-English speaking cohort (NSW Department of Education, 2024). Despite the Australian government’s linguistic diversity policies (Chen and Zhang, 2014), the dominance of English often leads to the weakening of minority languages (Hornberger, 2008). Mandarin is the most widely used language in Australian households after English but 62.7% of its speakers are first-generation Chinese immigrants (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021), indicating substantial challenges in maintaining and transmitting the heritage language among subsequent generations of Chinese Australians.

Language and migration inquiries often focus on immigrant children born in the host country or consider immigrant children as a homogeneous group (see Jeon, 2020; Shen and Jiang, 2021), overshadowing the unique experiences of the 1.5-generation—individuals who migrated during their childhood or adolescence (Venturin, 2019). This demographic, which finds itself neither fully integrated with their first-generation parents nor completely assimilated with their locally born peers (Choe et al., 2020), necessitates a more nuanced analysis of their engagement with both their heritage and societal languages, as well as their evolving identities and social affiliations. Existing literature on heritage bilingualism highlights minority children’s language shift and erosion as a pervasive trend (e.g., Nguyen, 2022; Tannenbaum and Yitzhaki, 2016), yet it seldom elucidates successful models of language preservation due to their rarity. While it acknowledges the influence of age of migration on language proficiency (Jee, 2018), it does not fully examine how precise ages at migration are linked to specific language proficiency potentials. This study aims to fill this gap by providing an in-depth analysis of heritage bilingualism patterns among 1.5-generation Chinese immigrants across a range of migration ages (4–13). It seeks to determine the association between various ages of migration and bilingualism patterns and to investigate the potential for fluency development that may counter the widely acknowledged attrition in heritage language proficiency. By examining both the overview picture and individual cases within each age cohort, this study illuminates the forces that resist intergenerational language discontinuity, shedding light on the preservation of minority heritage languages in a society where the mainstream language serves as the exclusive medium of instruction.



2 Theoretical framework of heritage language bilingualism


2.1 Heritage bilingualism and subtractive dynamics

Heritage (language) bilingualism refers to the linguistic phenomenon where individuals are raised with a non-dominant and minority language, known as the heritage language (HL), within immigrant homes or diasporic communities, while acquiring the dominant societal language in social and school domains (Rothman, 2009). These individuals, known as heritage speakers, typically acquire their HL as their first language during early childhood and encounter the societal majority language, either simultaneously in a bilingual context or sequentially as a second language (L2) (Montrul, 2023). HL bilinguals are not a uniform group, and they exhibit a significant diversity of bilingual competencies. This spectrum ranges from balanced bilingualism, where each language is used with equal proficiency and serves distinct communicative functions, to asymmetrical bilingualism, where one language becomes dominant, often influenced by factors such as societal dominance or limited exposure to the HL (Benmamoun et al., 2013). For speakers of minority languages, the acquisition of the majority language as a second language very often results in subtractive bilingualism, a scenario where individuals’ proficiency and use of their native or HL diminish as they adopt the societal majority language (Nguyen, 2022). This linguistic shift can progress to monolingualism, particularly among the third generation of immigrants, as societal language dominance often results in the marginalization and eventual loss of the HL (Portes and Hao, 2002). Fillmore (2000) observed that in the process of subtractive bilingualism, children from diverse backgrounds typically reach a stage in middle to late childhood where they become predominantly English-speaking or even monolingual in English.



2.2 Family and educational engagement in heritage language preservation

Many sociolinguists (Smith-Christmas, 2016; Spolsky, 2012; Tannenbaum, 2012) contend that language practice in the home is the key determinant in whether a language will persist through generations. Other scholars (Canagarajah, 2008; Curdt-Christiansen and La Morgia, 2018) argue that, in environments where a dominant language prevails, the family’s role is limited, lacking the autonomy to take independent action, especially when they are part of a linguistic minority within a multiracial and multilingual context. Even when families adhere to the “One Parent, One Language” approach—where each parent consistently speaks a different language to the child—children often develop into receptive rather than productive bilinguals, meaning they can understand the non-dominant language to a certain degree but not actively use it (Döpke, 1992, 1998, cited in King and Fogle, 2006). While the family serves as the primary domain in preserving HLs through affective, cognitive, and interactional support, this familial involvement alone does not provide adequate linguistic breadth, especially given the limited structured education access (Chen et al., 2024; Mu and Dooley, 2015). This limitation hinders young speakers from developing literacy, academic language, vocabulary expansion, and exposure to complex linguistic structures commonly found in different registers (Benmamoun et al., 2013). HL literacy, which uniquely (re) connects individuals and their families with life events of personal, symbolic, or social relevance in diverse ways, is often the least developed skill among HL speakers (Lee, 2024), and the first victim of language erosion (Tse, 2001). Given these challenges, enhancing family engagement in HL education should involve advocating for participative actions within curricula and classroom settings to effectively support HL development (Melo-Pfeifer, 2015). The remarkable progress of Chinese HL education in Malaysia can be largely attributed to the resilience and determination of the Chinese community in preserving their linguistic and cultural identity, as well as a level of integration of Chinese education within the national education framework, making Malaysia home to the most comprehensive Chinese-language education system in Southeast Asia (Kuang and Ling, 2015; Tan, 2021). However, the wide lack of success in HL education is prominently manifested in educational systems that do not recognize or support the HL, resulting in the loss of linguistic diversity and cultural heritage (Higby et al., 2023). Thus, a holistic approach to understanding language development in heritage bilingual children should take into account the complex bioecological systems ranging from the child’s immediate environment, such as family and peers, to the broader community and societal influences such as institutions and schools (Chondrogianni, 2023).



2.3 Migration age and critical period hypothesis revisited in proficiency outcome

The timing of migration, relevant to the onset and duration of language acquisition, is a pivotal factor in determining varieties of linguistic competencies, patterns of language use, and overall integration into the host society (Chondrogianni, 2023; Haim, 2024; Montrul, 2023). Research has consistently shown that early migration can often facilitate a stronger acquisition of the majority language and potentially prompt a shift away from the HL, while later migration can support the maintenance of the HL, albeit with different levels of proficiency and usage of the majority language (Montrul, 2023). This can be largely attributed to the critical period hypothesis, which suggests that there is an optimal period in childhood for language acquisition (Abutalebi and Clahsen, 2020). The critical period hypothesis is initially proposed for evaluating the optimal time for native language acquisition (Lenneberg, 1967) and then embraced by second language acquisition research and applied to foreign language learning (Siahaan, 2022; Singleton and Leśniewska, 2021). Recent scholarly efforts have begun to directly investigate the age effects on the HL proficiency of immigrants, an area previously understudied (Ahn et al., 2017; Montrul, 2008). Building upon the critical period hypothesis, Montrul (2008, 2013) expands its application to encompass language loss or incomplete acquisition in HL learning, proposing that reduced or interrupted input during childhood is also crucial, particularly affecting areas such as accent, grammar, and vocabulary. The debate on the critical period for language proficiency is marked by a wide divergence regarding its boundaries, ranging from early childhood to adolescence, with significant figures like Penfield (Penfield and Roberts, 1959) suggesting a critical age post-nine and Lenneberg (1967) associating it with puberty while more recent studies vary greatly in determining the age when the critical period ends, proposing ages as early as 3–4 years (Guasti, 2002) and as late as 17 years (Hartshorne et al., 2018). Despite the age debates, it was traditionally assumed that once acquired, native language knowledge is relatively stable and that environmental factors play a secondary role in language development (Crain, 1991). However, language attrition research has largely documented the progressive forgetting and loss of native speaker proficiency in both children and adults in a bilingual context after years of reduction in native language use or prolonged disuse (Montrul, 2023). That means, using the HL less after a certain critical age also has dramatic consequences for language development (Montrul, 2023). It is acknowledged that the younger the bilingual is when input is reduced or interrupted, the higher the loss of the native language will be (Ahn et al., 2017; Montrul, 2008). Under the influence of the majority language, young immigrants largely underwent structural changes including simplification of grammatical systems, confusion in tense usage, and loss of certain linguistic features (Montrul, 2008; Polinsky and Scontras, 2020). The proficiency outcomes of bilingual competencies, particularly in HLs, exhibit considerable variation among individuals and across communities (Alshihry, 2024). In the context of Korean Americans, Montrul (2008) and Ahn et al. (2017) pinpointed the age range of 9–12 as the most crucial for susceptibility to first language loss and the inability to learn a second language at native levels. However, within the Korean-Australian demographic, Jee (2018) identified the same age cohort as the ideal 1.5 generation, exhibiting the most favorable attitudes and robust motivation towards learning Korean, when compared with younger cohorts. This suggests that, beyond the age-led cognitive maturation constraints (Birdsong, 2018), the interaction between the age of migration and language proficiency involves complex social factors such as motivation, attitudes, resources, opportunities, and socioeconomic status which are grounded in both the immediate and broader contexts in which bilingual children are raised (Chondrogianni, 2023).




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Research participants

This study draws from a broader ethnographic study involving 31 first-generation Chinese families (32 children and 27 parents) residing in Sydney, the most populous Chinese community in Australia, from June 2017 to May 2020, focusing on Chinese children migrating before age 13 (Wang, 2020). The current study selected children who were aged 10 and above at the time of the interview and had been in Australia for at least 2 years by the time of the interview. The sample selection was guided by two primary considerations: (1) Adolescents and young adults are better equipped than younger children to articulate their thoughts, particularly on subjects related to nuances of cultural identity. (2) A stay of over 2 years in Australia may provide ample opportunity for families to participate in Australian social life, become familiar with the Australian education system, and establish their language practices. Based on these criteria, the study included 25 Chinese-Australian adolescents as the core subjects and their parents (a total of 18 individuals) as co-participants.

These families immigrated to Australia between 2000 and 2016. The adolescents and young adults, who are the focal point of this study, were aged between 4 and 13 at the time of their immigration to Australia and, at the time of interview, their ages ranged from 10 to 24, placing them within the Australian educational framework at the primary, secondary, or tertiary level. At the initial interview, these families had resided in Australia for a period ranging from 2 to 18 years, with an average of over 7 years. All 18 interviewed parents were well-educated, with 12 holding bachelor’s degrees, 4 holding master’s degrees, and 2 holding doctoral degrees.

Recognizing the relevance of age of migration in language proficiency and identity, the initial data analysis led to the decision to divide the adolescents and young adults into three age-of-migration cohorts: 4–7, 8–10, and 11–13, considering their schooling experiences in China. In China, preschool education typically starts around age 3, and formal primary education begins at age 6. The children who migrated between ages 4–7 were grouped because the only child who migrated at age 7 (Ge Si) had not completed Year One in China. Thus, all children in this group had limited or no formal schooling in China, forming the youngest age-at-migration cohort in this study. The children who migrated between ages 8–10 were grouped because they had completed 1–4 years of primary education in China. This cohort has a certain foundation of Chinese proficiency, reflecting a middle stage of Chinese language development. The children who migrated between ages 11–13 were grouped because they had completed primary education in China. This cohort has a relatively high level of Chinese proficiency before migration, reflecting a more advanced stage of language development. Thus, the age brackets for the three cohorts were chosen to reflect the developmental stages and educational experiences relevant to language acquisition and HL maintenance (Table 1).



TABLE 1 Summary of participant demographics by cohort.
[image: Data table displaying three migration age groups with columns for numbers, average age at migration, average age at interview, average years in Australia, and interview language. Group 1: 12 participants, migrated at average age 5.3, interviewed at 12.9, 7.6 average years in Australia, interviewed mostly in English. Group 2: 8 participants, migrated at 8.9, interviewed at 14.9, 6.0 years, mostly Mandarin interviews. Group 3: 5 participants, migrated at 12.6, interviewed at 21.0, 8.4 years, all Mandarin interviews.]



3.2 Data collection

The data for this study is derived from family questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, field notes (informal conversations, participatory observations), and language artifacts. The family questionnaires, designed in English, were completed by parents or adult children before the interview, aiming to understand the family’s language and educational background to adjust the content of the interview (see Appendix 1). Semi-structured interviews, lasting 1–2 h with each parent and 30 min to 1 h with each child, cover the linguistic, educational, and life experiences of Chinese-Australian youth before and after immigration, focusing on their HL maintenance, cultural identity, school education, and social interactions in Australia (see Appendix 2). Informal conversations and participatory observations were conducted during regular social interactions between the interviewer and the interviewed families, typically when the interviewer visited participants’ homes or attended family gatherings in locations such as playgrounds or parks. The observations took place in natural settings and varied in length, from brief, casual conversations of approximately 30 min to pre-arranged activities that extended over half a day. The bits and pieces perceived as relevant were noted down immediately after these events, focusing on documenting the daily linguistic and cultural life of family members, particularly children’s language use with peers, siblings, parents, and other adults. Collected artifacts primarily included children’s reading materials and writing samples in Chinese, as well as academic reports from Chinese language teachers. Mandarin was primarily used as the default language for parent interviews, while children were encouraged to converse in their proficient or comfortable language. Code-switching between Mandarin and English was common during the interviews. All names of participants are anonymized.

Approval was obtained before data collection, ensuring the study met ethical standards for research involving human subjects. Informed consent was obtained from both parents and child participants, with clear communication about the potential for future publication and assurances of confidentiality (Table 2).



TABLE 2 Profiles of case-studied children.
[image: Table displaying information on six individuals including name and gender, age and year at migration, age at initial interview, grade started in Australia, school grade at interview, years of residence, and language of interview. Names represent both male and female participants with varying ages and school grades, years of residence ranging from five to fourteen, and interview languages including English, Mandarin, or both.]



3.3 Data analysis

This qualitative analysis commenced by looking into the family questionnaires to gather demographic information about the focal children, including their age at migration, age at interview, language attitudes, preferences, and use within familial and co-ethnic contexts. Employing a grounded theory approach—a data-driven, bottom-up methodology for qualitative research (Dalderop, 2024), the study hierarchically coded interview transcripts and fieldnotes to identify nuances in language attitudes, proficiency, and social interaction tendencies (Table 3).



TABLE 3 Thematic coding scheme on heritage language bilingualism trajectories.
[image: Table with three columns labeled First-level theme, Second-level theme, and Third-level theme. Rows detail hierarchy of language-related themes: attitude (negative, positive), ability (loss, erosion, progress), and use (with parents, siblings, co-ethnic peers), with third-level themes listing specifics such as bilingualism, investment, and communication.]

The process started with open coding, where interview transcripts and fieldnotes were segmented, and codes were assigned to identify key concepts and phenomena. For instance, statements like “I find Chinese is way too hard” were coded as “negative attitudes” and “being difficult,” while “He even forgot how to write the character “大 (big)” was coded as “language erosion” and “character range.” In the axial coding phase, these codes were grouped into broader categories and subcategories to explore relationships and patterns. For example, codes related to “positive attitudes” and “negative attitudes” were grouped under “language attitudes,” and further subcategorized based on specific aspects like “difficulty,” “boredom,” or “relevance” and “Chineseness.” Selective coding identified the core category or central phenomenon. In this study, the core category was “heritage language bilingualism trajectories,” and all other categories and subcategories were related to this central theme. Some cross-thematic data were recoded for multiple themes.

After consolidating the findings under these thematic umbrellas, the study delineated typical patterns of heritage bilingualism proficiency among the focal children, with particular attention given to exceptional cases that may deviate from common trends.




4 Results: heritage language bilingualism across ages of migration


4.1 Correlation of migration age with language attitude and socialization

The initial examination of questionnaire data provides insights into how the 1.5-generation view Chinese and English, both positively and negatively, and what languages they prefer to use when interacting with different social agents or in various contexts, which seems to be relevant to the age at which these children migrate (Table 4).



TABLE 4 Language attitudes and language use by age at migration.
[image: Table summarizing attitudes and language use among twenty-five individuals divided into three groups based on age at immigration. Columns display name, gender, negative or positive language attitudes, and language preferences (Chinese, English, or both) when speaking with parents, siblings, co-ethnic peers, and interviewers. Language attitudes vary within all groups, and language use shifts by context and group, with increased English use among early-age immigrants.]

For language attitudes, Group 1, consisting of individuals who migrated at the youngest age of 4–7, predominantly holds negative views towards their Chinese HL, with 10 out of 12 participants (despite the overlaps of views) considering it difficult, boring, or irrelevant. This suggests that early immigration may lead to rapid assimilation into the host culture’s language, potentially at the expense of devaluing the HL. In contrast, Group 3, which migrated at the oldest age of 11–13, exhibits a uniform positive attitude towards their HL, indicating that later migration fosters a greater appreciation for the language’s role in cultural identity and community engagement. Group 2, consisting of individuals who immigrated at ages 8–10, displays a mixed set of attitudes, suggesting a transitional phase where the balance between negative and positive views is more equal, with six negative views versus five positive views.

When examining language use across different social contexts, the age of migration continues to play a significant role. For Group 1, half of the participants (6 out of 12) use a mix of Chinese and English when speaking with their parents, while four predominantly use English, and only two use Chinese more frequently, indicating a stronger shift towards the host country’s dominant language. Besides mixed language use, the English dominance is particularly evident in their interactions with siblings (7 out of 12), co-ethnic peers (8 out of 12), and the interviewer (9 out of 12), aligning with their more negative attitudes towards their HL as indicated above. For Group 2, though young people show a dominant preference for Chinese when interacting with parents (6 out of 8) and the interviewer (7 out of 8), they shift to English solely or predominantly when speaking with co-ethnic peers (6 out of 8). This variety in language use suggests a transitional phase where the balance between the heritage and host languages is being negotiated within different contexts across different interlocutors. Conversely, Group 3 migrants, predominantly use Chinese across all social contexts, highlighting their positive attitudes and a robust attachment to and use of their HL, suggesting a stronger maintenance of linguistic heritage after an average of 8 years in the host country.

Thus, the timing of migration is crucial in influencing how young people value and engage with their HL, identify with language-specific social groups, and justify their cultural attributes. The earlier the migration, the more pronounced the assimilation into the Australian language and culture, while later migrants maintain a stronger connection to the Chinese language and culture, reflecting a deeper investment in their linguistic legacy. These findings highlight the dynamic correlation of migration age with language attitude and socialization and underscore the need for targeted language preservation and cultural integration strategies that consider the unique experiences of adolescents who migrate at different developmental stages.



4.2 Heritage language erosion across age-of-migration cohorts

Through interviews and observational data, the young people’s HL performance is characterized by a common thread: a pervasive experience of loss, decline, or inadequacy in Chinese language use. However, the specific patterns and the extent of this erosion are markedly influenced by the age at which individuals migrated to Australia.


4.2.1 Fluency loss among 4–7-year-old arrivals

Young people who migrated at ages 4–7 typically embrace English as their principal or exclusive medium of social interaction and they often refer to English rather than Chinese as “my own language,” evidencing a pronounced loss and deficiency in their Chinese HL skills. Some within this cohort struggle to fulfill daily communication needs in Chinese. The use or partial use of English in the family domain is common, as parents (e.g., Jie Ke’s mother) reflected, “Even though we tell them to speak Chinese, they unconsciously speak English again.” When asked why they replied in English when their parents spoke to them in Chinese, they often cited limited vocabulary as a barrier to expression, as expressed in “So, like, I cannot think of the right words to use.” (Bei Ni) or “I just cannot speak a full sentence” (Xin Di), revealing a significant gap in their linguistic repertoire across generations. English dominance is particularly evident in interactions with siblings and other Chinese-background peers, with common responses being “We are used to it” (Jie Ke) or “We are better at English” (Ai Neng). This default to English indicates comfort and proficiency with the language that is more aligned with their daily experiences and educational environment. Despite limited proficiency in Chinese oracy, their initial low-level reading and writing abilities are more susceptible to significant regression or non-development. Quotes such as “I’m still speaking Chinese, but I cannot physically write a lot of words” (Xie Xi) and “I do not think I would read and write.” (Xin Di) exemplify the difficulties young immigrants encounter in initiating their reading and writing skills in Chinese.

For the youngest migrants, their linguistic shift can progress to monolingualism. Their rapid adoption of English often results in substantial regression of Chinese oracy and potential loss of its literacy, highlighting the greatest risk to their linguistic heritage due to early immigration.



4.2.2 Literacy attrition among 8–10-year-old arrivals

Those migrating at ages 8–10 also predominantly use English but maintain a functional level of Chinese within the family, as exemplified by Tian Xing’s mother’s statement, “When he looks at me, he naturally speaks Chinese; once he steps outside the home, it’s all English.” This scenario is emblematic of the contextualized language pattern for most individuals in this cohort. Despite regular use of Chinese with parents on a daily basis, they also refer to English as “my main language,” which they use to justify their resistance to Chinese language learning or to legitimize their preference for English in most social settings. Their English preference underscores their strong inclination to assimilate into an English-centric environment while demonstrating a readiness to forgo their HL investment. The erosion of their HL is also notable, characterized by a significant decline in complex speech and a clear downward trend in reading and writing abilities. Yang Mei’s declining oral expressions, exemplified by her well-intentioned but mistaken Spring Festival greeting to her grandparents —substituting “A desperate dog tries to jump over the wall (狗急跳墙, ‘Goujitiaoqiang’)” for “Good luck in the Year of the Dog (狗年大吉, ‘Gouniandaji’)”— have become a lighthearted source of family humor. The incident, mentioned by her mother, underscores the potential for misunderstandings and miscommunications when language skills are not consistently practiced and reinforced. This cohort’s reading and writing abilities have particularly suffered, with parents (e.g., Ma Li’s and Ji Mi’s mothers) noting a stark contrast to their children’s previous Chinese literacy, such as reading sophisticated Chinese stories such as “窗前的小豆豆 (Beneath the Tree in the Courtyard), engaging with advanced literature like “红楼梦 (The Dream of Red Mansion),” and writing lengthy essays such as 500-to-800-words. Parents have observed that their children’s previously established literacy skills appear to “vanish” or “become dormant” within a few years in Australia. Tian Xing’s mother even expressed that Tian Xing’s Chinese writing skills had deteriorated to the point where he might not be able to write even simple characters like “自行车” (bicycle). In the interview, she even challenged Tian Xing to write it, indicating the rapid loss of his previously acquired writing skills.

The middle group also exhibits subtractive bilingualism, evidenced by their weakening skills in more complex use of HL. They maintain a functional level of Chinese at home but experience a notable simplification in their communicative repertoire. They lean heavily towards English outside in all or most aspects of their lives. They face the risk of diminishing literacy skills in Chinese, marking a phase where the HL is increasingly overshadowed by the new dominant language.



4.2.3 Chinese academic insufficiency among 11–13-year-old arrivals

In contrast, those migrating at ages 11–13 often exhibit a pronounced habitus of speaking Chinese with peers from the same ethnic background and view themselves as active members of the Chinese community. Despite demonstrating a high level of fluency in Chinese during interviews and having completed a large part of their subsequent education in Australia, they generally perceive their proficiency in both Chinese and English as “not good enough” because both have not measured up to that of “native” or “local” speakers. When evaluating their bilingual abilities, they tend to allocate each language to distinct domains: Chinese is often seen as a more comfortable language for casual communication and emotional expression, as well as a more habitual choice for leisurely reading. Conversely, they express a clear sense of inadequacy when it comes to using Chinese in formal essay writing and academic contexts. Statements like “My grammar is very poor” (Na Na), “My Chinese writing is like a translated version from English” (Bai Lan), and “I could not understand complex Chinese literature like ‘围城’ (Fortress Besieged)” (Sha Wen) highlight the complexity of their linguistic challenges. The intricacies of literary texts and the construction of sentences in essays, which require a profound understanding of language structure and cultural nuances, can be particularly daunting for those who migrated during high school years. The inadequacy they feel stems from their perceived shortcomings in grammar, writing, and literary comprehension, which are largely attributed to limited exposure to advanced Chinese literature and its cultural subtleties following a disruption in their Chinese language education. It should be noted that the tendency of high-school migrants to speak Chinese and associate with Chinese speakers may be reinforced by their awareness of linguistic marginalization in a migration context. Bai Lan articulates this perceived ‘otherness’, highlighting the social and linguistic segregation that high-school migrants often encounter, as she emphasized “Chinese students stick with Chinese, and local students with locals,” which reflects the broader obstacles to linguistic and cultural assimilation experienced by older migrants.

For those migrating at later ages, their bilingualism exhibits complexities that are domain-specific, with a notable (partial) loss of linguistic capacity in academic and literary registers. They show greater resilience in sustaining Chinese, yet grapple with unique challenges with grammatical structures, literary comprehension, and academic exchanges, reflecting the linguistic and cultural gap due to a disruption of Chinese language education at a more advanced stage. Therefore, the age at which individuals migrate to a new linguistic context plays a pivotal role in determining the trajectory of their bilingual development and the extent to which their HL is retained or eroded over time.




4.3 Heritage language fluency beyond age-of-migration limits

Among the varied patterns of language erosion, notable exceptions are observed in each age cohort, demonstrating high levels of HL fluency in both oracy and literacy. In families with children migrating between ages 4–7, parents of individuals like Xia Tian and Li Long express satisfaction with their children’s Chinese language skills, a sentiment that is notably uncommon among families with younger immigrants. Within the 8–10 age group, Xi Nan and Su Shan stand out for their ongoing development in Chinese reading and writing, uniquely preferring Chinese as the primary language for communication with their Chinese peers. In the age 11–13 migration cohort, Bai Lan and Dai Qin exhibit a deeper understanding of Chinese classical literature and a stronger inclination towards the inheritance of Chinese cultural elements. The following analysis will delve into these exemplary cases, aiming to uncover the factors and pathways that have facilitated their transcendence of age-related migration challenges.


4.3.1 “We are proud of his/her Chinese”—Xia Tian’s and Li Long’s parents

When many 4–7-year-old arrivals grapple with unfavorable attitudes towards learning Chinese, as well as challenges in daily Chinese communication and character recognition, Xia Tian and Li Long, distinguish themselves through their fluent Chinese during interviews, their active engagement with Chinese literature, and sustained dedication to Chinese language practices. Their proficiency in their HL can be primarily attributed to the strategic and consistent support from their families.

Xia Tian’s command of Chinese is particularly represented by his broad reading scope, which encompasses children’s literature, scientific texts, and educational materials. His father classifies the Chinese books chosen for Xia Tian into different genres, such as “encyclopedias for scientific knowledge,” “social–emotional intelligence books akin to ‘Chicken Soup for the Soul’,” and “academic study materials.” Xia Tian attests to the beneficial impact of these books on his life, illustrating how they have guided him in managing interpersonal relationships, particularly in moments when he feels “wronged at school,” by offering strategies derived from his readings. His parents take pride in their family language planning and express high satisfaction with Xia Tian’s Chinese language progress and his collaborative spirit. Xia Tian’s father regards “selective and extensive reading” as the cornerstone of maintaining Chinese language proficiency, which not only solidifies Xia Tian’s linguistic and problem-solving abilities but also significantly bridges the cultural gap between parents “with a Chinese mindset” and children “acculturated in Australia.” When talking about the positive aspects of the family language policy, Xia Tian’s parents often use the phrases “a reasonable boy” and “he is always willing to listen to parents’ advice” to express their sense of contentment. Through emotional, intellectual, and interactional support with heritage reading resources, Xia Tian’s family emerges as the primary domain that fosters his initial steps and broadens his linguistic breadth. The case of Xia Tian illustrates that proactive parental engagement and strategic guidance in the HL process can nurture reciprocal agency between parents and children, essential for fostering a cooperative learning environment.

Against the backdrop of widespread unfavorable attitudes towards learning Chinese among peers, Li Long is remarkable for her unwavering passion and well-entrenched habits for mastering Chinese, as well as her achieved fluency in oracy and literacy. At the first interview, it was noted that Li Long had been engaged in Chinese language learning in Australia for a decade. Her parents played a pivotal role in encouraging and facilitating a variety of Chinese language programs for her, which included family reading plans, community Chinese schools, Australian Chinese association activities, extracurricular Chinese tutoring, and short-term study trips back to China. Li Long’s mother highlighted the importance of these efforts, stating:

	1. Those Sunday classes and tutoring classes, although taught by volunteers and possibly not systematic, helped my daughter keep up with Chinese. The community school played a key role with professional teachers and systematic teaching. Moreover, two study trips in China were like intensive training, showing huge effects in a short time.

Li Long’s case exemplifies the collective impact of family, community, and the school system on successful HL retention among adolescents who migrate at a young age. This integrated approach to resource utilization can nurture enthusiasm and a sense of identification with Chinese culture among Chinese-Australian youth. Li Long’s mother notes that her daughter’s study experiences in China “particularly fostered a deep emotional connection to China.” Li Long herself underscores the relevance, stating, “China and Chinese are relevant to me.” Contrary to most of her peers who forsake Chinese and distance themselves from Chinese social circles, Li Long actively seeks out and engages with newly arrived Chinese children, forging social connections in Chinese.

In fact, among the common risks of severe attrition or language loss among those 4-7-year-old arrivals, Xia Tian and Li Long’s achievement, especially in the realm of literacy, is remarkable. Their cases provide empirical evidence supporting the family unit’s role as the primary domain for language transmission. Furthermore, their experiences demonstrate the efficacy of a varied selection of HL reading materials as a potent vehicle for exposing children to complex linguistic structures, which is vital for literacy development, especially in settings where structured educational access is constrained. Their narratives also underscore the vital importance of a synergistic approach that combines family, community, and school efforts in fostering a more comprehensive acquisition of the HL, which is crucial for enriching the cultural identity and boosting the academic potential within the context of childhood migration.



4.3.2 “Few Chinese peers can indeed reach my level”—Xi Nan and Su Shan

Contrary to the prevalent trend of English language dominance and the subsequent decline in Chinese literacy among the 8–10-year-old immigrant cohort, Xi Nan and Su Shan demonstrated sustained progress in their Chinese reading and writing skills and engagement with the Chinese community, which highlights the pivotal role of child agency and reading habits language retention and advancement.

Su Shan’s achievement in Chinese literacy after immigration can be largely due to her engagement with the Chinese community and structured language programs in school. She opted for Chinese as a HL in high school, which provided a curriculum tailored to her background and prior knowledge of Chinese. As she recalled, “Because students who came before the age of 10 have the chance to choose the heritage course.” This structured program is instrumental in allowing her to engage deeply with the language, especially refining her writing skills.

Xi Nan’s deep affection for the Chinese language is particularly striking, as she articulated its beauty with a personal touch, “I really like it because I find the Chinese language very beautiful, especially classical Chinese.” Her fondness is not just theoretical; it permeates her routines and scholarly endeavors. This is evident in her frequent borrowing of Chinese literature from the community library, where she noted, “I keep borrowing books and still read traditional Chinese characters because there are many romance novels that are only available in traditional characters, not in simplified ones.” Her choice to engage with literature in Chinese, even in an English-speaking context, highlights a profound emotional and aesthetic bond with the language, as well as a deep-seated appreciation for the expressive richness of her HL. Xi Nan’s engagement with the Chinese language is further exemplified by her practices of “writing Chinese diaries” and “practicing Chinese calligraphy,” activities she deems essential for “not forgetting Chinese while living in Australia.” These efforts are further solidified by her academic endeavors in university, where she has chosen to study Chinese literature and poetry, even serving as the class representative for Chinese poetry.

Xi Nan and Su Shan have both navigated their social circles with a common thread preserving their HL and cultural ties. Despite being raised in Australia, their interaction with Chinese-speaking peers is continuous, reflected in their common practice of using Chinese in peer engagement, “There were two others who played with us in elementary school and middle school. We’ve been together ever since. We always speak Chinese with each other.” This illustrates the close-knit nature of their social circle, where language serves as a bridge to their cultural heritage. Su Shan emphasized the crucial role of her social circle in language maintenance, “I can keep my Chinese as good as it is because I have so many friends who speak Chinese.” Their proficiency in Chinese and familiarity with Chinese culture also enable them to engage with the broader Chinese community, as Xi Nan explains:

	1. Because I also watch some Chinese TV dramas [..] whatever is popular, I watch them all, like 三生三世 (Eternal Love),’ ‘十里桃花 (Ten Miles of Peach Blossoms), ‘我的前半生 (My First Half of Life),’ I watch everything. That’s why I have a lot to talk about with them (new international students).

This quote reflects how Xi Nan’s social interactions often center around shared cultural interests and activities with her Chinese friends, such as discussing popular TV dramas. Indeed, the Chinese social circle not only provides a supportive environment where they can practice and refine their Chinese language skills but also offers them a sense of belonging and cultural continuity. Xi Nan and Su Shan place a high premium on their Chinese-English bilingual identity, viewing it as an asset that enriches their social and academic experiences. Xi Nan articulated this perspective, saying, “For me, both languages are very important, they allow me to communicate with a wider range of people and shape my way of social interaction and my attitude towards learning.”

Xi Nan and Su Shan’s narratives emphasize the complex interplay of factors like child agency, reading habits, social engagement, and structured language education in maintaining Chinese literacy and celebrating cultural roots among young immigrants. Despite living in an English-dominant environment for over 10 years, their commitment to Chinese language practices is commendable. They actively engage with Chinese literature, maintain friendships with Chinese speakers, and opt for Chinese language courses, which not only strengthen their bilingual proficiency but also enhance their social and academic experiences.



4.3.3 “We want to be Chinese teachers in Australia”—Bai Lan and Dai Qin

Young people in the 11–13-year-old immigrant cohort all exhibit fluent oral proficiency and maintain extensive social networks within the Chinese community. Bai Lan and Dai Qin, in particular, have a strong foundation in Chinese literature and have incorporated Chinese education into their career aspirations. Like Xi Nan and Su Shan, Bai Lan and Dai Qin’s journey with Chinese language learning is marked by a high level of self-direction, as they both expressed, “Chinese is very important, and I have a clear plan for the future; I want to be a Chinese teacher in Australia.” This clear career planning also indicates that their mastery and love for the Chinese language should reach a deeper level of literary competence, which transcends the functional use of Chinese for daily communication. To achieve this, they opted for Chinese literature courses during their high school years, pursuing an in-depth understanding and appreciation of Chinese literature. Dai Qin reflected:

	1. The reason my Chinese has improved is that I learned a lot of literary content in high school, such as the poetry of the Tang Dynasty, the lyrics of the Song Dynasty, and the operas of the Yuan Dynasty, and wrote many Chinese essays, including literary reviews and appreciations of modern novels like ‘围城 (Fortress Besieged),’ ‘骆驼祥子 (Rickshaw Boy),’ and ‘红高粱 (Red Sorghum).’ These foundations have been very helpful for my current university studies in Chinese.

Dai Qin’s linguistic journey underscores the indispensable function of school curricula in shaping the linguistic sophistication of adolescent immigrants. The structured educational environment plays a pivotal role in developing complex linguistic structures and expanding linguistic repertoires, particularly in the academic and literary registers of Chinese. Beyond individual initiative, the specialized courses and educational materials, hardly accessible outside of a formal educational setting, largely mitigated cultural and linguistic gaps that often arise from the disruption of Chinese education in children’s formative years, enabling an in-depth exploration of the richness of Chinese language and literature. Bai Lan and Dai Qin’s enthusiasm for Chinese and their ambition to become Chinese teachers not only reflect their profound identification with Chinese elements but also show their strong desire to pass on this cultural heritage. While English often dominates their academic and professional lives, Chinese remains a language of ethical insights and moral guidance, as Bai Lan said:

	1. I find that Chinese culture is really vast and it’s taught me a lot about bigger ideas in life. In high school, taking Chinese as a heritage course was very enlightening. It covered life attitudes, values, and a sense of belonging, which helped me grow and understand things better.

The quote encapsulates the deep connection between language fluency, cultural identity, and personal growth, emphasizing language as a vital vehicle for conveying ancestral values and facilitating cultural continuity, despite geographical or generational distances. The experience of taking a Chinese heritage course in high school appears to have been a transformative journey, revealing the depth and breadth of Chinese philosophical legacy, which serves as a source of personal strength and enlightens broader life lessons. It suggests that language fluency is more than just grammatical correctness or vocabulary expansion; it’s about the ability to engage with cultural nuances and the wisdom encoded within a language.

Bai Lan and Dai Qin, through their steadfast preservation of their HL, are carving out a niche for the robust growth of their Chinese language skills within the English-centric mainstream culture, bridging the divide between their ancestral past and their present, and reaffirming their deep connection to their cultural roots. Their journey of being fluent and highly literate Chinese users, though driven by a high degree of self-direction, is a testament to the significance of structured learning environments like formal education on their language acquisition, career aspirations, and the formation of their cultural identity.





5 Discussion: from erosion to fluency


5.1 Age of migration in the variation of language erosion

The current study underscores the significant role of migration age on the different levels of Chinese language attrition and the varied patterns of heritage bilingualism. The correlation between migration age and reported proficiency outcome aligns with previous research suggesting that early migration facilitates a quick acquisition of the majority language, often to the detriment of the HL, while later migration tends to maintain higher levels of HL proficiency and heritage investment (Montrul, 2023). This study uniquely maps specific migration ages to the varying degrees of Chinese language decline in oral, reading, and writing skills, a dimension that is underrepresented in qualitative depictions of real-world language use. The distinct patterns of language erosion across different age cohorts of Chinese-Australian migrants are represented by the youngest migrants (ages 4–7) progressing towards monolingualism in English, to the middle cohort (ages 8–10) experiencing regression in complex oral expression and literacy, and the oldest migrants (ages 11–13) maintaining robust oral communication skills in Chinese but facing gaps in academic and professional Chinese. These varied trends reflect the differing impacts of disrupted mother tongue education at various developmental stages in early childhood, middle childhood, and adolescence.

This study supports the existence of a critical period for language acquisition, suggesting an optimal window in childhood for language acquisition (Abutalebi and Clahsen, 2020). Montrul (2008, 2013) and Ahn et al. (2017) extend the critical period hypothesis, conventionally reserved for first and second language acquisition (Lenneberg, 1967; Singleton and Leśniewska, 2021), to encompass the realm of language attrition and incomplete acquisition within HL education. They proposed that when in childhood input becomes reduced or interrupted is crucial, especially impacting areas like accent, grammar, and vocabulary (Montrul, 2008, 2016). The ages of 9–12 were identified as the pivotal period, being either the most vulnerable to first language loss or attrition (Ahn et al., 2017; Montrul, 2008) or the most conducive to maintaining and preserving the first language (Jee, 2018). Our study reveals a more nuanced view of language maintenance and shift by identifying a broader spectrum of critical migration periods between ages 4–13, each with unique vulnerabilities in Chinese HL proficiency.

Unlike much of the existing research that situates the examination of age factors in language acquisition within developmental psychology and focuses on cognitive flexibility or brain plasticity (Birdsong, 2018), this study delves into the socio-emotional factors and diverse linguistic challenges associated with the age of migration - the time when HL use declines and Chinese language schooling is disrupted. It reveals that children arriving at ages 4–7 quickly assimilate linguistically, a process eased by simpler communication demands in their early academics and greater perceived integration opportunities, potentially resulting in limited motives to care for their Chinese language skills. In contrast, those arriving at ages 11–13 face significant English language challenges from the outset, a result of the need to express complex ideas, master academic English, and handle a more rigorous curriculum in Australia. These language challenges are further exacerbated by feelings of linguistic otherness and racial marginalization, which might paradoxically reinforce their adherence to Chinese. The timing of immigration can markedly influence the societal context and linguistic environment for heritage bilinguals, which in turn affects both the quantity, such as the amount of exposure to their languages, and the quality, including the richness and complexity of language input that children with different immigration experiences receive (Chondrogianni, 2023). The study brings to light the impact of socio-emotional factors at various age stages on language use across different domains, an area not commonly addressed in linguistic studies but influences the extent and richness of language use (Pułaczewska, 2021). The varieties of HL bilingualism patterns highlight the dynamics and intricacy of language use and attrition among heritage speakers and underscore the importance of understanding their unique linguistic journeys across age-of-migration groups to better support their language development and maintenance.



5.2 Key factors reversing the erosion pattern

Despite the pervasive pattern of language erosion, the study identifies notable exceptions of fluent and highly literate heritage speakers across different age cohorts. These individuals, relative to their age peers, demonstrate a notable level of fluency (e.g., capacity for Chinese interviews) and literacy (e.g., comprehension of literature and/or writing essays) in Chinese HL, challenging the conventional narrative of language shift and loss. The developmental trajectories of these highly proficient HL users underscore the significance of four distinct facilitative factors: family language strategies as the foundation for language transmission, child agency as the driving force for linguistic interaction, institutional support as the guarantee for language sustainability, and literary engagement as the determinant for the ultimate attainment.

Within educational systems where the majority language, notably the global lingua franca English, serves as the sole medium of instruction, the family language environment emerges as a core domain (Spolsky, 2012), largely determining whether children can attain proficiency in their minority HL or risk losing their HL (Curdt-Christiansen and Hancock, 2014). Besides parental mere desires for HL transmission, what matters most regarding the efficacy of family language policy is “what parents do or do not do” to support their children’s HL proficiency (Li, 2006a, p. 29). This research, while emphasizing the importance of the family’s role, places a spotlight on identifying what specific measures families should take and how to ensure the continuity of the HL within the household. Exemplary early intervention models, such as Xia Tian’s family’s ‘selective extensive reading’ strategy, highlight the development of literacy, intelligence, personality, and intergenerational understanding. The synergetic use of familial, community, and school resources, as adopted by Li Long’s family, further fosters heritage language robustness within households. These early intervention cases stand out against the giving-up behavior observed in many families who often prioritize their children’s immediate success in English and related subjects, as also seen in various contexts such as Singapore (Curdt-Christiansen and Hancock, 2014) and the USA (Zhang, 2012). The persistence and commitment of these early intervention cases underscore the importance of diversity, consistency, and continuity in language sustainability. In a mainstream English culture such as Australia that largely lacks structured education for minority languages (Hornberger, 2008), the family’s engagement serves as the initial cradle and its persistence as the last bastion of language transmission for their young children.

Children’s agency, or their active role in family language decisions (Curdt-Christiansen, 2020) significantly sustains the continuity of family language policy. Xia Tian’s proactive participation in reading and his interaction with texts reflect the bidirectional efforts of parents and children in cultivating HL and bilingual abilities. Li Long’s transition from initial passivity (such as early resistance to attending community school) to actively engaging in HL classes (such as a voluntary request to study in China) ensures her sustained Chinese literacy practice over a decade. Later migrant children (e.g., Xi Nan, Su Shan, Bai Lan, and Dai Qin) independently pursue Chinese learning by connecting with Chinese speakers, studying literature, and practicing writing and calligraphy, highlighting how their initiative and motivation can sustain language acquisition and cultural transmission despite minimal parental involvement. This also illustrates the correlation between Chinese language proficiency and emotional ties to the motherland.

Academic input in the HL during the school-age period is a crucial dimension for input quality, as it introduces written language structures that are typically more complex and nuanced than those encountered in everyday spoken communication (Montrul, 2023), but a lack or deficiency in institutional support for minority languages is well-documented in various migrant contexts (Wang, 2024; Tannenbaum and Yitzhaki, 2016). This is particularly evident in English-centric societies such as Australia, where non-English language education is fragmented and proficiency levels are historically low (Hornberger, 2008). In the study, amidst the widespread trend of English overshadowing Chinese among both parents and children, Bai Lan and Dai Qin exemplify the significance of institutional resources by integrating Chinese language learning into their career plans and actively seeking out the limited opportunities available in high schools and universities to engage with Chinese literature courses. These specialized resources not only strengthen their command of Chinese within academic and literary contexts but also broaden their perspective on life with cultural wisdom, largely mitigating the lack of structured support in families and communities. The ongoing commitment to Chinese language maintenance among the case-studied children is significantly bolstered by systematic educational support, evidenced in their selected literary courses tailored for HL learners in Australia.

Literacy in the HL enables individuals to delve into intricate dimensions of linguistic artistry, grammatical structures, and sociocultural contexts, with implications for overall language growth that enhance but extend beyond everyday vocabulary for mere communication (Montrul, 2023). The exceptional accomplishments of these six immigrant children across different age groups collectively underscore the pivotal impact of their literacy development, which has been substantially supported by engaging literary works and tailored reading materials. Acquiring advanced HL literacy empowers them to bridge generational understanding and enhance problem-solving skills (e.g., Xia Tian), engage with the poetics of language and appreciate its aesthetic dimensions (e.g., Xi Nan), construct sophisticated arguments in formal settings (e.g., Dai Qin), enlighten life philosophies and construct their multiple identities (e.g., Li Long and Bai Lan), and fully participate in heritage community (e.g., Li Long, Xi Nan, Su Shan, Bai Lan, and Dai Qin). Particularly illustrative are the cases of Xia Tian and Li Long, showing how early intervention and steadfast reading practices foster young immigrants’ Chinese literacy, a skill often deemed unachievable by young immigrants. Xia Tian’s father’s strategic use of diverse literature, spanning science, social–emotional intelligence, lifestyle, and academics, has significantly enhanced Xia Tian’s linguistic breadth and cognitive growth, achieving a rare “harmonious bilingualism” (De Houwer, 2020) in immigrant families. Xi Nan and Su Shan’s appreciation of both classic and pop culture narratives underscores the crucial role of literary engagement in valuing cultural heritage and expanding social networks. For the later immigrants, Bai Lan and Dai Qin’s in-depth exploration of Chinese literature and philosophy in heritage classes not only refined their language skills but also shaped their future educational and vocational aspirations. Incorporating literary works into the curriculum can provide an optimal textual resource for HL learning in education systems where minority languages are not the main subject. Text exposure is vital for expanding vocabulary repertoires, understanding language registers and pragmatics across various contexts, and mastering written-language-specific structures (Montrul, 2023). Exposure to Chinese literary texts helps children overcome the limitations of mainstream HL education, leading to a more comprehensive understanding of Chinese and expanded career opportunities.

Previous studies, while advocating for family and institutional support in HL transmission (Romanowski, 2022; Zhang, 2012), have been vague in describing what constitutes a more ‘sufficient input’ and have inadequately addressed the types and extent of literacy practices that contribute to the development of robust HL proficiency. This study bridges the gap in current sociolinguistics by delineating the lived challenges of children who arrive in Australia at various ages and providing a detailed and nuanced understanding of the concrete measures that individuals, families, communities, and institutions can take to foster more complete heritage bilingualism. It offers clear evidence showing how families employ reading resources to broaden their children’s HL and knowledge, how children leverage literature books to enrich their literacy and popular programs to expand social circles, and how young adults benefit from their literary and academic language courses in schooling. The study underscores that the neglect of literacy support is a key factor leading to prevalent language attrition patterns and suggests that a lack of formal education in the HL limits heritage speakers’ linguistic repertoire and their ability to use the HL in diverse registers, particularly in formal and scholarly contexts. It advocates for a comprehensive approach that emphasizes consistency and persistence from all stakeholders to nurture the robust and sustainable growth of HLs. Indeed, the tendency towards attrition or subtractive bilingualism can be mitigated by practices and policies that support quality maintenance, considering family strategies and language courses designed to nurture heritage speakers’ literacy across different linguistic registers (Lubińska, 2024).



5.3 Influence of socio-economic status on heritage language maintenance

Socioeconomic status (SES) significantly impacts HL maintenance among diasporic communities, influencing both opportunities and challenges. The role of parental SES in their children’s HL achievement can vary across different academic studies and immigrant groups. For example, Chinese families with higher SES in the USA often have more resources and opportunities (e.g., access to community programs and educational materials) to support language practices, while those with lower SES face more challenges (e.g., limited time, financial constraints) (Liang and Shin, 2021). In contrast, Vietnamese families in Montreal show differences in HL maintenance based on migration reasons, with economic immigrants experiencing a more significant decline in their children’s Vietnamese language skills compared to political immigrants (Nina Le and Trofimovich, 2023). In this study, the families are likely to have a relatively high SES, given the parents’ educational background. This aligns with broader trends in immigrant communities, where higher parental education is often associated with greater knowledge and active involvement in raising bilingual children (De Cat, 2021; Li, 2006b). The high educational background and likely high SES of the parents in this study may have contributed to effective family language strategies, such as selective extensive reading and educational programs like study trips back to China (Section 4.3.1). However, not all parents were able to balance Chinese maintenance with English advancement, a challenge compounded by the unbalanced power relations of languages in mainstream society. Despite this, the study suggests that while not all socio-economically well-off parents prioritize HL education, the acquisition of high-level literacy skills in heritage bilingualism is closely related to parental educational background and SES.



5.4 Limitation and future direction

While this study offers valuable insights into the dynamics of heritage bilingualism and cultural identification across ages of migration among Chinese-Australian adolescents and young adults, it acknowledges certain limitations. The sample size, although representative, is relatively small, which may constrain the generalizability of the findings to the broader Chinese diaspora or other populations. Future research could benefit from expanding the sample and incorporating longitudinal studies that track language and identity development over a more extended period. Furthermore, combining proficiency assessments with standard measures to quantify language skills and juxtaposing these with the qualitative sociological findings could yield a more comprehensive view of language retention and attrition. By addressing these gaps, subsequent studies can contribute to a better understanding of the factors influencing HL bilingualism among immigrant populations in Australia and globally.




6 Conclusion

This study provides a comprehensive analysis of HL performance, heritage bilingualism, and cultural identification among Chinese-Australian adolescents and young adults, particularly focusing on the 1.5 generation. The research underscores the pivotal role of age at migration in predicting language attitudes, language habitus, bilingualism patterns, and socialization affinity. It reveals a pattern of language erosion across all age cohorts, with earlier migrants showing a stronger assimilation into Australian language and culture, and later migrants maintaining a more robust connection to the Chinese language and cultural identity. However, the study also identifies exceptional cases of HL fluency that defy the conventional trend of language erosion, highlighting the importance of family-based strategies, child agencies, language-in-education policies, and reading engagement. These findings suggest that with targeted support and engagement, it is possible to reverse the trend of language shift and develop a strong command of their HL and a deep appreciation for it. The study concludes that while the journey toward HL fluency is complex and multifaceted, it is not insurmountable, offering valuable insights for families, educators, and policymakers aiming to preserve and promote minority HLs in a dominant English-speaking context.
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Heritage languages play a pivotal role in cultural preservation, ethnic identity attachment and intergenerational continuity. The dynamics of heritage language transmission within family settings warrant comprehensive exploration, specifically in Pakistan, a linguistically and ethnically rich yet under-studied region. This mixed-method study employs qualitative semi-structured interviews (n = 7) and quantitative surveys (n = 110) to investigate and explore the role of Family Language Practices (FLPs) and policies, family dynamics, cultural and ethnic attachment and attitudes toward heritage language transmission (HLT). The study assumes the theoretical underpinnings of sociocultural and ethnolinguistic identity theory to guide the analysis—utilizing thematic analysis and descriptive and inferential statistics. Findings reveal that the generational gap impacts heritage language maintenance and proficiency, with older generations prioritizing its use and younger generations learning heavily toward culturally dominant languages instead, reasons including societal pressures, personal preferences and the impact of individual experiences. Code-switching emerges as a significant practice amongst the younger generations but also points toward the dilution of heritage languages. Key enablers of heritage language transmission (HLT) were revealed to include multigenerational household structures, cultural practices and positive familial experiences. Additionally, findings reveal the impact of these factors toward the positive and/or negative perception of bilingualism/multilingualism and the perceived importance of heritage language transmission. Strong correlations between language practices, ethnic identity attachment, and family dynamics suggest that intentional, empathetic engagement in FLP can mitigate the challenges posed by modern pressures. Heritage languages are vital for cultural continuity in Pakistan. Policies and practices at the family and societal levels should focus on fostering positive, inclusive experiences with heritage languages to ensure their intergenerational transmission.

Keywords
 heritage language transmission; family language policy; language practices; ethnic identity; cultural attachment; bilingualism; multilingualism; family dynamics


1 Introduction

Globalization is a rapidly transforming and inevitable part of the modern era (Elewa, 2018; Utomo et al., 2024). In earlier foundational studies, globalization has been attributed to second language acquisition that brings together communities and cultures (Kumaravadivelu and Anonimo, 2008)—later stipulating that cultural globalization, in return, is a critical factor for language learning itself (Tsui and Tollefson, 2007). Language is a fundamental platform for construction of personal and social identity (Ou and Gu, 2021; Tong and Cheung, 2011; Yang and Curdt-Christiansen, 2021) and as such, transmission of language, language maintenance, language shift and language socialization are integral to social interconnectedness. Globalization, while fostering such social interconnectedness, often also forces a certain linguistic homogenization that threatens the survival of more obscure, minor and/or heritage languages (Awal, 2024; Cenoz and Gorter, 2017; Maikanti et al., 2021). The preservation of heritage language emerges as a vital means of sheltering and/or safeguarding cultural and social identities, whether individual/personal or collective.

Amidst this rapid globalization, the factors that both contest and support language maintenance—specifically heritage language maintenance—have advanced exponentially, making it vital to recognize the subtleties that decide upon its success or decline. Heritage languages embody the traditions, histories and identities of communities (Hollebeke et al., 2023; Little, 2020; Montrul, 2023; Tong and Cheung, 2011), acting as critical mediums for transmission of collective memories, norms, values and cultural practices. As globalization takes over the world dynamic, the responsibility for preservation and maintenance of heritage languages essentially falls on families (Danjo, 2021; Little, 2020; Mirvahedi and Hosseini, 2023; Sevinç and Mirvahedi, 2023; Wilson, 2020). As the primary social units, families play a significant role in navigating linguistic demands of the globalized world while also maintaining their cultural ties as demonstrated by studies on cultural continuity and immigrant families (Wang, 2022). However, the ability of a family to successfully transmit, maintain and socialize their heritage language is influenced by several complex intersectional factors including but not limited to socio-economic contexts, culture itself, technology and more.

South Asia presents a particularly compelling space for studying heritage languages and their transmission and maintenance due to the region’s rich and nuanced linguistic range and involved socio-political history (Bose and Jalal, 2022; Driem, 2022; Montanari and Quay, 2019; Wolters, 2018). The region is home to thousands of languages with even more dialects many of which are either endangered or on their way to become endangered due to the dominance of English in a globalized world much like other minority languages across the world (Cenoz and Gorter, 2017; Zhang, 2024). Urban migration intersected with socio-economic benefits of English language proficiency has led to a substantial shift in language use across generations—with younger generations prioritizing dominant languages over their familial heritages and in some cases, completely abandoning them in favor of social acceptance. Institutional policies, such as those in educational institutes, further demean the maintenance of heritage languages by prioritizing English as a mode of instruction to meet global competition and standards. This is further exacerbated in the context of diasporic families, where heritage languages become even more difficult to maintain in host cultures and societies. The pressures of cultural assimilation as well as socio-cultural growth necessitate the learning and use of dominant languages of the host societies which posits greater risk of loss of heritage languages across generations over time (Migliarini and Cioè-Peña, 2024). Family language practices and policies become the core of ensuring language survival in such contexts.

Despite its importance, research on heritage language transmission (HLT) in South Asia remains considerably limited, particularly in socio-politically unstable countries like Pakistan. Existing studies have focused primarily on diaspora communities in Western contexts—for instance, studying the parental attitudes of Chinese immigrants toward their heritage language in the United States of America (Chen et al., 2021), Korean immigrants in New Zealand (Park, 2022), Bangladeshi immigrants in Australia (Chowdhury and Rojas-Lizana, 2021) and even Indian Iranian immigrant families (Mirvahedi and Hosseini, 2023). However, there has been little to no research on the scope heritage language maintenance and transmission when it comes to Pakistan.

This leaves a significant gap in understanding and recognizing the localized contexts of heritage languages within the collectivist culture of the country. There is even lesser focus placed on the endangerment faced by smaller, lesser known and neglected heritage languages spoken only in very specific villages, communities and areas within Pakistan. Addressing this gap is essential for not only managing to spotlight the importance of heritage language preservation and transmission in Pakistan but also for the development of nuanced strategies that provide support to educators, policymakers and other communities and initiatives in fostering retention toward heritage languages.

This paper aims to contribute toward bridging this gap by providing an introductory understanding of heritage language transmission in Pakistan—intersected with familial structures, role of extended family, cultural practices and general perceptions and attitudes toward bilingualism. Drawing on parts of socio-cultural theory and ethno-linguistic identity theory, this study assumes a mixed-method approach to investigate the dynamics of family language policies in multigenerational households within Pakistan. It seeks to uncover the predictors of linguistic proficiency, code-switching and cultural identity while highlighting the potential role of culture and technology in such practices.



2 Literature review


2.1 Family language policy (or practices)

Family Language Policy (also referred to as FLP or FLPs) provides a robust framework for understanding and recognizing how families make deliberate or unintentional decisions about language practices, language management and socialization within their households (Curdt-Christiansen and Palviainen, 2023; Piller and Gerber, 2021; Schalley and Eisenchlas, 2020). Studies have shown that family language policies, particularly in the case of transnational and/or immigrant families significantly influences language transmission. Factors such as parental approaches (Mak et al., 2023; Said, 2021), immigration practices (Chen et al., 2021; Mak et al., 2023; Mirvahedi and Hosseini, 2023), external environments, societal customs, cultural barriers (Montrul, 2023), education systems (Li and Shen, 2024; Olfert and Schmitz, 2016) both individually and collectively come together to formulate and shape family language policies. Researchers have also stipulated that the role of parents, grandparents and other extended family members as safeguards and gatekeepers (Braun, 2012; Reghiss and Melgani, 2024; Said, 2024) interplays with these factors and emphasizes the significance of intersectional process of intergenerational language teaching and cultural transmission in the process of language learning.

In multigenerational households, where members of different generations often retain varying degrees of not only linguistic expertise but also cultural connection (Purkarthofer, 2020; Sullivan et al., 2021), Family Language Policy becomes a space for compromise and negotiation even if that negotiation is intuitive. The interconnection between explicit policies, for example, dedicated time and space to practice heritage languages—and implicit policies—for example, code-switching during conversations is often fluid and dynamic in nature and not clearly structured. By examining these family language practices, this study aims to uncover the means that encourage or hamper heritage language transmission in diverse family settings within regional contexts of South Asia.



2.2 Cultural practices and the role of the extended family

Heritage language transmission operates at the heart of individual agency intersecting with broader socio-economic and cultural structures. Within South Asia in particular, culture and language are deeply entwined, with cultural norms and traditions serving as a backdrop for linguistic maintenance and socialization (Bose and Jalal, 2022; Wolters, 2018). Daily rituals, events, festivals, ceremonies and even religious practices are spaces and opportunities for families to engage in their heritage—reinforcing its emotional, psychological and social relevance and resonance. Grandparents and other extended family members play a vital role in this process. As custodians of cultural heritage, they act as the bridge between generations imparting cultural skills including linguistic competence and values embedded within languages.

In collectivist cultures such as those in South Asia, multigenerational living arrangements are common, even in nuclear living arrangements, the role of extended family remains prevalent due to the collectivist nature of the region (Verma, 1999). In such settings, the inclusive involvement of family members in language learning, language socialization and maintenance foster a sense of shared responsibility. However, the process of maintaining and transmitting languages remains full of challenges in the modern globalized world. Linguistic competence and preferences for other more dominant languages create barriers to influential transmission and preservation of heritage languages. In South Asia, this challenge of language assimilation is intensified by the colonial legacy of English (Gargesh, 2019) as well, which continues to serve as a language of mobility and prestige in socio-economic contexts. These challenges are further made difficult with the advent of social and digital media—often operating in dominant languages only.



2.3 Theoretical foundations

This study is grounded in two key theoretical perspectives; socio-cultural theory and ethnolinguistic identity theory, all of which individually and collectively provide a lens to examine the process of heritage language transmission and family language policies. By anchoring the different nuances of these theoretical underpinnings, the study seeks to unpack the diverse dimensions of linguistic development, retention, maintenance and transmission.


2.3.1 Socio-cultural theory

Socio-cultural theory, first posited by Lev Vygotsky in 1978, stipulates that social interactions play a key role in shaping cognitive and linguistic development (Lantolf et al., 2018; Newman, 2018). Vygotsky argues that human development or individual development is a social process impacted and/or mediated by many social and cultural factors. Primarily utilized in fields of psychology and education, sociocultural theory emphasizes the importance of culture on the way individuals act, think and feel (Newman, 2018). While broad, sociocultural theory is pivotal in understanding language learning and transmission across generations—particularly when keeping family structures and community settings in mind. Duff (2019) argues that human existence itself is contextual and that no learning can happen in vacuum. Language learning as part of human existence is a social process, with everyday interactions whether verbal, visual or auditory contributing to language competence and proficiency.

Language is not just a tool of communication but also a socio-cultural artifact that is passed through interaction and carries certain traditions, knowledge of the community and values at large (Park, 2022; Purkarthofer, 2020). For families focused on heritage language transmission, language serves as a repository for cultural heritage as well as a bridge among generations. Sociocultural theory dictates the interdependence between individual learning and the wider social circumstance—highlighting that children effectively acquire and maintain heritage languages when immersed in cultural nuance and robust interactive environments (Hoff, 2006; Roberts et al., 2019; Tizard et al., 1972). This directly correlates to the role of interaction in learning itself. Duff (2019), in her study detailing second language learning mentions multiple levels of interactions that come together to influence second language acquisition including macro level of ideological structure, meso level of communities and micro level of social activity.

Macro levels of ideological structure include all kinds of values and belief systems such as religious values, cultural values, economic values, political values etc. Interactions resulting from these systems both internal and external result in a profound impact on language learning (Duff, 2019). Similarly, meso level of socio-cultural institutions and communities such as families, schools, places of work, places of worship, social organizations etc. directly impact the social identity predictors such as power, attitudes, perceptions and agency that go into learning processes and cognitive development. And lastly, micro level social interaction and activity such as auditory, pictorial, graphical and other forms of interactions become semiotic resources for language learning. Banking on sociocultural theory, Duff (2019) stipulates the dynamic interplay among numerous factors as individuals engage with others in multilingual contexts and in the process learn and use language.

Another key concept that relates positively with these levels of interactions in learning, is the ‘zone of proximal development’ in Vygotsky’s framework in sociocultural theory. It refers to the range of tasks that an individual can learn to perform under the guidance of a more knowledgeable individual (McCafferty, 2002; Irshad et al., 2021). Applying that to the context of interactions and heritage language learning and transmission, parents and grandparents often become facilitators, providing a platform through shared activities, everyday conversations and cultural storytelling as well. These interactions enable younger minds to develop linguistic proficiency while also entwining themselves with their cultural practices and traditions.

Parental attitudes toward these interactions and their direct contribution to language learning become a pivotal part of such practices. Strategies like code-switching amongst the older generation facilitates heritage language retention as well. This is particularly important in many South Asian contexts—including Pakistan, where multigenerational households offer a fertile and informed ground for heritage language transmission. As language is learning through social context and interaction, these households become hubs of cultural learning, where grandparents become central in reinforcing the cultural retention and language learning (Braun, 2012; Said, 2024). This involvement from the older generations becomes a key factor in cultural continuity as well. Purkarthofer (2020) in his work on passing down culture and heritage highlights the importance of such cultural practices that encourage and inspire cultural belonging and emotional bonding.

Sociocultural theory helps underscore the importance of these interactions by arguing that human development and learning is not just a functional process but also deeply symbolic and embeds heritage languages within the matrix of collective identity (Newman, 2018). However, it is important to note here that while this underscores the importance of sociocultural interaction, the modern dynamics are becoming increasingly challenging to traditional practices. Digital communication, excessive modernization, cultural transformation from collectivism to individualism, nuclear family formation and other myriads of modern attributes all posit certain barriers toward heritage language learning and transmission. For example, the increasing reliance on digital media for communication where the dominant languages are balanced between English and other global lingua franca cause significant dilution to the presence and use of heritage languages both online and offline (Duff, 2019). By focusing on these multidimensional attributes, this research aims to explore how individuals with different family structures, levels of interaction, degree of sociocultural impact are impacted when it comes to their language learning and retention, particularly with heritage languages.



2.3.2 Ethnolinguistic identity theory

Aside from sociocultural theory, another key theoretical framework that strengthens the foundation of this study is the ethnolinguistic identity theory contextualized in modern dynamics. First stipulated in 1981, ethnolinguistic identity theory essentially states that the relationship between identity and language is significant and correlated (Singh, 2023). Language socialization and practices encourage or hinder social connectedness (Mohammed, 2022). Individuals and groups connect to specific social groups, communities or identities because of linguistic practices. When considering it in the context of heritage language transmission, it simply highlights the social significance of heritage languages in connecting an individual to their ancestral roots. As previously stated, language learning—or learning of any kind—is a social process that cannot exist in a vacuum (Duff, 2019). Social interactions within communities and societies hinder on language which inherently becomes a valuable framework for preservation of individual and collective identity.

Considering the pretext of this study, i.e., globalization and the interconnectedness of the world, it becomes crucial to understand the space that exists for dominant languages and minority or heritage languages. As such, ethnolinguistic identity theory becomes a key theoretical concept for examining and understanding the processes and/or mechanisms to understand how language serves as a marker of personal and collective identity as well as space for negotiation of these identities (Brosius and Polit, 2011; Ou and Gu, 2021; Park, 2022).

Ethnolinguistic identity theory stipulates that language is not just a means of communication but rather a crucial part of expression of individual agency, identity and community (Giles and Johnson, 1987). Language, at its core, binds people together, creates shared experiences and provides a center for togetherness—facilitating and encouraging a sense of belonging to a community. For example, South Asian immigrants in United Kingdom, United States or other countries come together through shared languages, celebrating their individual identity regardless of regional divide. Communities, support groups and other initiatives for immigrants often hinge entirely on shared language that showcases relatability and sense of community (Edele et al., 2018). Another example of language and identity being interconnected is French individuals almost always preferring to use French as their language of communication, refusing to be dominated by the need to converse in English regardless of the social pressure (Parker, 2019). For immigrants, dispersed communities and/or even indigenous tribes, their ancestral or heritage language also becomes a symbol of cultural loyalty and cultural representation in a world that seeks erasure of their individual identities—often language serving as an act of self-preservation and cultural conservation (Kamau and Motanya, 2024; Nzeaka and Ehondor, 2024) to be passed on in future generations.

Language represents a myriad of conscious and subconscious choices individuals and communities make in reflection of their emotional, psychological and sociocultural values. In the context of heritage languages, heritage language maintenance, transmission and socialization are just as much a part of individual ethnic identity as anything else. Intergenerational transmission of these heritage languages becomes a crucial component of cultural survival and conservation. South Asia, as stated previously, has a rich and nuanced background of diverse heritage languages (Wolters, 2018). In Pakistan, dominant heritage languages such as Punjabi, Sindhi, Siraiki and Pushto are just some of the hundreds of languages spoken in the region. Other lesser known but culturally significant languages include Wakhi, Shina, Burushaski and more—all of which represent individually diverse sets of people and communities. For instance, Punjabi is the heritage language of Punjabis, Sindhi for Sindhis, Shina for a tribe in Hunza, Siraiki for Siraikis. These languages are often the most significant marker of their relevant communities and tribes and as such, become cultural symbols linking generations to generations.

However, it is pertinent to note that despite the cultural-dense environment of Pakistan and the multitude of heritage languages, the institutional support for such languages is very little. However, the status and treatment of these languages on an institutional level remains contested, contributing to a polarized linguistic environment that favors dominant languages such as English. In such a manner, the disconnect between Pakistan’s official language policies and the lived linguistic practices of families creates a significant tension that directly impacts Family Language Policy (FLP). While state policies, as Canagarajah and Ashraf (2013) discuss, promote Urdu and English as primary languages of instruction, this often sidelines heritage languages, creating additional challenges for families attempting to maintain multilingualism at home. The extent to which FLP aligns with or resists these broader institutional policies is crucial to understanding language transmission patterns, language shift, and identity negotiation within Pakistani households. As language policy interacts with both institutional structures and personal decisions, the question of language maintenance becomes not only an issue of national policy but also one of ethnolinguistic identity, shaping how individuals navigate linguistic convergence, divergence, and transmission across generations.

According to Parker (2019), ethnolinguistic identity theory was originally presented to address the concept of who in an ethnic group uses what strategies of language, when and why. Primarily, the concerns were surrounding the explanation of why certain members of a group would accentuate their linguistic differences while others converge toward homogeneity bypassing their linguistic characteristics when conversing with outgroups (Parker, 2019). Over time, the sociopsychological context of language maintenance became an inter-group phenomenon just as much as an individual and personal decision toward letting languages erode or transmitting them ahead. Even today, the cognitive processes relating to social categorization, attitude formation, second language acquisition and more are significant at a macro-level (Giles and Johnson, 1987).

The idea that language maintenance and socialization lie at the heart of a group or community’s vitality directly relates to the ethnolinguistic identity theory. A recent study conducted in Sweden reveals that ethnolinguistic identity and local vitality are closely linked and contribute to explaining the language climate (Lindell et al., 2023). According to Ahmed (2016), ethnic identity maintenance or retention undertaken by small immigrant groups when placed in inter-ethnic contexts has been relatively less explored than the processes that contribute to their adaptation in the host societies. However, he concluded in his study that ethnically minority groups can survive cultural assimilation and maintain their ethnic identity even if the vitality of the group is considerably low on most of the measurable scales (Ahmed, 2016). What gives strength to maintaining their identity is primarily the maintenance of intergenerational heritage language transmission—the use of their ethnic/heritage languages within their homes and neighborhoods is a direct factor. Language, as such, becomes a crucial factor in maintaining ethnic identities, particularly in circumstances and contexts where the ethnic group is a minority.

There are multiple components that influence ethnolinguistic identity formation and maintenance. Daha (2011) conducted an interview-based study on second-generation Iranian Americans revealing that pride in their culture, the physical characteristics of the individuals, the perceived stereotypes etc. all combine to influence ethnic identity maintenance and retention. In addition, she also concluded that the contextual factors that influence such identity retention include community ties, ethnic pride, engagement in cultural practices, family connectedness and cultural beliefs (Daha, 2011)—all of which have been explored in this study in the context of Pakistan. Researchers have also shown that demographic strength, status and institutional support play key roles in how heritage/ethnic languages are strengthened, maintained, encouraged and/or lost over time (Duff, 2019; Lindell et al., 2023; Tizard et al., 1972). In a study done on ethnolinguistic vitality, social identity and intergroup relations in India have further described these factors stipulating that the subjective vitality of any language when it comes to ethnolinguistic contexts depends on these the economic, social, socio-historic or other manners of status of the ethnic groups, the number of speakers or population of the group and the use of the ethnolinguistic groups’ language in different informal and formal spaces (Singh, 2023). In any setup, the groups differ in their relative strength of these three factors, no matter how multidimensional they may be.

Singh’s (2023) research is particularly relevant to the research undertaken because of the similarities in cultural and regional contexts. India and Pakistan share a deeply personal and interconnected history, and the complex multilingualism of India is relatable to that of Pakistan. Groups are difficult to diversify based on dominancy as opposed to the clear distinctions in some monolingual societies of the West (Singh, 2023). In such involved situations, where there is a plethora of regional languages and dialects, the maintenance of languages comes through integration. Different linguistic groups and communities meet each other and move toward multilingualism where minority communities keep their heritage languages while also picking up on the languages of the major groups in specific regions (Singh, 2023). A contextual example of that is someone from the Pukhtoon community within Pakistan—say from Peshawar, a culturally Pukhtoon dominant city migrating to Islamabad, culturally dominated by Punjabi and Urdu-speaking communities would retain their language (i.e., Pushto) while also learning to speak the locally dominant language (i.e., Urdu or Punjabi). In such contexts, ethnolinguistic identities are significantly impacted by social contexts.

As mentioned previously within the context of sociocultural theory, grandparents or the older generations play a vital role in transmission of language and hence, with ethnolinguistic identity theory under consideration, they play an important role in the formation, maintenance and transformation of identities as well (Said, 2024). In cases of culturally collectivist societies like Pakistan, this transmission happens through familial solidarity, practices and familiar decisions. These familial decisions, on an individual level within younger generations, may be diverse and converge away from the norm of the older generations whether through internal values (e.g., personal experiences relevant to heritage languages, individual family dynamics etc.) or external pressures (e.g., social psyche of the environment, the stereotypes, societal pressure of dominant languages etc.) but still remain a deciding factor in the vitality of the ethnolinguistic identity of these younger generations.

Ethnolinguistic identity theory offers a deeply personal perspective on language maintenance, shift and transmission within ethnic groups and provides the lens through which to analyze the findings of this study. As such, ethnolinguistic identity theory is one of the many contexts to consider when exploring heritage language transmission and maintenance, which when considering attitudes and behaviors gives way to another theoretical construct.





3 Materials and methods

This study aims to investigate family language policy and heritage language transmission within Pakistan, particularly focusing on family language policy (FLP), family dynamics, ethnic identity and attitudes and perceptions toward multilingualism and heritage as well as dominant languages. A mixed-methods design was employed based on similar studies in research areas surrounding FLP (Kim, 2023), incorporating semi-structured interviews aimed at collecting qualitative data and a quantitative survey questionnaire. The research instruments were designed in a way that facilitates the assessment of intersectional interplay of language use patterns, family dynamics, cultural/ethnic identity and attitudes and perceptions—all underpinned by theoretical constructs of sociocultural theory and ethnolinguistic identity theory. Data analysis combined qualitative thematic analysis using Dedoose software for analyzing interviews and SPSS for statistical evaluation of the survey responses.


3.1 Qualitative method: semi-structured interviews


3.1.1 Participants

Following similar studies (Kim, 2023; Mambetaliev, 2023) focused on understanding the nuances associated with heritage language transmission, this study utilizes purposive sampling and employs seven participants in the interview phase—all with diverse backgrounds, diverse household structures, linguistic practices, ethnic heritages and family dynamics. Participants ranged from ages 18 to 35 and represented various ethnic backgrounds including Urdu speaking immigrants, Punjabi, Sindhi, Pashtun, Wakhi etc. ensuring that while the entirety of Pakistan’s hundreds of regional and ethnic languages cannot be represented, the participant group is diverse as such that it provides comprehensive insights.

The study was conducted in Islamabad, Pakistan, a city that serves as a unique linguistic and cultural intersection, attracting individuals from different ethnic backgrounds and provinces. As the capital, Islamabad provides an environment where linguistic diversity is actively negotiated in family and social settings, making it an appropriate site to examine heritage language transmission.

Participants were selected based on specific criteria to align with the study’s focus. Given the purposive sampling approach, the study sought individuals who met few key requirements including (1) they belonged to a multilingual household where heritage language transmission was a lived experience, (2) they represented a range of ethnic and linguistic backgrounds to ensure diversity in heritage language experiences, and (3) they came from different household structures, including nuclear and multigenerational families, to assess how family composition influences FLP. By incorporating participants from varied linguistic and household backgrounds, the study aimed to provide a nuanced understanding of the sociocultural and identity-driven factors shaping heritage language maintenance in Pakistan.



3.1.2 Instrumentation/interview

The interview structure included multiple sets of open-ended questions—divided into nine short sections; demographics detailing personal background and language background, family language practices including language use across generations and within intergenerational language learning, role of extended family and cultural and ethnic identity including heritage and cultural practices and perceptions of bilingualism, challenges in maintenance of heritage languages including parental strategies, future perspectives on language transmission, emotional and psychological impact, cross-cultural adaptions influences and future language outlook. Questions were designed based on existing literature to provide relevance and theoretical foundations—by exploring sociocultural theory talking about the impact of contexts and environments (Lantolf et al., 2018; Newman, 2018) and ethnolinguistic identity theory (Giles and Johnson, 1987; Lindell et al., 2023) relating ethnic identities to linguistic practices detailing questions on attitudes and perceptions.

The interviews lasted between 35 and 60 min, with the shortest interview recorded at 35 min and the longest at 57 min. On average, most interviews fell within the 38–46 min range. Additionally, interviews were conducted with linguistic flexibility, allowing participants to speak in English, Urdu, or their heritage language if they preferred. However, most participants chose to respond in English, with only occasional instances of Urdu usage. In rare cases where heritage languages were spoken, responses were transcribed and translated into English for consistency in analysis.



3.1.3 Process

Interviewees were chosen through purposive sampling to ensure diversity. Each interview was conducted virtually, utilizing Google Meets and its recording feature. Considering the aim of having people from diverse backgrounds, online interviews were found to be more favorable with little regard for distance or geographical boundaries across the country. Participants found them to be easier to engage in as well. All interviews were audio-recorded with consent, taken both verbally before the recording itself and then after, to ensure documentation of consent for each participant if needed. Interviews were transcribed using Tactiq—a transcription tool specializing in providing transcripts, highlights and summaries of online meetings using AI. However, to ensure all transcripts are verbatim for analysis, each of them was matched manually to the audio-recordings. All personally identifiable information was redacted from the transcripts to ensure anonymity and confidentiality.



3.1.4 Data analysis

Thematic analysis was chosen as the method of data interpretation, analyzing the interviews using a six-part framework—starting with familiarization with the cleaned transcripts, generating initial codes from the data, searching for themes, reviewing them, defining them and producing detailed discussions. A cloud-based qualitative data analysis tool called Dedoose was utilized to facilitate the process in managing and coding the data. Code frequencies were generated using Dedoose as well as code co-occurrence insights. All emergent themes were references to existing theoretical foundations of concepts under consideration for this study.




3.2 Quantitative method: survey questionnaire

To ensure the findings of the study are not only reliable but helpful in the formation of foundational strategies and help further existing research, a quantitative method utilizing survey questionnaire was also employed in addition to the semi-structured interviews.


3.2.1 Participants

The survey was distributed using networking channels such as WhatsApp and Instagram and utilized a snowball sampling technique. The basis of this study was to provide a foundational understanding of heritage language transmission and family language policies in Pakistan and as such, there were little restrictions to the attributes of the participants. The survey was completed by 110 respondents, including individuals from diverse backgrounds, different household structures and different generational family roles as well. The demographic breakdown and other results are provided in the following sections.



3.2.2 Instrumentation/items

The survey (see Table A1) comprised of six key sections. Demographic information included items aimed at differentiating age groups, gender, primary language, heritage language, ethnicity, household structure and generational family roles. The succeeding four sections detailed four variables—language practices (Lee, 2021; Aguskin, 2023), ethnic identity (Subramaniam and Carolan, 2022), family dynamics (Ong and Ting, 2022), and attitudes and perceptions (Chowdhury and Rojas-Lizana, 2021) with 5, 3, 5, and 5 items each, respectively. The survey utilized Likert scales and multiple-choice questions to capture data on the variables. Each variable/item was informed by existing concepts, frameworks or measures.



3.2.3 Process

The questionnaire was formulated and dispensed online using Google Forms to ensure ease of response, accessibility to data, and participant recruitment. Participants were recruited using networking sites and social media platforms to ensure a broader, diverse demographic reach. Instructions on the survey form ensured the participants knew of their academic participation and confidentiality. All responses were collected anonymously with no mention of any personally identifiable data. The data was cleaned and coded using nominal or ordinal measures where needed and was prepared for statistical analysis.



3.2.4 Data analysis

Statistical analysis was conducted using IBM’s SPSS. Descriptive statistics reported on the demographic items as mentioned above. The basis was to examine the frequency distribution and self-reported measures. Furthermore, inferential statistics were applied to explore the relationship between the other variables outside of demographic items. Reliability tests also confirmed the internal consistency of these variables, with Cronbach’s alpha values exceeding 0.7 for all scales.





4 Results


4.1 Qualitative findings

This section presents the qualitative findings of our study on FLP and heritage language transmission and maintenance in households within Pakistan. The findings reveal comprehensive insights into four key areas, referenced ahead. Themes emerging from the qualitative data illustrate the complexity and nuances between the intersection of heritage language transmission, family language practices, cultural and ethnic identity, family dynamics and relevant attitudes and perceptions toward bilingualism/multilingualism and heritage languages.

The findings are grouped under thematic headings based on code applications and code co-occurrences analyzed through Dedoose. Seven interviews, as mentioned before, were conducted online. An overview of the general demographic information on the participants is illustrated in Table 1 as follows.



TABLE 1 Demographic overview of interview participants, P1 to P7.
[image: Table displaying seven participants with columns for age, gender, heritage language, ethnicity, and household structure. Ages range from twenty-one to forty; household types include nuclear and multigenerational families.]

The participants represent diverse ethnicities, diverse household dynamics and diverse heritage languages. The research utilized purposive sampling to ensure diversity in the sample. Primarily, individual participants were chosen from the age groups between 18 and 44, mostly those from the generations that could provide insight into both role of the older generations in the interplay of languages as well as provide perspective on the future younger generations and their connection to heritage languages. As illustrated above, the sample includes participants who live in multigenerational households currently, those who did before for diverse periods of time and have now moved to nuclear families and those who have lived in nuclear families only. This aids in the provision of varied perspectives on the family dynamics.


4.1.1 Thematic analysis

Initially, in the process of analyzing the manuscripts, four coding categories were developed—family language practices, ethnic identity attachment, family dynamics, attitudes and perceptions toward heritage languages (Table 2). Each coding category was divided into further sub-codes as follows.



TABLE 2 Key themes emerged in qualitative data.
[image: Table listing four key themes related to language: Family Language Policies and Dynamics, Language Learning and Proficiency, Ethnic Identity Attachment and Importance, and Attitudes and Perceptions, each with associated sub-themes such as contextual use, code-switching, family traditions, identity, and perceptions of bilingualism.]

The codes were created keeping the four key variables in mind as well as the theoretical foundations as illustrated previously. After the initial coding of the interview transcripts, Dedoose was used to understand the frequency counts and the co-occurrences of the codes to refine the findings—identifying patterns and broader constructs to combine overlapping themes. Four broad themes have emerged from the interview data, with deep insights pointing toward the complex interconnectedness of the different variables involved in heritage language transmission.


4.1.1.1 Theme 1: family language policies and dynamics

The first theme highlights how family language practices and policies influence the use of heritage languages as well as the ways in which family dynamics impact competence and individual connection with heritage languages. Families employ both conscious and unconscious language policies to navigate intergenerational communication, contextual use of heritage languages, language connections and more.

Participants reported that the use of both heritage languages as well as primary languages varied based on specific contexts. For instance, heritage languages were more notably used during family events, gatherings, cultural ceremonies and rituals while conversely, in professional or educational settings, dominant languages overshadow heritage languages. This divergence reflects the duality of languages and the ways they are utilized in terms of contextual setting.

For example:


P3: “Yes, when there are family, extended family, gatherings, including marriages, or any sort of ceremonies…these are the events in which we prefer to, like, talk in our native language and all the ceremonies and all the rituals are also performed in our own language.”
P3: “Since English is the language in all our offices and all of the workplaces, it’s the workplace requirement these days. It’s the requirement of all the educational institutes as well. There are all kinds of pressures to learn and maintain English as a dominant language. These pressures force us to leave our heritage languages behind and that keeps on increasing as well, the pressures I mean.”



A significant subtheme observed under language practices is also the varying use of heritage language among different generations. Participants reported that heritage languages are often a preference of the older generations more so than the younger ones. Older generations, particularly grandparents and great grandparents, often converse exclusively in their heritage languages and frown upon the use of other languages within the household. Younger generations, in contrast, were reported to either exhibit the use of a mix of primary and heritage languages—frequently code-switching—or favoring culturally dominant languages (e.g., English or Urdu depending on the environment) altogether.

For example:


P6: “Yes definitely, a 100% when it comes to my grandparents and my parents since they are Urdu speaking as well as their education. Like my mother’s education has been in Urdu literature…my grandfather was a poet…they have clarity in their speech. But when it comes to the younger generation such as my siblings or my cousins, the generation that comes after me. Maybe they are not quite proficient. They pollute the language and like to use the words of Urdu and English together. They couple it, so it’s more like a cross-reading of the two languages and there is influence of the English accent, even in Urdu language.”
 

Respondents reported that parental involvement and strategies have played an active role in encouraging the use of heritage languages, explaining that their proficiency often comes because of their parents conscious or unconscious efforts steering them closer to their respective heritage languages. These strategies included dedicating language practice, cultural rituals, storytelling, engaging in literature and more. However, some participants also acknowledged the challenges in maintaining such practices in contemporary times.

For example:


P1: “My father used to take me and my siblings to the local library, and he used to force us that everyone is allowed to take two books home and one of them particularly has to be in Urdu. So, I remember that from childhood. Like when I started reading it, probably at four or five years of age, I used to read one Urdu book and one English book per week, that I think made my vocabulary better than my children.”
 

Heritage language was reported to be a source of intense emotional experiences as well—both negative as well as positive. Participants often associated their own perception and connection to the language based on the kind of emotional experiences they had with their language. While there was a mix of feelings reported by the participants, it was clear that participants that had a primarily positive emotional experience with their family when it came to the heritage language would prefer to associate with it more than the participants that had a negative experience.

For example:


P5: “… with my naana naani (maternal grandparents), I used to speak Siraiki and they were happy with that and I genuinely connected with them at many levels. I would say because of that language, because they were always, you know, giving me the right amount of attention when I was speaking. And as a kid who doesn't want to attention, right? It was a point of connectedness and warmth and made Siraiki very important to me…”
 

Much like parental strategies, family traditions and practices were also reported to be pivotal in heritage language use and transmission. Participants highlighted that family traditions such as festivals, religious ceremonies and even culinary practices required the use of their heritage languages more so than any other dominant language—ensuring that in some ways, the heritage languages remained relevant. These family traditions carry a lot of weight when considering the fact that most families confine heritage languages to their homes only and prefer other languages outside of them.

For example:


P1: “…these and also some Islamic events like if we have a milaad at our home, we cannot engage in any other language, than our heritage language. So even if everyone sitting there does not understand Urdu even then the person who has come to deliver the lecture or deliver the milad, so what we do is we engage in certain lecture, certain Islamic lectures. So even then, if there is a person who has come to give the lecture, he will not even use a single English word in that particular lecture. People are understanding or not, he does not care.”
 

Respondents stipulated extended families to be one of the main contributors toward learning and maintaining their heritage languages, particularly grandparents, aunts, uncles and even cousins. While family gatherings became important spaces for reinforced use of heritage language, extended family members became custodians of heritage languages and facilitating the process of learning and acquiring the language. Grandparents were reported to be the most valued when it comes to language maintenance.

For example:


P4: “I think the 80% of the role was them [grandparents] 80 to 90% of the role was them, because even though they knew how to speak Urdu but they prefer to speak in Hindko and we simultaneously used to speak it with them as well. So in the conversation exchanges we learnt the language from [grandparents].”
 



4.1.1.2 Theme 2: language learning and proficiency

The second broad theme observed focuses on the diverse levels of language proficiency and competency across generations, the language practices and the different perspectives on heritage languages themselves.

Participants reported significant differences across generations in the modern world—their heritage language proficiency, competence and preference. While it was clear that the older generations were fluent and highly proficient in their heritage languages, it was stipulated that the younger generation often demonstrated limited vocabulary, struggled with syntax and grammar and reflected a general lack of language expertise. Furthermore, it was also reported that the younger generation often preferred the culturally dominant languages instead of their own heritage language.

For example:


P3: “Yes, there’s a huge difference because there are lots of people in my family, the, especially the younger generation, they cannot understand anything in the native language and even though they find it really difficult to connect with these all these rituals and ceremonies where our heritage language is being practiced. So yes, there’s a huge gap.”
 

Another sub-category under the broader theme of language proficiency is the code-switching behaviors differing across different generations. Code-switching emerged as a notable practice amongst the younger generations—participants described how the younger generations often alternated between their heritage languages and the culturally dominant language, partly because of limited expertise in heritage languages and partly to navigate social and professional spaces. The importance of preserving the purity of their heritage language remained relatively low in the younger generations, impacted heavily by the changing times.

For example:


P2: “My younger sister when she speaks Wakhi and mixes other words in it. She says a sentence in Wakhi but uses English also in it.”
 

Relevant to code-switching behaviors as well as the lower proficiency rate of heritage languages amongst the younger generations is also cultural assimilation and cultural practices. Participants reported that cultural assimilation in environments outside of their own ethnic communities acted as barriers to language retention and maintenance, lowering language competence and proficiency. On the other hand, practices and rituals within their communities strengthened language maintenance and retention.

For example:


P3: “Few words have been added to Wakhi, for example, a couple of years back, someone pointed out to me that some of the words I use daily in Wakhi are not Wakhi words. They are Burushaski and it has been normalized that they were Wakhi and we use them daily. That is basically an influence, a cross-cultural influence.”
 



4.1.1.3 Theme 3: ethnic identity attachment and importance

Adding to the conceptual foundation of this study, of ethnolinguistic identity theory, this theme explores the connection between ethnic identity and heritage languages, placing an emphasis on the perceived importance of heritage languages in the respondents’ lives.

Respondents reported that heritage languages have been a vital marker of their ethnic and cultural identities regardless of their level of language proficiency. Expressing a sense of connection and pride in their linguistic heritage, participants viewed language as a huge part of preserving culture and ethnicity and fostering a certain sense of belonging to their community. They expressed that it is plausible that their ethnic identities might not remain intact if their heritage and ethnic languages are lost or phased out.

For example:


P2: “We have basically lost all other parts of our culture to modernisation. The language is the only thing that remains. We live in Islamabad, so we have to maintain the daily life according to that. We do have some parts of our culture, we do cook traditional foods occasionally. But not daily, of course. So that is also somehow lost. But the only thing that remains is the language that we use daily. That is the only thing that has been with us. So if the language is lost, then I guess the culture is lost.”
 

Most, if not all, participants emphasized the importance of heritage language transmission to future generations, suggesting the criticality of maintaining languages as means of maintaining cultural identities. Participants noted that because of their feeling of connectedness to their community as well as the potential loss of identity, they believe transmitting their language to future generations is vital, even if difficult.

For example:


P3: For me personally, my heritage language does have a lot of importance in my life. I will prefer to communicate with my parents, with my siblings with my younger cousins, and everybody in my own heritage language. Because, for me, personally, it plays a huge role in my life. I feel more connected whenever I have a chance to speak, even with my friends from back at home, in my own language.”
 



4.1.1.4 Theme 4: attitudes and perceptions

The final theme emerging from the data is the participants’ attitudes and perspectives toward bilingualism—both positive and negative. Their perception of the challenges, efforts, rewards etc. associated with heritage language transmission and maintenance are varied and represent their own individual experiences as well.

Participants highlighted the social, cognitive, familial and professional benefits of being bilingual or multilingual—regardless of whether their heritage languages were part of being bilingual or not. They believed that retaining multiple languages provided them and their families greater space for opportunities. Maintaining their heritage language alongside a dominant language meant they could navigate both personal and professional spaces with ease.

For example:


P5: “Okay, my general perspective on this, is that being a bilingual is helping me at least, if I talk about just myself right now, right? So it’s helping me to express myself, more confidently. For example, if I’m talking again to my, for example, household staff, I will feel confident in talking to them and I generally feel that I’m bonding with them with all the grace and I’m building a connection with them because I really love my house help more than even my parents or siblings. So they are so kind to me and I am so kind to them. And I express that in Siraiki because that is the language that connects us and they feel more seen in it.”
 

Outside of a positive perspective toward bilingualism or multilingualism, participants also supported that the ability to communicate in multiple languages meant being able to connect with different communities and different kinds of people. It enhanced confidence, connection and provided specific benefits socially as well.

For example:


P3: “Yes, you might be able to connect with more than one type of people, if you can speak more than one language.”
 

As previously mentioned in Theme 1, emotional connections are a huge contributor toward heritage language use and maintenance. Similarly, personal experiences with heritage languages have also been reported to contribute significantly toward attitudes and perceptions of heritage languages, their use and transmission. Participants with positive experiences associated to their heritage languages leaned more toward trying to preserve it, while those with negative experiences and emotions associated to their heritage languages were less caring toward the idea of maintaining their language.

For example:


P5: “Because, um, when I was a child, when I was hit by my mother, the exchange was in Siraiki. And it continued and became a language of hatred for me. After that, there have remained stages in my life where whenever I was belittled or discouraged, it was always in Siraiki. Whenever there was violence, it was always Siraiki. So benefits, I don’t think there are many.”
 

Attitudes and perceptions toward heritage language maintenance also included perceived challenges and barriers. As such, participants acknowledged that, for various reasons, there are educational, societal, professional and other kinds of pressures associated with heritage language maintenance and transmission. Dominant languages, like English, are prioritized in educational and professional settings instead of heritage languages, leaving little to no room for support toward these heritage languages. Similarly, families have now been compelled to focus on teaching English to the younger generations to ensure their mobility in the society—stripping them off their heritage languages. This has caused the younger generation to also exhibit disinterest and/or resistance toward learning their heritage languages, thinking of it as less important in their lives.

For example:


P7: “Yeah, exactly. I think Punjabi is neither considered a professional language at all. Nor it is associated with people who are very professional. So I think when it comes to societal pressure that was again a very big, contributing factors in me, not trying to learn Punjabi, or speak at it, like, speak it very commonly because it wasn’t considered professional or it wasn’t being taught in our system as such.”
 





4.2 Quantitative findings

To validate the findings of the interviews, this section presents the quantitative findings of our study on FLP and heritage language transmission and maintenance in households within Pakistan. The results are organized by descriptive statistics and inferential statistics to provide an understanding of the comprehensive data.


4.2.1 Descriptive statistics

The study surveyed 110 voluntary participants with diverse representations across multiple demographic items including age, gender, household structures, generational roles, primary and heritage languages and ethnicity. Table 3 demonstrates the representation of age and gender among the participants. Participants aged 25–34 formed the largest group at 47.3%, following closed by the group aged 18–24 at 37.3%. Older groups were generally less represented in the respondents with only 9.1% in the age group 35–44, 4.5% in the age group 45–55 and an even lesser 1.8% in the age group over 65. Furthermore, the respondents were primarily female with 59.1% representation with males at 40.0% and a mere 0.9% non-binary representation.



TABLE 3 Descriptive statistics, age and gender.
[image: Table summarizing age and gender distribution: ages eighteen to twenty-four, forty-one people, thirty-seven point three percent; twenty-five to thirty-four, fifty-two, forty-seven point three percent; thirty-five to forty-four, ten, nine point one percent; forty-five to fifty-five, five, four point five percent; sixty-five plus, two, one point eight percent; male forty-four, forty percent; female sixty-five, fifty-nine point one percent; non-binary one, zero point nine percent.]

On the other hand, household structures were diverse. As illustrated in Table 4, 38.2% of the participants currently live in multigenerational households. 50% have previously lived in multigenerational households and only a mere 11.8% have never lived in such settings. Generational family roles also provided a varied perspective. 69.1% identified as part of the younger generation (for example, children or grandchildren), 22.7% identified as the parent generation and only 8.2% identified as the elder generation which is also reflected in the age groups of the participants.



TABLE 4 Descriptive statistics, household structure and family roles.
[image: Table summarizing household structure and generational family roles, showing that 50 percent have previously lived in a multigenerational household, and most respondents are from the younger generation at 69.1 percent.]

Furthermore, the diversity of Pakistan’s ethnic and linguistic divisions is demonstrated clearly in Table 5. While there are diverse ethnic groups across the country, the sample only demonstrates a few of the more prominent ones. Punjabis are the predominant representation in the sample with 48.2% with Siraikis and Pashtuns at similar representation with 10.9 and 10.0%, respectively. The other ethnic groups variate between 0.9 and 12% at maximum. It is important to note here that Urdu refers to Urdu-speaking muhajirs—one of the ethnic groups migrating from India to Pakistan during the partition of the Sub-continent.



TABLE 5 Descriptive statistics, ethnicity, primary and heritage language.
[image: Table displaying ethnicities alongside primary and heritage languages with corresponding numbers and percentages, including groups such as Urdu, Punjabi, Saraiki, and their associated linguistic representation in both categories.]

Here, primary language (also referred to as the dominant language in this study) represents the language most spoken by the participants, the language they are most fluent in and most comfortable speaking. It is important to note that Urdu is the overwhelming majority when it comes to primary language of the participants with 78.2% of the respondents using Urdu as their most frequently spoken language. It is also the official language of Pakistan and hence, the relative importance in professional and personal settings. However, second to Urdu is not any of the heritage languages but rather, English with 9.1%.

Heritage language here, refers to the language that is connected to a person’s cultural or ancestral roots, and is often different from the dominant language in their society or region. The predominant heritage language as demonstrated by the data is Punjabi, inherently representing much of the ethnic group in Pakistan. Urdu-speaking muhajirs consider Urdu their heritage language as well and represent 18.2% of the group’s self-reported heritage language. Other heritage languages include Siraiki, Pushto, Hindko, Kashmiri, Burushaski, Balochi, Sindhi, Wakhi, Potohari, Hyderabadi, Dogri and Shina. Here, Siraiki and Saraiki refer to the same language. The rich heritage and cultural diversity of Pakistan cannot be fully encapsulated in one survey. However, the different languages provide just the tip of the overall range of languages in the country.

It is pertinent to note that for some participants, the primary and heritage languages are the same. They not only speak their respective heritage languages but rather also consider these heritage languages their dominant languages in terms of comfort, fluency and frequency of use.

Language practices were measured across five items. Self-reported primary language competence, self-reported heritage language competence, language use in intergenerational communication, language use in different contexts and code-switching frequency. The sample revealed notable trends (see Table 6) in the use of primary/dominant and heritage language use. Self-reported primary languages indicated relatively high proficiency (M = 3.97, SD = 0.983) while heritage language competence was lower (M = 2.99, SD = 1.144). Communication across generations relied more on dominant/primary languages as indicated by a mean score of 1.84 (SD = 0.687). Additionally, contextual use of heritage languages scored a little higher at 2.80 (SD = 1.200). On the other hand, code-switching frequency (M = 2.75, SD = 1.259) indicated moderate adaptability in the navigation of multiple linguistic environments or spaces.



TABLE 6 Descriptive statistics, key variables.
[image: Data table showing variables related to language practices, ethnic identity, family dynamics, and attitudes toward language, with columns for minimum, maximum, mean, and standard deviation values for each variable.]

The Ethnic Identity measure (see Table 6) indicated strong attachment to participants’ ethnic identity (M = 0.72, SD = 0.336). Cultural participation highlighted the participants’ connection to their heritage through engagement in traditional practices (M = 3.54, SD = 1.232). Additionally, and notably, the role of heritage languages in ethnic identity was rated highly (M = 3.89, SD = 1.120).

Family dynamics played a significant role in giving shape to linguistic practices (see Table 6). The self-reported influence of family language choices was rated at 3.81 (SD = 1.062) with the practices of grandparents scoring the highest (M = 4.19, SD = 1.071). Notably, the role of extended family appeared to be moderate (M = 3.17, SD = 1.270) while the direct influence of extended family on language decisions was relatively lower (M = 2.03, SD = 0.697). Parental strategies for heritage language transmission were relatively on the rarer side, reflected in the score of 0.40 (SD = 0.239)—highlighting challenges in intentional language transmission.

Participants expressed a strong belief in the importance of heritage language maintenance (M = 3.49, SD = 1.262), though, self-reported challenges of maintaining these languages were ample (M = 3.08, SD = 1.402). Furthermore, respondents leaned toward heritage languages when it came to their preferred household communication (see Table 6). Bilingualism was also highly valued (M = 3.45, SD = 1.020). Participants also recognized the effort and rewards of heritage language maintenance (M = 3.45, SD = 1.254).



4.2.2 Inferential statistics

This section presents the inferential statistical analysis of the correlations between this study’s key variables: Language Practices, Ethnic Identity, Family Dynamics and Attitudes and Perceptions (see Table 7). To explore these relationships between key variables, Pearson’s correlation analysis was conducted. The findings from the correlation matrix (see Table 7) reveal significant and meaningful relationships, highlighting the interplay between linguistic, cultural, and familial factors in heritage language transmission.



TABLE 7 Inferential statistics for key variables.
[image: Correlation matrix table comparing Language Practices, Ethnic Identity, Attitudes and Perceptions, and Family Dynamics, with strongest correlations between Language Practices and Ethnic Identity at 0.628, and all correlations statistically significant at p-value less than 0.01.]

A strong positive correlation exists between Language Practices and Ethnic Identity (r = 0.628) illustrating higher levels of engaging in heritage language use and practice is often associated directly with stronger ethnic identity and ethnic attachment. The p-value (p < 0.01) confirms this correlation is statistically significant. A strong positive correlation also exists between Language Practices and Family Dynamics (r = 0.610), indicating that family environments play a key role in influencing language practices. The statistical significance (p < 0.01) underscores the reliability of this relationship. A moderate positive correlation is observed between Language Practices and Attitudes and Perceptions (r = 0.365), advocating that those who positively engage in heritage language practices tend to have more positive attitudes and perceptions about heritage language maintenance as well. The p-value (p < 0.01) indicates that this correlation is also statistically significant.

A moderate positive correlation is also observed between Ethnic Identity and Attitudes and Perceptions (r = 0.481), suggesting that ethnic identity influences attitudes toward heritage language maintenance. The p-value (p < 0.01) confirms statistical significance. On the other hand, a strong positive correlation is observed between Ethnic Identity and Family Dynamics (r = 0.632) the intersection of both familial and cultural influences on language transmission. The p-value (p < 0.01) confirms statistical significance. Furthermore, a moderate positive correlation between Family Dynamics and Attitudes and Perceptions (r = 0.451) suggests that positive family circumstances influence the attitudes toward heritage language maintenance. The significance level (p < 0.01) supports this finding.





5 Discussion

The findings of this study provide comprehensive and nuanced insights into the interplay between family language policies and heritage language transmission in Pakistan. By integrating both qualitative themes and quantitative patterns, we have explored the intersectional connection of multiple variables—language practices, ethnic identity, family dynamics and attitudes and perceptions. This section synthesizes these findings and contextualizes them within the theoretical underpinnings of ethnolinguistic identity theory and sociocultural theory.

First and foremost, the findings highlight the notable differences in proficiency, competence and heritage language use amongst the different generations. Older generations, often the custodians of languages as demonstrated by existing literature (Said, 2024), are instrumental in contributing to linguistic heritage. Findings reveal that these older generations prioritize their ethnic and heritage languages over other culturally dominant languages. Their direct influence fosters intergenerational language maintenance and learning—whether through storytelling, rituals, cultural practices or individual choices. Both qualitative and quantitative findings underscore the importance of grandparents, or the older generations in heritage language maintenance and validate existing literature on the matter (Said, 2024; Braun, 2012). On the other hand, it has been revealed that younger generations prefer dominant languages such as English—partly because of personal agency and choice and partly because of societal or professional pressures contributing to the sidelining of heritage languages.

This is further enunciated by the prevalence of code-switching behaviors amongst the younger generations and their navigation of multilingual spaces with a mix of both heritage and primary/dominant languages. Findings reveal that while this code-switching behavior facilitates bilingualism, it undermines the emotional connection of the younger generation toward their heritage and culture and dilutes language purity as well. The quantitative findings further validated the strong correlation between language and ethnic identity as demonstrated by existing studies (Lindell et al., 2023; Giles and Johnson, 1987; Singh, 2023), stipulating that the stronger the attachment to the language or language use, the stronger the ethnic identity attachment as well. This implies that the younger generation does not have the same level of attachment to their ethnic heritage as the older generation.

In addition, the role of family dynamics, family traditions and family roles emerge as pivotal in the maintenance and transmission of heritage languages as well, corroborated through quantitative as well as qualitative findings. It is revealed that family practices and gatherings, family dynamics such as multigenerational households, involvement of extended family etc., all come together to impact language use and language maintenance, by extension, language proficiency as well. A strong positive correlation between language practices and family dynamics points toward the interconnectedness of family and language competence in culturally collectivist societies like Pakistan. Existing research speaks at length about the role of parents, families and the elders in encouraging language use and preservation (Ong and Ting, 2022; Lee, 2021; Chowdhury and Rojas-Lizana, 2021), which has been further endorsed by the findings of this study.

It is important to note here that participants varied in their proficiency of heritage languages and general linguistic competence—heavily influenced by environments and experiences. Sociocultural theory dictates that social contexts and circumstances influence linguistic development (Newman, 2018; Lantolf et al., 2018), which attains another endorsement through the findings of this study. Individuals with social support, positive personal and social experiences and positive family involvement in the process of language learning have been reported to have a better relationship with their heritage languages as well as being more proficient. Language practices having a moderate but considerably important correlation with attitudes and perception further underscores the importance of social contexts and experiences.

Another key construct validated through the findings of the study is the theoretical foundation of ethnolinguistic identity theory which correlates language with ethnic identity and accentuates the importance of this intersection (Singh, 2023). Both qualitative themes, particularly centering around strong ethnic attachments and language preferences, as well as the quantitative correlation between Language Practices and Ethnic Identity indicate that individuals find themselves closely connected to their ethnic roots and heritage identities through their heritage languages. Additionally, language not only serves as a medium of communication but also a touchpoint for genuine connection, closeness and a sense of belonging. Studies detailing the different applications and contexts of ethnolinguistic identity theory and sociocultural theory provide a sound basis for these findings.

The level of heritage language competence as well as language and identity attachment are hindered on multiple interconnected variables and constructs as discussed in the theoretical foundations as well as demonstrated in the findings—positive experiences with languages, family interactions (Lee, 2021), cultural practices (Kamau and Motanya, 2024), parental strategies (Roberts et al., 2019), to name a few. The interconnection of these variables is multifaceted as well.

For example, the findings demonstrate a strong correlation between ethnic identity attachment and family dynamics while also demonstrating a strong correlation between ethnic identity and language practices, all variables being intersectional and contributing to the overall preference, competence, proficiency and agency surrounding heritage language use and maintenance. Furthermore, the discussion becomes even more nuanced when considering the inclusion of attitudes and perceptions surrounding heritage languages and bilingualism. Keeping in mind that social constructs and surroundings impact language learning, among other things, attitudes and perceptions are deeply influenced by these surroundings as well.

Individuals with positive experiences with their heritage languages are often more conducive toward heritage language transmission and maintenance and have a generally more positive outlook on bilingualism. Participants expressed positive attitudes toward bilingualism and recognized the social, professional and cognitive benefits of leaning multiple languages. This also aligns with existing literature on advantages and benefits of multilingualism (Purkarthofer, 2020; Montanari and Quay, 2019). However, findings also talked at length about the challenges associated with heritage language maintenance in the modern world, recognizing that preserving languages is not straightforward and often involves multiple factors—both internal and external pressures. Interestingly, these challenges are mitigated with positive experiences within families and households. Attitudes and perceptions are also impacted by family dynamics and language practices in some ways—positive reinforcement and encouraging experiences with heritage language often result in positive attitudes toward heritage language maintenance and transmission.

These findings accentuate the need for empathetic, intentional and informed family language policies that would help heritage language maintenance and transmission in an involved manner. On the theoretical side, the results of this study support the assertations of socio-cultural theory—that language learning is embedded within social constructs and is informed by interactions within families, with cultural practices and more. Cultural continuity comes from these interactions and social variables. Similarly, the study also supports ethnolinguistic identity theory validating that participants who express strong attachment to their ethnic identity consider language a marker for these associations.

Quantitative correlations also demonstrate the interconnections between the multiple variables—concluding that strong family support and cultural participation enhances heritage language competence and attitudes toward its maintenance while weak or negative family involvement correlates with diminished ethnic attachment and lower preferences for heritage language transmission. Between these interconnections, the impact of cultural practices, parental strategies and other relevant factors is emphasized and validated.



6 Conclusion

Grounded in socio-cultural theory and ethnolinguistic identity theory, this study sheds light on the involvement of family language practices in heritage language maintenance intersecting with cultural practices, ethnic identity attachment and family dynamics. Key findings include:

	• Older generations play a key role in transmitting and maintaining heritage languages through rituals, cultural practices and storytelling.
	• Multigenerational family structures provide ideal spaces for conducive language learning, as far as it is a positive emotional experience.
	• A clear generational gap exists in heritage language proficiency, with younger generations favoring dominant languages like English or Urdu.
	• Code-switching among younger individuals reflects flexibility and adaptation but risks diluting linguistic heritage.
	• Heritage languages are vital markers of ethnic identity, fostering cultural pride and belonging.
	• Positive emotional experiences enhance attachment to heritage languages, while negative experiences discourage their use.
	• Participants value bilingualism for its cognitive, social, and professional benefits, but societal pressures prioritize dominant languages over heritage languages.

This study is limited to Pakistan, one small part of South Asia and by extension, an even smaller part of the world. This does not account for linguistic or ethnic variations across South Asia or even diasporic contexts within the continent. Furthermore, Pakistan itself has hundreds of linguistic variations and a multitude of ethnic diversity. While efforts were made to make sure the sample was diverse, the vast linguistic space of Pakistan cannot be fully captured into one study. Furthermore, the interview sample was purposive and only considered generations that could provide multifaceted point of view. This could potentially limit the nuanced insights one might get from engaging with elder generations.

The basis of this study was to simply provide a foundation, for research on family language practices and heritage language transmission in Pakistan to be considered and conducted at length.

The recommendations and suggestions driven from this study come in multiple steps. For families, it is recommended to consciously integrate heritage languages within daily routines, and build empathetic and informed interactions with heritage languages—stripping away shame-based language use to replace with mindful and confident engagement. Encouraging the use of heritage languages through music, shared activities and storytelling etc. is also vital toward building positive experiences with heritage languages.

For policymakers and educators, it is recommended that educational curriculums, courses and activities must include some part of heritage language practices or spaces to ensure the educational pressure to engage solely in dominant languages is reduced while a learning space is provided. Another vital step would be to develop community-based learning initiatives that bring together people through shared experiences.

For fellow researchers and academics, future research should explore heritage languages in detail and account for different ethnic groups and communities in greater detail. Comparative studies across other regions of South Asia and multiple other contexts, for instance, diaspora, colonial mindsets etc. must also be considered to identify both global as well as local challenges in heritage language maintenance. Furthermore, future research should also explore the involvement of digital media and other platforms in language use, language socialization and language maintenance across generations. One study that could potentially immortalize and broaden the role of elder generations is conducting longitudinal, intervention-based studies involving elder and younger generations in controlled spaces to learn and preserve heritage languages.

The preservation and transmission of heritage languages are not merely linguistic concerns but are deeply tied to cultural and ethnic identity, emotional wellbeing, and societal interconnectedness. As the world continues to change, proactive efforts are needed from families, educators, policymakers, and media developers to ensure these languages thrive for future generations. This study provides foundational insights and emphasizes the need for collective responsibility in sustaining linguistic and cultural heritage.
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Introduction: Among the first objects which babies view and watch are various toys. The play has an enduring impact for the personal growth. The goal of our project was to explore why toys and playthings brought from the country of origin are an important component of the material and symbolic heritage in diasporic Russophone families, how their meaning is negotiated, and values assigned.
Materials and methods: The study uses thematic, discourse, and content analysis drawing on a survey and group interviews. The participants (53 + 25), aged 5–61 at the time of relocation, emigrated from Russia and other post-Soviet countries to various destinations for personal, family, and professional reasons.
Results and discussion: The results of the survey we conducted emphasize the multifaceted role of toys in child development, family culture, and education, stressing the importance of play over the toys themselves. Respondents advocate a thoughtful curation of toys to foster creativity and emotional growth, noting that an excess of toys may hinder children’s imagination. Psychologically, toys provide comfort, joy, and a sense of continuity amidst transitions. Families value traditional or handmade toys for their cultural and historical significance, creativity enhancement, emotional connections, and intergenerational bonding in the language transmission. The independent play fosters processing of emotions and transitions from life in a familiar milieu to a new environment. Environmental concerns about plastic toys and a preference for sustainable materials are raised. Participants view toys as contributors to children’s integration into the host society. The detailed personal narratives of those who migrated at an early age focus on the toys that shaped their early years revealing a profound significance of playthings, reflecting on the creativity and resourcefulness in their play and witnessing diverse economic circumstances and cultural backgrounds.
Conclusion: Participants’ memories and experiences with toys show how language serves as a crucial medium for expressing and preserving memories, while culture provides the context within which these toys are understood and valued. Social interactions and cultural norms impact the significance of toys in the lives of the Russophone immigrants.
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 child development; creativity and imagination; family traditions; cultural identity; environmental concerns; intergenerational bonding; handmade vs. mass-produced toys; emotional well-being


Introduction

The most important features of toys for the earliest age are bright colors, melodious or funny sounds, and a pleasant touch. Then gradually toys become more sophisticated, and imitate objects which children encounter in real life. They discover how these objects function and learn their names. This can serve as an illustration that language does not exist without materiality. It swings back and forth in the social spaces between humans. Language is always used in social contexts (Pennycook, 2024). When we put language and materiality together at the center of analysis, we discover that a linguistic approach to materiality sheds light on processes of meaning-making and value production on the one hand, and incorporating materiality into linguistic analysis can ground such processes within social, cultural, political, and economic structures of power on the other hand (Shankar and Cavanaugh, 2017). A child’s understanding of an object’s purpose (its materiality) progresses from its life-sustaining and playful functions to the discovery of its primary and secondary meanings. This understanding is conceptualized both within the traditional culture at a certain historical stage of its development and in relation to specific family practices (Gabrys-Barker and Vetter, 2024). Materiality and language are connected in such a way that an object needs to be given a name, it should be describable, comparable to other objects, and classifiable. Depending on the criteria of classification, significant properties of the object are highlighted; these can be incorporated into the name as generic or individual features (Aronin and Melo-Pfeifer, 2023). Naive nomenclatures of the material world differ from scientific nomenclatures. And it is in the world of playthings that this naivety comes up strong as it reflects reality, but also phantasies and the world of make-belief. Naive nomenclatures are also reflected in everyday language, while each field of knowledge describes an object in its own way. Cultures impart special symbolic meanings to the object, and these may differ from one culture to another (Aronin et al., 2018).

Through retrospective analysis, researchers can show that participants’ memories of play reveal diverse definitions and experiences, aligning with dimensions of play, such as development, activities, and social and physical interactions. The study by Sandberg and Vuorinen (2008) highlights the sociocultural perspective of play, emphasizing how cultural values, prior experiences, and environmental factors shape individuals’ understanding and expression of play. Their research urges us to reflect on the evolving nature of play and growing media influences. They also show how adults’ perceptions of their children’s play can promote or hamper the children’s opportunities and willingness to explore, create, and process their daily experiences through play.

The study by Burr et al. (2019) used a phenomenological approach and Erikson’s psychosocial theory, gerotranscendence, and play theories to explore older adults’ reflections on childhood play and its role across the lifespan. Key themes revealed vivid memories of unstructured, risky, and physical play, contrasting with modern children’s highly structured, technology-driven, and “safe” play. Following Brussoni et al. (2015), we view risky play as exciting play that can include the possibility of physical injury. Different types of risky play include play at height, speed, near dangerous elements (e.g., water, fire), with dangerous tools, rough and tumble play (e.g., play fighting), and where there is the potential for disappearing or getting lost.

In many countries there are child injury prevention programs seeking to limit risky play to avoid physical injury. Societal and parental attitudes have encouraged increasing supervision and children’s diminishing independence in play. Today, restrictions of children’s opportunities for unstructured risky play are often discussed in terms of a potential negative impact on physical activity behaviors, development of alertness, and development of social skills (Whitebread et al., 2012). Making playgrounds safe and putting efforts in organizing children’s free time had an unexpected effect: children are highly confident in familiar settings (as most playgrounds today have more or less the same structure), but finding themselves in an outdoor environment which is not built-up in the same style, they tend to become bored and lack the imagination to invent and initiate games or play without a clear purpose (Quah, 2017).

Changes in children’s leisure activities have several reasons and different outcomes. First, there is a growing demand on children’s time at school. Parents and teachers prefer children to be monitored when they are outdoors, to be sure that they are safe. Unless rationed by the parents, the use of mobile devices takes the bulk of children’s free time. Moreover, in the increasingly urbanized world children have little opportunity to spend time in the nature. The results are reduced mobility and less range for exploration, including reduction in walking to school or riding a bike to school or to places of recreation. There is a growing fear of strangers, traffic and nature itself. Less physical activity leads to a dramatic rise in obesity and severe overweight, as well as vitamin D deficiency and other health issues that may in part be related to low levels of outdoor activity and a sedentary lifestyle (Charles and Louv, 2009).

Farley et al. (2022) explore how nostalgia and childhood innocence are constructed through everyday objects and play, revealing tensions between idealized notions of childhood and lived experiences, while calling for participants to reflect on and address the unequal vulnerabilities faced by children and educators. Ugaste (2023) examines childhood play memories across three generations in Estonia, highlighting the importance of freedom, variety, and outdoor play, which were associated with joy and excitement. Her findings reveal differences between urban and rural play experiences and showcase the wide repertoire of play across generations, dependent on the context of educational and political changes in Estonian society. The research by Babich (2014) demonstrates the tension between social conformity in educational institutions and the transformative, personal nature of play, emphasizing the need to reconcile dominant pedagogical theories of child development with intuitive, personal understandings of play in various social and educational contexts. It also highpoints contrasting views of play, where children see it as voluntary, free, and entertaining, while adults regard it as an educational tool, reflecting the influence of social structures and the dominance of social conformity in educational institutions.

Fairy tales, artisanal toys, and ecological traditions involving children in taking care of the plants and animals can reconnect children with nature, fostering sustainable values and behaviors through transformative learning processes that promote environmental stewardship and support local communities (Nath, 2023). The cultural, educational, and emotional significance of toys addresses their evolving roles in children’s lives, media practices, and societal contexts, from traditional dolls to digital and Internet-connected playthings. Many studies show that toys facilitate learning, self-expression, and contribute to inclusivity and media literacy. At the same time, they reflect deep social concerns about commercialization of toys and games, ambivalent influence of technologies on children and the way they play, and consumption-driven changes in cultural values related to upbringing. Over the past three decades, childhood has been transformed by the media and marketing industries. Marketers spend billions targeting children. Educators in some countries are aware of the dangers, so advertising targeting children is prohibited or limited. Commercialized childhood is unhealthy and ecologically unsustainable. Kids spending several hours a day watching children’s programs including overt and covert advertising, do not develop creativity and are left unprepared for a future that will require new kinds of behaviors, skills, and values (Golin and Campbell, 2017; von Schor, 2014).

The cultural-historical activity theory framework views play as an activity shaped by cultural history, involving the participation of others and thereby justifying adult involvement in play (Bodrova, 2008; Bodrova and Leong, 2010; van Oers, 2014; Vygotsky, 1997). For example, Loizou and Loizou (2022) define and contextualize creative play within the arts, highlighting the adult’s role as a cultural mediator and providing empirical data that support the enhancement of children’s creativity through strategic play involvement. Smirnova et al. (2016) claim that playground objects should encourage interaction between visitors, their surroundings, and each other, fostering intergenerational engagement. Hakkarainen et al. (2013) draw on Vygotsky’s concept of play, showing that adults need to become authentic partners in children’s play, employing suitable narrative techniques to establish the zone of proximal development for children. Devi (2022) advocates for active adult participation as play partners rather than passive observers, arguing that such involvement can support children’s problem-solving skills and abstract concept learning without dominating the play, as demonstrated by the findings from four Australian-Indian families.

Through diverse perspectives ranging from their role in family dynamics, gendered and racial positioning of subjectivities to social expectation around reading, sharing and demonstration of relative wealth, toys are much more than objects created for children. They allow us to analyze how they shape and are shaped by cultural, economic, and technological developments (Leaver et al., 2023). Moreover, many adults, including famous writers, are nostalgic for their toys and try to recreate happy moments of their childhood playing with their children and grandchildren, and toys play an important role in popular culture.

Our research questions in this project were:

	• What types of toys do Russian-speaking immigrants bring with them when relocating, and what memories and emotional narratives are associated with these objects?
	• How do the roles of toys differ across various age groups, regions of origin, and immigration timelines within Russophone immigrant communities?
	• How does the material culture of toys impact emotional well-being, multicultural competence, and the preservation of cultural identity across generations in immigrant families?

The study which we conducted is praxis-related, so in the literature review which we presented in this section and our own views on the subject being discussed we focus on the research that looked at the practical implications of the significance of play and changes that have occurred in the approach to children’s upbringing in the last three decades.



Materials and methods

Our study of material culture items applies thematic, discourse, and content analyses and is based on an online survey and group interviews to explore the significance of toys in the lives of Russian-speaking immigrants. Participants in the project were found in a snowball fashion, and no organization was involved in recruiting them. The questions of the survey were partly the same as the questions to the interviewees and they were initially discussed with our colleagues: educators, linguo-anthropologists and teachers of Russian as a heritage language. However, during the interviews new themes emerged thanks to the participants’ engagement and willingness to share their memories and opinions. So, we can say that our study has a contemporary historical perspective (cf. Sandberg and Vuorinen, 2008). We were not able to include all the questions and responses into one paper and made a specific selection for this one.

Besides reflective answers to questions, the interviews and survey responses included autobiographic narratives. The storytelling ability enhances individuals’ sense of meaning in life and endorses high-level goals with consistent results across diverse measures, narrative contexts, cultures, and personality types, showing the strongest effects among introverts. Narration of life stories increases self-esteem, which is particularly important for migrants many of whom face downward socio-economic mobility, at least in the first stages of life away from home (Einam et al., 2024; Singer et al., 2013; Steiner et al., 2019).

The 53 respondents in our online survey and 25 participants in the group interviews had diverse life paths, emigration years (from the 1990s to 2022), and ages (5–61 years) at the time of relocation, with an average emigration age of 30.35 years. The emigrants came primarily from Russia, including cities and regions such as Altai Area, Eastern Siberia, Irkutsk, Krasnoyarsk, Moscow and its region, Petrozavodsk, Saint Petersburg and its region, Samara, and Voronezh region. Others originated from former Soviet states, including Armenia, Estonia, Lithuania, Moldova, and Ukraine. Destinations included a wide array of countries: Austria, Croatia, the Czech Republic (Prague), Finland (Helsinki, Jyväskylä, Kuopio, Turku), France (Montpellier, Paris), Germany, Greece (Athens), Israel (Haifa, Petah Tikva, Tel Aviv), Italy (Milan, Rome), Luxembourg, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Spain (Tenerife, Valencia), Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United States (California, New York, etc.), with some experiencing multiple relocations before settling. Their reasons for emigration varied from personal, family, and professional motives to escape from war-torn areas. Some moved due to a spouse’s new job, and some were led by an adventurous spirit. The interviewees live now in Finland, Germany, and Sweden. The questions in the survey and in the group interviews were rather similar.

In this study, informed consent was obtained from all participants who took part in the survey and in the interviews. Each participant was fully briefed on the aims of the study, their right to withdraw, and how the data obtained would be used. Written or oral consent was documented to ensure voluntary participation. All data collected were anonymized to protect participants’ identities. Pseudonyms were assigned, and identifying details such as names, locations, and specific references were removed or generalized. The anonymized data was securely stored in a password-protected system, with access restricted to authorized members of the research team. These measures ensured that privacy and confidentiality were maintained throughout the study.

Conducting thematic analysis, the process for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within data is recommended for projects in psychology, anthropology and culture studies (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Guest et al., 2012). We have applied it in our previous work and found it effective for singling out dominant motifs and classifying elicited data. Discourse analysis allows researchers to combine theory with practical examples to analyze language use in social contexts (Gee, 2014; Van Dijk, 1993). Qualitative content analysis offers practical advice and guides analysts in their search for the essence of what was said or written, be it explicitly or implicitly expressed (Krippendorff, 2019; Schreier, 2012). The combination of these approaches (Patton, 2014; Silverman, 2015) allows researchers to objectivize results of the survey and of the interviews.


Results from the survey

In our previous studies (Protassova and Yelenevskaya, 2024a,b; Yelenevskaya and Protassova, 2023a,b), we examined various aspects of the connection between the past and present among Russian-speaking immigrants in different countries around the world. We explored their attitudes toward work, family, homemaking, food, cultural traditions, clothing, and entertainment. We identified their everyday linguistic and cultural practices, their home-making in the host countries, the objects that hold special value for them, and the memories they cherish. However, we have not yet considered which toys from their childhood retain significance after emigration. This project is our contribution to studies upon material culture of multilingualism.


Do you retain any memories of the toys and games from your childhood?

The overwhelming majority of respondents stated they had retained fond memories of their childhood toys and games, with some even keeping specific toys or recreating their favorite experiences as adults. Whether through preserving physical items, fondly reminiscing about interactive play, or seeking out lost treasures, these memories reflect the emotional value of childhood experiences. One respondent shared a memory of their mother’s celluloid doll, Marinka from 1930s, and the joy of receiving a rubber baby doll for her sixth birthday. Another noted a Japanese doll, highlighting the sentimental value tied to such an object. Some referenced traditional toys like a “cotton Snowman,” and “plastic Ded Moroz [Santa Claus],” showing a connection to their cultural roots and holidays. One respondent said the family cat nearly scalped her favorite doll Alisa, but she would not allow her parents to throw the doll out and replace it with a new one, because “Alisa was her ‘daughter’ and a bed companion.” To help Alisa recover from her trauma, her owner sewed a pretty dress for her.

One of the older participants wrote that her and her peers’ favorite place for play were stacks of firewood logs in the courtyard of her house in Leningrad. Back then there was no central heating in the house, and the firewood was stored for the winter. The children played hide-and-seek there, jumped from one stack to another (which she now admits was quite dangerous), and made “secrets”—digging into the ground colored pieces of glass, candy wraps with pictures and other “treasures.” Only the owners knew where their “secrets” were hidden and would regularly check whether the treasures were still there, admired them and added new objects. These games emphasize social interaction and teamwork and reflect how play could help build friendships and memories.

Several respondents either still own their childhood toys or have sought them out as adults, showcasing the lasting emotional impact. For example, one person purchased her first doll on a resale platform to rekindle childhood memories. A few mentioned that toys were scarce during their childhood, which made them treasure the few they had. Others recalled entertaining themselves by playing creative games like “word games on paper” or “playing dollhouses in furniture drawers.”

One respondent recalled how she had played “theater” with her friend. They used two toy animals, a fox and a rooster. The two of them had a difficult relationship, both trying to outsmart the other. The dialog was invented on the spot and included themes from fairy tales and reflections from the girls’ everyday life.



Do you remember any board games from your childhood? Are they played today? What board games do you play now?

The responses reflect a broad spectrum of experiences with board games, ranging from nostalgic memories of traditional games to engagement with modern and strategic games. Many respondents fondly remember classic games such as lotto, dominoes, chess, and checkers. Popular among them are games like Monopoly, Mafia, memory-matching games (e.g., Memory or Pexeso), and simpler games involving dice and moving pieces, such as Snakes and Ladders and its variations. Some recall unique games from their childhood, like Fox and Geese or Circus. A significant number of respondents noted that their families play modern board games today. Families also play educational and logic games like Ubongo, IQ Love, and Rush Hour, emphasizing development of cognitive and strategic skills. Many play with children and grandchildren, often choosing games that are educational or promote memory and language skills, such as Spot It, Dixit, and Lotto. Respondents highlighted that board games foster family bonding and serve as a way to pass traditions down to younger generations. Some families have created their own board games or modified existing ones. For example, one respondent mentioned sewing felt-based board games for her children, while another noted that kids often invent their own rules for existing games, adding creativity to traditional play. Despite this, efforts to introduce older games to younger generations were evident, with some respondents bringing games from Russia or adapting them to suit bilingual households.

In sum, board games remain a beloved part of family and personal traditions, bridging the gap between generations. While classic games like lotto, dominoes, and Monopoly continue to be played, modern families also embrace newer games, which cater to diverse interests and skill levels. Board games not only evoke nostalgia but also serve as tools for cognitive and linguistic education, creativity, and bonding, evolving with time to remain relevant and cherished.



Do you play chess? Where is your chess set from?

Chess is a specific phenomenon, and bilingual families in our previous research often mentioned that they want their children to play it. The responses highlight diverse attitudes toward chess, reflecting its cultural significance, varying interest levels, and the sentimental value of chess sets. Some respondents actively play chess, either casually or with family members. Several participants noted that their children or spouses were serious players, with one family even having a member who trains with a chess coach. Respondents own souvenir sets from countries like Greece, Bulgaria, or Vietnam; handcrafted or designer sets, such as wooden sets from Germany or replicas of historical designs. Miniature or travel sets were highlighted as practical for enthusiasts who travel frequently. Several participants mentioned knowing the basics but not playing regularly. Reasons include limited time for leisure, a lack of interest in the game among other family members, and perception of chess as too challenging a game for relaxation during leisure hours. Some respondents noted regional variations in chess-like games, such as Italian checkers which differ in rules from Russian ones. All in all, chess remains a cherished activity for many, either as a competitive game or a nostalgic link to family traditions.



Do you play “Erudit” (Scrabble) or other word games? What language do you play in?

Responses reflect a wide range of word-game preferences and practices. Many respondents enjoy Scrabble/Erudit (alternative Russian name), with some playing on physical boards and others using apps. Other word games like Goroda (Cities), Viselica (Hangman), and apps like Wordscapes or Filwordy are popular. Participants frequently mentioned educational word games for young children, e.g., a series by “Banda Umnikov” (smart guys gang). These games aim to develop memory and attention, expand children’s vocabulary in different domains, e.g., animal world, human body, outer-space and others, and learning to read and count in a dynamic and entertaining way. Other specific games include Alias, Bulls and Cows, and Crocodile (a charades-style game).

Several noted challenges when playing in non-native languages, especially for children or learners. Language choice often depends on the players’ linguistic abilities. Families frequently play in Russian, especially when teaching children the language. Some mix languages depending on the group or game. Several respondents shared memories of playing Scrabble or similar games during their childhood, often associating them with learning or family time. Some have not played due to children’s age (e.g., “not yet reading”), lack of time, or difficulty acquiring a set in their current location.



How do the games of today’s children differ from the games of your childhood? Has the role of games changed today?

A prominent theme is the shift from outdoor and physical games to digital and screen-based games, with many parents and participants noting the dominance of gadgets such as tablets, smartphones, and video games. Traditional games required more creativity, as children often improvised with available materials (e.g., making doll furniture from boxes, using sticks as props, and sand, water, leaves and grass when playing a grocery store). A participant observed, “Now there is less room for imagination; everything comes with instructions.” Today children have access to a broader variety of toys and games, including advanced educational tools, Lego, and themed sets. However, some respondents remarked that toys today often feel “disposable” or lack emotional and creative value; moreover, they give fewer opportunities for group play: in the past, children played more communal games such as hide-and-seek or tag, often without adult supervision. Today, games have become more individualistic or require parental involvement. As one respondent stated, “Games today often involve a child and a toy or gadget, rather than children playing together.” A decline in neighborhood or “street” culture was also noted, with traditional group games like Cossacks and Robbers, Shtandart, or Hopscotch fading from popularity.

Our participants pointed to the educational and competitive focus of contemporary games which are often designed with clear developmental or competitive goals. For example, Lego sets teach spatial skills, and video games challenge reflexes and teach problem-solving skills. A respondent highlighted this shift: “Children are motivated by the recognition they get for excelling at games.” Some participants criticized digital games for limiting active engagement and imagination, reducing the child’s role to “pressing buttons.” Parents are now more involved in structuring and supervising children’s play. This contrasts with past generations, where children played independently and learned from peer interactions.



How do modern toys differ from toys of your childhood?

The responses to this question reveal several recurring themes, showcasing a broad spectrum of opinions about the evolution of toys. Many respondents highlighted the sheer abundance and variety of modern toys compared to their childhood. Phrases like “enormous assortment,” “more options for development,” and “infinite variety” were frequently used. This reflects how the commercialization of toys has grown, providing children and parents with an unprecedented range of choices. Several respondents mentioned that the ease of access to toys has led to their diminished value in the eyes of children. One participant noted, “Our toys were few and therefore cherished.” Modern toys are often equipped with advanced features such as lights, sounds, and even artificial intelligence. Respondents describe these as “smart,” “technological,” and “interactive.” This evolution has made toys more engaging but has also raised concerns about their impact on creativity. Comments like “total digitalization” and “abundance of electronic games” emphasize the influence of technology on toy design, steering away from the simplicity of older toys. Many noted that modern toys are more visually appealing with brighter colors and detailed designs, however, with “unrealistic proportions such as eyes that are too big” and “fluorescent, aggressive designs.” The prevalence of toys inspired by movies, cartoons, and pop culture was frequently mentioned, reflecting how media influences children’s preferences.

Respondents lamented that modern toys often come with specific instructions or predesigned uses, reducing the scope for creativity. Comments like “everything is already thought out for the child” and “no need to use imagination” illustrate this concern. Many responses praised the educational value of modern toys, describing them as “smart,” “developmental,” and “helping speech and logic.” The rise of STEM (science, technology, engineering, and math) and creative kits reflects this trend. The extensive use of plastic and its environmental implications were noted, with comments about “toys breaking easily” or being “designed for one-time use.” Respondents reminisced about the sturdiness and sentimental value of older toys, which were often handmade or passed down.



What’s important in children’s toys?

The responses to this topic reflect a deep consideration of the role of toys in child development, family culture, and education, as well as strategies for selecting toys based on a child’s individuality. Comments like “toys are not that important if the child plays” and “toys should support play rather than replace it” reflect a belief that creativity and imagination are central. Several responses noted that too many toys can stifle creativity. Phrases like “there should not be too many or too few toys” and “a clear hierarchy of favorites among toys is necessary” suggest the need for thoughtful curation.

Many families create toys together, which fosters creativity and emotional connection to the self-made objects. Examples included making toys from natural materials like cones and leaves or restoring old dolls. One respondent described how this process adds depth, as handmade toys are often seen as “alive” compared to store-bought ones. Some responses highlighted the significance of traditional or old-fashioned toys, noting that they carry stories and historical value, often passed through generations. Examples included repairing Soviet-era dolls and incorporating storytelling into play. Several participants mentioned the importance of toys that reflect cultural heritage, such as matryoshkas or other traditional Russian toys. While some families prioritize this, others instill cultural identity through literature and cinema instead. Responses stressed traditions like decorating homes with vintage or handmade ornaments, as well as celebrating holidays with games that unite generations (e.g., lotto during the New Year Eve).

Several respondents described using toys to process emotions, particularly after stressful events. One noted how “children use play to calm down after returning home.” Toys are seen as tools to enhance creativity, problem-solving, and emotional intelligence. Respondents described fostering role-play and scenarios with “human-like toys and animals” to encourage storytelling and emotional processing. Some noted the importance of games like Zaitsev cubes (an alphabetization set) and other educational tools that promote learning literacy or math through play. Comments like “plastic toys are too many and dangerous” highlight the need for more sustainable materials; several participants criticized the overuse of plastic, citing environmental concerns and safety risks. One respondent described creating meaningful connections by associating specific toys (e.g., rubber ducks) with family members.

Participants suggested a range of additional questions, such as: How do families control the number of toys in the home? Do parents encourage gender-neutral play or have specific “toy policies”? What role do traditional/national toys play in modern childhood? How do toys contribute to intergenerational bonding or the preservation of family traditions?




Former immigrant children reflect on the toys that shaped their childhood

The discussion reveals that the value of toys extends beyond the physical objects, encompassing creativity, emotional connection, family involvement, cultural identity, and sustainability. Toys play a crucial role in child development, family culture, and education, fostering creativity, transgenerational communication, and emotional growth.


The value of toys in play and creativity

The consensus among respondents is that the true value of toys lies in their ability to inspire play, creativity, and invention. R1 and R3 recall the significance of their toys, such as R1’s puppet from “Spokoinoy nochi, malyshi [Good night, small ones]” and R3’s comfort in a pink plush cat. R1 shares a poignant memory of longing for a Baby Born doll, which she later fulfilled for her sister. R7 adapted a Transformer toy as Barbie’s partner, demonstrating creativity. R16 and R22 used everyday objects in imaginative play, like nail polish bottles and a musical toy.



Emotional and sentimental value

Toys often hold deep emotional significance. R2 cherishes a plush animal from her grandmother, while R3 finds comfort in a plush cat bought during a tough period. R15 received a soft mammoth from her best friend, and R19 fondly remembers a simple plastic doll named Alyoshka. R10’s favorite toy is a pink pig named Pavel, which she sleeps with every night. R12 and R13 have kept favorite childhood toys, like rabbits and a plush dog. Overall, plush animals are often the most cherished toys imported when moving from one country to another.



Family involvement and cultural identity

Family involvement in toy creation and selection is crucial. R2 and R25 highlight the emotional role of handmade toys, with R25 making dollhouse furniture with her great-grandmother. R1’s father created a customized board game, and R7’s family preserved toys for future generations. Traditional toys like matryoshkas and Soviet-era items carry cultural significance, as noted by R17 and R8. R24 and R20 recall toys that connected them to family members.



Non-interference in play

Respondents emphasize the importance of allowing children to direct their own play. R16 and R22 recall imaginative play without adult interference, using toys to process emotions and cope with border transitions. This autonomy fosters emotional and cognitive development.



Sustainability and environmental concerns

Many respondents criticize the overuse of plastic toys, advocating for more sustainable and safer materials. R9 and R4 appreciate the durability of older toys, while R8 mentions the environmental impact of modern, disposable designs. R13 and R6 appreciate toys with sentimental value over mass-produced items.



Favorite board and strategy games

Board and strategy games are cherished for fostering creativity and bonding. R1, R5, and R6 mention playing chess, checkers, and card games. R1 recalls a customized board game based on Russian folklore, while R7 and R4 highlight the cultural influences in their games, like “The African Star” (the most famous Finnish board game) and say, “Well, I bought these Soviet dominoes again.”



Toys as heirlooms and family bonds

Passing toys through generations preserves memories and family history. R7’s original Barbies are enjoyed by her niece, and R20’s rubber penguins remain in his mother’s storage room. R9 mentions a family heirloom, a large glass Christmas ornament. R22’s musical toy from the Tchaikovsky House Museum is cherished but fragile.

As we see from the results, there are significant differences between respondents who immigrated in the 1990–2000s and those who immigrated more recently. One might hypothesize that more recent Russian immigrants had play experiences that were more similar to their Western peers compared to those whose childhood years were closer to the Soviet era. This expectation is grounded in the historical and cultural shifts that have occurred in Russia and other post-Soviet countries over the past few decades. During the Soviet era, children’s play experiences were heavily influenced by limited consumer goods, and a distinct cultural environment (cf. Rumyantsev, 2025). Toys were often standardized and designed to promote collective values and ideological education. In contrast, the post-Soviet period saw greater exposure to global markets, increased availability of diverse toys, and a shift toward more individualistic and consumer-oriented play experiences. By comparing these two groups, we uncovered how the changing sociopolitical landscape and cultural integration influenced the nature of childhood play and the significance of toys. The evolving identity and cultural assimilation of Russian-speaking immigrants were prepared better than before; however, historical context, cultural background, and personal experiences might not be in favor of the integration.





Discussion

The fondness for vintage toys, evoking childhood memories, is common across various ages and cultures (e.g., Baker, 2023; Kostiuhina, 2008; comments around the toy museums; internet forums and blogs dedicated to nostalgic dolls, cars, trains, games etc.). Comparing the memories of children who lived between two cultures with those who had a monolingual childhood, we notice that they associated different life zones (places) with specific toys and languages (where and what they played, to whom and what they gave, which opportunities were connected with which countries). As researchers of multilingualism and multiculturalism, it is important for us to note that the interaction of language with space is one of the markers of identification. Consequently, the materiality of multilingualism was already being formed in childhood.

The theme of toys and play interests researchers specializing in psychology, sociology, anthropology, pedagogy, educators and parents. One of the reasons is that professionals and lay people alike are concerned about the consequences of commercialization of childhood and excessive regulation of children’s time spending. Russophone living in Russia and diasporans are no exception. Thus, in the Russian segment of the internet we find numerous sites discussing games of the past and of today. We find sites which give detailed descriptions of court-yard games which were popular in the Soviet times but are unfamiliar to children of today many of whom spend most of the time with gadgets. The authors emphasize the freedom that children enjoyed in choosing how to play, and the impact these games had on developing physical strength and agility, as well as development of team spirit and creativity1,2. Émigrés, on the other hand, are mostly interested in discussing games for speech development of young bilinguals. Most of the contributors in the forums are Russian-language instructors specializing in teaching heritage speakers, but parents also participate proposing their own versions of games for vocabulary acquisition, pronunciation practice and grammar learning (see, e.g., Facebook group We play with Vika. Early development. Bilingualism. Speech therapy. The group was created by Vika Raskina and numbers 53.1 K members) and Kaleidoscope school for on- and offline classes, consultations for parents and testing bilinguals to determine their level of proficiency in Russian https://schoolkaleidoscope.com/o-shkole. On the website of the school users can find descriptions of games. Although they claim their target is bi- and multilingual children, they do not really show how different languages in the child’s repertoire are utilized. Neither do they mention the principle of building up parallel vocabularies as a means to achieve balanced bilingualism.

Toys can bring families together through shared play, whether through storytelling, team games, or holiday traditions. In some cases meaningful connections are created by associating specific toys with family members. Several respondents emphasized the sentimental value of passing toys through generations, preserving memories and family history. Cultural identity and heritage emerge as significant motifs, with respondents noting the value of traditional or handmade toys that carry historical significance. Toys like matryoshkas and other traditional Russian items are cherished for their cultural background, which becomes particularly important when people relocate. Stories about old toys are often passed down through generations. While some families prioritize these traditional toys, others instill cultural identity through literature and cinema, reflecting diverse approaches to cultural education.

The theme of non-interference in children’s play is also prevalent. Comments like “it’s important not to dictate what to play” highlight the belief that children should have the freedom to direct their own play, fostering independence and creativity. This autonomy is crucial for emotional and cognitive development, as children use play to sort out their experiences, process their emotions and navigate transitions, particularly after stressful events. Notably, forums for parents also warn against excessive control and establishment of strict rules but rather advising negotiation of the rules with the children3.

As Veraksa et al. (2020) formulate, childhood play is a complex evolving phenomenon, which takes various forms to support development and education, yet research in this field faces methodological challenges due to diverse theoretical perspectives and the lack of a unified classification. Many stressed that parents should not interfere with play unless invited, with comments like “it’s important not to dictate what to play and how.” Allowing children the freedom to direct their play fosters independence and creativity. Many respondents emphasized that the value lies in the act of playing, not the toys themselves. Making toys together unites the family and fosters communication of specific type. Respondents praised older, sturdier toys and expressed dissatisfaction with modern, disposable designs. Toys can bring families together through shared play, whether through storytelling, team games, or holiday traditions (cf. Bodrova et al., 2023).

Many participants in our project emphasized the value of playing over the type of toys available for games. Both the interviews and the survey reveal that while toys are important, their true value lies in their ability to support creativity, emotional growth, and family connections. Thoughtful selection, moderation, and an emphasis on play over possession are key strategies for choosing toys that align with a child’s individuality and developmental needs. The variety of toys mentioned or described by the respondents is immense, and there is consensus as to which ones were particularly important when families relocated (stuffed animals, favorite dolls, Christmas tree decorations and paraphernalia for role play).

A salient theme is comparison of mass-produced toys to those created by family members together, which fosters creativity and emotional connection to the self-made objects. Sustainability and environmental concerns are recurring themes, with many respondents criticizing the overuse of plastic. Statements like “plastic toys are too many and dangerous” reflect a collective desire for more sustainable and safer materials. Older, sturdier toys are praised for their durability, and there is a clear dissatisfaction with modern, disposable designs. This is a notable motif, because until recently, Russophones were rather indifferent to ecological issues (cf. Murphy, 2019).

Although there were few explicit statements concerning gender differences in play, it is clear that traditional gender roles are reproduced in games and toy selection. Girls like dolls, primarily those representing girls. They like to dress them and value clothes that are bought for their Barbies. They also love to play with miniature furniture, decorating their dolls’ “apartments.” They use water, grass and leaves to cook for their favorites. The boys are in love with cars, trucks and machinery, as well as toy weapons, which worries some of the parents.

The data we analyzed testifies that fascination by toys and play are not restricted to childhood and adolescence. Some adults are no less passionate than their offspring when they play together. Others value an opportunity to acquire toys they could not get in their childhood. And some young adults aware of their parents’ or siblings’ attraction to some toys that were lost, broken or left behind when the family migrated try to buy replacements for the cherished and nostalgic objects.

Adults reflect on the evolution of toys noting that modern toys are more diverse, technologically advanced, vibrant, and abundant (cf. Veresov and Veraksa, 2022). Many toys now have digital features, electronic effects, and are tied to media franchises (cartoons and movies). Some parents resent aggressive advertising of toys compelling their children to compete with their local peers from more affluent families. They observe that in their childhood toys were simpler, fewer in number, and more cherished. They often required imagination to play with, unlike modern toys that are often “ready-made” and prescriptive in use. A dominant motif in the elicited data is that the act of play is more important than the toys themselves. Creativity, imagination, and emotional expression are central to meaningful play. Too many toys can overwhelm and stifle creativity, while too few might limit opportunities for variations in play (cf. Henrich, 2014).

As already mentioned, integrating cultural traditions and considering sustainability are also crucial factors in toy selection. The collective insights underscore the multifaceted role of materiality in enriching childhood experiences and fostering lasting family bonds. As we see, the childhood memories of former immigrant children reveal the profound impact toys had on their lives, serving as reflections of their unique experiences (e.g., toys’ names) and cultural backgrounds. From cherished plush toys and handmade dolls to longing for unattainable toys like Baby Born dolls and Bratz dolls, these narratives emphasize the emotional significance and sentimental value attached to their playthings. The stories also underscore the creativity and resourcefulness in the children’s play, whether through custom-made board games, imaginative outdoor activities, or inventive use of everyday items (cf. Chang-Kredl et al., 2024). Despite varied economic circumstances and cultural influences, toys provided comfort, joy, and a sense of continuity, bridging their past and present. These recollections not only point out the universal nature of play but also demonstrate how toys can serve as enduring symbols of childhood, family bonds, and personal growth.



Conclusion

This study examines the multifaceted role of toys in child development, family culture, and education, emphasizing that play itself is more important than toys whatever memories are connected with them. Respondents advocate the thoughtful curation of toys to foster creativity, emotional growth, and independence, while cautioning that an excess of toys may stifle imagination. Many families engage in creating handmade toys, enhancing emotional bonds and valuing their cultural and historical significance. Family members often create toys together, trying to enhance children’s creativity and intergenerational emotional connections. Handmade toys are often valued as more “alive” and meaningful compared to the mass-produced ones. Traditional or cultural toys, such as matryoshkas, Baba Yaga or characters from children’s books, such as Vasilisa-the-Beautiful, Buratino, Cheburashka and others, as well as renovated dolls, carry historical and familial significance. Moreover, older toys were often sturdier and were passed on from older family members to the next generations. Sometimes there were stories connected to them, and so they have sentimental value that has grown more powerful due to the traumas of relocation. Children learn to be careful when using them.

Some of the narratives reveal that adults may still want to play with toys. In some cases, this is a compensatory mechanism when they can afford and acquire the toys of their childhood dreams which were unavailable for them. Some others try to overcome nostalgia for happy childhood when they did not have responsibilities and were not confronted with moral, social and economic problems. Many adults love puzzles and find it a relaxing but also a challenging activity. Some parents are equally fascinated by the newest toys incorporating digital technologies and sometimes they compete with their children playing with electronic toys.

Additionally, the second part of the research explores the childhood memories of immigrants who relocated as children, revealing the emotional and cultural importance of toys in providing comfort, joy, and a sense of continuity amidst economic and social transitions, when immigrant children intuitively feel the stress of the parents. The findings underscore the universal nature of play and the enduring impact of toys as symbols of creativity, family connections, and personal growth across generations and cultural contexts.

Contemporary toys are sometimes seen as disposable or overly commercialized. The study also raises environmental concerns about plastic toys, expressing a preference for sustainable materials, and mentions the role of toys and games in intergenerational bonding and preserving family traditions. Toys can reflect ethnic and cultural identity, but some families prioritize cultural transmission through books, films, or storytelling instead of toys.

Holiday traditions involving toys (e.g., decorating fir-trees with vintage ornaments, family board games like lotto) were highlighted as bonding experiences. Participants in the project emphasized that adults should support children’s play without controlling it, allowing children to explore independently. Toys can help children process emotions and turbulences, with parents acting as facilitators rather than supervisors. Toys can support learning and skill-building, from literacy games to role-play scenarios that develop emotional intelligence and storytelling skills. Some participants complain that there are toys representing animals or characters from movies and cartoons which look aggressive or scary and can inhibit children, so they try to avoid buying them. Intergenerational connections were highlighted, such as restoring old toys or continuing family traditions around play.

Russian-speaking immigrants often bring toys that hold deep emotional significance, such as handmade items, playthings cherished by parents or their children. Gifts from loved ones, evoking memories of home, comfort, and continuity amidst relocation acquire special value away from the former country of dwelling. The roles of these toys vary across age groups and timelines: for children, they provide familiarity and stability; for adults, they symbolize nostalgia and cultural heritage. Regional origins influence the types of toys valued, reflecting local traditions and resources. Overall, the material culture of toys supports emotional well-being, fosters multicultural competence by blending cultural influences, and aids in preserving cultural identity across generations within immigrant families.
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Introduction: Globalization and transnational mobility have contributed to linguistic and cultural diversity. Yet small migrant communities trying to preserve their heritage language (HL) face challenges. This study investigates the intersection of family language policies (FLPs), migration, and multilingualism within the Hungarian-speaking immigrant community in Israel, focusing on the social and affective dimensions of HL transmission. Grounded in the FLP framework, it explores how cultural heritage, parental attitudes, and pragmatic considerations shape HL transmission and maintenance, particularly within transnational families, where maintaining ties with extended family often serves as a key motivation.
Methods: The study involved 51 Hungarian-speaking adults who immigrated to Israel post-2000, with at least one child under 18. Participants were functional multilinguals who used Hungarian (HL), Hebrew (societal language, SL), and English daily. An online questionnaire assessed participants’ biographical information, language use, attitudes toward HL maintenance, and code-switching. Self-rated language fluency was measured using the CEFR scale, and data were analysed using Principal Component Analysis (PCA) and multilinear regression to identify predictors of HL transmission and maintenance. Thematic analyses (TA) were used to identify and report themes within the qualitative data.
Results: Findings revealed that most families adopted bilingual FLPs, balancing HL and societal language (SL) use. PCA identified two significant components: cultural heritage (including parental emphasis on HL literacy, cultural practices, and linguistic immersion) and communication in HL (focused on child-directed HL use). Parental attitudes towards code-switching negatively correlated with HL use, while efforts to transmit cultural heritage positively predicted successful HL maintenance. Multilinear regression analysis identified cultural heritage transmission and attitudes toward code-switching as significant predictors of HL maintenance. Grandparents played a central role in encouraging HL transmission and maintenance, with strong correlations observed between parental efforts and children’s ability to communicate with extended family.
Conclusion: This study examines how Hungarian-speaking immigrant families in Israel, a small and underrepresented community, maintain their HL. The findings suggest that balanced exposure to both HL and the SL supports HL sustainability, with intergenerational ties playing a key role. However, the study’s scope is limited to highly educated, mid-high SES families, so results may not apply to the entire community.

Keywords
 multilingualism; heritage language; language transmission; language maintenance; identity; parental reports


1 Introduction

Multilingualism defines the twenty-first century while presenting opportunities and challenges, particularly to small immigrant communities striving to sustain their heritage languages (HL). The study aims to enhance our understanding of HL transmission, development and maintenance by examining how family language policy (FLP) and cultural identity interact in these dynamic multilingual settings. Within these communities, members of transnational families live in different countries but maintain family connections with each other (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002). In this context, older members of the extended family are often also the reason to prioritize transmitting and maintaining a HL as a part of their cultural identity and as a connection to their families, as they do not learn the SL (Braun, 2012). On the other hand, language practices and attitudes shift within families and generations. Sometimes, the paths of older and younger generations take different directions, moving from preservation to assimilation or vice versa. The linguistic landscape of Israel, a nation known for its rich immigrant cultures with larger and smaller migrant communities, is diverse. Despite Hebrew being the official language (Spolsky and Shohamy, 1999), Israel remains a multicultural and multilingual society. This language diversity results from Jews who immigrated to Israel and brought their community languages with them. While acquiring Modern Hebrew, they also transmitted and maintained them as HLs. It is also evident in the significant proportion of the population that speaks HLs, including Russian, English, French, Spanish, and Hungarian, among others (Altman et al., 2013; Ben-Rafael and Ben-Rafael, 2018; Meir et al., 2021). According to the 2011 Central Bureau of Statistics (hereafter, CBS; CBS, 2011) Lifetime Learning and Usage of Languages Survey, 49% of the population consider Hebrew their native language, followed by Arabic, 18%, and Russian, 15%. The remaining 18% of the population listed Yiddish, French, English, Spanish and others as their native language (Meir et al., 2021). The country also ranks fourth in the OECD in terms of the number of immigrants in its population (source: OECD/European Commission, 2023a).

The Hungarian-speaking population presents a particularly intriguing case among these communities, as this community has seen significant changes over the decades. Studies describing Hungarian communities abroad and in the homeland highlight their non-cohesive characteristics. Therefore, different waves of Hungarian migrants show divergent traits (Fenyvesi, 1995–1996, 2005; Bartha, 1995; Hatoss, 2006, 2016; Kontra, 1990, Szilágyi and Szécsi, 2020). The Hungarian-speaking community had 13,616 members in Israel in 1948, and 24,143 people arrived from Hungary from 1948 to 1960 (CBS, 2010). However, these numbers are only estimated because these people immigrated from Hungary and the neighboring countries. Overall, the Hungarian-speaking community is ageing; those who came in 1940–60 acquired Modern Hebrew and assimilated into Israeli society, often at the cost of transmitting Hungarian to the second generations, resulting in notable language attrition among its members (Ben-Rafael, 1994; Roseunhouse, 2012). According to Ben-Rafael’s (1994) study, although the Hungarian language has high ethnic significance, the younger generation shows significant language attrition. After the fall of communism in 1989 and until recently (2016), the number of migrants from Hungary hardly exceeded 3,800. There were two historical events in the aforementioned period when their number slightly increased: the first was right after the fall of the communist regime due to freedom of movement and the restoration of diplomatic relations between the two countries. The next historical event was the global economic crisis in 2008 when the number of immigrants grew again. Yet, the fall of communism and the subsequent periods of increased migration have introduced new dynamics to this community as the earlier Hungarian-speaking immigrants experienced significant language attrition while assimilating into the Israeli society, often prioritizing the SL over the HL. However, the newer waves of migrants brought with them a different linguistic and cultural outlook influenced by European values of multilingualism.

The Hungarian-speaking immigrant community in Israel stands in the focus of this paper. This community has undergone significant demographic and linguistic changes shaped by different waves of migration. The study’s participants are part of this last wave of Hungarian-speaking immigrants. These participants grew up in Hungary after the fall of communism and experienced socialization in a country that became a member of the European Union (EU). In this environment, multilingualism was widely encouraged, both culturally and institutionally. For example, the EU requires proficiency in multiple languages for higher education degrees and professional careers (Multilingualism, 2009). This emphasis on multilingual competency is reflected in the participants’ biographic data, as most of them have conversational fluency in English. Broader societal views also shape their attitudes toward language learning: according to the Eurobarometer (2023) survey, 85% of Hungarians believe that everyone should speak at least one language other than Hungarian and 68% more than one additional language. Furthermore, 81% believe that regional and minority languages should be protected, reinforcing the idea that HL maintenance is a valued cultural goal in their home country (source: Eurobarometer on Hungary).

The study explores FLP used by the Hungarian-speaking community members in Israel and its impact on the transmission and maintenance of Hungarian as a heritage language within this community, where Hebrew is the societal language. Utilizing the framework of FLP (Spolsky, 2004; Curdt-Christiansen, 2014), this research aims to provide insights into how small migrant communities navigate the challenges of preserving their linguistic heritage in an environment where the SL is predominantly used. It seeks to understand the interplay between cultural heritage and pragmatic considerations in HL maintenance. It hypothesizes that parental attitudes, FLP, and identity considerations significantly influence the transmission and maintenance of Hungarian within the family. The study predicts that a strong commitment to cultural heritage will enhance HL preservation. Additionally, it investigates the potential negative impact of attitudes towards code-switching on HL maintenance, suggesting that discouraging code-switching may promote more consistent use of the HL. Ultimately, the research aims to contribute to the broader understanding of the multilingual and multicultural dynamics between assimilation and preservation that enable transnational families within small immigrant communities to sustain their linguistic and cultural identities in a globalized world.


1.1 Transnational identity and families

International mobility rooted in globalization, information and communication technology yields linguistic and cultural diversity in the identity of immigrants, resulting in transnational identity. The concept of ‘transnational identity’ is used in several studies referring to a certain lifestyle of immigrants who maintain their ties with their home country while building up new roles, beliefs and ideas within the host country (Esteban-Guitart et al., 2013; Portes, 1997, 2001; Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco, 2001). This identity formation is particularly influenced by family structures, as immigrant families play a key role in how individuals balance their cultural heritage and integration into the host society. Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco (2001) studied the adaptations of immigrant children and youth, and according to their results, they proposed three main ways immigrants construct their identity: ethnic flight, active opposition, and biculturalism. In ethnic flight, immigrants abandon their HL and culture to fully adopt the dominant culture fully, often losing ties with their original family traditions and language. On the other hand, active opposition involves rejecting the dominant culture after feeling rejected by it, often leading to forming separate identity linked exclusively to their heritage country. Yet, the most common approach, as found by the authors, is biculturalism, where immigrant children blend their heritage identity and family traditions with the new culture, acquiring multicultural skills and maintaining ties with both cultures. It allows individuals to preserve emotional connections with their culture of origin while gaining the necessary skills to succeed in the dominant culture. Suarez-Orozco and Suarez-Orozco (2001) argue that the bicultural approach is the most adaptive, where ongoing interactions with relatives in both the heritage and host countries shape identity. In this context, family structure plays a crucial role in identity formation. While some communities emphasize the nuclear family of parents and children, others maintain an extended family system, including grandparents (Poeze and Mazzucato, 2014). Bryceson and Vuorela (2002) define transnational families whose members are motivated to maintain close and active family relations regardless of geographic distance. They live apart for extended periods or permanently yet maintain a sense of shared well-being, unity, and familial connection across national boundaries, thus the relationships among family members are maintained through digital technology and air travel. This enables the family members to engage in the social and cultural domains, where a hybrid transnational identity and language practice can easily coexist.

The linguistic choices within the family unit—whether to emphasize the HL or prioritize the SL—reflect deeper identity negotiations and reveal the complex interplay between assimilation and cultural preservation. These families are dynamic and rooted in the variations of family circumstances, and their HL use is in constant negotiation. The negotiation of HL within transnational families illustrates how language is not just a tool for communication but a fundamental element of identity formation and intergenerational connection (Bryceson and Vuorela, 2002; Tannenbaum and Howie, 2002; Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; Mazzucato, 2014).



1.2 Family language policy

The success of transmitting HL in multilingual transnational families is also related to parental attitudes, beliefs, and efforts towards using HL, all of which form the family language policy (FLP). Therefore, FLP is responsible for the HL environment and refers to the overall linguistic setting within the family that provides the maintenance and transmission of the HL. Spolsky’s (2004) model is often used as a theoretical framework to describe the three domains that FLP encompasses: language ideology (e.g., parental beliefs), language practices (e.g., parental language input and linguistic behavior), and language management (e.g., direct attempts to affect the language practice). These domains are strongly interrelated, as the language ideology can govern the actual practices but can simultaneously be influenced by them (Altman et al., 2013).

The theory has been expanded by King and Fogle (2008, p. 4), who argue that FLP may influence children’s cognitive development and contribute to their performance in institutional settings and can have an emotional impact on them (King and Lanza, 2019, p. 15). Curdt-Christiansen (2014) also broadened the theory by highlighting values and perceptions tied to specific languages and deciding what languages are practiced, encouraged, avoided, or abandoned highlighting language ideology as a central factor of the theory. Therefore, the family’s decision-making processes depend on parental beliefs and goals for their children’s linguistic development. They are also influenced by parental education, the family’s socioeconomic status (SES), and prior language-learning experience. Several studies emphasize the importance of close family members who remained in the home country and their role in the HL’s vitality (Guardado and Becker, 2014; Tannenbaum, 2005).

Parental attitudes towards multilingualism significantly impact HL maintenance. Positive attitudes foster an environment where HL is valued and actively used (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; De Houwer, 1999; King and Fogle, 2008; Schwartz, 2008). Research by De Houwer (1999) and King and Fogle (2008) suggests that parents who view bilingualism as an asset are more likely to implement effective strategies for HL maintenance, such as consistent use of HL at home, enrolling children in HL classes, and creating opportunities for HL exposure.

As home language practices can promote or deter HL transmission and maintenance in this context, parents who intend to maintain HL use various strategies to achieve their goal of raising bilingual children (Lanza, 1997; King and Fogle, 2006; Curdt-Christiansen, 2014). Therefore, it is essential to understand whether families choose monolingual or bilingual FLP. Parents may speak different languages at home (e.g., the One Parent One Language approach—OPOL), use only HL at home, or use two languages within the household. It has been shown that assuming that children who are born in bilingual families acquire the languages naturally does not result in active bilingualism, and parental language practices and attitudes are critical factors in bilingual development and shape children’s HL outcomes (De Houwer, 2007). Parents who view bilingualism as a goal adopt strategies that foster HL use. Lanza (1997) identifies five parental interaction strategies (minimal grasp., expressed guess, repetition, move-on and code-switching), that influence how children understand language boundaries. Literacy support and frequent travel to HL-speaking regions strengthen HL maintenance (King and Fogle, 2006). Curdt-Christiansen (2014) emphasizes that FLP is not just a private family decision but is shaped by sociopolitical realities. While positive parental attitudes and consistent HL use at home are essential for HL maintenance, external factors, such as educational policies, economic pressures, societal attitudes and institutional support or lack of them can either reinforce or undermine HL transmission and maintenance.



1.3 Heritage languages and their speakers

HL research has recently gained importance due to the public discourse around migration. HLs are minority languages inherited within the family and used in the home domain, which may be acquired simultaneously or sequentially to the SL (Valdés, 2000). Heritage speakers (HS) are second-generation immigrants exposed to a variety of HL in natural situations at home during childhood. They maintain the HL to various degrees and often exhibit uneven linguistic outcomes, for example, different levels of proficiency in various language skills (speaking, listening, reading, and writing) due to factors like exposure and formal education (Montrul, 2008). They experience reduced language input in their HL because it is used in the family domain in contrast to the SL used in other domains, including access to institutional support in the SL as schooling occurs in that language. Thus, HSs typically have more vital skills in listening and speaking than reading and writing. Due to the absence of or limited schooling in the HL, speech perception is the most developed competence based on self-reports (Carreira and Kagan, 2011; Montrul and Ionin, 2012). The acquisition of literacy skills and formal registers of the HL depend on the actual FLP practice the parents follow (Kupisch, 2013; Brehmer et al., 2020).

Research indicates that community size, density, and geographic concentration can influence HL maintenance. Pauwels (2016) highlights that larger HL-speaking communities can provide greater exposure through agencies, institutional support, and social reinforcement. Access to HL schools, media, and cultural spaces helps sustain the HL across generations. These factors also contribute to variations in HL proficiency, with larger communities showing higher levels of bilingual fluency (Gollan et al., 2015). In sum, the success of transmitting the HL is often related to the size of the HL community and the density of HSs within the area (Meir et al., 2021), the institutional support of the home and host country toward the HLs and the parental desire to maintain family relations with the relatives left in the home country.



1.4 Cultural heritage and pragmatic considerations in heritage language maintenance

The interplay between cultural heritage and pragmatic considerations provides a comprehensive framework for understanding HL maintenance. Cultural heritage offers the emotional and identity-driven foundation for language practices, while pragmatic considerations provide practical motives that reinforce daily language use (De Houwer, 2007; Schwartz, 2008; Tannenbaum and Howie, 2002). Parents who strongly identify with their cultural background are more committed to transmitting the HL to their children. Studies have shown that these parents often engage in cultural practices, celebrate cultural festivals, and emphasize the importance of knowing the HL to maintain cultural ties (Guardado and Becker, 2014; Curdt-Christiansen, 2009). This cultural identity motivation can lead to more robust and consistent language policies within the family. Pragmatic reasons, particularly the need for communication with extended family members and educational benefits, also play a crucial role in HL maintenance. Mu and Dooley (2015) highlight the importance of the HL in facilitating communication with family members, strengthening familial bonds and preserving family traditions. A longitudinal study on HL transmission in Australia has further supported this notion. The study highlights the importance of personal factors, such as parental HL use, the physical presence of grandparent(s), and environmental factors, including parental perceptions of educational support and first- and second-generation immigration status, in maintaining an HL (Verdon et al., 2014). When comparing pragmatic considerations with ideological or economic reasons for HL maintenance, recent studies reveal that while all these factors are vital, pragmatic considerations often yield more immediate effects (Ortega, 2019). This multifaceted approach ensures that HLs are preserved not only as cultural assets but also as functional tools for communication and cognitive development. This balanced strategy is essential for the sustainable maintenance of HLs within immigrant families, addressing both the emotional and practical aspects of language use and transmission.



1.5 Attitudes towards language use and code-switching

Parental agency significantly influences children’s language use and literacy outcomes, and research has shown that children’s agency in HL use often mirrors their parents’ level of commitment and active involvement in promoting HL (Wei, 2006; King and Fogle, 2008; Shen and Jiang, 2023). Children typically acquire their language(s) based on adults’ input, and language use patterns within the home shape their linguistic development. In multilingual households, using more than one language at home might give rise to a prominent feature of bilingual speech: code-switching (CS). The practice of alternating between two or more languages within a conversation is a common feature among multilingual speakers (Grosjean, 2008; Hoff et al., 2012; Paradis, 2007). However, attitudes towards CS may vary across different social and linguistic contexts.

Several studies have examined parental attitudes towards CS but have not reached common ground. On the one hand, some researchers argue that CS can be a linguistic strategy to enhance communication and language acquisition. It can facilitate language learning by providing contextual clues and aiding in transferring linguistic structures across languages (Mac Swan, 2000; Lee, 2006; Bullock and Toribio, 2009). On the other hand, other studies found that discouraging CS help children differentiate between languages and maintain both languages more effectively (Lanza, 2007; Paradis, 2007). Grosjean’s work (2008) on bilingualism emphasizes that while CS is a natural part of bilingual communication, some communities view it negatively, and it can lead to stricter FLP. In such cases, parents may actively promote HL use while restricting CS and reinforcing linguisticboundaries.



1.6 Developmental and environmental factors in the reported parental language use

Developmental and environmental factors including the age of the child, the age of onset of bilingualism, the quantity and quality of the input the child receives in the target languages, the family’s SES, parental education and occupation, birth order, and family size, can affect children’s language development (Paradis, 2010). Most studies that explore second-language acquisition in children focus on examining developmental factors (age or time-related) and their effects on language outcomes at the level of morphosyntax (Chondrogianni and Marinis, 2011; Meir and Armon-Lotem, 2015). However, studies indicate that environmental factors are responsible for more variation in language performance than cognitive factors (Paradis and Jia, 2016). Environmental factors have been identified as related to vocabulary acquisition and general academic success (Oller and Eilers, 2002; Schwartz, 2014). The quality and quantity of oral interactions may differ based on SES—children of high SES receive more qualitative and quantitative adult input than children of low SES in which adult input is reduced (Armon-Lotem et al., 2011). Furthermore, a mother’s self-rated linguistic proficiency effectively predicts a child’s development of the (complex) morphosyntactic features (Chondrogianni and Marinis, 2011; Hoff, 2003). Sociolinguistic factors, such as ethnolinguistic identity, sociopolitical prestige of the HL within the society (Altman et al., 2013; Walters et al., 2014) and parental attitudes impact children’s language-learning outcomes (Armon-Lotem et al., 2015). It is suggested that the density of heritage speakers in the children’s community plays a crucial role in the ethnolinguistic vitality of a particular community, therefore leading to a higher level of proficiency (Gollan et al., 2015; Maneva, 2010).

The objective of the current study is to gain insight into the driving forces of HL transmission and maintenance within a small migrant community, the Hungarian-speaking community in Israel, applying the framework of FLP (Curdt-Christiansen, 2014; Spolsky, 2004) to see whether patterns observed in large migrant communities are also prevalent in small communities. Therefore, the following research questions (RQs) are addressed:


RQ1. What types of FLPs are observed among the Hungarian-speaking immigrants in Israel?
RQ2. How do personal and environmental identity factors influence heritage and SL acquisition and fluency among the studied community?
RQ3. How do parental attitudes, family language policies, and identity considerations shape the transmission and maintenance of Hungarian as HL within immigrant families?
RQ4. What are the predictors and determinants of successful HL maintenance, including factors such as length of residence, parental fluency in the SL, and attitudes towards CS?
RQ5. What roles do cultural heritage promotion, communication practices, and exposure to the HL play in fostering language transmission and maintenance within immigrant households?
RQ6. How do pragmatic considerations, such as intergenerational communication and literacy development, influence parental motivations and efforts towards bilingual education and HL maintenance?



To address these research questions, the study formulates the following hypotheses:


H1. The study predicts that different types of FLP are observed among the Hungarian-speaking immigrants in Israel and that families balancing the use of HL and SL at home will be more effective in maintaining HL.

H2. Individuals strongly identifying with their cultural heritage are more likely to prioritize HL maintenance and fluency.

H3. It is assumed that parental attitudes, FLP, and identity considerations significantly shape immigrant families’ transmission and maintenance of HL.

H4. The study also presumes that parental attitudes towards code-switching negatively impact HL maintenance, proposing that discouraging CS in favor of consistent HL use will result in more successful HL preservation. Furthermore, successful HL maintenance is expected to be predicted by factors such as the importance placed on cultural heritage, communication practices, and exposure to HL. While the length of residence in Israel and parental fluency in Hebrew are considered, these factors may not be significant predictors.

H5. It is assumed that parents who highly value cultural heritage and maintain a solid Hungarian identity are more likely to engage in HL-promoting practices, such as reading Hungarian stories to their children and ensuring they spend time in Hungary for linguistic immersion.

H6. It suggests that parental efforts to foster HL literacy and maintain regular use of the HL within the family are critical predictors of successful transmission. It is hypothesized that parents’ motivations are deeply rooted in the desire to preserve cultural connections and ensure their children can communicate with extended family members, highlighting the practical and cultural dimensions of HL maintenance.
 




2 Materials and methods


2.1 Participants

The study was conducted between 2020 and 2021. The participants of the study involved 51 adult members of the Hungarian-speaking community in Israel [47 mothers (92%) and 4 fathers (8%)]. The average age of the participants is 42.93 (SD = 6.88), and they have lived in Israel for 13.74 years (SD = 7.63). The participants are recent immigrants from Hungary who find multilingualism an asset. They all immigrated to Israel after the fall of Communism in Hungary in 1989 and had at least one child under 18 born in Israel. The participants were functional multilinguals, using Hungarian (HL, L1), Hebrew (SL, Heb., L3), and English (Eng., L2) daily. They were recruited for the study through personal connections, word of mouth and the social network sites of an online news site. A 101 questionnaires were returned, but only half of the participants met the inclusionary criteria of having migrated after 2000 and having at least one child under 18 born in Israel who can count as a heritage speaker.

Twenty-nine participants were born in Budapest, Hungary, seventeen in the countryside, and five in neighboring countries (Romania, Serbia and Russia), of whom one was raised in Budapest. The number of children under 18 is 65, and the average age is 7.24 years (SD = 4.96). Their immigration to Israel after 1990 was driven by personal (31), religious (7), economic (5), political (4) or other (4) reasons. Compared to other communities that immigrated after 1990, like the Russian-speaking community was led by economic considerations, and ideological reasons drove the English-speaking. The Hungarian-speaking community was driven mainly by personal reasons (e.g., better career opportunities, trying themselves out in a different cultural setting, etc.) (see Table 1).



TABLE 1 Demographic information of the participants.
[image: Data table summarizing participants: 51 adults with a mean age of 42.93 years and standard deviation of 6.88 years; average immigration age is 13.74 years with standard deviation of 7.63 years; 65 children with a mean age of 7.24 years and standard deviation of 4.96 years.]

The participants were asked to rate on a 6-point scale their language knowledge in their native language (HL, L1), English (L2) and Hebrew (SL, L3), according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR) (Table 2), where the A1 level is equal to 1, and the C2 level is equal to 6. The 6-point scale reflects those levels and was used only for self-reporting proficiency in L2 (English) and L3 (Hebrew). All participants marked Hungarian as their first language (L1). They learned English during schooling and used it as a second language (L2) on different levels (25 participants on C1 and C2 levels, 14 on B2 and eight on B1 levels, and 2 on A1 and two on A2 levels). Most participants have conversational fluency in English (94%, M = 3.41, SD = 1.09). Hebrew is their L3. According to the participants’ self-reports, 94% reached conversational fluency (B1 level and above) in Hebrew (M = 3.13, SD = 1.11), of whom 22 are proficient users of Hebrew.



TABLE 2 Language proficiency in L2 and L3.
[image: Table displaying participant counts by CEFR language proficiency level and group. L2 group: C1 plus C2 equals twenty-five, B2 equals fourteen, B1 equals eight, A1 plus A2 equals four. L3 group: C1 plus C2 equals twenty-two, B2 equals nineteen, B1 equals seven, A1 plus A2 equals three. CEFR denotes Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.]

According to the OECD country report, 26% of the total Israeli population is foreign-born citizens who are, on average, more educated than in other OECD countries. Of these, 46% are highly educated (those individuals who attained tertiary education, OECD, 2023b), compared to 31% in other OECD countries (OECD, 2023b). The participants’ educational background mirrors the OECD report; most (n = 40) studied in higher education institutes in Hungary. Many universities are state-owned, and Hungarian citizens can study in a higher educational institute for 10 or 12 semesters in state-funded positions. Therefore, earning an academic degree is highly accessible. Two participants studied in Hungary and Israel, four participants studied in Israel, and three in other countries (Germany, the UK, and the USA). Therefore, the majority of participants are from mid-high SES as they featured various educational and occupational backgrounds (31 positions require higher education degree: doctors, teachers, managers and analysts, designers, photographers; and 20 positions do not, e.g., baker, swimming teacher, tour guide, technician). Many families have grandparents and extended families in Hungary (90%) who would not be able to interact with the children if they did not acquire the HL. Therefore, parental views on the importance of transmitting and maintaining the HL are focused on oral language skills.



2.2 Materials and procedure

An anonymous online questionnaire was developed to investigate the community’s language ideologies, practices, and patterns of language management (based on Dörnyei and Csizér, 2002; Lanstyák, 2000). The 5-point Likert scale questionnaire was comprised of separate sections which elicited (1) biographical information (23 items); (2) self-reported first and second language use (44 items); (3) motivation and information towards immigration, second language learning, identity changes (51 items); (4) attitudes toward code-switching (7 items), and (5) attitudes towards the transmission of the HL (17 items) and two open-ended questions.

The demographic information included the age, gender, country of birth, the highest level of education, profession before and after immigration, self-rated language knowledge in the HL, SL and English, languages used in the household, number of years in Israel, access to the Hungarian ethnic community, frequency of contact with other Hungarian families, and opportunities for language use, followed by 51 statements centered around identity, 17 statements centered on the importance of the Hungarian language maintenance, including strategies and difficulties related to HL maintenance. The participants were asked to express their perceptions based on a Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The two open-ended questions aimed at parental considerations regarding acquiring HL literacy. The online questionnaire and consent letter were distributed through several Facebook groups (Tel-Aviv Parents Support Group, Israeli Hungarians-Izraeli Magyarok-, Hungarian-speaking Israelis-Magyar ajkú izraeliek-, Online meeting forum of Hungarian-speaking parents who live in Israel-Magyar anyanyelvű, and Izraelben élő szülők online találkozóhelye) and online news sites (Új Kelet Online, Izraelinfo) and snowball technic was used too. The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of XY University, Z.



2.3 Data analysis

Quantitative analyses were used to answer the research questions. First, several principal component analyses were carried out to reduce the number of variables represented by the Likert-type items. PCA with Direct Oblimin Rotations was used to reduce dimensionality and determine the variables contributing to parents’ perception of HL transmission and maintenance. As an oblique rotation method, it generates more accurate results than orthogonal rotation methods when there are correlations between the underlying factors (Brown, 2006). PCA was also conducted on the five-item scale to understand participants’ identity regarding their choice of living. The Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin (KMO) measure verified the sampling adequacy for the analysis. Then, using the extracted constructs as dependent variables, multiple linear regression analysis was carried out to discover to what extent these factors contribute to parents’ view on HL maintenance or, more specifically, to find out the extent to which variables identified in the research questions (i.e., family heritage, FLP, environmental or personal factors, attitudes towards code-switching) predicted the specific constructs of parents’ views on HL transmission and maintenance.

Thematic analyses (TA) (Braun and Clarke, 2006) were used to identify and report themes within the qualitative data. An inductive approach was employed for thematic analysis, allowing themes to emerge directly from the data without previously defined categories. The responses were coded and grouped, providing insight into parents’ motivations for HL transmission, such as intergenerational communication, literacy development, and bilingual education.




3 Results


3.1 Family language policy

This section examines the FLPs observed among Hungarian-speaking immigrants in Israel, addressing RQ1. As the definition of heritage speaker highlights the different ranges of the bilingual continuum, reflecting the enormous variation in HL ability (Polinsky and Montrul, 2013, p. 133), the FLP reported by the study participants is presented in a continuum (Graph 1).

[image: Diagram showing four labeled branches with corresponding values: pro-SL, n equals thirteen, twenty-five point five percent; Pro-HL, n equals seven, thirteen point seven percent; balance SL-HL, n equals twenty-eight, fifty-four point nine percent; multilingual, n equals three, five point nine percent.]

GRAPH 1
 The family language policy and the dominant language spoken at home. The scores are presented as percentages and the number of participants.


Participants reported their language use within their households: Most (twenty-eight) households use the HL and SL equally, while thirteen use the SL dominantly, seven use the HL dominantly, and only three participants reported using three languages in their households.



3.2 Identity factors

The role of personal and environmental identity factors is examined in this section, addressing RQ2. The immigration of most participants was led by personal reasons followed by religious, economic, and political reasons, resulting in transnational and transcultural families in Israel. The KMO = 0.703 (p < 0.001) suggests that the sample size is adequate for component analysis. Regarding the identity of the participants, based on the Likert-scale items, two dimensions emerged, 67.518% of the total variation. The first PC, based on Personal Choice, comes from items that express their new identity: “I feel I became Israeli.” (item loading is b = 0.953); “I am Israeli.” (b = 0.797); and “I want to become an Israeli.” (b = 0.705). Personal Choice emphasizes newly emerged, conscious identity choices of the participants and accounted for 64.777% of the total variance. The second PC, named Environmental Reasons: appear from items that describe the participants’ HL identity, importance of the heritage country and their living arrangements: “I am Hungarian who lives in Israel.” (b = 0.983); “I live in Israel because I want to live here.” (b = 0.710) and “It is important to me to visit and spend time in Hungary.” (b = 0.511).

The second PCA measured participants’ active role in acquiring and fostering the SL. They acquired the SL within 5 years and reached conversational fluency. Based on the PCA, only one component emerged from the Likert-scale items measuring the participants’ self-reports. The KMO = 0.739 (p < 0.001) measure confirmed the acceptability of the test. The SL Fluency PC emerged with 66.392% of the total variation based on the following items: “I try to use Hebrew in most of the situations.” (b = 0.902); “Speaking Hebrew is important to me.” (b = 0.843); “I speak Hebrew fluently.” (b = 0.757) and “I study Hebrew as much as I can.” (b = 0.748). All items contributed to this component positively correlated with it and related to the values of SL and motivational factors to acquire it.



3.3 Elements of heritage language transmission and maintenance

RQ3. Investigates how parental attitudes, FLP, and identity considerations influence the transmission and maintenance of Hungarian as a HL. Those items that measured parental efforts towards HL transmission and maintenance were analysed. The KMO = 0.847 (p < 0.001) verifies the sampling adequacy for the study. The result indicates that the two components had an eigenvalue of >1 and explained 77.884% of the variance. The first dimension, the Cultural Heritage, is derived from: “It is important to me that my child(ren) get(s) to know the Hungarian culture.” (b = 0.944); “It is important to me to read stories in Hungarian to my child(ren).” (b = 0.868); “It is important to me that my children will acquire literacy skills in Hungarian.” (b = 0.863) and “It is important to me that my child(ren) spend time in Hungary and have the chance for linguistic immersion.” (b = 0.693), highlighting the cultural factors of HL transmission and significance of promoting literacy skills (M = 4.18; SD = 1.12). The following statements: “It is important to me that my child(ren) will know Hungarian. (b = 0.965);” It is important to me that my child(ren) can speak in Hungarian with my family who lives in Hungary.” (b = 0.878); “I am prepared to put my effort in keeping the Hungarian language.” (b = 0.703) and “It is important to me to speak Hungarian while I spend time with my child(ren).” (b = 0.485) elicited the second dimension, Communication in the HL, meaning the child-directed speech in the HL. The average mean of 4.55 (SD = 0.844) facilitates the value of HL and parental efforts to transmit and maintain it.

RQ 4. Addresses the predictors of successful HL maintenance, including factors such as length of residence, parental fluency in the SL, and attitudes towards CS. As heritage speakers are exposed to non-monolingual input, questionnaire items measured parental attitudes toward CS. Cronbach alpha has shown good to adequate reliability of the scales regarding an adult (α = 0.876) and a child (α = 0.679). Scores over.650 are considered acceptable according to Beaumont (2012) and above 0.60 based on Dörnyei and Dewaele (2023).

Even though the time spent with the children (Graph 2) does not significantly differ from the daily needed 2–3 h of the children’s awake time (De Houwer, 2007; Hoff et al., 2012) using One Sample Wilcoxon signed test (W = 470, p = 0.971), the frequency data shows that 33% of the participants spend less time, which contradicts with the finding of highly rated importance of HL maintenance.

[image: Bar chart displaying frequency of time spent with children using Hungarian. Most respondents spend 4-5 hours or more than 5 hours, while fewer spend 1-2 hours or around 1 hour. Count axis ranges from 4 to 14.]

GRAPH 2
 Exposure to HL.


Spearman correlations confirmed a significant association between exposure to HL and HL maintenance (ρr = 0.584, p = 0.00001) and cultural heritage transmission (ρ = 0.387, p = 0.005). Parents have a negative attitude towards code-switching (ρ = −0.506, p < 0.001) in the HL environment. At the same time, parental fluency in the SL does not affect the time parents spend with the children (ρ = 0.077, p = 0.599), the HL use (ρ = −0.144, p = 0.33) and the attitudes towards code-switching (ρ = −0.075, p = 0.652) and the cultural aspects (ρ = −0.128, p < 0.387) of HL transmission.

RQ5. Examines the impact of cultural heritage promotion, communication practices, and exposure to the HL. To analyze these factors, the Kruskal Wallis test was used with Mann Whitney post hoc analysis to measure the differences between exclusively pro-HL, pro-SL, and balanced SL-HL families in the attitude toward Cultural Heritage, Communication in the HL and parental attitudes towards code-switching (CS Child). A significant difference has been found between the three groups in Cultural Heritage (H = 6.407, p = 0.041) and Communication in HL (H = 10.866, p = 0.004) but not in CS Child (H = 1.423, p = 0.491). Post hoc analyses found that the results emerged from the differences between pro-SL and balanced SL-HL families (Cultural Heritage, U = 89, p = 0.015; Communication in HL, U = 72, p = 0.001). The findings suggest that heritage maintenance is the least important for pro-SL families and the most important for balanced SL-HL families; the pro-HL families are placed between the abovementioned groups.



3.4 Predictors of heritage language transmission and maintenance

To explore the factors influencing HL maintenance, this section addresses RQ4 by analyzing key predictors, such as length of residence, parental fluency in the SL, and attitudes toward CS. Furthermore, it responds to RQ5 by assessing the role of cultural heritage promotion, communication practices, and HL exposure in sustaining language transmission. Multilinear regression has been conducted to explore the predictors of HL transmission and maintenance. Due to the number of participants and the collinearity between the predictors, the independent variables have been selected based on the Pearson correlations. Due to the overlap between Personal and Environmental choices, only the first has been kept for the analysis. The predictor variables were the PCs obtained from the principal component analysis: the number of years in Israel, the SL Fluency (Köpke and Schmid, 2004), child-directed speech (Communication in the HL) and time spent with the child(ren) (Bedore et al., 2012; Gollan et al., 2015), and the personal choice of living in Israel. The findings are captured in Table 3. The predictors explained 55% of the total variance of parental views on HL transmission and maintenance. The findings indicate that parental attitude towards code-switching (ß = −3.131, p = 0.004) and transmission of cultural heritage (ß = 3.023, p = 0.006) are statistically significant predictors of HL maintenance.



TABLE 3 Summary of multilinear regression analyses for variables predicting HL maintenance.
[image: Table showing regression coefficients for five variables: number of years in IL, personal choice, SL fluency, CS child, and cultural heritage. CS child and cultural heritage are significant with p-values of 0.004 and 0.006 respectively, indicated by an asterisk.]



3.5 The underlying force of heritage language transmission and maintenance

To explore the role of pragmatic considerations in HL transmission and maintenance, this section addresses RQ6 and examines how intergenerational communication and literacy development shape parental motivations for HL preservation. There is a significant correlation between the parental efforts toward the importance of transmitting and maintaining the HL and the HL use by the children with family member living in the heritage country (rs = 0.884, p = 0.01). With regards to literacy skills, the data showed a significant correlation between the importance of HL knowledge and teaching literacy in the home environment (rs = 0.651, p < 0.001). Based on responses to the open-ended questions in the questionnaire, the TA (Braun and Cline, 2009) revealed that most participants held a traditional skill-based view of literacy, emphasizing the importance of mastering reading and writing. It also showed that they viewed literacy as essential for building vocabulary and achieving academic success.



“It is important to me that s/he reads in Hungarian, as it develops vocabulary.”



(P18: “Fontos számomra, hogy könyvélményei is legyenek magyarul, és az olvasás ráadásul fejleszti a szókincset.”)

 

Additionally, supporting multilingual literacy skills was also a key theme presented among the participants:



“They learn English; therefore, they do not have problems with the Latin letters.”



(P23: “Úgyis tanulnak angolul, legalább nincsen gondjuk a latin abc-vel.”)

 

Ultimately, the driving force of grandparents is also revealed in the parental view of literacy skills in the open-ended questions:



“I find it important because of the family background.”



(P35: “Fontosnak tartom a családi háttér miatt.”)



“Because this is how they can talk to the grandparents.”



(P24: “Mert csak igy tudnak kommunikálni a nagyszülőkkel.”)

 

The main findings of the parental self-reports indicated strong parental awareness and pragmatic reasons behind the necessity of bilingual education, especially in the HL at home.




4 Discussion

The HL maintenance among Hungarian-speaking immigrants in Israel is influenced by cultural identity and parental attitudes with a shift from assimilation to HL preservation due to the value of multilingualism in their education in post-communist Hungary. While family cohesion, especially the role of grandparents, supports HL transmission and maintenance, many parents invest less time than ideal, and their negative attitude towards CS reflects a preference for linguistic purity. However, the study’s findings are limited to a highly educated, mid-to-high SES sample. The results for each research question are presented and analyzed individually.


4.1 Family language policies and identity factors (RQ1 and RQ2)

FLP and identity are deeply interconnected, as FLP reflects parents’ linguistic choices, beliefs, and practices shaped by their cultural and personal identities. In transnational families, language use at home is not only a practical decision but also involves negotiating belonging, heritage, and integration into the host society. By examining FLP and identity together, this section highlights how participants’ family language practices mirror their evolving identities, balancing assimilation into Israeli society with maintaining their HL.

When people move from one country to another, their cross-cultural, emotional, and behavioral boundaries change, and they find themselves bridging these societies. The study participants differ from previous waves of Hungarian immigrants in several ways. Their decision was not led by traumatic historic events, nor economic reasons, but rather personal reasons. However, they show a shifting tendency between the former and recent immigrants, moving from assimilation towards preservation of the HL. The participants’ socialization took place after the fall of the communist regime while the home country was adopting European principles and became a member state of the EU. Therefore, it is assumed that it directed the participants to look at multilingualism as an asset, as it is given to children by birthright. This assumption is supported by the PCA results, which revealed that participants’ motivations for immigration were primarily personal rather than economic or political (KMO = 0.703, p < 0.001). The results are also aligned with previous studies as most participants are highly educated and exhibit positive attitudes towards HL transmission and maintenance (Guardado and Becker, 2014; Zhang and Slaughter-Defoe, 2009), and they embraced pro-bilingual and multilingual FLP. This is further reflected in the findings, which show that most families use HL and SL equally at home (Graph 1). While about half of the population speaks more than one language in their households (Meir et al., 2021, pp. 131–133), parents seem not to be aware of it. Rather, the results seem to highlight the tension between the assimilation to the host society and maintaining the HL within the transnational family. The emergence of distinct dimensions related to personal choice and environmental factors underscores the interplay between individual identity and sociocultural context in language maintenance. As mostly personal reasons drove the participants’ immigration, a transitional identity emerges as their choice of living in Israel is motivated by conscious decisions (Personal Choice component of the PCA) parallel to an unicultural identity (Environmental Reasons component of PCA). The importance of SL emerges not just due to its position and the majority language but also as a symbol of nation and unity. This is supported by the SL Fluency PCA results, where participants reported high motivation to acquire Hebrew. These bilingual families, reflecting both personal and environmental identities, were able to maintain fluency in Hebrew while also preserving their HL.



4.2 Parental attitudes and family efforts in heritage language transmission (RQ3)

Embracing the cultural heritage and its interrelation with HL transmission and maintenance shows that the participants recognize the contribution of cultural identity to HL maintenance. This finding resonates with studies highlighting the role of parental attitudes and cultural identity in language maintenance (Wei, 2009) and the relationship between socio-emotional outcomes and FLP, as it involves general well-being (King and Fogle, 2008; Okita, 2002; Tannenbaum and Howie, 2002), identity (Soehl, 2016) and family relations (De Houwer, 2007; Okita, 2002).

The phenomenon of HL management being demanding and effortful has emerged in the frequency data showing the mismatch between the highly rated importance of HL transmission and maintenance and the quantity of time parents invest in HL (33% of the participants spend less time than the recommended). The multilinear regression analysis revealed that parental attitudes towards CS and transmission of cultural heritage significantly predict HL maintenance. The negative attitude towards code-switching suggests a preference for maintaining linguistic boundaries within the HL environment, aligning with research emphasizing how some families restrict CS to reinforce HL use within the home (Grosjean, 2008).



4.3 Predictors of heritage language maintenance (RQ4)

The emphasis on transmitting cultural heritage also reflects parents’ pragmatic considerations and desire to preserve linguistic and cultural ties with their heritage country (Wei, 2018). Regression analysis results confirmed that cultural heritage transmission is one of the strongest predictors of HL maintenance, highlighting its central role in shaping parental efforts.

The data also indicate that parental attitudes towards codeswitching and cultural heritage are significant predictors of HL transmission and maintenance; they also emphasize parental roles in creating needs and opportunities for HL maintenance (e.g., Guardado and Becker, 2014; King and Fogle, 2008; Nesteruk, 2010; Zhang and Slaughter-Defoe, 2009).



4.4 Role of cultural heritage and exposure in heritage language transmission (RQ5)

Parents also view literacy development in Hungarian as important for cultural reasons and for enriching their children’s vocabulary. TA results confirm this, as parents frequently expressed that literacy in Hungarian plays a role in vocabulary growth and academic success.

Bilingual education is seen as valuable, not only for communication but for maintaining family bonds and cultural identity. Positive outcomes have also been observed, as a broader sense of family cohesion involving relatives, particularly grandparents in the heritage country, and its effects on a strong emotional connection to the HL were evident in the parental responses, where 90% of families reported having extended family in Hungary. Grandparents may serve as agents for HL transmission and maintenance because family members look at them as a value (Nguyen et al., 2023; Schwartz, 2008). The relationship between the strong ties with grandparents and HL maintenance is likely reciprocal, making it difficult to determine which one primarily drives the other. It is unclear whether strong family bonds encourage greater HL use or if active HL maintenance strengthens family cohesion. Family cohesion can cause a more significant effort to maintain the HL, and a greater effort to maintain the HL can positively influence the cohesion of transnational families.



4.5 Pragmatic considerations and intergenerational dynamics (RQ6)

Israel’s linguistic diversity, shaped by waves of immigration, reflects the richness and the challenges of maintaining multiple languages in a national context. Languages hold different levels of prestige based on their global influence (Bourdieu, 1991; De Swaan, 2001), with some languages (e.g., English, French or Russian) enjoying higher status while others (Polish, Hungarian, Welsh, etc.) may be perceived as less prestigious. Despite the vital cultural and identity-related role of the HL in an immigrant community, societal pressure often favors the SL for integration. Therefore, HLs with lower prestige are not always valued. However, the members of the extended transnational families (e.g., grandparents remained in the heritage country) play a crucial role in HL transmission, driven by both cultural commitment and pragmatic considerations. This is reinforced by the strong correlation between parental efforts to maintain HL and its use in communication with family members abroad, highlighting the role of intergenerational ties.




5 Conclusion

While much of the existing research on HL focuses on large and cohesive immigrant groups (e.g., Spanish or Russian), this study provides novel insights into how HL transmission, maintenance, and FLP unfold in a small and underrepresented immigrant community (Hungarian-speakers) embedded in a multilingual society, yet one that promotes using SL in all domains of everyday life (Israel). The study adopts a mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative analyses (PCA, regression) with qualitative analysis (TA). Hungarian is a low-prestige HL in Israel compared to higher-status immigrant languages like Russian or English. Yet, the study shows that many parents actively work to maintain Hungarian, suggesting that language prestige is not the sole factor in HL maintenance. While it is often assumed that families who exclusively prioritize HL would be the strongest supporters of its maintenance, the study’s unique contribution lies in the observation that families who find a balance between HL and SL exposure tend to sustain HL more effectively than strictly HL-focused families. It also highlights the critical role of intergenerational ties, demonstrating how family networks, particularly grandparents, contribute to linguistic and cultural continuity. By exploring how parental attitudes and cultural identity shape HL maintenance, the findings emphasize the active and dynamic process that requires joint and extended family effort rather than an automatic outcome of bilingual upbringing.

The study was restricted regarding the selection of participants (highly educated recent immigrants and mostly mothers who belonged to mid-high SES). Therefore, the results can not be generalized to the entire Hungarian-speaking community in Israel. The rich dataset obtained in this study and the multiple RQs and variables could benefit from further analyses which were beyond the scope of the present paper.

Future studies could include lower-SES Hungarian-speaking families to help assess whether economic constraints and access to educational resources affect HL maintenance, addressing the sample limitations of this study. Future research could also benefit from direct observational methods or incorporating additional sources, such as teacher evaluations or recorded naturalistic speech samples. To address this point, in our future research, we aim to conduct sociolinguistic interviews with HSs in the presence of their children. The interviews will be coded to examine actual linguistic behavior and attitudes. Longitudinal research tracking HL transmission over multiple years could further help determine whether FLP strategies remain stable or change as children grow older and how they affect HL retention. Finally, cross-cultural comparisons between Hungarian-speaking immigrants in Israel and those in other countries, such as Canada, the U.S., or Australia, could highlight the role of different sociolinguistic environments in shaping HL transmission. By addressing these gaps in the study of small transnational migrant communities, future studies can contribute to a more nuanced and holistic perspective on HL maintenance, helping policymakers, educators, and immigrant families develop effective strategies for HL transmission and maintenance across generations.
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Introduction: This study examines the impact of exposure to foreign literature on out-group attitudes among Chinese readers.
Methods: A sequential mediation model is tested, and the effect of exposure to foreign literature on out-group attitudes is mediated by emotional investment and cultural empathy. The study included 799 Chinese readers of foreign literature. Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 48 years, with a mean age of 34.72 (SD = 5.03). Using a sequential mediation model, we explored how foreign literature might indirectly shape attitudes toward diverse social groups through heightened emotional and empathetic engagement.
Results: The exposure to foreign literature significantly predicts positive out-group attitudes, both directly and indirectly. Specifically, emotional investment in foreign narratives facilitates a personal connection to characters from different backgrounds, enhancing cultural empathy and, in turn, more favorable out-group attitudes.
Discussion: Our findings highlight that foreign literature is a valuable medium for fostering intercultural empathy by providing readers with indirect experiences of diverse cultural perspectives. Additionally, the study underscores the importance of carefully curated literary selections and structured educational approaches to maximize the positive impact of foreign literature on readers’ attitudes. These results contribute to understanding literature’s role in promoting inclusivity, with implications for educational practices that foster empathy and reduce prejudice. Future research should continue to investigate the specific genres, themes, and teaching techniques that most effectively cultivate cultural empathy and open-mindedness in an increasingly globalized society.
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Introduction

In recent years, the role of literature in fostering empathy and intercultural understanding has received growing scholarly interest, particularly in contexts where cultural boundaries are increasingly fluid (Hakemulder, 2000; Kidd and Castano, 2013; Mar et al., 2010). As globalization intensifies cross-cultural interactions, Chinese readers are more frequently exposed to translated literary works from diverse cultures (Chen, 2024). This literary exposure allows them to engage with narratives that present unfamiliar social norms, values, and perspectives (Zhou et al., 2021), which in turn can facilitate perspective-taking and emotional attunement to out-group experiences (Koopman, 2015; Šimenc, 2016).

Narrative fiction has been widely studied for its capacity to elicit empathy by enabling readers to imaginatively simulate the experiences of others (Djikic et al., 2013; Mar and Oatley, 2008). This process often involves emotional investment, whereby readers form affective bonds with characters, even those from markedly different cultural backgrounds (Bal and Veltkamp, 2013). Such emotional engagement has been linked to increased prosocial behavior and reduced prejudice (Sun L., 2023), suggesting that literature can serve as a medium for social transformation (Johnson, 2012; Vezzali et al., 2015).

Cultural empathy, defined as the ability to understand and appreciate cultural differences while maintaining affective sensitivity (Childs, 1999; Connors, 2015; Zhao, 2012), is a relevant and desirable outcome of this engagement (Lin et al., 2018; Teding van Berkhout and Malouff, 2015). While previous studies have emphasized the general impact of fiction on empathy (Bayram and Holmes, 2020), few have empirically examined the specific pathways—such as emotional investment and cultural empathy—that mediate the effect of literary exposure on attitudes toward cultural out-groups, particularly in the Chinese context (Kim, 2022).

To address this gap, the present study tests a sequential mediation model in which exposure to foreign literature influences out-group attitudes through emotional investment and cultural empathy among Chinese readers. By examining this pathway, our study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of the mechanisms through which literature can function as a catalyst for intercultural understanding and prejudice reduction (Blalock et al., 2024; Hoffman and Cleare-Hoffman, 2011). While previous research has demonstrated the potential of literary narratives to foster empathy and improve attitudes toward out-groups, few studies have tested the specific sequential mediation of emotional investment and cultural empathy, particularly among Chinese readers. These insights may inform curriculum development and cultural policy, especially in educational contexts that seek to promote empathy, reduce prejudice, and strengthen intercultural communication in a globalized world.


Literature review and hypothesis development

Exposure to foreign literature can function as a form of indirect intergroup contact, enabling readers to engage with diverse social perspectives through imagined experiences. According to narrative transportation theory, becoming emotionally and cognitively immersed in fictional stories allows individuals to vicariously inhabit the lives of characters, which can challenge preconceptions and foster empathy (Green and Brock, 2000; Johnson, 2012). Fiction, particularly when it presents out-group characters in humanized and relatable ways, has been shown to enhance intergroup attitudes by promoting perspective-taking and emotional engagement (Kidd and Castano, 2013; Vezzali et al., 2015).

This process is especially salient in literary settings where readers can explore culturally distant experiences without the perceived risks of direct contact. Vezzali et al. (2012) found that identifying with positive out-group characters in fiction can lead to measurable reductions in prejudice, illustrating the potential of literature to act as a mechanism for social inclusion. These findings are supported by broader research in social and media psychology, which suggests that narrative fiction can operate similarly to face-to-face intergroup interactions by enhancing empathy and reducing stereotyping (Batson et al., 2002; Paluck et al., 2021).

Beyond empathy, literary exposure has been associated with cognitive openness and ideological flexibility. Hodson and Busseri (2012) demonstrated that fiction readers tend to score higher on openness to experience, a trait associated with greater cultural tolerance. Similarly, studies indicate that exposure to diverse narratives can disrupt rigid worldviews and foster more nuanced thinking, which supports the development of inclusive attitudes (Appel and Richter, 2007; Koopman, 2015). Importantly, the thematic nature of the literature influences these effects: texts that highlight cooperation, justice, or intercultural dialogue tend to promote prosocial outcomes, while exposure to antagonistic or dehumanizing narratives can reinforce negative stereotypes (Blogowska and Saroglou, 2013).

The relationship between global literary exposure and openness to diversity aligns with cosmopolitanism theory, which holds that engaging with culturally diverse perspectives fosters a sense of global citizenship and reduces ethnocentric bias (Delanty, 2009). As Cleveland and Chang (2009) noted, individuals who regularly consume international media content, particularly literature, exhibit higher levels of intercultural sensitivity and reduced nationalistic attitudes. In this context, foreign literature emerges as a powerful medium that can reshape intergroup perceptions by stimulating emotional resonance and reflective engagement with out-group perspectives (Wang et al., 2022). Based on this theoretical and empirical foundation, we propose the following hypothesis:

 H1: Exposure to foreign literature (X) directly influences out-group attitudes (Y) among Chinese readers.





Emotional investment in foreign literature

Engagement with foreign literature often fosters emotional investment among readers, characterized by empathy, emotional resonance, and cultural engagement. This investment is shaped by readers’ capacity to empathize with characters from diverse backgrounds and to emotionally connect with culturally distinct experiences presented in literary works. Empathy plays a pivotal role in this connection, enabling readers to experience the emotions and perspectives of others. For instance, Huan et al. (2023) demonstrated that Chinese university students majoring in English reported heightened empathy after engaging with British literature, indicating that such narratives can enhance emotional engagement and cultural understanding.

Emotional resonance, the affective response elicited by literature, significantly influences readers’ engagement levels. Research indicates that emotional responses to foreign language texts impact readers’ decisions and engagement, highlighting the centrality of cognitive-emotional interaction in literary investment (Liu and Yu, 2022). This interplay between cognition and emotion underscores the importance of selecting literature that evokes emotional responses to deepen readers’ engagement.

Cultural engagement allows readers to immerse themselves in new cultural contexts and emotional norms, fostering an emotional alignment with the foreign culture that enhances investment in the literature. Pugsley (2005) emphasized the significance of cross-cultural exchange in literature, noting that the selection of Australian literature for the Chinese book market underscores the role of cultural import and export in shaping readers’ emotional connections to foreign narratives. Such exchanges facilitate a deeper understanding and appreciation of diverse cultural perspectives, enriching the reading experience.

Educational strategies in foreign literature instruction can effectively boost emotional engagement by making content more relatable. Huan (2023) observed that incorporating empathy-themed excerpts from British and American literature encouraged students to form emotional connections, thereby increasing their investment in the texts. Similarly, pedagogical approaches that emphasize emotional resonance can motivate and engage students, underlining the importance of literature that not only teaches language but also cultivates emotional engagement.

Despite these positive influences, certain challenges may limit emotional investment. Language barriers and cultural differences can complicate readers’ connection to foreign literature, as understanding nuanced cultural contexts and complex language may require additional cognitive effort. Effective pedagogical strategies that bridge these cultural gaps, however, can enhance readers’ emotional connection, enabling them to fully invest in and appreciate foreign literary works. This body of research highlights the significant role of empathy, emotional resonance, and cultural engagement in enhancing Chinese readers’ emotional investment in foreign literature, indicating a layered and nuanced relationship that benefits from educational support and cultural sensitivity. Based on this theoretical and empirical foundation, we propose the following hypothesis:


H2: Exposure to foreign literature (X) directly influences Chinese readers’ emotional investment in foreign literature (M1).
 



Cultural empathy as an outcome of literary engagement

Cultural empathy, defined as the capacity to understand and appreciate the perspectives and emotions of individuals from different cultural backgrounds, emerges as a significant outcome of engaging with foreign literature. Through immersion in culturally diverse narratives, readers can transcend linguistic and cultural boundaries, fostering deeper connections with characters and contexts beyond their immediate experiences.

In educational contexts, the integration of literature into foreign language instruction has proven effective in enhancing students’ cross-cultural communicative abilities. Jiang and Wang (2018) emphasize that cultural empathy is integral to successful cross-cultural communication, suggesting that foreign language teaching strategies incorporating literature can significantly bolster students’ cultural empathy. Similarly, Sun L. (2023) highlights that pedagogical approaches focusing on empathy and discomfort in foreign language education can cultivate cultural empathy among English as a Foreign Language learners. By exposing students to global human rights themes in literature and art, learners are encouraged to critically engage with diverse perspectives, developing empathy essential for navigating an increasingly interconnected world.

Engagement with multicultural literature has also been shown to foster empathy by allowing readers to connect emotionally with the experiences and struggles of characters from diverse backgrounds. Conrad (2017) found that students reading multicultural literature gained valuable insights into other cultures, which traditional forms of media or internet resources often fail to provide. Keen (2007) discusses how the imaginative role-taking encouraged by literature, especially novels, can significantly enhance readers’ capacity for empathy, a sentiment echoed by many scholars in literary studies.

In a broader intercultural context, empathy is essential for effective communication and understanding between diverse groups. Zhao (2012) introduces the concept of intersubjective empathy, where the act of empathizing is viewed as a two-way, culturally sensitive exchange. This approach positions readers as active participants in intercultural communication, thereby fostering empathy that respects and appreciates cultural differences. Calloway-Thomas (2010) also emphasizes empathy’s geopolitical and cultural dimensions, highlighting its importance in promoting intercultural understanding within a globalized society.

Thus, foreign literature not only enriches readers’ understanding of different cultural narratives but also serves as a powerful medium for developing cultural empathy. This empathy facilitates deeper connections across cultural divides and enhances readers’ ability to appreciate and value the diversity of human experiences. Based on this literature, the third hypothesis is proposed:


H3: Exposure to foreign literature (X) directly influences cultural empathy (M2) among Chinese readers.
 



Emotional investment and cultural empathy as mediators of out-group attitudes

Emotional investment, fostered through engagement with foreign literature, enables readers to connect deeply with narratives, leading to more empathetic responses toward out-group members. This immersive experience allows individuals to vicariously inhabit the lives of characters from diverse backgrounds, challenging preconceptions and fostering empathy.

Tarrant et al. (2009) demonstrated that participants who exhibited stronger empathy toward out-group members were more likely to hold favorable attitudes when an inclusive social norm was present. This finding aligns with the notion that narrative engagement can reduce prejudice and foster acceptance by allowing individuals to “practice” empathy in a non-threatening context. Further supporting this, Xiao et al. (2021) found that empathy, particularly when accompanied by prosocial emotions, encourages positive attitudes toward helping out-group members. Their study highlighted that emotional investment in narratives featuring out-group experiences can cultivate empathy, leading to increased prosocial behavior. Similarly, Nesdale et al. (2005) observed that fostering empathy through emotionally engaging content helped children develop more positive attitudes toward other ethnicities, especially when empathetic group norms were reinforced. Their research emphasized the role of empathy in shaping children’s ethnic attitudes and promoting inclusivity.

Empathy in narrative engagement is further emphasized as a tool for attitude transformation in diverse settings. Mallan (2013) found that children’s literature, particularly when embedding multicultural perspectives, can foster empathy in young readers, potentially influencing their real-world attitudes toward marginalized groups. Although fictional engagement alone may not guarantee real-world behavior change, the emotional resonance and empathy generated can be a foundation for positive intergroup attitudes. Vorauer and Sasaki (2012) highlighted that the sequential model underscores the cumulative impact of emotional engagement and empathy. Through the emotional investment fostered by foreign literature, readers will likely develop sustained empathy for cultural differences, encouraging them to adopt more positive and tolerant attitudes toward out-groups. This evidence underscores the importance of foreign literature in creating pathways to cultural empathy and improved out-group attitudes. Based on this literature, the fourth hypothesis is proposed:


H4: Exposure to foreign literature (X) indirectly influences out-group attitudes (Y), with a serial mediation of emotional investment in foreign literature (M1) and cultural empathy (M2).
 

The full model tested in this research, which was conceptually developed by the authors based on existing theoretical frameworks, is presented in Figure 1. This proposed model seeks to examine the relationships between supervisor–subordinate guanxi, the components of job embeddedness (fit, links, and sacrifice), and turnover intention.

[image: Path diagram illustrating hypothesized relationships among four variables: exposure to foreign literature, emotional investment in foreign literature, cultural empathy, and out-group positive attitudes. Arrows represent direct, indirect, and mediated effects, with labels A1, A2, B1, B2, C1, C2, and D21 corresponding to the explanation key provided, which details each type of effect analyzed in the model.]

FIGURE 1
 Full model for this research.





Method


Methodological paradigm

This study is situated within a post-positivist paradigm, which assumes that social phenomena can be studied through empirical observation and analysis, while also acknowledging the influence of contextual and interpretive factors on knowledge production. This paradigm supports the use of structured quantitative methods, such as self-report questionnaires and statistical modeling, to investigate psychological and attitudinal processes. The post-positivist stance allows for the identification of patterns and associations while recognizing that findings are probabilistic rather than deterministic.



Type of research

This study follows a quantitative, empirical, and explanatory research design. It is quantitative in its use of structured numerical data collected through self-report instruments, and empirical in that it draws on observable data from a large sample of Chinese readers. The study is explanatory in nature, as it seeks to test a theoretically informed model that explains the mechanisms, specifically emotional investment and cultural empathy, through which exposure to foreign literature may influence out-group attitudes.



Type of study

The study employed a cross-sectional, correlational design. Data were collected at a single point in time using an online survey to examine the associations among exposure to foreign literature, emotional investment, cultural empathy, and out-group attitudes. This design allows for the testing of theoretically driven mediation models, while acknowledging the limitations inherent to non-longitudinal data.



Participants

The study included 799 Chinese readers of foreign literature. Participants’ ages ranged from 19 to 48 years, with a mean age of 34.72 (SD = 5.03). They reported an average of 9.94 years (SD = 5.39) of experience reading foreign literature, with individual experience spanning from less than a year to a maximum of 38 years. Regarding reading frequency over the last quarter, most reported reading one to three foreign books. Specifically, 256 participants (32.0%) read one book, 181 (22.7%) read two books, and 171 (21.4%) read slightly more than two (recorded as 2.1 on average). Fewer participants reported higher frequencies, with 133 (16.6%) reading three books, 46 (5.8%) reading four, 4 (0.5%) reading five, and only 8 (1.0%) reading ten books. The sample included a slightly higher proportion of female participants, with 452 (56.6%) identifying as female and 347 (43.4%) as male. In terms of educational level, 336 participants (42.1%) held a Master’s degree or Ph.D., 225 (28.2%) had college-level education, 109 (13.6%) had vocational training, and 81 (10.1%) had completed primary education. An additional 34 participants (4.3%) indicated other educational backgrounds. Fourteen participants (1.8%) did not report their educational level. The sample included diverse professions, with participants spanning sectors that commonly engage with foreign literature for professional and personal growth. A substantial portion of the sample comprised individuals in education and academia (27.4%) and university or graduate students (27.3%), groups likely to read foreign literature for academic purposes and personal interest. Corporate and business professionals comprised another significant segment (27.0%), reflecting the demand for global cultural awareness in the business sector. Smaller yet notable representations included media and publishing professionals (6.3%) and those in technology and engineering (3.3%), sectors where exposure to global perspectives is often valued. Government and international relations professionals (2.8%) were also present, likely reflecting interest in foreign literature for cultural and diplomatic insights. Additionally, the sample included smaller groups from social work (0.8%), healthcare (1.1%), art and creative professions (1.5%), and tourism (0.9%)—an additional 1.8% identified with other fields.



Procedure

This study received ethical approval from the Jianghan University’s Ethical Committee, with Approval protocol number WRI-5671-2023, ensuring compliance with research standards and participant protection. All procedures adhered to the principles outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki and its subsequent amendments. Participants were fully informed about the study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights before participating. Informed consent was obtained electronically from all participants before they engaged with the survey, with assurances of confidentiality and anonymity. Participation was entirely voluntary, and participants were informed that they could withdraw from the survey at any time without penalty.

The study employed a cross-sectional survey design to test a sequential mediation model in which exposure to foreign literature influences out-group attitudes among Chinese readers, through the mediating roles of emotional investment and cultural empathy. The survey was disseminated through various strategic channels to ensure a broad reach among individuals actively reading foreign literature. To connect with readers with specific cultural and literary interests, we partnered with Chinese cultural institutions, book clubs, and literary societies that promote foreign literature. Additionally, the survey was shared on prominent digital reading platforms, including Douban and WeChat reading groups, where communities regularly engage in discussions on foreign books and literature. Social media platforms, such as WeChat, Weibo, and Xiaohongshu (Little Red Book), were also utilized to circulate the survey, allowing for targeted sharing among potential participants interested in foreign cultural content. Finally, invitations to participate in the survey were sent to university departments focusing on foreign languages, literature, and cultural studies. This provided access to a diverse audience of students and professionals in academia. The survey was conducted using a commercial tool (Qualtrics), allowing for secure and efficient data collection and providing participants with a seamless and user-friendly experience. The online survey included a structured questionnaire composed of sections on demographics, reading habits, exposure to foreign literature, and various scales assessing cultural empathy and out-group attitudes. To protect participant data, measures were implemented in line with industry standards. The Qualtrics platform employed encryption and secure data storage, safeguarding responses’ confidentiality and ensuring that authorized researchers could only access data. No identifiable information was collected, and data were anonymized before analysis to protect participant privacy further.



Instruments

The study assessed four key variables: exposure to foreign literature (X), emotional investment in foreign literature (M1), cultural empathy (M2), and out-group positive attitudes (Y), using multiple survey items for each construct.

Exposure to foreign literature was measured through two items designed to capture the frequency and duration of participants’ engagement with foreign literary works. Participants were asked, “For how many years have you been reading foreign literature (novels, short stories, poems, etc.)?” and “On average, how much time per week do you spend reading foreign literature?” to assess the breadth and depth of their reading habits. Responses were provided on a 5-point scale ranging from “None” to “A lot.” Additionally, familiarity with different genres of foreign literature was assessed using a 5-point scale, with items referring to specific genres such as Western novels, European poetry, Latin American magical realism, Japanese manga and anime, and Indian epics. Our measure did not differentiate between literature read in the original language and translated versions; thus, participants may have reported engagement with either form, depending on their linguistic background. The exposure to foreign literature scale included two items assessing reading frequency and duration. As it contained only two items, internal consistency was evaluated using the Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.58), which indicated an acceptable level of inter-item association.

Emotional investment in foreign literature was assessed using a 10-item scale developed by the authors for the purposes of this study. The scale was designed to measure the affective engagement of readers with foreign literary texts, including dimensions such as emotional immersion, identification with characters, and the lingering emotional impact of narratives. Items were written to reflect readers’ personal involvement in the emotional worlds of the stories they read (e.g., “I become deeply immersed in the emotional experiences of characters in foreign novels” and “The emotional journeys portrayed in foreign narratives tend to linger in my mind long after I’ve finished reading”). Participants rated each item on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (“strongly disagree”) to 5 (“strongly agree”). This measure aimed to capture how personally invested readers felt in the emotional content and characters within foreign literary works. Cronbach’s Alpha for this study was 0.78.



Scale adaptation

Both the Cross-Cultural Empathy Scale and the Intergroup Attitudes Scale were originally developed in English and adapted for use with Chinese participants. The adaptation process involved translation, cultural contextualization, and item review. First, the items were translated into Chinese by a bilingual expert in psychology and literature. A back-translation was then conducted by an independent translator unfamiliar with the original versions. Discrepancies were resolved through discussion among the research team to ensure semantic and conceptual equivalence. In addition, minor wording adjustments were made to ensure cultural relevance and comprehension. No items were removed from the original scales.

Cultural empathy was measured using an adapted version of the Cross-Cultural Empathy Scale (Wang et al., 2003), which consists of six items designed to assess participants’ empathic understanding and connection with individuals from other cultures. Participants rated each statement on a 5-point Likert scale, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Sample items included “I can understand the reasons behind out-group members’ behaviors” and “I feel connected to people from different cultural backgrounds.” This measure focused on capturing the participants’ capacity to empathize with and relate emotionally to individuals from diverse cultural backgrounds. Cronbach’s Alpha for this study was 0.81.

Out-group positive attitudes were assessed with an adapted version of the Intergroup Attitudes Scale (Stephan et al., 1999), which consists of seven items measuring positive perceptions and openness toward people from other cultures. Responses were given on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Items in this scale included “I have positive feelings towards people from other cultures” and “I would be willing to cooperate with someone from a different cultural background.” This measure evaluated the extent to which participants held favorable attitudes, comfort, and willingness to interact with individuals from culturally diverse backgrounds. Cronbach’s Alpha for this study was 0.79.



Conceptual model

The sequential mediation model tested in this study was developed by the authors, based on theoretical and empirical research linking narrative engagement, emotional investment, cultural empathy, and intergroup attitudes (Green and Brock, 2000; Kidd and Castano, 2013; Vezzali et al., 2015). While the individual relationships among these constructs have been previously examined, their integration into a unified, sequential model had not been empirically tested within this specific context. The model hypothesizes that exposure to foreign literature increases emotional investment in narratives, which in turn enhances cultural empathy and ultimately fosters more positive attitudes toward out-groups. This framework was evaluated using regression-based mediation analysis (PROCESS macro, Model 6), and demonstrated strong theoretical coherence and statistically significant effects across all hypothesized paths. However, it is important to note that the model has not undergone formal validation through techniques such as confirmatory factor analysis or structural equation modeling, which should be addressed in future research.



Data analyses

All analyses were conducted using SPSS version 29.0, with PROCESS version 4.2 by Hayes for mediation and moderation testing. Descriptive analyses were initially conducted to assess each primary variable’s mean and standard deviation: exposure to foreign literature, emotional investment in foreign literature, cultural empathy, and out-group positive attitudes. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to examine the bivariate relationships among these variables. PROCESS Model 6 was employed to evaluate the serial mediation effects for hypothesis testing. Specifically, the model tested whether exposure to foreign literature (X) influences out-group positive attitudes (Y) directly and indirectly through two mediators: emotional investment in foreign literature (M1) and cultural empathy (M2). Bootstrapping procedures with 5,000 samples were utilized to generate bias-corrected confidence intervals for the indirect effects. Statistical significance for each pathway was determined based on whether the 95% confidence intervals excluded zero. The analysis followed a structured approach to assess each hypothesized relationship in sequence, beginning with the direct effects of exposure on out-group attitudes, emotional investment, and cultural empathy, and subsequently examining the hypothesized mediation paths.




Results


Descriptive analyses and correlation matrix

The descriptive statistics for each variable, including exposure to foreign literature, emotional investment in foreign literature, cultural empathy, and out-group positive attitudes, indicate that participants, on average, showed moderate levels across all measures, with consistent sample sizes. The measures show a moderate variability level, suggesting diversity in responses. The correlation matrix reveals significant associations among the study variables. Exposure to foreign literature was positively correlated with emotional investment in foreign literature and cultural empathy, indicating that individuals with higher levels of exposure also tended to report greater emotional and empathetic engagement. Additionally, cultural empathy is significantly correlated with positive out-group attitudes, supporting that empathy toward other cultures is linked with favorable attitudes toward out-groups. The positive associations between these variables support the hypothesized relationships in the model.

Table 1 summarizes these descriptive statistics and correlations.



TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics and correlations.
[image: Data table summarizes mean, standard deviation, and correlations among four variables: exposure to foreign literature, emotional investment, cultural empathy, and out-group positive attitudes. Significant correlations are indicated at p less than 0.001, N equals 799.]



Hypotheses testing


Hypothesis 1 – direct effect on out-group attitudes

Exposure to foreign literature significantly predicted out-group attitudes, b = 0.3632, SE = 0.0478, t (795) = 7.60, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.2694, 0.4570], β = 0.3079. The model explained 28.1% of the variance in out-group attitudes, R2 = 0.2809.



Hypothesis 2 – direct effect on emotional investment

Exposure to foreign literature significantly predicted emotional investment, b = 0.7588, SE = 0.0314, t (797) = 24.14, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.6972, 0.8204], β = 0.6506. This model explained 42.3% of the variance in emotional investment, R2 = 0.4233.



Hypothesis 3 – direct effect on cultural empathy

Exposure to foreign literature significantly predicted cultural empathy, b = 0.3974, SE = 0.0658, t (796) = 6.04, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.2683, 0.5265], β = 0.2624. Emotional investment was also a significant predictor of cultural empathy, b = 0.1771, SE = 0.0564, t (796) = 3.14, p = 0.002, 95% CI [0.0664, 0.2878], β = 0.1364. The model explained 13.4% of the variance in cultural empathy, R2 = 0.1341. The regression analysis results are also displayed in Tables 2, 3.



TABLE 2 Model summary for each outcome variable.
[image: Table summarizing statistical results for four outcome variables: Emotional Investment, Cultural Empathy, Out-Group Attitudes, and Total Effect Model. Columns include R, R squared, MSE, F, degrees of freedom, and p-value. All p-values are less than 0.001.]



TABLE 3 Regression coefficients for all outcome variables.
[image: Table showing linear regression results predicting emotional investment, cultural empathy, and out-group attitudes. Columns display predictor names, unstandardized coefficients, standard errors, t-values, confidence intervals, and standardized coefficients for each predictor.]



Serial mediation of emotional investment and cultural empathy (hypothesis 4)

Hypothesis 4 proposed a serial mediation model in which exposure to foreign literature influences out-group attitudes indirectly through emotional investment and cultural empathy. The results of the regression-based path analysis supported this hypothesis, revealing a significant total indirect effect, β = 0.0861, SE = 0.0355, 95% CI [0.0177, 0.1579], indicating that psychological engagement variables partially mediate the relationship between exposure and out-group attitudes.

Three indirect pathways were examined. The indirect effect of exposure to foreign literature on out-group attitudes through emotional investment alone (X → M1 → Y) was significant and negative, β = −0.0773, SE = 0.0296, 95% CI [−0.1362, −0.0187], suggesting that emotional investment, when not accompanied by cultural empathy, may not necessarily translate into more favorable out-group attitudes. In contrast, the indirect effect through cultural empathy alone (X → M2 → Y) was positive and significant, β = 0.1221, SE = 0.0232, 95% CI [0.0770, 0.1692], indicating that readers with higher exposure to foreign literature tend to develop greater cultural empathy, which in turn is associated with improved attitudes toward out-groups.

The serial mediation pathway (X → M1 → M2 → Y), in which emotional investment enhances cultural empathy, which then leads to more favorable out-group attitudes, was also significant, β = 0.0413, SE = 0.0152, 95% CI [0.0130, 0.0725]. This confirms the theoretical model suggesting that foreign literature promotes attitudinal change through affective involvement and deepening readers’ cultural understanding. These results support a partial serial mediation and underscore the relevance of emotional and cultural processes in shaping readers’ social perceptions. The detailed coefficients for each indirect effect are presented in Table 4.



TABLE 4 Indirect effects of exposure to foreign literature on out-group attitudes.
[image: Table displaying indirect pathway analysis with four rows: total indirect effect, and three specific pathways from exposure to out-group attitudes. Effect sizes, bootstrap standard errors, and 95 percent confidence intervals are provided. Significance is indicated when the interval does not include zero.]

Figure 2 displays the full study model with the standardized direct and unstandardized indirect effects.

[image: Diagram showing a path model where exposure to foreign literature affects out-group attitudes directly and indirectly via emotional investment in foreign literature and cultural empathy, with labeled effect coefficients and a key explaining each path.]

FIGURE 2
 Full model of the study. Standardized direct effects are in black, and Unstandardized indirect effects are in blue. ** p < 0.001; *p < 0.05.


The figure illustrates the hypothesized relationships between exposure to foreign literature, emotional investment, cultural empathy, and out-group positive attitudes, along with the estimated path coefficients. Exposure to foreign literature (X) has direct and indirect effects on out-group positive attitudes (Y). The direct path from exposure to out-group attitudes suggests that greater exposure to foreign literature is associated with more favorable attitudes toward out-groups. The figure also highlights two mediating pathways: emotional investment in foreign literature (M1) and cultural empathy (M2). Exposure to foreign literature positively influences emotional investment, impacting cultural empathy. Both mediators contribute significantly to the indirect effects of exposure on out-group attitudes. The serial mediation pathway—exposure to emotional investment, cultural empathy, and out-group attitudes—supports the hypothesized model, indicating that readers who engage deeply with foreign literature are more likely to develop empathy for other cultures and, consequently, display more positive attitudes toward out-groups. The path coefficients for each relationship are provided in the figure, with statistically significant paths marked, affirming the robustness of the hypothesized relationships. This visual representation underscores the importance of emotional and empathetic engagement as mechanisms through which exposure to foreign literature can enhance intercultural understanding and acceptance.





Discussion

The present study tested a sequential mediation model in which exposure to foreign literature was hypothesized to influence Chinese readers’ out-group attitudes through emotional investment and cultural empathy. The findings largely supported the model. Specifically, exposure to foreign literature was positively associated with more favorable out-group attitudes, aligning with prior work suggesting that literary engagement can serve as a form of indirect intergroup contact. Our data confirm this association in a non-Western context, providing empirical support for the role of narrative exposure in shaping social attitudes beyond Western populations.

This effect is especially relevant in the Chinese context, where state-regulated publishing practices and cultural gatekeeping shape exposure to foreign literature. The significant direct relationship between exposure and out-group attitudes suggests that, despite these structural filters, foreign literary narratives can influence readers’ social perceptions. While prior literature has discussed the potential of literary texts to foster empathy (Green and Brock, 2000; Kidd and Castano, 2013), our study advances this line of research by demonstrating that emotional and cognitive mechanisms play distinct and sequential roles in shaping attitudes. The statistical mediation analysis reveals that while emotional investment contributes to attitudinal outcomes, the development of cultural empathy ultimately accounts for improved perceptions of out-groups.

The results confirmed that exposure to foreign literature significantly predicted emotional investment, supporting the view that repeated engagement with culturally diverse narratives enhances readers’ affective involvement with texts. Readers with higher exposure levels were likelier to report sustained emotional engagement, suggesting that familiarity with foreign cultural material may facilitate a sense of narrative immersion or identification. These findings offer empirical support for claims in literary psychology regarding the immersive nature of fiction, but extend them by showing how this emotional connection emerges specifically in the context of intercultural reading.

Interestingly, the negative direct effect of emotional investment on out-group attitudes complicates the assumption that emotional resonance alone leads to more inclusive views. This suggests that affective engagement may generate ambivalent or adverse responses without cognitive mechanisms such as cultural understanding. For example, emotionally intense narratives may provoke discomfort, confusion, or even defensiveness if the cultural content is perceived as morally dissonant or socially distant. These findings are consistent with emerging work on the dual effects of narrative engagement, highlighting that emotional arousal can increase empathy but also risk reinforcing bias depending on how the reader processes the experience (Keen, 2007; Vorauer and Sasaki, 2012). Importantly, the positive indirect effect observed through the sequential pathway (exposure → emotional investment → cultural empathy → out-group attitudes) reinforces the idea that emotional investment contributes positively to attitudinal change when it facilitates the development of cultural empathy.

The data also supported the hypothesis that exposure to foreign literature predicts greater cultural empathy among Chinese readers. This relationship reinforces the idea that regular engagement with culturally diverse narratives can enhance readers’ capacity to understand and appreciate perspectives different from their own. Unlike emotional investment, cultural empathy in this model was consistently associated with more positive out-group attitudes, suggesting that it may be the central psychological mechanism linking literary exposure to social perception.

This finding extends previous research on narrative empathy by demonstrating that cultural empathy is not merely an emotional reaction to characters but a broader disposition toward intercultural understanding that can be cultivated through literary experience. Whereas emotional investment may elicit strong but ambivalent reactions, cultural empathy provides the interpretive and reflective framework necessary for readers to process unfamiliar cultural material in ways that support inclusivity. Our results suggest that foreign literature contributes to this process by offering readers sustained exposure to alternative worldviews, encouraging perspective-taking, and reducing ethnocentric bias. Importantly, these effects were observed where access to foreign literature is often mediated by selective translation and cultural gatekeeping, indicating the robustness of literature’s potential to foster empathy even within constrained environments.

The sequential mediation analysis confirmed that exposure to foreign literature influences out-group attitudes directly and indirectly through the combined effects of emotional investment and cultural empathy. While emotional investment alone had a small but significant negative effect on out-group attitudes, the full sequential pathway (exposure → emotional investment → cultural empathy → out-group attitudes) was positive and statistically significant. This finding aligns with previous research suggesting that emotional engagement with narrative texts can foster empathy and influence social attitudes (Kidd and Castano, 2013; Mar and Oatley, 2008), but our results nuance this view by showing that emotional investment may lead to more favorable intergroup perceptions only when accompanied by cognitive-affective understanding. These findings support recent evidence that empathy-related outcomes depend not only on emotional arousal but also on how readers interpret and internalize the cultural meaning of narratives (Keen, 2007; Vorauer and Sasaki, 2012).

The quality and mode of translation significantly impact readers’ emotional connections to foreign literature. Accurate and culturally sensitive translations can facilitate understanding and empathy, enhancing the emotional resonance of the text and enabling deeper engagement with its characters and cultural themes (Kwok, 2016). Conversely, poor or overly literal translations may hinder comprehension and reduce emotional investment by distorting cultural references or narrative tone. In the present study, participants reported engaging with foreign literature without specifying whether texts were read in the original language or translation. Both forms of exposure were likely included, depending on individual language proficiency. Future research could examine whether the language of literary exposure moderates the psychological pathways identified here, as reading in translation versus the source language may involve distinct cognitive and emotional processes (Sun X., 2023; Wang, 2013).

Taken together, the findings offer empirical support for the role of foreign literature in promoting intercultural understanding. While narrative exposure fosters affective engagement, the transition from emotional resonance to cultural empathy appears to drive meaningful changes in attitudes toward out-groups. This observation is consistent with literature on perspective-taking and narrative empathy as mechanisms for attitude change (Batson et al., 2002; Vezzali et al., 2015). Our study contributes to this field by providing evidence from a non-Western sample and highlighting the importance of serial psychological processes. These results suggest that literary interventions—particularly in educational or cultural settings—may benefit from selecting works that evoke emotional responses and provide sufficient cultural context to support reflective engagement. Future studies should investigate the narrative features, pedagogical strategies, and reader variables that most effectively foster cultural empathy and reduce intergroup bias in diverse populations.


Limitations of the present study

While this study offers valuable insights into the relationship between exposure to foreign literature, cultural empathy, and out-group attitudes among Chinese readers, several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the cross-sectional design limits causal inferences regarding the directionality of observed associations. Although exposure to foreign literature was significantly related to emotional and attitudinal outcomes, the data do not allow for definitive conclusions about temporal or causal sequencing. Future research employing longitudinal or experimental designs would be better positioned to assess whether sustained engagement with foreign literature actively fosters increases in empathy or shifts in intergroup attitudes over time.

Second, the study relied on self-report measures, which are inherently susceptible to social desirability bias and inaccuracies in self-assessment. Participants may have overreported empathy or positive attitudes toward out-groups due to perceived social expectations. Moreover, self-reported engagement with foreign literature may not accurately reflect that exposure’s quality, depth, or nature. To address these issues, future studies could incorporate behavioral assessments, implicit measures, or observational data to more accurately capture literary engagement’s cognitive and affective effects.

Third, the study did not differentiate between foreign literature read in translation and that read in the original language. While “foreign literature” was intentionally broad to accommodate a wide range of reading experiences, this lack of specification may obscure potential emotional or cognitive impact differences. As translation quality and linguistic familiarity can shape readers’ interpretive and empathic responses, future research would benefit from disaggregating these forms of exposure to explore whether the language of reading moderates the pathways observed in this study.

Fourth, although the sample was heterogeneous regarding age, education, and occupation, it was limited to individuals with internet access and familiarity with online survey platforms. This may have excluded important subgroups, such as older adults or rural populations, who may engage with literature through different channels or have distinct reading practices. Expanding data collection methods to include offline recruitment or partnerships with community centers, bookstores, or libraries could improve future studies’ representativeness and ecological validity.

Fifth, the conceptual model proposed and tested in this study was developed by the authors to integrate theoretically supported relationships among narrative engagement, emotional investment, cultural empathy, and intergroup attitudes. Although the model demonstrated strong theoretical coherence and statistically significant paths, it has not been formally validated using structural equation modeling or confirmatory factor analysis. This lack of formal validation limits the assessment of the model’s structural integrity and potential generalizability. Future research should aim to replicate the model across independent samples and apply advanced validation techniques to strengthen its empirical foundation.

Finally, the study’s focus on Chinese readers may limit the generalizability of the findings to other national or cultural contexts. Responses to foreign literature are likely shaped by readers’ cultural schemas, educational backgrounds, and broader media environments. Comparative studies across cultural settings could provide more comprehensive insights into how literature functions as a medium for empathy and intergroup understanding in diverse sociocultural contexts (Chu-Fuluifaga and Reynolds, 2023). Such work would help clarify the extent to which the mechanisms identified here are culturally specific or globally applicable.



Suggestions for foreign literature teachers

While exposure to foreign literature has the potential to positively influence attitudes toward out-groups by fostering empathy and cultural understanding, educators must also be attentive to the complex and sometimes contradictory effects that literary narratives may produce. Not all foreign texts promote inclusivity; on the contrary, some may inadvertently reinforce stereotypes or cultural biases, especially if they portray out-groups in reductive or negative ways. As such, literature instructors have a critical role in curating texts and designing pedagogical strategies that maximize the development of empathy while mitigating potential misinterpretations (Bobkina et al., 2021).

An effective pedagogical approach involves structured engagement before, during, and after reading, designed to cultivate emotional resonance and cultural insight. Pre-reading activities introducing historical, political, or cultural contexts—alongside empathy-focused prompts—can prepare students to approach unfamiliar material with openness and sensitivity (Arabi, 2012). During-reading discussions enable students to share reactions, clarify misunderstandings, and interpret culturally rich content collaboratively. Post-reading reflections, including guided discussions or analytical responses, allow students to articulate how the texts have challenged or deepened their assumptions about others (Davletbaeva et al., 2016).

Empathy development can be further supported through targeted assignments that prompt students to explore characters’ internal experiences and cultural positioning. Reflective journals, character diaries, or empathy-based essays allow students to engage with both the affective and cognitive dimensions of literary experience (Knutson, 2000). Recent studies suggest that students’ written reflections on foreign texts often reveal increased awareness of cultural complexity and shared humanity, particularly when instructors encourage attention to underlying emotional themes and cultural context (Huan et al., 2023). Additionally, integrating cultural knowledge with language instruction can enhance intercultural competence. When students engage with texts that explore unfamiliar norms, values, and social roles, they develop a more nuanced and communicatively effective understanding of cultural difference (Belyakov et al., 2023; Shi et al., 2016).

Careful text selection is especially important in avoiding simplified or stereotypical out-group portrayals. Educators are encouraged to prioritize works that offer multidimensional and realistic representations, which can challenge students’ preconceptions and foster more inclusive worldviews (Camicia, 2007; Michaels, 2003). Paired with reflective assignments—such as personal response papers or guided journaling—these texts can promote critical thinking and help students recognize and adjust their implicit biases over time (Komarova et al., 2020; Perry, 2023). This process may also strengthen students’ cognitive flexibility and perspective-taking capacities, which are central to long-term empathy development.

Instructors should consider providing supplementary materials such as glossaries, cultural notes, or interpretive prompts to further support student engagement, particularly in contexts where language and cultural barriers may present obstacles. These resources can enhance accessibility and reduce cognitive overload, allowing students to focus more fully on the human dimensions of the narrative. For bilingual learners, reading foreign literature in the original language may amplify empathy by preserving the cultural and emotional nuances embedded in the source text (Wu et al., 2020).

Overall, this study’s findings underscore the potential of foreign literature to serve as a meaningful tool for fostering cultural empathy and improving attitudes toward diverse social groups. By engaging with narratives that represent multiple perspectives, students develop the emotional and cognitive foundations necessary for understanding cultural differences. The sequential mediation model tested here highlights emotional investment and cultural empathy as key psychological pathways through which literary exposure shapes social attitudes. This suggests that indirect contact through literature can function as a valuable mechanism for reducing prejudice and broadening cultural awareness.

To realize this potential, instructors must adopt pedagogical strategies that promote reflective engagement, critical analysis, and emotional openness. Thoughtful literary selection—combined with scaffolding activities that contextualize and personalize reading experiences—can help students build empathy for fictional characters and real-world cultural others. Finally, future research should continue to investigate the pedagogical and psychological conditions under which literature fosters empathy most effectively, with particular attention to genre, narrative structure, and individual reader differences (Lapshina et al., 2024).




Conclusion

This study demonstrates the significant role of exposure to foreign literature in shaping cultural empathy and improving attitudes toward out-groups among Chinese readers. By examining direct and indirect pathways, the findings provide empirical support for literature as a medium of indirect intergroup contact that fosters emotional resonance, cognitive openness, and intercultural understanding (Moyer-Gusé et al., 2019; Oľhová et al., 2022). The tested sequential mediation model confirms that emotional investment and cultural empathy are key mechanisms through which foreign literature influences social perception. Readers who engage emotionally with diverse fictional narratives tend to develop greater empathy, which generalizes to real-world intergroup contexts.

These results contribute to a growing body of scholarship that highlights literature’s capacity to reduce prejudice, challenge stereotypes, and cultivate cross-cultural sensitivity (Li et al., 2019). Importantly, the study was conducted in a non-Western context, offering novel insights into how literary engagement operates within Chinese sociocultural and educational frameworks. This strengthens the case for the global relevance of literature as a tool for social change.

At the same time, the findings underscore the need for deliberate text selection and pedagogical mediation. Not all literary texts evoke empathy; some may unintentionally reinforce existing biases. Teachers are critical in selecting culturally rich, nuanced narratives and designing instructional practices that promote critical reflection and emotional engagement (Abdullayeva, 2024). Integrating such texts into educational settings can enhance intercultural competence and support the development of inclusive mindsets (Kaneeva et al., 2021).

Future research should examine the moderating role of individual differences, such as prior attitudes, genre preferences, or language proficiency, in shaping the empathic impact of literary exposure. It would also be valuable to investigate which narrative elements—such as voice, structure, or perspective—elicit sustained empathy and openness most effectively. Additionally, cross-cultural comparative studies could further clarify how national and educational contexts influence the reception and interpretation of foreign literature (Lütge et al., 2019).

In an increasingly interconnected world, cultivating empathy through literature remains a powerful and accessible strategy for promoting intercultural understanding. This study affirms that foreign literature does not merely enrich readers’ intellectual and emotional experiences and holds promise as a transformative medium for fostering social cohesion and a more empathetic global citizenry.



Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Jianghan University’s Ethical Committee, with Approval protocol number WRI-5671-2023. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

ZQ: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. HY: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article.



Acknowledgments

We want to thank all of the readers who participated in this study.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



References
	 Abdullayeva, V. (2024). To develop Students’ interest in studying foreign literature. Acad. Res. Mod. Sci., 3. 194–199. Available online at: https://econferences.ru/index.php/arims/article/view/16113
	 Appel, M., and Richter, T. (2007). Persuasive effects of fictional narratives increase over time. Media Psychol. 10, 113–134. doi: 10.1080/15213260701301194
	 Arabi, M. (2012). Inclusion of the filmed versions of literary works in teaching literature an effective strategy to foreign cultures’ familiarity. Trad. Lang. 11, 6–12. doi: 10.52919/translang.v11i2.576
	 Bal, P. M., and Veltkamp, M. (2013). How does fiction reading influence empathy? An experimental investigation on the role of emotional transportation. PLoS One 8:e55341. doi: 10.1371/journal.pone.0055341 
	 Batson, C. D., Chang, J., Orr, R., and Rowland, J. (2002). Empathy, attitudes and action: can feeling for a member of a stigmatized group motivate one to help the group. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 28, 1656–1666. doi: 10.1177/014616702237647
	 Bayram, A. B., and Holmes, M. (2020). Feeling their pain: affective empathy and public preferences for foreign development aid. Eur. J. Int. Rel. 26, 820–850. doi: 10.1177/1354066119890915
	 Belyakov, D. A., Chernova, I. V., and Vedeneeva, A. Y. (2023). The specifics of the perception of Russian culture in contemporary foreign literature. Cuad. Rus. Esp. 19, 141–153. doi: 10.30827/cre.v19.27874
	 Blalock, K., Chan, F., Cardoso, E., Lee, E.-J., Iwanaga, K., Wu, J.-R., et al. (2024). Psychometric validation of the scale of ethnocultural empathy in a sample of undergraduate and graduate students in rehabilitation: a brief report. Rehabil. Couns. Bull. 67, 131–138. doi: 10.1177/00343552221102395
	 Blogowska, J., and Saroglou, V. (2013). For better or worse: Fundamentalists’ attitudes toward outgroups as a function of exposure to authoritative religious texts. Int. J. Psychol. Relig. 23, 103–125. doi: 10.1080/87567555.2012.687991
	 Bobkina, J., Romero, E. D., and Sastre-Merino, S. (2021). Literature and language education: exploring Teachers’ views on teaching foreign language through literature in bilingual secondary schools in Madrid (Spain). AILA Rev. 34, 145–186. doi: 10.1075/aila.21003.bob
	 Calloway-Thomas, C. (2010). Empathy in the global world: an intercultural perspective. London: SAGE Publications.
	 Camicia, S. P. (2007). Prejudice reduction through multicultural education: connecting multiple literatures. Soc. Stud. Res. Pract. 2, 219–227. doi: 10.1108/SSRP-02-2007-B0006
	 Chen, Z. (2024). An overview of foreign literature studies in China from 1949 to 2019. J. Foreign Lang. Cult. 8, 92–110. doi: 10.53397/hunnu.jflc.202401008
	 Childs, M. H. (1999). The value of vulnerability: sexual coercion and the nature of love in Japanese court literature. J. Asian Stud. 58, 1059–1079. doi: 10.2307/2658495
	 Chu-Fuluifaga, C., and Reynolds, M. (2023). Pursuing educational partnerships in diasporic contexts: teachers responding to Pacific voice in their work. Merits 3, 351–365. doi: 10.3390/merits3020020
	 Cleveland, M., and Chang, W. (2009). Migration and materialism: the roles of ethnic identity, religiosity, and generation. J. Bus. Res. 62, 963–971. doi: 10.1016/j.jbusres.2008.05.022
	 Connors, L. J. (2015). Increasing engagement in French and francophone studies: structured journaling on the emotions in La Fayette’s La princesse de Clèves. PMLA 130, 1476–1480. doi: 10.1632/pmla.2015.130.5.1476 
	 Conrad, H. (2017). Rewiring empathy: the value of multicultural literature in the classroom. IASL annual conference proceedings, Long Beach, California, USA: International Association of School Librarianship.
	 Davletbaeva, D. N., Pankratova, E. S., Minjar-Belorucheva, A. P., and Bashkirova, K. A. (2016). Foreign literature at the lessons of individual Reading: contemporary methods of phraseological units teaching. Int. J. Environ. Sci. Educ. 11, 1247–1255. doi: 10.12973/ijese.2016.395a
	 Delanty, G. (2009). The cosmopolitan imagination: the renewal of critical social theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
	 Djikic, M., Oatley, K., and Moldoveanu, M. C. (2013). Reading other minds: effects of literature on empathy. Sci. Study Lit. 3, 28–47. doi: 10.1075/ssol.3.1.06dji
	 Green, M., and Brock, T. (2000). The role of transportation in the persuasiveness of public narrative. J. Pers. Soc. Psychol. 79, 701–721. doi: 10.1037/0022-3514.79.5.701 
	 Hakemulder, F. (2000). The moral laboratory. Utrech: John Benjamins Publishing.
	 Hodson, G., and Busseri, M. A. (2012). Bright minds and dark attitudes: lower cognitive ability predicts greater prejudice through right-wing ideology and low intergroup contact. Psychol. Sci. 23, 187–195. doi: 10.1177/0956797611421206
	 Hoffman, L., and Cleare-Hoffman, H. P. (2011). Existential therapy and emotions: lessons from cross-cultural exchange. Humanist. Psychol. 39, 261–267. doi: 10.1080/08873267.2011.594342
	 Huan, H. (2023). Empathy and sympathy learned from British and American novels and short stories. J. Asian Res. 7, p1–p10. doi: 10.22158/jar.v7n3p1
	 Huan, H., Yibin, C., Amini, M., and Yanan, W. (2023). Using British literature to teach empathy to the Chinese university students majoring in English language. Int. J. Acad. Res. Progr. Educ. Dev. 12, 1524–1541. doi: 10.6007/IJARPED/v12-i2/17418 
	 Jiang, Y., and Wang, J. (2018). A study of cultural empathy in foreign language teaching from the perspective of cross-cultural communication. Theory Pract. Lang. Stud. 8, 1664–1670. doi: 10.17507/tpls.0812.12
	 Johnson, D. R. (2012). Transportation into a story increases empathy, prosocial behavior, and perceptual bias toward fearful expressions. Personal. Individ. Differ. 52, 150–155. doi: 10.1016/j.paid.2011.10.005
	 Kaneeva, A., Minasyan, S., and Bagdasaryan, T. (2021). Experience in using information technologies in teaching foreign literature. E3S Web Conf. 273:12012. doi: 10.1051/e3sconf/202127312012
	 Keen, S. (2007). Empathy and the novel. London: Oxford University Press.
	 Kidd, D. C., and Castano, E. (2013). Reading literary fiction improves theory of mind. Science 342, 377–380. doi: 10.1126/science.1239918 
	 Kim, K. M. (2022). Situating emotionality within socialization in study abroad contexts: the Student’s perspective. System 106:102758. doi: 10.1016/j.system.2022.102758
	 Knutson, E. M. (2000). Writing to think: activities for teaching literature in a second or foreign language. Can Mod Lang. Rev. 56, 514–522. doi: 10.3138/cmlr.56.3.514
	 Komarova, E. P., Sapozhkova, N. A., Aristova, I. V., and Yartseva, I. K. (2020). Teacher’s readiness formation for development of systems thinking on the basis of conceptual pedagogical model. Lang. Cult. 51, 119–128. doi: 10.17223/19996195/51/6
	 Koopman, E. (2015). Empathic reactions after reading: the role of genre, personal factors and affective responses. Poetics 50, 62–79. doi: 10.1016/j.poetic.2015.02.008
	 Kwok, V. (2016). Faithfulness in translation of children’s literature the adventures of huckleberry Finn in Chinese. Int. J. Transl. 62, 278–299. doi: 10.1075/babel.62.2.06kwo 
	 Lapshina, O., Dorofeeva, O., and Komochkova, O. (2024). Innovating literary education: a multifaceted approach to teaching foreign literature in Scandinavian countries. Comp. Prof. Pedag. 14, 108–113. doi: 10.31891/2308-4081/2024-14(1)-13
	 Li, T., Wu, W., and Li, J. (2019). The relationship between foreign literary work Reading and intercultural competence of Chinese college students, Proceedings of the 2019 international conference on Education, Management, Business and Accounting (EMBA 2019), 2516–2314. Available online at: https://discovery.researcher.life/download/article/b23a3e51041d37cb8cdf451842d10b93/full-text
	 Lin, L. C., Qu, Y., and Telzer, E. H. (2018). Intergroup social influence on emotion processing in the brain. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 115, 10630–10635. doi: 10.1073/pnas.1802111115 
	 Liu, S., and Yu, G. (2022). L2 learners’ engagement with automated feedback: an eye-tracking study. Lang. Learn. Technol. 26, 78–105. doi: 10.10125/73480
	 Lütge, C., Merse, T., Owczarek, C., and Stannard, M. (2019). Crossovers: digitalization and literature in foreign language education. Stud. Second Lang. Learn. Teach. 9, 519–540. doi: 10.14746/ssllt.2019.9.3.5
	 Mallan, K. (2013). “Empathy: narrative empathy and children’s literature” in (Re) imagining the world: Children’s literature’s response to changing times. Eds. Y. Wu, K. Mallan, and R. McGillis (Berlin, Heidelberg: Springer), 105–114.
	 Mar, R. A., and Oatley, K. (2008). The function of fiction is the abstraction and simulation of social experience. Perspect. Psychol. Sci. 3, 173–192. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-6924.2008.00073.x 
	 Mar, R., Tackett, J., and Moore, C. (2010). Exposure to media and theory-of-mind development in preschoolers. Cogn. Dev. 25, 69–78. doi: 10.1016/j.cogdev.2009.11.002
	 Michaels, J. E. (2003). The role of literature in promoting a multicultural society: the Austrian case. ABAC J., 23. Available online at: http://www.assumptionjournal.au.edu/index.php/abacjournal/article/download/663/594
	 Moyer-Gusé, E., Dale, K. R., and Ortiz, M. (2019). Reducing prejudice through narratives. J. media Psychol. 31, 185–195. doi: 10.1027/1864-1105/A000249
	 Nesdale, D., Griffith, J., Durkin, K., and Maass, A. (2005). Empathy, group norms and children’s ethnic attitudes. J. Appl. Dev. Psychol. 26, 623–637. doi: 10.1016/j.appdev.2005.08.003
	 Oľhová, S., Lášticová, B., Kundrát, J., and Kanovsky, M. (2022). Using fiction to improve intergroup attitudes: testing indirect contact interventions in a school context. Soc. Psychol. Educ. 26, 81–105. doi: 10.1007/s11218-022-09708-4 
	 Paluck, E. L., Porat, R., Clark, C. S., and Green, D. P. (2021). Prejudice reduction: Progress and challenges. Annu. Rev. Psychol. 72, 533–560. doi: 10.1146/annurev-psych-071620-030619 
	 Perry, S. (2023). Non-native English-speaking teachers and self-appreciation: how non-native English-speaking teachers can gain equity by learning to appreciate themselves. Merits 3, 654–667. doi: 10.3390/merits3040039
	 Pugsley, P. C. (2005). Literary text as cross-cultural exchange: the selection of Australian literature for the Chinese book market. Asian Stud. Rev. 29, 383–394. doi: 10.1080/10357820500398333
	 Shi, Y., Shi, J., Luo, Y. L., and Cai, H. (2016). Understanding exclusionary reactions toward a foreign culture: the influence of intrusive cultural mixing on implicit intergroup Bias. J. Cross-Cult. Psychol. 47, 1335–1344. doi: 10.1177/0022022116667844
	 Šimenc, M. (2016). “Philosophy with children” in Encyclopedia of educational philosophy and theory. ed. M. Peters (Singapore: Springer), 1–5.
	 Stephan, W. G., Ybarra, O., and Bachman, G. (1999). Prejudice toward immigrants 1. Journal of applied social psychology, 29, 2221–2237.
	 Sun, L. (2023). Pedagogies of discomfort and empathy in foreign language education: fostering EFL learners’ critical global thinking through literature and art. Think. Skills Creat. 50:101411. doi: 10.1016/j.tsc.2023.101411
	 Sun, X. (2023). Literature in secondary EFL class: case studies of four experienced teachers’ reading programmes in China. Lang. Learn. J. 51, 145–160. doi: 10.1080/09571736.2021.1958905
	 Tarrant, M., Dazeley, S., and Cottom, T. (2009). Social categorization and empathy for outgroup members. Br. J. Soc. Psychol. 48, 427–446. doi: 10.1348/014466608X373589
	 Teding van Berkhout, E., and Malouff, J. (2015). The efficacy of empathy training: a Meta-analysis of randomized controlled trials. J. Couns. Psychol. 63, 32–41. doi: 10.1037/cou0000093 
	 Vezzali, L., Stathi, S., and Giovannini, D. (2012). Indirect contact through book reading: improving adolescents’ attitudes and behavioral intentions toward immigrants. Psychol. Sch. 49, 148–162. doi: 10.1002/PITS.20621
	 Vezzali, L., Stathi, S., Giovannini, D., Capozza, D., and Trifiletti, E. (2015). The greatest magic of Harry potter: reducing prejudice. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 45, 105–121. doi: 10.1111/jasp.12279
	 Vorauer, J. D., and Sasaki, S. J. (2012). The pitfalls of empathy as a default intergroup interaction strategy: distinct effects of trying to empathize with a lower status outgroup member who does versus does not express distress. J. Exp. Soc. Psychol. 48, 519–524. doi: 10.1016/j.jesp.2011.11.001
	 Wang, N. (2013). Cosmopolitanism, world literature and Chinese literary practice. Engl. Lang. Lit. 59, 385–399. doi: 10.15794/jell.2013.59.3.003
	 Wang, C., Cocco, V. M., and Vezzali, L. (2022). Testing the association of positive and negative extended contact with intergroup contact intentions in China: the mediating role of intergroup anger, empathy, and happiness. J. Appl. Soc. Psychol. 52, 305–315. doi: 10.1111/jasp.12860
	 Wang, Y. W., Davidson, M. M., Yakushko, O. F., Savoy, H. B., Tan, J. A., and Bleier, J. K. (2003). The scale of ethnocultural empathy: Development, validation, and reliability. Journal of counseling psychology, 50:221.
	 Wu, Y. J., Liu, Y., Yao, M., Li, X., and Peng, W. (2020). Language contexts modulate instant empathic responses to others’ pain. Psychophysiology 57:e13562. doi: 10.1111/psyp.13562 
	 Xiao, W., Lin, X., Li, X., Xu, X., Guo, H., Sun, B., et al. (2021). The influence of emotion and empathy on decisions to help others. SAGE Open 11:21582440211014513. doi: 10.1177/21582440211014513
	 Zhao, P. (2012). Toward an intersubjective rhetoric of empathy in intercultural communication: a rereading of Morris Young’s minor re/visions. Rhetor. Rev. 31, 60–77. doi: 10.1080/07350198.2012.630959
	 Zhou, C., Dewaele, J.-M., Ochs, C. M., and De Leersnyder, J. (2021). The role of language and cultural engagement in emotional fit with culture: an experiment comparing Chinese-English bilinguals to British and Chinese monolinguals. Affect. Sci. 2, 128–141. doi: 10.1007/s42761-021-00037-x 


Copyright
 © 2025 Qi and You. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.










	
	OPINION
published: 10 June 2025
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1616510






[image: image2]

Beyond the home: rethinking heritage language maintenance as a collective responsibility

Seyma Inan1* and Yvette Renee Harris2


1The Department of Psychology, Mercyhurst University, Erie, PA, United States

2The Department of Psychology, Miami University, Oxford, OH, United States

Edited by
Anastassia Zabrodskaja, Tallinn University, Estonia

Reviewed by
Ekaterina Protassova, University of Helsinki, Finland

*Correspondence
 Seyma Inan, sinan@mercyhurst.edu

Received 23 April 2025
 Accepted 16 May 2025
 Published 10 June 2025

Citation
 Inan S and Harris YR (2025) Beyond the home: rethinking heritage language maintenance as a collective responsibility. Front. Psychol. 16:1616510. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1616510



Keywords
heritage language, immigrant families, language maintenance and preservation, bilingualism, family language policy (FLP)


Introduction: heritage language maintenance requires more than family effort

Heritage language maintenance (HLM) is an important aspect of preserving cultural identity, fostering intergenerational communication, and promoting inclusive multicultural societies. In multilingual communities, particularly those shaped by immigration, HLM reflects the ongoing efforts of families and individuals to preserve their linguistic and cultural heritage in the face of dominant language ideologies (Fisherman, 2001; Halsted, 2015). While traditionally viewed as the responsibility of immigrant families, a growing body of literature challenges this notion by highlighting the need for broader systemic, institutional, and societal support (Inan et al., 2024). In this opinion paper, we argue for reframing HLM as a collective responsibility involving educational institutions, policymakers, communities, and digital foundations, rather than relying solely on the efforts of families.

Many immigrant parents reveal a strong desire to preserve their heritage languages, as they perceive language as an emotional and symbolic bridge to their cultural identity, values, and connection with their children (Ozkaynak, 2023; Bayram and Wright, 2016). These efforts are often grounded in Family Language Policy (FLP), which refers to both explicit and implicit language management practices within the home environment (King et al., 2008; Nenonen, 2024). FLP encompasses parental decisions on which languages are spoken, how consistently they are used, and the ideologies that shape these practices (Wilson, 2020). Despite its centrality to language maintenance, FLP alone cannot account for the various sociopolitical and economic pressures that influence families' language practices and beliefs.



Rethinking the limits of family language policy

Numerous studies underscore the role of parents' positive attitudes and engagement in fostering successful HLM (Tran et al., 2022; Inan et al., 2024). However, maintaining consistent language policies at home remains challenging, with research showing that only a third of families have explicit rules about language use, and even fewer enforce them regularly (Tran et al., 2022). Additionally, macro-level societal attitudes toward minority languages, alongside conflicting language ideologies in schools and communities, often create barriers that diminish the effectiveness of FLP (Cui and Gao, 2024).

Children's bilingualism is not simply the product of exposure at home; it develops through dynamic, interactive experiences across multiple contexts. As Bialystok (2012) asserts, bilingual development is influenced by a complex interplay of individual, familial, and environmental factors. Thus, viewing HLM only through the lens of FLP neglects these broader dynamics. Effective language planning must consider the intersecting influences of institutional support, language ideologies, and public discourse (Kaplan and Baldauf, 2003).

Ginting (2020) and Inan et al. (2024) emphasize that while parental involvement is critical, it must be supported by external infrastructures that legitimize and facilitate heritage language use. Without this support, families often struggle to maintain language practices, especially when these efforts are not reinforced in educational or community settings. Consequently, we advocate for a more comprehensive, ecological approach to HLM that includes collaborative responsibility from multiple sectors. Those multiple sectors are discussed below.



Educational institutions as pillars of heritage language maintenance

Schools serve as critical agents in shaping language attitudes, ideologies, and practices. Educational institutions can play a central role in reinforcing HLM through inclusive curricula, bilingual programs, and educator training. Unfortunately, many mainstream education systems in the United States and other monolingual-oriented countries fail to reflect the linguistic diversity of their student populations (Kunduz, 2022). This failure often leads to the marginalization of heritage languages and reinforces assimilationist pressures, which are not healthy for integration of immigrant families (Inan et al., 2024).

However, programs such as Dual Language Immersion (DLI) offer promising alternatives. These programs integrate students from diverse linguistic backgrounds and promote biliteracy, academic achievement, and cross-cultural understanding (Lindholm-Leary, 2023). Participation in bilingual programs has been shown to foster students' cultural identity and linguistic confidence while creating a more equitable learning environment (Garcia and Wei, 2023). Schools that adopt inclusive curricula can signal to students and families that their languages and cultures are valued.

Teachers, too, play a pivotal role in shaping how heritage languages are perceived and supported in the classroom. Carreira and Kagan (2018) advocate for culturally responsive pedagogy that equips educators to meet the diverse needs of heritage language learners. Comprehensive teacher training is essential in enabling educators to navigate linguistic diversity effectively and to engage with students' cultural contexts meaningfully (Kunduz, 2022). As Willoughby (2024) argues, inclusive curricula not only enrich the learning experience but also empower students to maintain connections with their linguistic roots.

Inan et al. (2024) further emphasize the transformative potential of schools as allies in HLM, particularly when educational practices are aligned with families' linguistic goals. However, to achieve this alignment, there must be systemic support at the policy level. Schools must be resourced with bilingual materials (e.g., welcoming signs in multiple world languages), trained staff, and administrative policies that reflect a commitment to multilingualism.



Community networks and digital platforms: expanding access and support

Beyond the classroom, community organizations have long supported HLM by offering language classes, cultural events, and other enrichment opportunities (Park and Sarkar, 2008). These organizations serve as safe and affirming spaces where bilingual families can build networks, reinforce their language practices, and strengthen their sense of belonging. Such initiatives are particularly crucial in areas where formal educational support for heritage languages is lacking.

Kondo-Brown (2005) found that children who participate in community-based heritage language schools often demonstrate higher proficiency and stronger cultural identity. However, the reach and effectiveness of these programs are often limited by funding constraints, volunteer capacity, and the varying degrees of parental involvement. Community support structures also vary depending on the sociopolitical climate and local attitudes toward bilingualism (Sugiyanta, 2020).

In the digital age, online platforms have emerged as additional tools for supporting HLM. Digital resources such as language learning apps, bilingual storybooks, social media groups, and YouTube channels provide interactive and accessible ways for families to practice their heritage languages outside of formal contexts (Hu et al., 2014; Visonà and Plonsky, 2019). These tools are especially valuable for younger generations who are digitally literate and accustomed to virtual engagement.

Parental beliefs about the utility of bilingualism also shape how families navigate their HLM journeys. Some families view bilingualism as a socioeconomic asset that can enhance career prospects and global mobility, motivating them to seek out both community and digital resources (Inan et al., 2024). However, others—particularly those facing economic pressures—may prioritize dominant language acquisition for perceived practical advantages (Idaryani and Fidyati, 2023). Mulgrew et al. (2021) illustrate this tension in the context of Irish language speakers, where societal attitudes and employment concerns lead many parents to deprioritize heritage language use.

These examples demonstrate the need for coordinated community and digital initiatives that counteract language shift by promoting the long-term value of heritage languages and ensuring equitable access to resources across socioeconomic strata.



Policy implications: addressing structural barriers

The barriers to HLM are not only personal or familial—they are structural. In the United States, language policies have historically prioritized English at the expense of minority languages, contributing to the destruction of linguistic diversity (Kunduz, 2022). Schools often lack the institutional frameworks necessary to support bilingual students, and families frequently navigate conflicting language ideologies with limited guidance.

To address these barriers, robust policy interventions are necessary. Government support for bilingual education, teacher training, and community programming can help legitimize and institutionalize heritage language instruction. Policies must explicitly value multilingualism as a public good and ensure equitable access to educational and cultural resources for all language communities (Potowski and Carreira, 2004).

International examples offer instructive models. In Canada, official bilingual policies have helped normalize the use of both English and French in education and public life (Adesope et al., 2010). In Australia, community-based language initiatives align with national goals of multiculturalism, demonstrating the potential of grassroots efforts supported by institutional backing (Taylor-Leech and Tualaulelei, 2021). These cases reveal that meaningful language maintenance is possible when policy, education, and community efforts are synchronized.

Nenonen (2024) reinforces the necessity of systemic support in navigating the complexities of language maintenance. Kupisch and Rothman (2016) echo this by emphasizing the importance of context-sensitive approaches that are informed by sociolinguistic realities. Ultimately, fostering sustainable bilingualism requires investment, collaboration, and commitment at multiple levels.



A call for collective commitment

In conclusion, we argue that heritage language maintenance is a deeply social process that extends beyond the home. While families remain central to bilingual development, they cannot sustain these efforts in isolation. A holistic and sustainable approach to HLM requires coordinated involvement from educational institutions, policymakers, community organizations, and digital media platforms.

This opinion paper has underscored the limitations of placing the burden solely on immigrant families and has outlined a vision for shared responsibility. Schools must implement inclusive curricula and support bilingual educators; community organizations must be resourced to offer meaningful engagement opportunities; digital platforms must be accessible and culturally relevant; and policymakers must enact legislation that affirms linguistic diversity as a societal value.

Future research should explore how digital technologies intersect with socioeconomic status to shape language practices, and how schools can better align with the language goals of diverse families. Recognizing the collective dimensions of HLM not only supports bilingual children but also strengthens cultural diversity, economy, and contributes to a more equitable society.

By embracing this collective framework, multilingual societies can ensure that heritage languages are not only preserved but celebrated as important components of our shared human experience.



Author contributions

SI: Supervision, Writing – original draft, Project administration, Methodology, Investigation, Conceptualization, Writing – review & editing, Resources. YH: Validation, Supervision, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declare that Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript. I am not a native speaker of English although I teach in an American institution so that I only used generative AI to correct my language structures that meet the criteria of this journal after completing the entire paper by myself. This area is my expertise area. Plus, the second author of this manuscript is a native speaker of English, she also helped me to edit the manuscript to meet the English criteria of the manuscript for Frontiers.



Publisher's note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.


References
	 Adesope, O. O., Lavin, T., Thompson, T., and Ungerleider, C. (2010). A systematic review and meta-analysis of the cognitive correlates of bilingualism. Rev. Educ. Res. 80, 207–245. doi: 10.3102/0034654310368803
	 Bayram, F. A., and Wright, C. (2016). Language maintenance and shift: the next 50 years. Int. J. Biling. 20, 1–5.
	 Bialystok, E. (2012). Bilingual education for young children: review of the effects and consequences. Int. J. Biling. Educ. Biling. 15, 398–410.
	 Carreira, M., and Kagan, O. (2018). Heritage language education: a new field emerging. Lang. Teach. 51, 1–6. doi: 10.1111/flan.12331
	 Cui, J., and Gao, F. (2024). Language policy and heritage language maintenance in diasporic communities. Lang. Policy Rev. 21, 234–250.
	 Fisherman, J. A. (2001). “Can threatened languages be saved?” in Multilingual Matters (Berlin: de Gruyter Bril).
	 Garcia, O., and Wei, L. (2023). Translanguaging: Language, Bilingualism and Education. London: Palgrave Macmillan.
	 Ginting, Y. (2020). Language maintenance and identity among immigrant families. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev. 41, 202–216.
	 Halsted, M. (2015). Language loss and the implications for identity. Lang. Intercult. Commun. 15, 1–15. doi: 10.1080/14708477.2014.976493
	 Hu, R., Torr, J., and Whiteman, P. (2014). Young children's use of digital technologies. Austral. J. Early Childh. 39, 94–102.
	 Idaryani, R., and Fidyati, S. (2023). Socioeconomic influences on bilingual family language policies. J. Lang. Soc. 17, 45–61.
	 Inan, R., Nisanci, N., and Harris, S. (2024). Bilingual parenting and language attitudes: A longitudinal study. J. Multiling. Famil. 12, 22–41.
	 Kaplan, R. B., and Baldauf, R. B. (2003). Language and Language-in-Education Planning in the Pacific Basin. Cham: Springer.
	 King, K. A., Fogle, L., and Logan-Terry, A. (2008). Family language policy. Lang. Linguist. Compass 2, 907–922. doi: 10.1111/j.1749-818X.2008.00076.x
	 Kondo-Brown, K. (2005). Heritage language development: focus on East Asian immigrants. Lang. Cult. Curricul. 18, 113–120. doi: 10.1075/sibil.32
	 Kunduz, N. (2022). Heritage language instruction in U.S. public schools. Biling. Res. J. 45, 34–56.
	 Kupisch, T., and Rothman, J. (2016). Terminology matters: heritage 'languages' as heritage 'linguistic competencies'. Int. J. Bilingual. 20, 478–496.
	 Lindholm-Leary, K. (2023). Dual language education: current trends and future possibilities. Lang.Teach. Res. 27, 121–137.
	 Mulgrew, E., Ní, C., Chasaide, Ó., and Ceallaigh, T. J. (2021). Irish language maintenance and shift in the family domain. Int. J. Biling. Educ. Biling. 24, 230–245.
	 Nenonen, A. (2024). Rethinking family language policy in multilingual contexts. Lang Policy Pract. 13, 12−28.
	 Ozkaynak, H. (2023). Language as emotion: parental language practices in immigrant families. J. Lang. Ident. Educ. 6, 145–160.
	 Park, S., and Sarkar, M. (2008). Parents' attitudes toward heritage language maintenance. Herit. Lang. J. 6, 1–21.
	 Potowski, K., and Carreira, M. (2004). Teacher development and heritage language teaching. Foreign Lang. Annals 37, 429–438. doi: 10.1111/j.1944-9720.2004.tb02700.x
	 Sugiyanta, I. (2020). Language survival and community collaboration. Lang. Documentat. Conservat. 14, 121–137.
	 Taylor-Leech, K., and Tualaulelei, E. (2021). Community voices in heritage language education policy. Lang. Policy 20, 443–463.
	 Tran, A., Inan, R., and Kim, J. (2022). Parental roles in home language maintenance. Int. J. Biling. Educ. Biling. 25, 556−574.
	 Visonà, M., and Plonsky, L. (2019). Online tools and bilingual language maintenance. Comp. Assist. Lang. Learn. 32, 221–241.
	 Willoughby, J. (2024). Inclusive curricula and linguistic diversity. Educ. Leaders. Quart. 58, 88–105.
	 Wilson, S. (2020). Family language planning in immigrant households. J. Lang. Family Stud. 5, 66–80.
	Copyright
 © 2025 Inan and Harris. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.









 


	
	
PERSPECTIVE
published: 04 July 2025
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1639079








[image: image2]

Intertwining social, affective, and digital dynamics: a masspersonal communication model to analyze home language maintenance

Jun-Yi Chen1 and Ting-Ting Liu2*


1Fuzhou University of International Studies and Trade, Fuzhou, China

2Chengdu University of Technology, Chengdu, China

Edited by
 Anastassia Zabrodskaja, Tallinn University, Estonia

Reviewed by
 Laila Al Salmi, Sultan Qaboos University, Oman
 Lidia Rodriguez Bernal, University of Southern Denmark, Denmark

*Correspondence
 Ting-Ting Liu, lioutingting@protonmail.com 

Received 01 June 2025
 Accepted 20 June 2025
 Published 04 July 2025

Citation
 Chen J-Y and Liu T-T (2025) Intertwining social, affective, and digital dynamics: a masspersonal communication model to analyze home language maintenance. Front. Psychol. 16:1639079. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1639079
 

In multilingual families, sustaining home languages is increasingly challenged by digitalization and evolving communication patterns. This study proposes a new analytical model to analyze how home language development and maintenance are shaped by three overlapping communication contexts: interpersonal, mass, and masspersonal communication. Grounded in the masspersonal communication model (MPCM) proposed by O’Sullivan and Carr, the model highlights how emotional attachment, interactive routines, and cognitive perceptions operate across these contexts. Interpersonal communication fosters intimacy and habitual language use; mass communication amplifies access to linguistic resources and influences parental ideologies through media exposure; and masspersonal communication, blending public and private dimensions, enables performative, collaborative, and feedback-driven practices that strengthen language identity and emotional ties. Practical recommendations for policy, education, and family language practices are outlined, emphasizing integrative approaches to leverage these intersecting forces. This study addresses a key theoretical gap by offering a model that captures how digitally mediated environments reshape language practices at home. Future research is encouraged to empirically validate the model and to trace affective and cognitive dynamics in home language socialization. By revealing the complex interplay between digital technologies, social interactions, and linguistic identities, this study advances conceptual understanding of home language maintenance in an interconnected, multilingual world.
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1 Introduction

In an increasingly interconnected world, the maintenance of home languages within multilingual families has emerged as a critical area of inquiry. The capacity of families to transmit heritage languages across generations hinges not only on linguistic practices but also on broader social, technological, and ideological dynamics. Within this context, the role of family language policy (FLP) has been widely recognized as a central mechanism in sustaining linguistic diversity at home. FLP encompasses the deliberate strategies employed by parents to shape their children’s linguistic environment, strategies that are increasingly influenced by globalization, migration, and advances in digital communication technologies (Bose et al., 2024; Et-Bozkurt and Yağmur, 2022).

Notably, language ideologies strongly link heritage language retention to the affirmation of cultural identity and the pursuit of socioeconomic opportunities. For example, research on Latina and Mexican American mothers illustrates how language maintenance is closely tied to preserving cultural heritage while countering prevalent monolingual ideologies (Macias, 2023). However, the success of language transmission efforts depends not solely on parental choices; children’s active participation in linguistic interactions—commonly referred to as child agency—also plays a crucial role (Zhan, 2023; Said and Zhu, 2019). By adjusting their language use according to interlocutors and context, children become co-constructors of their linguistic environment (Quay, 2008).

The emergence of digital communication platforms has further reshaped the landscape of family language practices. With tools such as Skype, WhatsApp, and other digital media now integral to transnational family interactions, new forms of “networked family language policy” have surfaced (Bose et al., 2024; Lexander and Androutsopoulos, 2023). These technologies not only facilitate connections across geographic distances but also enhance the emotional bonds crucial for heritage language retention. However, while language maintenance may not always be the primary motivation for digital communication, its incidental benefits for sustaining linguistic ties are evident.

Moreover, digital media have expanded the resources available for language learning. Educational applications, online videos, and interactive games offer multilingual families greater access to heritage language materials (Obojska and Vaiouli, 2023). Parents generally perceive these tools as beneficial, though concerns about content appropriateness remain (Romanowski, 2025). Importantly, digital environments foster complex multilingual practices, such as translanguaging and code-switching, which allow families to navigate different linguistic repertoires for diverse communicative purposes (Karpava et al., 2019; Choi, 2019). These practices are instrumental in reinforcing language competence and cultural continuity.

Against this backdrop, the traditional divide between interpersonal and mass communication is becoming increasingly blurred. The masspersonal communication model conceptualizes this shift, highlighting how digital platforms blend personalized and public forms of communication (O'Sullivan and Carr, 2018). As families integrate digital tools into their daily interactions, new dynamics of “being together” emerge, reshaping family bonds and identity constructions (Bărbuță et al., 2023).

Despite these advances, challenges remain. The dynamic nature of FLP, influenced by social change and technological developments, complicates language maintenance efforts (Pittman and Glimois, 2024; Bose et al., 2023). Factors such as parental resources, generational differences, and the advice of educational professionals further intersect with the intricacies of maintaining a home language (Hollebeke et al., 2023). Nevertheless, multilingualism within families has been associated with numerous benefits, from positive social outcomes to deeper self-understanding and enriched interpersonal relationships (Burck, 2004).

Given the evolving complexities of home language development and maintenance, this article proposes a new analytical model based on the Masspersonal Communication framework. This model is designed to interpret how multilingual families navigate language practices across three interrelated communicative contexts: interpersonal, masspersonal, and mass communication. By doing so, it offers a conceptual lens to analyze how contemporary families negotiate language transmission in an increasingly digitized and networked society. The model aims to support empirical interpretation and enrich theoretical discussions, especially in examining how affective and cognitive dimensions shape language behavior in the home.

This article is conceived as a conceptual study, aiming to propose a theoretical model that integrates emotional, interactive, and cognitive dimensions of home language maintenance through the lens of masspersonal communication. The model is developed based on a synthesis of prior scholarship in sociolinguistics, communication studies, and heritage language research. Although no new empirical data are presented, the framework serves as an analytical foundation for future investigations, offering conceptual clarity in a field marked by increasing complexity and contextual variability.

At this stage of home language research, such a theoretical intervention is both appropriate and necessary. Current scholarship often treats interpersonal, mass-mediated, and hybrid communicative practices as disparate or competing domains, resulting in fragmented analytical approaches. With the growing prevalence of digitally mediated family interactions, emotionally charged language performances, and community-based language activism, there is an urgent need for a model that reflects the interconnectedness and dynamism of contemporary language practices.

The proposed model addresses this need by offering a flexible conceptual scaffold capable of capturing how various communicative contexts contribute to language maintenance. It also facilitates the exploration of how emotional attachments, interactive routines, and metalinguistic awareness are co-constructed across private, public, and semi-public domains. By bridging gaps between interpersonal discourse, media influence, and hybrid communicative performances, the model contributes to a more comprehensive understanding of language practice in multilingual families and sets the stage for future empirical inquiry.



2 Theoretical framework

The masspersonal communication model, developed by O'Sullivan and Carr (2018), offers a nuanced perspective on the evolving interplay between mass communication and interpersonal communication. The term masspersonal communication refers to a hybrid form of communication that combines the public reach of mass media with the interpersonal specificity of personalized messaging. The concept was developed to capture new communicative dynamics emerging from digital platforms, such as when users post intimate content to large audiences (e.g., a heartfelt family update on Facebook or a video of a child speaking a heritage language on Instagram). This mode of communication is simultaneously broad and intimate, allowing for highly personalized expression to occur in public or semi-public digital spaces. In this study, the term is applied to describe communicative practices that sit between private family talk and traditional mass media broadcasting, such as sharing a child’s heritage language use through social media, or participating in language challenges that circulate within community networks online. While the terminology stems from communication theory, it is used here as a pragmatic tool to describe everyday language activities that many multilingual families already engage in.

This study adapts the MPCM specifically to examine how multilingual families negotiate home language maintenance in the context of digital communication, positioning the model as an analytical tool for exploring affective, interactive, and cognitive dimensions of language practice. Rather than treating these communication modes as distinct, the model integrates two dimensions—perceived message accessibility and message personalization—allowing communication acts to be positioned along a continuum independent of traditional channel-based distinctions. Through this framework, interactions are no longer rigidly classified by medium but are understood through the degree of personalization and potential audience reach.

At its core, MPCM addresses the fluidity of communication in contemporary digital environments. The intersection between mass and interpersonal communication becomes particularly evident in settings where individuals simultaneously engage broad audiences while maintaining personalized interactions. For instance, social media platforms embody this hybrid communication form, enabling users to craft messages that, although publicly accessible, maintain a sense of intimacy and personal relevance (French and Bazarova, 2017; Zell and Moeller, 2018). This intersection challenges conventional boundaries, underscoring the importance of understanding not just how messages are transmitted but also how they are perceived in terms of accessibility and personal relevance.

The applicability of MPCM extends beyond social contexts into educational settings, especially in language learning and maintenance practices. Traditional face-to-face (F2F) communication, long regarded as essential for language acquisition due to its immediacy and rich feedback loops (Chew and Ng, 2021), now coexists with computer-mediated communication (CMC). CMC platforms offer synchronous and asynchronous opportunities for language interaction, expanding the potential for learners to engage with diverse interlocutors beyond geographical constraints (Hung et al., 2022). The MPCM framework effectively captures this evolution by situating these communication practices along its dual-axis model, revealing how digital interactions can replicate or diverge from traditional interpersonal dynamics.

Moreover, MPCM’s focus on anticipated audience response—a key element in masspersonal interactions—enhances its relevance for language education (French and Bazarova, 2017). Learners are increasingly aware of and motivated by the potential for feedback in digital environments, shaping how they engage with language learning tasks. Social media platforms, for instance, not only facilitate language practice but also create spaces where learners anticipate validation or correction from peers and broader audiences, thus reinforcing their communicative competence.

Within educational pragmatics, communicative competence is reinterpreted through the lens of MPCM, where effectiveness in interaction hinges on strategic language use and the management of relational dynamics (Mara and Mara, 2011). The personalization dimension of MPCM aligns with the need for learners to tailor their language practices to diverse audiences, while the accessibility dimension reflects the broad dissemination potential inherent in digital media.

When adapted to the analysis of home language maintenance, MPCM provides a conceptual scaffold for investigating how multilingual families navigate complex digital and social landscapes. Its dual emphasis on personalization and public accessibility allows researchers to trace how family members use language to construct emotional connections, establish routines, and negotiate cultural identity within and beyond the household. This theoretical adaptation thus bridges macro-level media environments and micro-level family interactions, offering a holistic lens through which to interpret language socialization in a digitized world.

The masspersonal communication model, originally developed to address the convergence of mass and interpersonal communication in digital environments, emphasizes two primary dimensions: publicness and personalization. In its initial formulation, MPCM accounts for how digital platforms enable highly personalized messages to reach large audiences, thereby blurring traditional distinctions between public broadcasting and private interaction (O'Sullivan and Carr, 2018).

To adapt this model for the context of home language maintenance, the current study reconfigures its focus in three key ways. First, the model’s core dimensions are retained—publicness and personalization—but reinterpreted through the lens of language-related social practice, specifically how families strategically use communication modes to support heritage language continuity. Second, building upon the MPCM’s structural insights, three analytical domains—emotional dynamics, interactive practices, and cognitive meanings—are introduced to capture the multi-layered functions of communication in the home. These domains reflect not only the technological affordances of communication platforms but also the sociolinguistic intentions, cultural identities, and pedagogical roles embedded in everyday family discourse. Third, the model is extended by mapping three communication contexts—interpersonal, mass, and masspersonal—onto a continuum of language practices, each characterized by different configurations of affective engagement, routine behavior, and reflective meaning-making. This integration allows the MPCM to move beyond its original concern with digital behavior and become a heuristic tool for analyzing how heritage language ideologies are performed, negotiated, and transmitted across hybrid communicative environments.

Through these steps, the adapted model serves as both a conceptual bridge and an analytical framework, enabling researchers to systematically explore how families mobilize different communicative resources—ranging from private talk to public performance—to sustain linguistic and cultural continuity in increasingly mediatized societies.



3 Communication contexts shaping home language practices

Building on the masspersonal communication model, this section delineates three interrelated communication contexts—interpersonal, mass, and masspersonal—each shaping home language practices across emotional, interactive, and cognitive dimensions.


3.1 Interpersonal communication context

This section explores interpersonal communication as a primary context shaping home language practices through three interrelated dimensions: emotional, interactive, and cognitive. These dimensions are chosen to reflect the holistic nature of family communication, which simultaneously involves affective bonding, habitual language routines, and intergenerational meaning-making. Emotional dynamics refer to how language use fosters intimacy and emotional expression; interactional practices capture the routinized and agentive aspects of language use in daily life; and cognitive meaning encompasses the roles, responsibilities, and values attached to language within family structures. These dimensions together allow for a multi-faceted understanding of how interpersonal settings support heritage language maintenance.


3.1.1 Emotional dynamics

The use of the home language (HL) within families plays a crucial role in shaping emotional bonds and fostering intimacy. Children’s emotional preferences for language are closely related to their proficiency in the heritage language, the linguistic practices of their parents and siblings, and their attitudes toward both the HL and the dominant institutional language (Dekeyser and Agirdag, 2021). When families maintain the HL, they not only preserve linguistic diversity but also reinforce emotional closeness.

Parent–child communication about emotions is a particularly important site where language and emotional development intersect. Studies have shown that discussions of emotional experiences between parents and children significantly contribute to children’s emotional competence (Wang, 2020). The language used during these conversations matters; heritage languages can provide a deeper emotional resonance, enhancing the quality of emotional exchanges (Chen et al., 2012). Fathers, often assumed to be less expressive, have also been found to play a vital role in such interactions, challenging stereotypes and underscoring the emotional importance of paternal communication in HL (Chen et al., 2012).

Children’s ability to understand and manage emotions is closely linked to their language skills, as the development of emotional literacy relies on the ability to label, describe, and reflect on emotional states—a process inherently shaped by language (Sevinç and Mirvahedi, 2023). Family language policies, therefore, not only reflect language ideologies but may also function as psychological coping mechanisms, especially in migrant families where maintaining the HL can serve to stabilize emotional identities amid sociocultural transitions (Tannenbaum, 2012).

Furthermore, children’s ability to understand and manage emotions is linked to their language skills. Parental use of mental-state language—talking about feelings, thoughts, and desires—often occurs in the HL and has been shown to support children’s emotional understanding and regulatory abilities (McQuaid et al., 2008; Aguert, 2022). In transnational families, emotional expressions are increasingly multimodal, combining HLs with symbols like emojis or mixing languages, which contributes to maintaining emotional closeness even across distances (Curdt-Christiansen and Iwaniec, 2023).

Importantly, parental language practices at home are predictive of children’s life satisfaction. Children who use the HL in daily interactions tend to report higher levels of well-being, suggesting that the emotional value of HL use extends beyond immediate family ties to broader aspects of psychological health (Humeau et al., 2025).



3.1.2 Interactional practices

Beyond emotional connections, the formation of language routines within families is fundamental to sustaining HL use. Routine interactions—such as shared meals, bedtime stories, and household tasks—serve as predictable, recurring contexts for embedding language practice, providing opportunities for language reinforcement without explicit instruction (Lanza, 2007).

Family Language Policy—the explicit or implicit planning of language use at home—serves as a critical mechanism for embedding such routines (Pittman and Glimois, 2024; Schwartz, 2008). Regular and patterned use of the HL during routine activities creates stable opportunities for language practice and reinforces linguistic patterns (Quay, 2008).

Children are increasingly recognized as active participants in these interactions. Their attitudes, preferences, and contributions co-construct the linguistic environment, shaping how and when the HL is used (De Houwer, 2007). Children may respond creatively to adult language input, initiate code-switching, or even influence parental behavior—highlighting the bidirectional nature of family language socialization.

This perspective aligns with research on intentional and adaptable FLPs, emphasizing the need for families to adjust their language strategies as circumstances change, including embracing digital media for networked family interactions (Bose et al., 2024; Torsh, 2025).

Structured interventions such as Routine Language Intervention have shown that incorporating rich and responsive language into daily family routines—by guiding parents to engage in meaningful, consistent interactions—can be just as vital as formal educational settings in promoting children’s heritage language development, underscoring the importance of everyday language use in fostering vocabulary acquisition and communicative competence through naturally embedded routines within the home environment (Masek et al., 2024; Domeniconi and Gràcia, 2018).



3.1.3 Cognitive meaning

The division of language roles within families often reflects broader intergenerational responsibilities for language transmission. Grandparents, for instance, play a significant part in heritage language maintenance, particularly in contexts where children spend time with them during formative years (Kutsaeva, 2024; Ruby, 2012). In many cases, grandparents are not only language transmitters but also custodians of cultural values and traditions.

Parents, meanwhile, often act as “medium translators,” bridging linguistic gaps between older and younger generations, sometimes facilitating a shift toward dominant languages (Wang and Curdt-Christiansen, 2021). In multilingual households, this mediation can inadvertently result in language shift if not carefully managed, especially when dominant societal pressures and educational systems discourage HL use (Blacher and Brehmer, 2024).

Children also bear a degree of intergenerational responsibility. Studies from Flanders show that second-generation family members often carry the dual burden of maintaining their HL while integrating into the majority language community (Verhaeghe et al., 2022). Effective FLPs that foster positive emotional ties with HL and involve all generations can mitigate the risks of language attrition (Lubis, 2024).

Altogether, interpersonal communication contexts—emotional bonding, routine practices, and meaning-making roles—form a dynamic infrastructure for HL maintenance. These interpersonal processes not only promote language sustainability but also fortify familial identity and emotional resilience.




3.2 Mass communication context

Mass communication operates on a broader social scale, influencing family language practices through public representations, accessible resources, and shifting language ideologies. Media platforms play a pivotal role in shaping collective attitudes toward language status and usage, offering both opportunities and challenges for heritage language preservation. This section explores the emotional, interactional, and cognitive impacts of mass communication on home language development.


3.2.1 Emotional dynamics

The portrayal of minority languages in media significantly impacts emotional dynamics by fostering language pride and reinforcing cultural identity. Media visibility of minority languages can either elevate or diminish speakers’ sense of belonging. In Lesotho, for instance, the underrepresentation of minority languages such as SiPhuthi and isiXhosa on national radio—where Sesotho and English dominate—has contributed to the marginalization of these language communities, dampening their linguistic pride (Nkhi et al., 2025). In contrast, platforms like Alian FM 96.3 in Taiwan actively incorporate indigenous languages, helping indigenous youth develop a stronger sense of cultural pride (Lin, 2023).

Beyond representation, media also influences emotional responses by shaping perceptions of language status. Community radio stations in South Africa that broadcast in indigenous languages enhance listeners’ cultural affinity and emotional bonds, fostering greater inclusion and participation (Onyenankeya and Salawu, 2023). Similarly, media initiatives in Zimbabwe, such as code-switching practices on Star FM’s Breakfast Club Show, allow for linguistic expressiveness, although access remains uneven across dialects (Mukenge, 2025). In Sweden, the inclusion of minority languages and sign language in public children’s programming showcases how thoughtful media policies can promote inclusivity (De Ridder, 2024).

Digital technology further amplifies the potential for emotional engagement through language. Applications like the “Koryak tuyu” app in Kamchatka provide endangered language communities with tools for revitalization, creating emotional connections to cultural heritage (Fayzrakhmanova, 2024). Moreover, comparative studies show that Russophone families across Estonia, Germany, and Sweden report that digital technologies have intensified emotional ties by facilitating intergenerational communication and supporting heritage language practices among youth, particularly through online interaction with extended family members (Ringblom et al., 2024).



3.2.2 Interactional practices

The role of media in facilitating language learning is multifaceted, operating as both a resource and a risk. High-quality educational media can support bilingual language development by introducing children to second language cultures, enhancing vocabulary acquisition, and fostering broader cultural competencies (Saleem and Khan, 2024; Patel et al., 2025). When children engage with educational television content—especially programs featuring captions—they experience incidental learning, which can substantially boost vocabulary and listening skills (Paradita et al., 2025; Muñoz et al., 2023; Peters, 2019).

However, not all media exposure is beneficial. Background television and excessive screen time can negatively impact language development by displacing traditional literacy practices like shared reading and reducing opportunities for social interaction (Schlesinger et al., 2019; Linebarger and Vaala, 2010; Dore et al., 2020). To mitigate these risks, co-viewing—watching media with adult guidance—has been shown to enhance learning outcomes by replicating the dynamics of live, interactive communication (Linebarger and Vaala, 2010).

Digital resources also play an expanding role in heritage language revitalization. Community-driven initiatives such as the Kaytetye Indigemoji app demonstrate the effectiveness of integrating local knowledge into language learning tools (Lea et al., 2025). Additionally, projects like SiDHELA, which develop localized digital archives in collaboration with indigenous communities, provide sustainable platforms for language documentation and revitalization (Karthick Narayanan and Takhellambam, 2022). Educational platforms leveraging cultural heritage open data further enrich the learning environment by offering multimedia materials that blend language and culture (Ferrara et al., 2014).



3.2.3 Cognitive meaning

Media exerts profound influence on parental language ideologies, reshaping family language policies and children’s language outcomes. Parental beliefs about language are closely tied to their linguistic identities and experiences, shaping the goals and strategies they set for their children’s multilingual development (King et al., 2008; Ellis and Sims, 2022).

However, there can be a divergence between parents’ intentions and children’s actual language use, often due to external influences like schooling systems (Maseko and Mutasa, 2018; Cangelosi et al., 2024). For example, children may be encouraged to use the heritage language at home, while experiencing institutional pressure to speak only the dominant language in school settings. Such mismatches are well-documented in research on family-school language conflict (Wesely, 2018; Pagé and Noels, 2024), where the child’s social environment leads to a gradual shift in linguistic preference, even in households with strong HL ideologies. The result is often frustration among parents and emotional disengagement in children, creating strain on intergenerational language continuity.

Media not only informs but also transforms language beliefs. It disseminates cultural values and societal norms, subtly influencing attitudes toward heritage and dominant languages (Arias, 2019; Stacks et al., 2015). Through this influence, media can shift identity alignments, as increased exposure to dominant-language media correlates with a stronger identification with dominant cultural groups (Clément et al., 2005). Moreover, media contributes to the construction of societal perceptions, shaping collective beliefs about social issues (Shehata, 2021).

In the realm of education, heritage language learning has embraced translingual and critical pedagogy approaches to counterbalance these media-driven influences. Collaborative translation practices, where bilingual students work together to interpret texts and share meanings, enhance bilingual reading skills and metalinguistic awareness (Puzio et al., 2013; Cano and Ruiz, 2020). Strategies like collaborative translation and project-based learning help students navigate complex linguistic identities and resist dominant language pressures (Wu and Leung, 2022; Cushing-Leubner, 2019). Similarly, project-based learning (PBL) has been shown to strengthen bilingual students’ literacy and engagement, particularly when it incorporates family participation and culturally relevant materials (Beckett, 2024; Alvarez, 2023). Community-based experiential learning further anchors heritage language education in local realities, supporting both learners and communities (Guerrero-Rodriguez et al., 2021; Aravossitas, 2023). These practices not only develop language skills but also reinforce identity and agency.

In sum, the cognitive domain of mass communication is shaped by the complex negotiation of ideologies, expectations, and educational influences. By highlighting examples of parental-child mismatches and culturally responsive interventions, this section underscores how media-related cognitive processes can both challenge and support heritage language maintenance.




3.3 Masspersonal communication context

Masspersonal communication occupies the intersection between interpersonal intimacy and mass-mediated outreach, offering unique spaces where language practices are performed, co-constructed, and reshaped through feedback mechanisms. This section analyzes how digital platforms facilitate emotional dynamics, interactive engagement, and cognitive meanings in the development and maintenance of home languages.


3.3.1 Emotional dynamics

Social media has become an essential platform for performing and displaying family languages and identities. Family enterprises, for example, strategically leverage visual and textual representations to foster brand authenticity and deepen customer engagement online, illustrating how language practices are closely tied to digital self-presentation (Zanon et al., 2019). Similarly, the use of social media by indigenous communities for promoting languages like Punjabi and Setswana demonstrates its vital role in cultural preservation and community building (Minhas and Salawu, 2024). Even in families separated by distance, social media rituals and storytelling sustain bonds and reinforce family identity (Abel et al., 2021). These examples underscore the performative nature of language in digital communication, where expressions range from formal self-branding to emotional displays through emojis, enhancing nuanced interpersonal connections (Liu et al., 2024). Moreover, language in digital interactions is pragmatically structured; utterances are not mere exchanges but intentional performances that signal user intentions and community participation (Cui and Mao, 2017; Cui et al., 2017). In this view, masspersonal communication fosters a digital performativity where language is not only a medium of communication but also a form of cultural and emotional articulation.



3.3.2 Interactive practices

Masspersonal contexts also foster interactive language practices through co-creation. In education, co-creation involves collaborative development of curricula and teaching practices between students and staff, enhancing inclusivity and learning outcomes (Omland et al., 2025; Shelton et al., 2023). This model mirrors heritage language initiatives, where community-driven learning connects language acquisition to sociocultural experiences (Montrul, 2023; Montrul and Polinsky, 2021). Heritage language learning thrives on community-based activities that intertwine cultural knowledge with language practice, demonstrating that identity and language are co-constructed through engagement (He, 2010; O'Connor, 2012). Furthermore, user-generated content in digital heritage projects highlights the importance of multicultural participation for effective language and cultural preservation (Rahaman and Tan, 2011). Addressing linguistic marginalization through multimedia initiatives has proven effective in revitalizing minority languages and fostering community identity (Palmer-Wackerly et al., 2014; Mendoza et al., 2024). Thus, in masspersonal environments, language is a collaborative enterprise, shaped by collective action and co-constructed meaning-making.



3.3.3 Cognitive meanings

Language use in masspersonal communication contexts is also deeply shaped by feedback dynamics, influencing cognitive perceptions of language and identity. Studies show that immediate and delayed feedback significantly boost motivation and learning outcomes, especially when coupled with positive affective language (Qun, 2025; Nguyen et al., 2017; Cen and Zheng, 2024). Metalinguistic corrective feedback further enhances willingness to communicate, while self-feedback correlates strongly with learning motivation (Montazeri and Salimi, 2019; Gan et al., 2023). On social media, likes, comments, and shares act as immediate feedback mechanisms that reinforce heritage language practices and foster vibrant online communities (Baitalik, 2025). Meanwhile, parental attitudes play a crucial role in maintaining heritage languages, with social environments and community support acting as reinforcing agents (Listiana and Armielia, 2024; Weekly, 2020). Affective factors, such as language anxiety and positive emotional experiences, deeply influence language identity and learning persistence (MacIntyre and Gregersen, 2012). Furthermore, heritage language maintenance is closely tied to identity preservation, where cultural and linguistic experiences reinforce a dual or hybrid cultural self (Brehmer, 2021; López-Beltrán and Carlson, 2020; Lee, 2010). Feedback in digital spaces thus not only motivates linguistic engagement but also shapes cognitive structures and cultural identification.

In sum, masspersonal communication spaces provide a rich environment for the performative display, collaborative construction, and feedback-driven shaping of language practices. These dimensions work collectively to reinforce language use, cultural identity, and emotional connections in an increasingly digitalized and interconnected world.





4 Discussion

To clarify the analytical scope of this study, this section reconsiders the three communication contexts—mass, interpersonal, and masspersonal—in light of their emotional, interactive, and cognitive contributions to home language maintenance. This multidimensional approach aligns with the study’s overall aim of developing a masspersonal communication model that captures how families engage with language practices across personal, social, and media environments. To support this analysis, Table 1 and Figure 1 are introduced below to illustrate the relationships between communication types, heritage language practices, and their operational dimensions.


TABLE 1 Communication types and corresponding language practices.


	Communication type
	Publicness
	Personalization
	Corresponding language practices

 

 	Interpersonal communication 	Low 	High 	Parent–child conversations, daily home use of the heritage language, transmitting songs via grandparents


 	Mass communication 	High 	Low 	Watching heritage language programs as a family, using official teaching materials, audiobooks


 	Masspersonal communication 	High 	High 	Parents sharing videos of children speaking the heritage language on social media, participating in language challenges, public sharing of voice messages





Masspersonal communication refers to communicative acts that are simultaneously personalized and publicly accessible—such as publicly sharing intimate family language moments online. This hybrid category bridges private and mass-oriented practices. Publicness refers to the extent to which communication is accessible to a broad audience, while personalization refers to the degree of tailoring communication to individual recipients. Examples illustrate typical heritage language practices associated with each communication type.
 

[image: Three-dimensional diagram categorizing language practices into mass, masspersonal, and interpersonal groups, mapped along axes of perceived accessibility, personalization, and levels of cognitive, interactive, and emotional processes, with specific labeled spheres representing distinct roles and interactions.]

FIGURE 1
 A masspersonal communication model. The vertical axis represents language practice dimensions, including emotional dynamics, interactive practices, and cognitive meanings. The horizontal axes reflect perceived accessibility (from low to high) and personalization (from low to high). Each communication context is associated with specific functional roles across these dimensions, visualized through spatial distribution.


Table 1 outlines how mass, interpersonal, and masspersonal communication differ in terms of perceived accessibility and personalization, linking these types to corresponding language practices observed in family and community contexts. These distinctions provide the foundation for a deeper analysis of the underlying mechanisms that sustain heritage language use across varying communicative landscapes.

Figure 1 visualizes the interplay among the three communication types and their contributions to three key functional domains—emotional dynamics, interactive practices, and cognitive meanings. The spatial layout illustrates how communicative contexts distribute along the axes of perceived accessibility (mass vs. interpersonal) and personalization, with masspersonal communication occupying a hybridized and fluid position between the two.

Together, these representations provide a cohesive framework that operationalizes how emotional bonding, home language routines, and meaning negotiation emerge from different communicative environments.

The interaction among these three contexts—mass communication, interpersonal communication, and masspersonal communication—reveals a dynamic and mutually reinforcing system of heritage language practices. These contexts do not function in isolation; they intersect to shape language ideologies, emotional investment, and identity construction. For instance, the emotional power of media representation may generate heritage language pride, but such pride is further sustained by interpersonal practices such as parental language input and masspersonal expressions like sharing children’s language performances on social platforms.

This interdependence illustrates the necessity of adopting a holistic and integrated view, where mass dissemination, intimate engagement, and hybridized communication reinforce each other in the construction of resilient language environments. The proposed model not only maps these relationships, but also provides a structure for identifying where breakdowns or strengths in transmission might occur.

In terms of operational guidance for empirical research, each communication context can be studied through the three functional dimensions as integrated categories of observation and analysis. Emotional dynamics may be explored by examining affective responses to language practices, such as expressions of pride, intimacy, or nostalgia toward the heritage language. Interactive practices can be traced through patterns of turn-taking, the frequency and nature of participation, or habits related to content creation and sharing. Meanwhile, cognitive meanings may be assessed through narrative framing, instances of metalinguistic reflection, or how language users articulate strategic decisions regarding language use. These dimensions, taken together, offer a comprehensive and adaptable framework for designing empirical studies that capture the complexity and variability of multilingual family communication. These dimensions offer coding categories for qualitative data analysis and variables for quantitative studies, enabling the model to serve as both an interpretive and predictive tool.

Practical applications can also be drawn from this framework by translating its insights into actionable strategies across educational, familial, and policy domains. For example, educators may integrate heritage language instruction with project-based learning that incorporates masspersonal communication tools, such as voice blogs, video storytelling, or classroom-based digital exhibitions. These activities not only reinforce language production but also engage students in performative, audience-centered practices that reflect real-world communication. Parents can apply similar strategies by capturing and sharing children’s heritage language use within closed digital communities or with extended family members through messaging platforms, thereby embedding linguistic routines into emotionally resonant, semi-public rituals. At the policy level, institutions can support such practices by promoting media literacy initiatives that include guidance on safe, inclusive, and culturally responsive digital participation. Toolkits and awareness campaigns may help caregivers better navigate the affordances of social technologies while fostering positive linguistic identities. Crucially, such recommendations must remain sensitive to varying levels of digital access and cultural comfort with public visibility, ensuring that proposed solutions are flexible and context-appropriate.

While the proposed model offers an integrated framework for understanding the interplay between communication contexts and home language practices, several limitations warrant careful acknowledgment. First, although the framework captures a wide range of communicative scenarios, it does not fully account for structural and sociopolitical constraints, such as unequal access to digital technologies, platform-specific affordances, or language hierarchies embedded in educational and policy systems. These structural factors significantly shape how families engage—or are constrained from engaging—with the communication modes outlined.

Second, the diverse sociolinguistic ecologies in which multilingual families operate may involve substantial variation in digital literacy, cultural norms, and media use practices, all of which influence the applicability and salience of each communication context. For example, families with limited digital resources may find masspersonal communication less accessible or meaningful, whereas others may rely heavily on such hybrid forms to sustain language connections.

Third, the model does not currently address the full spectrum of interactional dynamics, such as peer-group influence, intergenerational tensions, or the role of institutional mediation (e.g., schools or religious organizations). Moreover, the dynamic and fluid nature of communication may lead to overlaps that blur the categorical distinctions proposed in the model—particularly in hybrid interactions such as livestreamed parent–child dialogues or family messaging groups involving extended kin networks.

These limitations do not undermine the utility of the framework but rather underscore the need to view it as a heuristic lens, adaptable and sensitive to context-specific modifications. Future empirical work could refine the model by incorporating these dimensions and testing its relevance across different sociocultural settings. As such, the current model offers a necessary conceptual intervention while inviting ongoing dialogue and localized adaptation in future research.

To strengthen the model’s empirical utility, future research may explore three complementary directions. First, qualitative studies such as in-depth interviews or ethnographic observations can investigate how multilingual families navigate communication contexts in everyday life, revealing nuanced affective and interactive patterns. Second, quantitative surveys could examine the relationships between emotional bonding, media use patterns, and heritage language attitudes, providing a broader understanding of contextual influences. Third, longitudinal mixed-methods designs may track changes in emotional affiliation, cognitive strategies, and communication routines across developmental stages or life transitions. These approaches offer an integrated roadmap for scholars seeking to operationalize and test the model, particularly across diverse sociocultural and technological environments.

In conclusion, the proposed masspersonal communication model offers an integrated analytical lens for understanding home language practices. It articulates the intersection of media, personal engagement, and hybrid communication in shaping emotional, interactive, and cognitive dimensions of heritage language maintenance. By visualizing these interrelations, the model supports both theoretical synthesis, paving the way for future cross-contextual and longitudinal studies of multilingual development.
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This perspective presents a culturally grounded model of education for nomadic maritime communities, drawing on the lived experiences of the Bajo people in Wakatobi, Indonesia. Rooted in a sea-based way of life, the Bajo face systemic barriers to formal education due to rigid school structures that do not reflect seasonal mobility or cultural worldviews. The proposed On–Off School Model redefines education as a dynamic and reciprocal process, where formal instruction (“On”) aligns with times of settlement, and community-based experiential learning (“Off”) takes place during sea voyages. This framework is inspired by Indigenous Holistic Education, which integrates four interdependent dimensions: Body, Spirit, Heart, and Mind. From a developmental communication standpoint, the model highlights the importance of listening, co-creating, and honoring local knowledge systems. Rather than imposing top-down interventions, education has become a dialogic practice rooted in empathy, relevance, and respect. This perspective argues that inclusive education must be adaptable, place-based, and culturally affirming, particularly for historically marginalized groups like the Bajo. The On–Off School invites scholars and policymakers to rethink educational equity through the lens of movement, culture, and communication.
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1 Introduction

Education is a fundamental right for every citizen, including those from geographically and culturally distinct communities, such as Indonesia’s Sea Nomads (Sujatmoko, 2016). However, the formal education system in Indonesia remains rigid and uniform, often failing to reach or serve the diversity of coastal populations. Among them are the Bajo people, also known as Bajau Laut, Suku Badjaw, or Same, who are renowned for their nomadic lifestyle at sea. Living aboard traditional wooden boats (bidok lautan), the Bajo do not merely see the ocean as a livelihood source, but as a cultural, spiritual, and social world in itself (Ariando, 2023; Mustamin and Macpal, 2020).

For Bajo children, accessing formal education is challenging. The fixed schedules and spatial rigidity of conventional schools clash with the flexible seasonal rhythms of their maritime life. This mismatch contributes to the high rates of absenteeism and school dropout. The literature points to multiple interlinked factors: the cultural primacy of sea-based life (Ikhsan and Syarif, 2020). Low parental awareness of education (Budi Lestari et al., 2020), lack of family support for schooling (Awaru, 2020), and children’s preference to join their families at sea rather than attend classes (Mustamin and Macpal, 2020). Moreover, structural efforts to promote education in these communities are often constrained by top-down frameworks that do not account for social and cultural contexts (Maemunah et al., 2021).

The result is a persistent educational gap and cultural disconnect. Stationary schooling models have not adapted to the mobility, values, or worldview of the Bajo, and thus contribute to what can be termed communication failure in development. What is needed is not merely access to education, but an approach that communicates with and responds to cultural realities in a holistic manner. This Perspective proposes the On–Off School Model as an alternative framework for inclusive education among sea-based Indigenous communities. Grounded in the holistic Indigenous education model, which integrates the dimensions of Body, Spirit, Heart, and Mind (Archibald, 2008), this approach rethinks learning as a relational process embedded in context. It is designed to be flexible, culturally attuned, and dialogical, affirming local knowledge while offering viable pathways to formal educational recognition through non-conventional means, such as Paket A, B, and C programs. Ultimately, this article argues for a middle path in an education model that does not seek to assimilate Bajo into a sedentary system but instead builds adaptive bridges between schooling and seafaring life. It is through such an approach that education becomes a space of empowerment, not exclusion a form of developmental communication in motion. Education should empower communities to design their own learning systems ones that are relevant, resilient, and sustainable (Smith, 2012). Through such an approach, education becomes a space of empowerment rather than exclusion a dynamic form of development communication.

The On–Off School Model was developed through a participatory qualitative approach that positioned the Bajo people as the main subjects in the formulation of this alternative educational model. This study employed a narrative design rooted in Indigenous Research Methodologies (Smith, 2012), where the experiences, values, and narratives of Indigenous communities serve as primary sources of knowledge. Knowledge is not only understood intellectually but is also relational, spiritual, place-based, and grounded in the collective experiences and historical memory of the community (Kovach, 2021). Thus, the On–Off School Model was developed not through a top-down approach but through an ethical and dialogical communication process, in line with the principles of development communication that honor cultural diversity.



2 The Bajo people of Wakatobi: living with the sea


2.1 A sea-oriented way of life

Coastal regions have profound ecological and cultural significance for many communities, particularly in maritime Southeast Asia. Among the groups most intimately connected to the sea are the Bajo people, also referred to as Sea Nomads, who inhabit the Wakatobi Islands in Indonesia. As ocean dwellers, the Bajo depend entirely on marine resources for their livelihood, with fishing, pearl diving, and sea cucumber harvesting forming the backbone of their local economies (Ariando, 2023; Nurhaliza, 2021). Beyond economic survival, the Bajo lifestyle is infused with rich cultural traditions that structure daily routines, seasonal movements, and socialization practices. For instance, parents train their children in navigation, weather reading, and sea rituals from a young age (Nurhaliza and Suciati, 2019). The sea is not merely a workplace but a spiritual, social, and epistemological space. Traditional norms and values are deeply embedded in their behavior, shaping how Bajo people engage with one another and the natural world (Rustan Surya and Nasution, 2018).

Despite the cultural resilience of Bajo, they face compounded vulnerabilities, such as structural poverty, geographic isolation, and limited access to public services, including education. Their unique worldview and nomadic habits have largely been excluded from mainstream development paradigms, highlighting a critical communication gap between state systems and indigenous realities.



2.2 Educational exclusion and structural incompatibility

The Bajo families in Wakatobi migrate seasonally, depending on oceanic conditions and fishing cycles. Children often accompany their families on long voyages, making consistent school attendance almost impossible (Ikhsan and Syarif, 2020). The fixed calendar of formal schools demanding daily physical presence–stands in stark contrast to the dynamic rhythms of sea-based life. This reflects what (Sharma, 2014) refers to as power chronography the structured power relations embedded in the organization of time. When learning schedules are standardized at the national level without adapting to the ecological calendar and life rhythms of the Bajo people, it results in a profound form of temporal exclusion. Moreover, educational exclusion is not only logistical but also cultural. School curricula rarely reflect maritime knowledge or cultural identity. Studies show that many Bajo parents prioritize economic survival over formal schooling and may lack awareness of its long-term benefits (Awaru, 2020; Budi Lestari et al., 2020). Children often choose to participate in fishing activities rather than attend school, especially when learning feels disconnected from their lived experiences. National education policies, including the 9-Year Compulsory Education Program and Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 4), have not adequately addressed the systemic marginalization of mobile communities. While Indonesia’s 2022 Education Law expands compulsory education to 13 years, implementation remains rooted in sedentary logic. For Bajo, this perpetuates educational inequity and cultural dissonance. What is needed is A model that bridges formal schooling with the cultural lifeworlds of sea-based communities is required. This requires not only physical access to education but also a rethinking of what it means to learn where, when, and from whom. This also involves understanding that each individual or group experiences time differently, depending on their type of work, social roles, and living conditions (Sharma, 2014).




3 Rethinking learning through a holistic indigenous education framework

Holistic education, first articulated by thinkers like Rousseau and expanded through indigenous pedagogies, emphasizes the development of the whole person: intellectually, emotionally, physically, socially, esthetically, and spiritually (Gultekin et al., 2013; Javaherpour, 2023). At its core, holistic learning recognizes that knowledge is relational, place-based, and interconnected. It prioritizes inclusion, balance, and cultural continuity. In the context of indigenous education, this approach is further developed through the Indigenous Education Holistic Lifelong Learning Framework (Pritchard, 2022), which outlines four interdependent learning domains: Spirit To Be: Nurturing spiritual identity, and cultural heritage. Heart to Belong: Fostering emotional well-being and social connection. Body to Do: Encouraging experiential, action-based learning. Mind To Know: Promoting critical and contextual cognitive development.

These dimensions are not isolated categories but integrated elements of human growth. Together, these reflect a worldview in which learning is lifelong, deeply rooted in culture, and inseparable from place and identity. This aligns with Smith (2012), who asserts that Indigenous knowledge cannot be separated from place. In Indigenous epistemology, place is not merely a geographic location, but a living entity that holds spirituality, social relationships, and collective history (Smith, 2012). In the context of the Bajo community, the sea, the coast, and the seasons serve as “learning classrooms” that carry ecological, ethical, and practical values. In applying this model to the Bajo community, we see an opportunity to reframe developmental communication as a two-way process: one that listens, adapts, and evolves with the rhythms of life at sea. Rather than imposing rigid standards, holistic indigenous education offers a flexible, community-based strategy that values knowledge passed down through generations alongside formal academic content.

Figure 1 illustrates a holistic model of education conceptualized as a lifelong learning process:


	1. Comprehensive, engaging the full spectrum of human experience—spirit, emotions, body, and mind.

	2. Lifelong, continuing across all stages of life.

	3. Culturally rooted, grounded in the values, stories, and traditions of Indigenous communities; and,

	4. Collectively supported, involving families, Elders, and Knowledge Keepers as central figures in the learning process.
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FIGURE 1
 Indigenous education holistic framework (adapted from education 2022).


The model is symbolized by the medicine wheel, a cultural representation of life cycles and balance in Anishinaabe philosophy. It emphasizes four essential dimensions of human development: spirit – learners are encouraged to honor their cultural heritage, explore local values, and develop a spiritual identity. Heart – To Belong: Emphasizes the importance of social relationships, empathy, and a sense of belonging rooted in language and local culture. Body – To Do: Centers for action-based learning—engaging with nature, practicing skills, and gaining knowledge through lived experience. Mind To Know: Encourages curiosity, critical thinking, and creativity, supporting learners in building confidence and contextual understanding. This holistic framework challenges reductionist views of education by centering on relationality, spirituality, and cultural resilience as vital components of the development of communication and indigenous knowledge systems.

The On–Off School Model, developed through a holistic educational approach, is not a rejection of the national education system but rather a contextual adaptation that bridges the needs of maritime or sea-nomadic communities like the Bajo. In Indonesia’s education system, the principles of equity and inclusion are enshrined in Law No. 20 of 2003 on the National Education System, particularly Article 5, paragraph 1, which states that “every citizen has the right to obtain quality education.” The On–Off School Model aligns with the efforts of the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education in promoting the Merdeka Curriculum (Independent Learning policy), which emphasizes flexible learning tailored to local needs and positions learners as active subjects in the learning process (Aditomo, 2024). Guided by these principles, the On–Off model stands as a concrete form of contextual educational innovation. The On–Off model can be integrated into non-formal education pathways through equivalency education programs (Package A/B/C). In this way, Bajo children can still participate in equivalency examinations to obtain official diplomas recognized by the state.


3.1 Applying holistic indigenous education across global contexts

Indigenous communities around the world have experienced significant educational transformations through holistic approaches that integrate the Body, Spirit, Heart, and Mind. These approaches reflect a growing awareness that culturally rooted experience-based learning is more effective in shaping identity, character, and contextual knowledge (Warren and Quine, 2013). Such models are increasingly adopted in countries with significant indigenous populations, offering valuable insights into how culturally grounded education can promote both academic and cultural growth. In North America, particularly among Anishinaabe communities, holistic education is deeply tied to spiritual philosophy. The use of cultural symbols, such as wampums, illustrates how indigenous knowledge can be embedded across curricular subjects. Teachers integrate stories and traditions as part of everyday learning, creating culturally affirming classrooms (Morcom, 2017). In Northern Saskatchewan, alternative schools emphasize the use of indigenous languages, community elders, and value-based learning to foster identity and empowerment among indigenous students (Andrews et al., 2023). Among the Cree communities in Northern Manitoba, education is seen as a process rooted in spirituality, cultural heritage, and land. Elderly people play a central role in maintaining knowledge systems that connect students to their history and community (Hansen, 2018). In Northern Europe, educational reforms for the Sámi people have focused on language rights. Policies now support instruction in Sámi languages, preserving both linguistic and cultural identities through formal education (Keskitalo, 2022). In New Zealand, the Māori have developed a culturally rich educational system that emphasizes (a) cultural integration of whānau values, (b) collective responsibility for children’s learning, and (c) emotional-spiritual growth through Kaupapa Māori pedagogy. The Māori model has become a global reference point for holistic identity-based education (Hingangaroa Smith, 2000). A summary of these international approaches is presented Table 1.


TABLE 1 Comparative applications of holistic indigenous education.


	Comparative aspects
	North American Indigenous
	Saskatchewan (Canada)
	Cree (Manitoba)
	Sámi (Northern Europe)
	Māori (New Zealand)

 

 	Cultural integration 	Wampum, Anishinaabe values 	Indigenous language & local values 	Spiritual ties to land 	Sámi language in education 	Whānau values (family roles)


 	Community involvement 	Cultural symbols as shared narratives 	Elders & community engagement 	Elders as knowledge holders 	State policies enabling inclusion 	Collective family responsibility


 	Curricular approach 	Cross-subject cultural learning 	Locally adapted content 	Spiritual-cultural context 	Language as a learning medium 	Holistic and contextualized learning


 	Emotional-spiritual 	Sacred relationship with the divine 	Cultural identity & pride 	Spirituality at the core 	Language as cultural-spiritual symbol 	Emotional-spiritual emphasis


 	Primary goal 	Understanding social-spiritual relations 	Identity and empowerment 	Community and identity building 	Language and cultural preservation 	Educational revolution based on Indigenous values





Source: Compiled by the authors, 2025.
 




4 The On–Off School Model: a holistic approach for the Bajo community

Providing equitable and culturally relevant education for Bajo requires more than expanding access or improving infrastructure. It demands a paradigm shift, one that adapts to the natural rhythms of sea-based life. In this context, we propose the On–Off School Model, an innovative educational framework grounded in indigenous holistic learning and tailored to the cyclical nature of Bajo livelihoods (Figure 2).

[image: Infographic showing a circular model titled "Holistic Education Orang Bajo" divided into four quadrants: Body, Spirit, Heart, and Mind. Each quadrant describes educational focuses, such as natural daily physical learning, cultural beliefs, empathy, and academic integration.]

FIGURE 2
 On–Off School Model: adaptive integration of formal and informal learning in the Bajo context.



4.1 Adaptive learning across ocean rhythms

The On–Off School Model is designed to align learning activities with the seasonal conditions of the sea that shape the rhythms of life among the Bajo people. During the western monsoon (October to February), when high waves and strong winds temporarily suspend fishing activities, children can engage in structured face-to-face learning. This phase is known as the On period, during which formal education takes place, combining the national curriculum with locally relevant content such as maritime culture, the history of Bajo migration, and coastal conservation.

In contrast, during the eastern monsoon (May to August), when the sea is calm, Bajo families embark on extended fishing journeys and leave their settlements. This marks the beginning of the Off period, where children learn through real-life experiences at sea, guided by their parents. Children learn to recognize wind patterns, ocean currents, record their catches, understand coral reef ecosystems, determine the best fishing times, and practice sustainable ways of life at sea. The length of time spent at sea varies, depending on the distances traveled by the Bajo. Transitional periods (March–April and September) can be utilized for collecting assignments and evaluating children’s learning from the Off phase. Schools may provide self-learning guides for children to bring along during their time at sea with their parents. Children can also be asked to write daily journals documenting the experiences and lessons they gain while accompanying their families. This represents a form of community-based, experiential learning that recognizes local epistemology as a legitimate and meaningful source of knowledge (Kovach, 2021).

Essentially, the rhythm of the sea does not always change predictably, and the shift between On and Off phases can be carried out flexibly, following natural rhythms and local weather conditions. This underscores the importance of reconceptualizing space as something that is not static, homogenous, or neutral. As proposed space should be understood through three key principles: space is the product of interrelations; space is a sphere for diversity; and space and time are always in process, never complete (One et al., 2020). In the context of the Bajo people, space is not merely a geographical location it is shaped by relationships between humans and the sea, between older and younger generations, and between local knowledge and formal education. A similar community-based learning approach can be seen among the Moken children in the Surin Islands, Thailand, through a program known as the “Floating Moken School.” This program aims to integrate traditional skills into the education of Moken children, who face barriers to accessing formal education. For example, children are taught how to row and sail traditional boats, learn the history and cultural values of the Moken people, and acquire diving and fishing skills as part of their daily lived environment (Moken Ancestral Knowledge Teaching, 2025). Thus, space is not a closed entity but an open, dynamic one, constantly shaped by human practice. Education models must therefore be designed with flexibility, capable of adapting to the ever-changing socio-ecological dynamics of mobile communities.



4.2 Culturally responsive curriculum

A major issue frequently encountered in the education of Indigenous communities is the mismatch between the standardized structure of the formal curriculum and the dynamic, context-based learning needs of local communities (Smith, 2012). Therefore, a culturally responsive curriculum approach is needed one that ensures both the sustainability of learning and its socio-cultural relevance. In the context of maritime communities such as the Bajo, the development of a culturally responsive curriculum is not a rejection of the national curriculum, but rather a comprehensive adaptation recognizing that meaningful education must be rooted in the socio-cultural realities of learners.

In this regard, the balance between national core competencies and local context becomes essential to ensure that learning is not disconnected from cultural roots while also keeping pace with national development goals. Each subject continues to follow the National Competency Standards, including literacy and numeracy, but these are integrated across disciplines. For example: Science is contextualized through marine ecosystems, tides, and coral conservation. Children learn directly from observing coral reefs, plankton, fish, and seagrass. They not only identify marine species but also understand food chains based on what they observe and experience while accompanying their families at sea. Geography is taught through local mapping and traditional navigation. Bajo children learn to orient themselves using the position of the sun, wind, and stars, and they draw maps charting their parents’ sailing routes from their village to distant fishing grounds (such as in Flores). These hand-drawn maps are used to assess their understanding of space and direction. Arts are enriched through oral traditions, sea songs, and the heritage of boatmaking. Children learn to interpret the symbols on boat sails and sing traditional Bajo songs.

Spiritual knowledge is conveyed through Religion and Civics Education, where children learn values of respect for the sea as a living space through storytelling and oral traditions about maritime customs such as taboos against littering the ocean. The balance between national educational competencies and local cultural wisdom can be maintained through the principles of curriculum contextualization, local enrichment in learning design, and the application of adaptive learning models such as the On–Off School. In this way, knowledge is not separated from life knowledge is rooted in environment, culture, and practice. As (Mungmachon, 2012) asserts, local knowledge encompasses survival, cooperation, and moral values essential for sustaining the community.



4.3 Legal pathways and certification

To ensure that Bajo children are not excluded from broader educational trajectories, the On–Off School Model integrates alternative certification mechanisms, such as Paket A, B, and C—non-formal equivalency programs recognized by the Indonesian government. With proper documentation and continuous evaluation, these certifications allow students to access higher education and formal employment while maintaining their traditional lifestyle.



4.4 Synthesis of formal and informal learning

Table 2 illustrates how the On–Off School Model strives to create a balance between formal and informal education, positioning them not in opposition but as complementary domains. Bajo children do not learn solely from books or within classroom walls; they also acquire contextualized knowledge through lived experience. This form of learning builds resilience, identity, and locally grounded skills, which Mungmachon (2012) classifies into three essential knowledge domains:


	1. Knowledge for sustaining community (e.g., values, stories, customs),

	2. Knowledge for livelihood and,

	3. Knowledge for harmony and collective well-being.




TABLE 2 Comparative structure between Off-School and On-School learning phases in the On–Off School model.


	Aspect
	Off-School Phase (Informal)
	On-School Phase (Formal)

 

 	Activities 	Fishing, boat repair, ritual participation 	Classroom instruction, critical thinking, project-based tasks


 	Learning approach 	Experiential, intergenerational, oral 	Structured, reflective, culturally contextualized


 	Key relationships 	Parent–child, Elder-apprentice 	Teacher-student, peer collaboration


 	Knowledge domain 	Local wisdom, cultural values, survival skills 	Academic literacy, numeracy, national curriculum




 

When applied through the lens of holistic Indigenous education, this triad seamlessly maps onto the four dimensions of learning: Body, Spirit, Heart, and Mind. Below, we outline how each dimension can be enacted through culturally grounded learning activities within the On–Off School context.

Body (Physical Learning) Physical education in the Bajo context emerges naturally from daily life. Activities included swimming and diving training sessions guided by physical education teachers, safety drills for ocean survival, and boat maintenance. These practices build not only physical competence but also environmental awareness and risk management. Spirit (Spiritual Learning): The spiritual dimension is deeply embedded in Bajo culture. The sea is regarded as a living entity that deserves respect. Children are introduced to this worldview through folk stories, maritime myths, and ancestral rituals such as tolak bala (protective sea rites), often facilitated by elders. These activities instill ethical stewardship and a sacred understanding of the ocean as a shared life space.

Implementation examples:


	• Listening to sea legends from community elders.

	• Storytelling sessions focused on cultural beliefs and moral reflection.

	• Participating in rituals and reflecting on spiritual values in class discussions.





4.5 Heart (emotional and social learning)

Through community-based projects, children learn empathy, cooperation, and shared responsibility. Emotional literacy is shaped through shared experiences and relational practices that strengthen interpersonal bonds. A contextual approach is needed one that positions the community as a learning space and interpersonal relationships as a medium of learning. Learning activities are designed to actively involve parents as relational facilitators. This can be implemented through activities such as:

Story circles and life-sharing in small groups. For example, children learn to manage their emotions at sea such as dealing with fear during storms or handling disagreements through direct adult guidance. Children are also encouraged to share daily experiences by expressing feelings of fear, joy, or disappointment. Collaborative projects, such as beach cleanups or peer mentoring. Children are engaged in collective tasks such as repairing fishing nets, preparing meals together, or helping other families with daily chores. Rituals and traditions as a medium for emotional learning. Listening to stories at night becomes a reflective space for instilling values like patience, respect, and compassion. For instance, children are invited to listen to tales that depict the sea as a living entity worthy of respect, thereby nurturing empathy toward nature and others. By designing contextual and collaborative activities during the Off phase, emotional and social learning not only continues but becomes more authentic. Social interaction challenges can be addressed through community-based learning models.



4.6 Mind (cognitive learning)

Academic subjects are not abandoned; they are contextualized to reflect local knowledge systems. Mathematics can involve calculating fish yields or navigation distances, science can explore coral reef ecosystems, and geography becomes an exercise in mapping sea routes. Cognitive development is rooted in its relevance. Implementation examples:


	• Using local learning media: Bajo sea maps, boat diagrams, marine biodiversity visuals.

	• Experiential projects: ocean observation logs, tide tracking, community surveys.

	• Literacy programs based on oral traditions and seafaring narratives.






5 Discussion

The On–Off School Model provides a compelling example of how education can be reimagined through the lens of development communication and indigenous pedagogy. This challenges the dominant educational paradigms that treat learning as a static, school-bound process divorced from place, culture, and daily life. In contrast, the on–off approach proposes a fluid, culturally grounded system in which formal and informal learning intersect in response to the rhythms of the sea and the values of the Bajo people. By adopting the holistic framework of Body, Spirit, Heart, and Mind, the model affirms that meaningful learning must engage in the full spectrum of human development. Children are not only prepared for academic achievement but also for ethical decision-making, social empathy, cultural pride, and environmental awareness. The integration of local ecological knowledge, spiritual narratives, and communal values exemplifies the co-creation of knowledge as a communicative act, where teachers, families, and students become collaborators rather than passive recipients.

From a developmental communication perspective, the On–Off School functions as a dialogic platform. It facilitates two-way exchanges between formal institutions and local communities, where cultural capital is not erased but honored and woven into pedagogy. This model foregrounds participation, relevance, and respect as foundational to educational justice, especially in indigenous and marginalized settings.

Efforts must be made to implement the On–Off School Model, including active community involvement from parents, elders, community leaders, and teachers. First, parents can be informally trained through community-based meetings to serve as learning facilitators during the Off phase. In this role, parents act as family learning companions, and their involvement can be included in the child’s flexible individual learning plan.

Second, community elders are involved in sharing stories about cultural rituals such as reverence for the sea. This activity strengthens the Heart to Belong and Spirit to Be dimensions within a holistic learning framework while also serving as a means of transmitting deep customary values.

Third, it is necessary to establish a village learning forum initiated by the village leadership. These forums can be conducted during transitional periods to align school activities with the socio-economic cycles of the Bajo community (such as fishing seasons, customary ceremonies, and religious celebrations). Involving local actors fosters social dialog and participatory learning. These practices cultivate a sense of ownership, enhance the relevance of education, and sustain the connection between education and community life.

Various challenges may arise in implementing the On–Off School Model. For instance, during the Off phase, when children accompany their families at sea for extended periods, there is a risk of losing continuity in basic literacy and numeracy due to limited learning media or lack of structured guidance. Not all parents are able or prepared to act as learning facilitators during this time—either due to limited literacy or the demands of their work at sea.

To address these challenges, several measures can be taken. First, the transitional periods can be used to rebuild children’s motivation through enjoyable activities such as storytelling about sea voyages, mapping learning experiences, and open-air classes that celebrate local knowledge. Second, teachers can maintain regular communication with parents to build awareness that formal education does not negate local knowledge but rather reinforces children’s capacity to shape their future. This also fosters mutual trust and understanding.



6 Conclusion

The On–Off School Model is not merely an educational innovation; it represents a cultural and communicative strategy for inclusion, equity, and resilience. It reframes education as a dynamic relationship between knowledge systems in which tradition and transformation coexist. For the Bajo peopleand other nomadic or coastal communities, this model allows children to access formal education without forsaking their identity, way of life, or spiritual connections to the sea. It nurtures holistic learners who are physically capable, spiritually rooted, emotionally engaged, and intellectually curious.

Crucially, the success of this model depends on collective responsibility. Parents, the elderly, local leaders, and educators must act as co-facilitators of learning. During the OFF phase, community members pass on cultural knowledge, and during the ON phase, teachers translate that knowledge into academic pathways. Education, therefore, becomes a shared journey embedded in mutual respect and sustained by local relevance. As a contribution to the field of communication development, this article calls for education policies that move literally and symbolically—with the communities they serve. The On–Off School is one such movement: a rhythm of resistance and renewal, where learning flows like the tides that shape the lives of nomads.



Data availability statement

The original contributions presented in the study are included in the article/supplementary material, further inquiries can be directed to the corresponding author.



Author contributions

WS: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Funding acquisition, Investigation, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Software, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. SS: Conceptualization, Data curation, Investigation, Methodology, Resources, Validation, Visualization, Writing – review & editing. AF: Conceptualization, Formal analysis, Methodology, Resources, Supervision, Writing – review & editing. DS: Conceptualization, Methodology, Supervision, Validation, Visualization, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declare that no financial support was received for the research and/or publication of this article.



Acknowledgments

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to the Department of Communication, Bhayangkara Jakarta Raya University, Indonesia; the Department of Communication Science and Community Development, IPB University, Indonesia; and the Department of Forest Management, IPB University, Indonesia, for their support and resources throughout this research. Their guidance was invaluable in shaping this work.



Conflict of interest

The authors declare that the research was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The authors declare that no Gen AI was used in the creation of this manuscript.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.




References
	 Aditomo, A. (2024). Panduan Pengembangan Kurikulum Satuan Pendidikan Edisi Revisi Tahun 2024. BSKAP Kemendikbudristek. 4, 4–132.
	 Andrews, J. W., Murry, A., and Istvanffy, P. (2023). A holistic approach to on-reserve school transformation: pursuing pedagogy, leadership, cultural knowledge, and mental health as paths of change. Can. J. Sch. Psychol. 38, 64–85. doi: 10.1177/08295735221146354
	 Archibald, J. (2008). Indigenous story work: educating the heart, mind, body, and spirit. Vancouver, Canada: UBC Press.
	 Ariando, W. (2023). Stringing the islands: the Bajau in Wakatobi Islands (issue august). Palmerah Sydnicate. Available online at: http://cuir.car.chula.ac.th/handle/123456789/80777 (Accessed March 28, 2025).
	 Awaru, A. (2020). “Sosiologi Keluarga” in Media Sains Indonesia (Makassar, Indonesia and Bandung, Indonesia: Media Sains Indonesia).
	 Budi Lestari, A. Y., Kurniawan, F., and Bayu Ardi, R. (2020). Penyebeb Tingginya Angka Anak Putus Sekolah Jenjang Sekolah Dasar (SD). Jurnal Ilmiah Sekolah Dasar 4:299. doi: 10.23887/jisd.v4i2.24470
	 Gultekin, M., Cigerci, F. M., and Merc, A. (2013). Holistic education. J. Educ. Anf Future 3:1702. doi: 10.58830/ozgur.pub383.c1702 
	 Hansen, J. (2018). Cree elders’ perspectives on land-based education: a case study. Brock Educ. J. 28, 74–91. doi: 10.26522/brocked.v28i1.783
	 Hingangaroa Smith, G. (2000). Maori education: revolution and transformative action. Can. J. Nativ. Educ. 24, 57–72. doi: 10.14288/cjne.v24i1.195881
	 Ikhsan, A. M., and Syarif, E. (2020). Formal child education in the fisherman perspective of the Bajo tribe in Bajo Village. La Geografia 18, 269–288. doi: 10.35580/lageografia.v18i3.13606
	 Javaherpour, A. (2023). Miller, J. P. The holistic curriculum, vol. 95. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019–2021.
	 Keskitalo, P. (2022). Timelines and strategies in Sami education. Indigenising Educ. Citizenship, 33–52. doi: 10.18261/9788215053417-2022-03
	 Kovach, M. (2021). Indigenous methodologies; characteristics, conversations, and contexts. 2nd Edn. Toronto: University of Toronto Press.
	 Maemunah, M., Haniah, S., and Mukramin, S. (2021). Education marginalization of Bajo children based on local wisdom. Int. J. Educ. Res. Soc. Sci. 2, 585–591. doi: 10.51601/ijersc.v2i3.80
	 Moken Ancestral Knowledge Teaching. (2025). Moken Tourism Team. Available at: https://www.mokenislands.com/moken-ancestral-knowledge-teaching/
	 Morcom, L. A. (2017). Indigenous holistic education in philosophy and practice, with wampum as a case study. Foro de Educ. 15:121. doi: 10.14516/fde.572
	 Mungmachon, M. R. (2012). Knowledge and local wisdom: community treasure. Int. J. Humanit. Soc. Sci. 2, 174–181. Available at: https://www.ijhssnet.com/journal/index/1114
	 Mustamin, K., and Macpal, S. (2020). Ritual Dalam Siklus Hidup Masyarakat Bajo Di Torosiaje. Al-Qalam 26:203. doi: 10.31969/alq.v26i1.799
	 Nurhaliza, W. O. S. (2021). Studi Etnografi Komunikasi: Aktivitas Melaut Sebagi Sumber Kehidupan Masyarakat Suku Bajo Sampela. Jurnal Ilmu Komunikasi UHO: Jurnal Penelitian Kajian Ilmu Komunikasi Dan Informasi 6:548. doi: 10.52423/jikuho.v6i4.21246
	 Nurhaliza, W. O. S., and Suciati, T. N. (2019). Potret Sosial Budaya Masyarakat Suku Bajo Sampela di kabupaten Wakatobi. Jurnal Komunikasi Universitas Garut: Hasil Pemikiran Dan Penelitian 5, 341–356. doi: 10.10358/jk.v5i2.671
	 One, P., Two, P., and Three, P. (2020). Massey, Doreen. SAGE Research Methods Foundations. doi: 10.4135/9781526421036801351
	 Pritchard, L. A. (2022). Indigenous education holistic lifelong learning framework. Calgary, Canada: Calgary Board of Education.
	 Rustan Surya, B., and Nasution, M. A. (2018). Adaptasi dan Perubahan Sosial Kehidupan Suku Bajo (Studi Kasus Suku Bajo Kelurahan Bajoe Kecamatan Tanete Riattang Timur Kabupaten Bone). Urban Regional Stud. J. 1, 31–37. Available at: https://journal.unibos.ac.id/ursj/issue/view/1
	 Sharma, S. (2014). “In the meantime: temporality and culture politics” in Sustainability (Switzerland) (Durham, USA: Duke University Press), 11.
	 Smith, L. T. (2012). “Decolonizing methodologies research and indigenous peoples” in Decolonizing methodologies; research and indigenous peoples. 2nd ed (London, UK: Zed Books).
	 Sujatmoko, E. (2016). Hak Warga Negara Dalam Memperoleh Pendidikan. Jurnal Konstitusi 7:181. doi: 10.31078/jk718
	 Warren, E., and Quine, J. (2013). A holistic approach to supporting the learning of young indigenous students: one case study. Aust. J. Indigenous Educ. 42, 12–23. doi: 10.1017/jie.2013.9


Copyright
 © 2025 Nurhaliza, Sarwoprasodjo, Fatchiya and Suharjito. This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction in other forums is permitted, provided the original author(s) and the copyright owner(s) are credited and that the original publication in this journal is cited, in accordance with accepted academic practice. No use, distribution or reproduction is permitted which does not comply with these terms.










	
	DATA REPORT
published: 16 September 2025
doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1659301






[image: image2]

PTSD assessment in Ukrainian refugees using the PCL-5: linguistic and cultural challenges

Sandra Figueiredo1*† and Dimitri Hefter2,3†


1Department of Psychology, Universidade Autónoma de Lisboa, Lisbon, Portugal

2Department of Psychiatry and Psychotherapy, University of Münster, Münster, Germany

3Central Institute of Mental Health, Mannheim, Germany

Edited by
Anastassia Zabrodskaja, Tallinn University, Estonia

Reviewed by
Rita Urbanaviče, Institute of Biomedical Sciences, Lithuania
 Yaryna Andrushko, The Pennsylvania State University (PSU), United States

*Correspondence
 Sandra Figueiredo, sfigueiredo@autonoma.pt

†ORCID
 Sandra Figueiredo orcid.org/0000-0002-5152-4467
 Dimitri Hefter orcid.org/0000-0003-2861-7865

Received 03 July 2025
 Accepted 20 August 2025
 Published 16 September 2025

Citation
 Figueiredo S and Hefter D (2025) PTSD assessment in Ukrainian refugees using the PCL-5: linguistic and cultural challenges. Front. Psychol. 16:1659301. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2025.1659301



Keywords
PCL-5, PTSD, Ukrainian refugees, biased back-translation, refugees, psychometrics, bilingualism, semantic similarity metrics


1 Introduction

In the aftermath of the full-scale invasion of Ukraine by Russia, multiple language-adapted versions of psychometric instruments have emerged to assess the mental health of near 6 million Ukrainians who sought refuge in European host countries, revealing concerning indicators of poor mental health and challenges related to inclusion behaviors [Sajjad, 2022; UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 2022]. Since 2022, there have been several surveys of Ukrainian refugees. However, these studies often lack control over the psychometric properties of the adapted versions used to assess trauma and related symptomatology (Xu et al., 2023).

Recent studies focused on the mental health and wellbeing of refugees from Ukraine, specifically civilians, but the information gathered on trauma and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) remains sparse (Buchcik et al., 2023; Costanza et al., 2022). Mental health indicators suggest a fragile wellbeing environment for these refugees in host countries, which is likely to worsen over time without proper PTSD evaluation (Buchcik et al., 2023; Costanza et al., 2022; Figueiredo et al., 2024; Figueiredo and Petravičiute, 2025; Lotzin et al., 2023). Native language-adapted and cultural-sensitive psychological assessment is crucial for efficient diagnosis and treatment of PTSD symptoms. A well-established instrument for PTSD assessment the PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5; Weathers et al., 2013a), a 20-item self-report of PTSD symptoms according to DMS-5 criteria (American Psychiatry Association, 2013). Several translations in Ukrainian and Russian have been employed amongst Ukrainian refugees. However, the accuracy and validity of these translations remains unclear.

In this study, we address significant gaps in documentation and validation of translated versions of PCL-5. We examined the translation accuracy of its three adaptations in two languages: a Ukrainian (further referred to as UV1; Bezsheiko, 2016) and a Russian (RV; Los Angeles County, Department of Mental Health, 2019) version conducted clinically among Ukrainian refugees in Germany; and another Ukrainian adaptation (UV2; Figueiredo et al., 2024), used in a research setting with Ukrainian refugees in Portugal. We employed both a qualitative and a quantitative approach using bilingual expert ratings as well as novel in this field automated linguistic similarity metrics adapted from machine translations. From these analyses, we derived recommendations for clinical practitioners and researchers.



2 The PTSD checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5)


2.1 Psychometric properties of the PCL-5

The PCL-5 has been widely used since its original English version was released in 2013 by Weathers et al. (2013a), with several adaptations following in other languages for both research and clinical purposes. It is based on the diagnostic principles of PTSD in the DSM-5. It consists of 20 items divided into four clusters (B–E) according to the DSM-5 criteria of PTSD: B (items 1–5)—persistent re-experience of the traumatic event; C (items 6–7)—avoidance of trauma-related stimuli; D (items 8–14)—negative changes in cognition and feelings after the trauma; and E (items 15–20)—trauma-related arousal and hyperreactivity. Each item is scored from 0 to 4 based on the participant's response, with the options ranging from “not at all” to “a little bit,” “moderately,” “quite a bit,” and “extremely.” The total possible score ranges from 0 to 80 (Weathers et al., 2013a).

PCL-5 is self-administered and can be finished in well under 20 min, thus being quite resource saving, which is particularly important in acute crises when time and personnel are limited. It has proven to be a reliable instrument with a high internal consistency (α = 0.94; Blevins et al., 2015). Recommended cut-offs range from 30 to 34 (Weathers et al., 2013a; Blevins et al., 2015). However, cut-offs as well as sensitivity and specificity vary strongly depending on the investigated population. Geier et al. (2018) report an astonishingly high sensitivity of 91% and a specificity of 97% for a cut-off of 34 in a US sample of patients following non-intentional traumatic injury. In an Arabic/Kurdish adaptation of PCL-5 employed amongst displaced persons in Kurdistan, a very low cut-off of 23 yielded a sensitivity of 82% and a specificity of 70% (Ibrahim et al., 2018). Boyd et al. (2021) discuss in their study on Canadian psychiatric outpatients two different cut-offs: 33, resulting in a highly sensitive (94%) but unspecific (49%) test; and a cut-off of 45 for optimal ROC with a sensitivity of 82% and specificity of 69%. Thus, PCL-5 compares very well in terms of validity and psychometric properties to other self-administered instruments such as the Primary Care PTSD Screen for DSM-5 (PC-PTSD-5; sensitivity 0.9, specificity 0.8 vs. CAPS-5 in a veteran-sample; Bovin et al., 2021) and clinician-administered instruments such as the PTSD Symptom Scale Interview for DSM-5 (PSSI-5; sensitivity 0.82, specificity 0.71 vs. CAPS-5; Foa et al., 2016). More diagnostic instruments for PSTD diagnosis exist outside of the DSM-5 system. The International Trauma Questionnaire (ITQ, Cloitre et al., 2018) is a self-administered questionnaire for PTSD and complex PTSD according to ICD-11 criteria. Its internal consistently is with α = 0.88 slightly lower than that of PCL-5, but still good. A validated Russian version exists (Padun et al., 2022), but to our knowledge no validated Ukrainian versions, although a DeepL-translated version curated by a bilingual academic is available (OxCADAT Resources). An elder, cross-culturally validated instrument with very high internal validity is the Harvard Trauma Questionnaire (HTQ; Mollica et al., 1992). However, it is outdated being based on DSM-IV and—to the best of our knowledge—lacks a validated Ukrainian adaptation.

Application of PCL-5 should be preceded by the assessment of the trauma A-criterion of PTSD according to DSM-5. The Life Events Checklist for DSM-5 (LEC-5; Weathers et al., 2013b), a 17-item self-report scale to evaluate individuals' prior life events, fulfills this purpose very well. However, its application remains relatively uncommon, which accounts for the limited availability of validated versions of the LEC-5 in languages other than English and a few others.



2.2 Limitations of PCL-5

Despite its proven usefulness, several caveats of PCL-5 need to be acknowledged. As stated above, cut-offs and psychometric properties of the PCL-5 are highly heterogeneous depending on the underlying population. Thus, results must be interpreted with cautious consideration of the sociodemographics and disease burden of the investigated sample. Secondly, PTBS A-criterion must be fulfilled based on a separate diagnostic instrument or clinical exploration. Disregarding this step will lead to increased false-positive rates through the risk of assessing the general severity of the psychological burden, possibly unrelated to a PTSD diagnosis. Thirdly, most of PCL-5 items assess symptoms such as disturbances in sleep, intrusive thoughts, negative changes in cognition and emotional state, vegetative symptoms and hyperarousal, which can also occur in depression and anxiety disorders. Our preliminary unpublished work indicates a very strong correlation between PCL-5 scores and scores in Beck's Depression Inventory (BDI-II) and Beck's Anxiety Inventory (BAI) emphasizing the strong symptomatic overlap. This inevitably leads to reduced specificity of PCL-5 in clinical populations with a high burden of psychiatric disease, as reported by Boyd et al. (2021), which may result in high false positive PTSD diagnoses.

Fourthly, it is not stated in the PCL-5 that the questions refer to a specific traumatic event. When answering the questions, the subject might refer to one or several unrelated life events which often do not fulfill the DSM-5 trauma criterion (all items 1–8) or to their general state which is not related to a specific stressful event (all items 9–20). Thus, one cannot avoid a thorough clinical exploration after the testing in which the clinician must find out which life events the subject refers to and what their answers actually mean. Fifthly, as in every self-administered Likert-type-scale, the individual scores are highly subjective and are strongly affected by the subject's tendencies to aggravation, dissimulation, cognitive distortions, motivation and (mis-)understanding of the items, possible leading to highly variable scores in individuals with an objectively similar syndrome.

Taken together, the PCL-5 is a very useful screening tool for PTSD and is advisable to be included in the diagnostic process, but the PTSD diagnosis should not solely rely on its result. A thorough assessment of the psychopathological findings, clinical exploration of the symptoms, the context, the individual medical (and trauma event) history, the linguistic and social background and needs to be performed; differential diagnoses must be considered.




3 PCL-5 adaptations for Ukrainian refugees


3.1 General challenges of translation of psychometric instruments

The adaptation of psychological assessment instruments, particularly in cross-cultural studies, typically involves a systematic forward-translation and back-translation process as a standard procedure for clinical and research tools (Forkus et al., 2023; Gadeberg et al., 2017; Thompson et al., 2024). Following the translation phase, the validation process is conducted in three stages: a pilot study to evaluate the instrument's linguistic properties, a main study involving administration to the target population, and test-retest reliability assessments. However, the reliability of such instruments can be compromised if the translation process is not rigorously overseen. Specifically, the lack of oversight by expert committees specialized may lead to deviations in translation quality, thereby affecting the validity and reliability of the instrument (Klotz et al., 2023; Leitgöb et al., 2023). A major issue of translations lies the lack of cross-cultural awareness and knowledge of the psychological assessment process.



3.2 Lack of documentation and validation of PCL-5 translations

After its development, the PCL-5 has been validated in several languages including Portuguese, French, Spanish and Arabic as well as in different populations including healthy controls, war veterans, PTSD patients and refugees (Carvalho et al., 2020; Haghish et al., 2024; Ibrahim et al., 2018; Rivest-Beauregard et al., 2022). To our knowledge, there are no other versions with psychometric validation.

We identified several Ukrainian versions of the PCL-5 used internationally. In the previous study of the first author on Ukrainian refugees in Portugal (Figueiredo et al., 2024), the Ukrainian PCL-5 version was adopted from a version provided by the Oxford Health NHS Foundation Trust, based on (Weathers et al., 2013a). While this version has limited references available, it was deemed more reliable in terms of translation and validity, as partially corroborated by Bezsheiko (2016). However, Bezsheiko also notes that the website providing access to the Ukrainian version of the PCL-5 is no longer available. Adding to this inconsistency, studies employing Ukrainian adaptations of the English original (Weathers et al., 2013a) rarely acknowledge source-related limitations, further complicating the assessment of their reliability.

This highlights a significant gap in the documentation regarding the adaptations made by researchers and clinicians to the PCL-5 instrument (Kovács et al., 2023; Lushchak et al., 2024; Zasiekina et al., 2023). Addressing this gap, the present study aims to compare two Ukrainian adaptations and one Russian of the PCL-5 to assess PTSD among Ukrainian refugees in two different hosting countries: the Ukrainian version developed by Bezsheiko (2016), clinically applied to Ukrainian refugees in Germany, and the Ukrainian version by Figueiredo et al. (2024) administered in research context with Ukrainian refugees in Portugal. Additionally, the study will also examine the Russian version of the instrument available online (Los Angeles County, Department of Mental Health, 2019) considering the second author utilized both Ukrainian and Russian versions to accommodate for potential language preferences of Ukrainian refugees in Germany.



3.3 Linguistic and cultural diversity of the Ukrainian refugee population

Based on our experience in the validation of psychometric instruments, it is important to emphasize the linguistic variability inherent to the Ukrainian language, which parallels the linguistic variants observed in languages like Portuguese and French (Behr and Shishido, 2016; Borsa et al., 2012. Conversely, when authors of adapted versions assume that a specific language translation and adaptation is suitable for all speakers of that language, this assumption is critically flawed because populations vary based on the regions in which they live, despite sharing a common language (Ashbaugh et al., 2016; Bundgaard and Brøgger, 2019; Hoffman et al., 2022). Professionals working in institutional care settings, particularly those involved in early-stage refugee screening, often lack awareness of this linguistic complexity, which can affect the accuracy and cultural appropriateness of the assessments they conduct (Boettcher et al., 2021; Brücker et al., 2023; Wylie et al., 2018). It is imperative to consider the distinct Ukrainian sociocultural and linguistic context, as variations in language and dialectal differences may substantially impact comprehension and the accuracy of responses to standardized measures (Rizzi et al., 2022; Shibuya et al., 2024).

The phenomenon of code-switching, commonly observed among Ukrainian refugees, warrants particular attention, as it reflects broader linguistic adaptations that may have implications for other bilingual or multilingual populations undergoing similar displacement experiences (Bundgaard and Brøgger, 2019; Urbanaviče et al., 2024; Wylie et al., 2018). Code-switching should be analyzed in the context of insights derived from Ukrainian history, as well as the linguistic and cultural variations between the eastern and western regions of the country. Furthermore, the issue of item differential functioning is often overlooked by researchers and scholars utilizing screening instruments for migrant populations, despite some exceptions (Bockhop et al., 2022; Orlando and Marshall, 2002).

Ukraine is a country with 48 million people and spanning over 1,300 km from east to west and nearly 900 km from north to south with Ukrainian being its official constitutional language. Seventy eight percentage of the population are ethnical Ukrainians, 17% are Russians according to the 2001 Ukraine Census (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine, 2003). Ukraine's language landscape is highly diverse across regions and underwent significant changes over time. In 1989, 64% of the population spoke Ukrainian, 33% Russian as their native language, 3% were bilingual in the 1989 USSR Census (Goskomstat SSSR, 1991). The role of Yiddish severely declined from 14% in the early soviet to 4% in the late soviet era due to decreasing Jewish population (Grenoble, 2003). Following the fall of the USSR and Ukraine's independence, Russian native speakers slightly decreased to 30% (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine, 2003). Full-scale invasion by Russia in 2022 induced a major shift in the language preference of Ukrainians. The preference for Russian as the first language dropped to 13% in a nationally representative survey with ~2,000 respondents in 2024. Interestingly, the Ukrainian speaking population stayed at 63%, while the amount of respondents who considered themselves bilingual increased to 24% (Kulyk, 2024).

Historically, the eastern regions have been under strong influence of the Russian language and culture, the western regions have been influenced by Poland, Moldova and Romania, the northern regions by Poland and Belarus, and the south was affected by Turks and Tatars (Cheskin and Kachuyevski, 2019). Thus, Russian language is especially prevalent (50% or more) in the eastern and regions of Ukraine such as Luhansk, Donetsk, Kharkiv, Kherson and Crimea, while the vast majority of the population in the west-Ukrainian regions such as Lviv, Vinnytsia and Khmelnytskyi prefer Ukrainian (State Statistics Committee of Ukraine, 2003; Kudriavtseva, 2021). In the central regions of Ukraine such as Cherkasy, many people speak so-called Surzhyk, a Russo-Ukrainian pidgin (Bilaniuk, 2004; Hentschel and Palinska, 2022). Furthermory, there are differences in the Ukrainian language, divided into northern, south-eastern and south-western dialects (Medynska et al., 2023). The first two groups can be located within Ukrainian-Belorussian and Ukrainian-Russian continua, the third group comprises of Volhynian–Podolian, Galician, Bukovynian and Transcarpathian dialects with Polish, Slovak, Hungarian and Romanian influences.

In summary, firstly, an east-west special gradient, and secondly, a temporal gradient from Russian to Ukrainian is apparent. Several Ukrainian dialects add to the complexity (Figueiredo and Silva, 2013; Figueiredo, 2019). Also the investigator needs to keep in mind that language always (Figueiredo and Silva, 2013; Figueiredo, 2019)—and even more so after 2022—has been a highly politicized matter in Ukraine, with Ukrainian being associated with expression of ethnic identity, national independence and a sense of cultural belonging (Palinska, 2023). Since Ukrainian currently undergoes rapid changes, with quickly developing military-related loanwords and neologisms (Del Gaudio, 2024), regular linguistic evaluations of any psychometric instrument will be required.




4 Theoretical framework and cross-cultural context: bipolar values

All these factors related to the previous linguistic background of refugees and asylum seekers must be carefully considered when evaluating the translation of a psychometric instrument. While it may not be feasible to develop a fully validated version for every dialect and cultural subgroup, it is crucial to acknowledge that individuals' understanding of specific items can vary depending on their cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Such variations may influence the outcomes and compromise the validity of the instrument. At a minimum, providing versions in both Ukrainian and Russian is essential for Ukrainian participants. A bilingual approach is critical to ensuring the psychometric validity of instruments, particularly when assessing trauma specificities and PTSD among Ukrainian refugees and asylum seekers.

Therefore, it is crucial to implement adjustments in the validation process with respect to word and semantic specifications, as well as syntax and phonology. Similar challenges arise with other instruments and languages, where variations in scoring across different populations introduce biases in reliability and inter-item total correlations (Poon et al., 2021). Specifically, for the group of Ukrainian refugees residing in or transitioning through various European countries, linguistic variations and pronounced semantic differentials are evident (Urbanaviče et al., 2024; Wylie et al., 2018). Regarding the semantic differential approach in psychology, it is essential to refer to the theoretical frameworks of “Control Affect Theory” or Osgood's “Atlas League” to better understand the semantic shifts in a cross-cultural context (Osgood, 1969; Robinson et al., 2006).

Affect is the central concept of this theory and varies according to word usage. According to Osgood's theory, the meaning associated with a word encompasses multiple affective traits that collectively contribute to its overall meaning (Hood et al., 2021; Osgood, 1969). These traits can be measured along three bipolar dimensions: evaluation, potency, and activity (Osgood, 1980, 2019). Affect encompasses emotional and sentimental features intrinsically linked to language. Consequently, Osgood's work is critical in this context, highlighting that conceptual understanding is not universal, which complicates word selection in psychometric tools. Furthermore, the translation and back-translation processes are influenced by the translators' and multidisciplinary research team's interpretations, shaped by their own languages and emotional frameworks (Dametto et al., 2023; Robinson et al., 2020).

Semantic differentials are founded on the principle that each meaning exists along a spectrum that must be examined and defined for a specific purpose. This purpose determines the appropriate understanding of what is intended to be conveyed within a particular community (Osgood, 2019). In the context of research and clinical assessment, constructs such as trauma and stress require precise definition across items and scales (Nielsen et al., 2023). We argue that identifying and measuring trauma necessitates evaluating dissociation in individuals, particularly regarding cognition, mood, and specific social interaction behaviors. However, this dissociation can be compromised during assessment if the instrument's items themselves are inconsistent or fragmented.

In psychometrics, semantics involves achieving linguistic consensus. Specifically, when addressing instruments like the PCL-5 and other trauma screening tools, the “bipolar value” of items (Osgood, 1969; Robinson et al., 2020) must be carefully considered. It is critical to ask: Do all the terms related to trauma within these scales maintain stability and consensus across the dimensions of “evaluation,” “potency,” and “activity,” as outlined in affect control theory? In Osgood's theory, evaluation refers to the degree to which an individual perceives a specific concept as positive or negative, as induced by words or keywords in speech. In the context of the PCL-5 items, we can estimate variations in the affective responses associated with the primary keywords that are tied to the experiences being assessed. These keywords often carry a strong negative affective value due to their connection with trauma-related stressors, such as those associated with war and pre-migration histories.

Potency pertains to the strength or impact of specific concepts as perceived by individuals, which is shaped by their cultural background and personal experiences. When responding to the PCL-5, participants may activate memories of recent experiences that resonate with high-potency words and expressions, particularly those related to themes of loss, grief, and traumatic events that currently hold significant relevance in their lives.

Activity, in Osgood's framework, relates to the frequency and intensity with which specific words or concepts are encountered and understood by individuals within their societal context. Responding to a scale like the PCL-5 involves interpreting items and their associated words or phrases, which vary in activity levels among participants depending on their exposure to traumatic events. These activity levels provide insights into the severity of stress responses and the progression toward PTSD.

Thus, the selection and presentation of words within the items of the PCL-5 are crucial. During the back-translation process, careful attention must be paid to ensure that the wording remains unbiased and that the original meaning of each item is preserved. Effective translation requires precise meaning transference, with curated choices of language and terminology to avoid any loss of the intended significance of the items. This ensures that the screening process remains reliable and culturally sensitive while accurately capturing the nuances of trauma-related experiences.

In this context, researchers, translators, and clinical practitioners involved in the adaptation or application of Ukrainian questionnaires to assess trauma should recognize the need for a standard that is currently unmet. Within the cross-cultural framework, the goal of translation is to preserve and convey the original meaning of each item cluster, ensuring that the scale remains reliable and replicable for repeated administration among speakers of a specific language (Poon et al., 2021; Ziegler and Bensch, 2013). However, cross-cultural comparisons are not feasible if the invariance of adapted instruments is not verified and reported by their authors.

In sum, by providing invariance data, including correlation coefficients, newly adapted versions of these instruments become valuable resources for both researchers and clinical practitioners (Forkus et al., 2023; Ziegler and Bensch, 2013). Moreover, comprehensive efforts in translation analysis are necessary to establish a standardized lexicon tailored to specific populations, particularly those with linguistic variations. This is especially relevant in the case of Ukrainian, where the language interacts with its regional dialects as well as Russian, necessitating careful consideration of linguistic nuances during translation and adaptation processes. Regarding setting, the research and clinical contexts use the same instruments for the trauma assessment but with some divergencies that we need to point out (Nielsen et al., 2023).



5 Semantic differential in trauma assessment: three PCL-5 versions in two languages across two populations of Ukrainian refugees

In line with the objective of the present study, we examined dissimilarities in differential semantic of two Ukrainian and one Russian versions of PCL-5 administered in two samples of Ukrainian refugees, in Germany and in Portugal, as compared to the original English version (Weathers et al., 2013a). Understanding the differences among the translated versions of the PCL-5 is crucial for evaluating how these variations may influence trauma assessments in Ukrainian refugees. To address this, we developed a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods as described below.

The qualitative method is grounded in content analysis, with a focus on conceptual equivalence and semantic differences within a cross-cultural framework. Specifically, this approach examines versions of the same instrument translated into the Ukrainian and Russian languages. For the language and psychological assessment verification, authors involved are fluent in languages of these versions. An inductive and reflexive thematic analysis was employed, in line with the guidelines proposed by Braun and Clarke (2021).

The quantitative method comprises a combination of expert rating of similarity between the back-translated PCL-5 versions to the English original with automated semantic similarity scores adapted from the machine translation field. To our knowledge, these techniques have never been employed in the fields of psychology and linguistic validation of translations of psychological instruments.

The German sample consists of data from 83 Ukrainian refugees (61 females, 22 males, age 39.5 ± 14.9 years (SD), 52.2% with had a higher education degree) who sought treatment in a large University outpatient clinic. Although the population comprised of residents from whole Ukraine, the majority of participants arrived from Kyiv, Kharkiv, Donetsk, Odessa, Dnipro, Kherson and Zaporizhzhia regions. All participants sought refuge in Germany following Russia's full-scale invasion 02/2022. This population had a high burden of psychiatric disease and symptoms, with 44.4% reporting a history of psychiatric illness, 42.8% fulfilling the DSM-5 A-criterion for trauma and a PTSD prevalence of 19.6%. They all underwent PCL-5 [52 in Russian (Russian version, RV, Los Angeles County, Department of Mental Health, 2019) and 31 in Ukrainian (UV1, Bezsheiko, 2016)] as part of their basic psychiatric assessment between 03/2022 and 12/2024. Before assessment, patients were asked for their language preference for this assessment.

In Portugal, 77 adult Ukrainian refugees (35 females, 42 males, age 44 ± 16.2 years, 79% with a higher education degree) participated in structured interviews using a Ukrainian version (Figueiredo et al., 2024) of the PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5; Weathers et al., 2013a). The individuals were originally from various Ukrainian cities, predominantly Mariupol, Kharkiv, and Kyiv. All participants arrived in Portugal with equal refugee status, after the onset of the Russian-Ukrainian conflict in February 2022 and were temporarily housed through a community reception program in the Lisbon metropolitan area. They are still residents in Portugal. Linguistically, all respondents were proficient in Ukrainian. Additionally, 48% reported fluency in Russian and 35% in English. Since the Ukrainian version of the PCL-5 used in the study had not previously undergone validation, no license was necessary. However, the instrument underwent review by a bilingual assistant fluent in both Ukrainian and Portuguese to ensure consistency with the original English version (Weathers et al., 2013b). The validation process was completed during earlier research (Figueiredo et al., 2024).

All responses were manually transcribed and coded by both researchers. This process was supported by prior guidance and input from the session team present during data collection. The coding and corresponding responses were subsequently reviewed collaboratively by the author team, and consensus was achieved. The qualitative data underwent reflexive thematic analysis following the six-phase process outlined by Braun and Clarke (2021), consisting of: (1) familiarization with the data, (2) generation of initial codes, (3) search for themes, (4) review of themes, (5) definition and naming of themes, and (6) final report production.



6 Qualitative semantic comparison of the three translations of PCL-5 to its English original


6.1 Methodology of the qualitative comparison

Initially, a back-translation of the two Ukrainian and the Russian versions of the PCL-5 into English was conducted using the DeepL translation program (DeepL SE, 2025). Subsequently, corrections were made by a native Ukrainian bilingual fluent in both Ukrainian and Russian, who ensured precise word-for-word accuracy. A bilingual psychologist proficient in Ukrainian and Russian refined these corrections. Please refer to in the Supplementary Table 1 for item-wise back-translation and the original version.

The analysis focused on word choices, semantic nuances, and inconsistencies identified across the translations as compared to the original English original. The emphasis was placed on preserving the original meaning inherent in the construct being assessed, ensuring that the translated items align with the conceptual framework of the PCL-5.



6.2 Examples of discrepancies

Supplementary Table 1 provides a detailed summary analysis of each PCL-5 item across the three translated versions, and with comparisons to the original version developed by Weathers et al. (2013a). At first glance, different terminology for the traumatic event becomes very expressive. In the original version (OV), as well as in the first Ukrainian version (UV1), it is referred to as “stressful experience”. In the second Ukrainian version (UV2) it is referred to it as a “stressful event/situation”, while in the Russian version (RV) it is named as “experienced stress”. These translations result in subtle semantic differences. A stressful experience, and even more so a stressful event/situation, implies one concrete, specific event, while “experienced stress” can be understood as a less acute and rather prolonged process, such as chronic life stress over several months and years. This can lead to profound misinterpretations of all items referring to this stress.

Differences in sentence structure also catch the eye. In the OV, all items are phrased as questions, omitting the verb like “are you” or “do you have”. The translated versions are less consistent in their structure. UV1 follows the original but items 16 and 17 step out of line. In the UV2 the items are not phrased as questions except 19 and 20. A part of the items is phrased addressing the 2nd person (“you”). In the RV, items are phrased as questions, but again, a part is phrased addressing the 2nd person. These structural inconsistencies within the scale can deteriorate its readability and understanding.

There are different translations for words like “upset” and “distressed”, or “anxiety”, “fear” and “horror” or “alertness” and “vigilance” or “detached”, “distant” and “separated” which are similar but have individual subtle semantic differences. In item 3 in the UV1 the explanatory sentence within the brackets is omitted, which may negatively impact the understanding of this item. In item 7 of the UV1, “conversations”, “actions” and “situations” are omitted in the description within the brackets. In item 9, the OV states “the world is completely dangerous”, which also occurs word by word in UV2. Item 9 in the RV includes “the world is very dangerous”, while the UV1 contains the statement “the world is a dangerous place”. These are semantically quite different statements and comprise gradations from “complete” to “very” to a simple “dangerous”, which will likely result in different scores for this item. In item 12, the RV translated “activities” as a “job” which obviously has a different meaning and may result in completely different scores. The translations of item 18 differ a lot between the versions. While it says “feeling jumpy or easily startled” in the OV, the translations range from “feelings of constant tension” to “anxiety or fearfulness” to “nervousness or anxiety”. These are different emotions, which are once again highly likely to result in different scores.



6.3 Summary of major discrepancies

Our comparison, with no precedents in this field, revealed that none of the 20 PCL-5 items across the three versions aligned entirely with the English original, compromising the integrity of the construct being assessed. Furthermore, the nuances of emotional expression were not consistently captured, showing lexical and semantic differences inherent to the translations. These discrepancies may undermine the reliability of emotional assessment, potentially affecting the individuals' ability to accurately convey their experiences (Shih, 2024; Zaid et al., 2021). Table 1 illustrates a summary of observed discrepancies in a color-dot scheme.

TABLE 1  Qualitative semantic discrepancy analysis of the three PCL-5 versions as compared to the English (expert rating).


	Item
	UV1
	UV2
	RV
	Discrepancy summary





	1
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	“Stress” used instead of “stressful experience”; but close to original

 
	2
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	“Stress” used instead of “stressful experience”; but close to original

 
	3
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	Loss of “reliving” nuance; phrasing issues, in UA1 > UA2 and RU

 
	4
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	Tone/valence shift; vague “stress” in RU; UA2 and RU close to original

 
	5
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	Minor variation in verbs; UA1 and UA2 closer to original than RU

 
	6
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	Minor stylistic differences; close to original

 
	7
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	Significant variation in examples/list in UA1

 
	8
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	UA2 phrased as a statement; altered wording in RU

 
	9
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	Slight wording alterations in all versions

 
	10
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	Slight wording alterations in UA1

 
	11
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	Minor variation in emotional terminology

 
	12
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	UA1/RU narrow to “job” or unspecified “activity(s)”; UA2 close to original

 
	13
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	Tone variation: “remoteness” and “detachment” vs. “cut off”; in RU significant structural and semantic difference

 
	14
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	Slight differences in emotion expression

 
	15
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	Fully aligned

 
	16
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	RU close to original, while minor to significantly altered description of risky behavior in UA2 and UA1

 
	17
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	Different wording for “superalert” in each translation, major semantic differences to OV

 
	18
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	Different wording for “tension” in each translation, major semantic differences to OV

 
	19
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	UA1 phrased as question; otherwise close matching

 
	20
	[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.]
	[image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.]
	[image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.]
	UA1 omits “staying asleep”; RU closest






[image: Blue circle icon with a darker blue ring along the edge and a lighter blue center, possibly used as a button, indicator, or simple graphic element.] = Score 1, significant semantic or structural discrepancy; [image: Green circle icon with a white check mark in the center, often used to indicate confirmation, success, or completion of a task.] = Score 2, minor differences; [image: Red circle with a solid border and a lighter red center, commonly used as an icon or indicator, shown against a plain white background.] = Score 3, closely matches the English original.




The 20 items of the PCL-5 are designed to assess symptoms such as anxiety, intrusive memories, and abnormal daily behaviors. However, the observed linguistic and semantic variances particularly affect the wording associated with specific emotions, including the expression of emotional responses tied to the memory of traumatic experiences.

In sum, relatively high semantic incongruence regarding conceptual meaning was observed across all versions as compared to the original English original, posing a risk to the validity of the assessment and underscoring the necessity for meticulous translation and cultural adaptation processes.




7 Quantitative validation of the translations using machine metrics of semantic similarity and expert ratings


7.1 Automated similarity metrics for back-translation validation

We adapted four established text similarity metrics from machine translation evaluation to assess the degree of correspondence between original and back-translated psychometric items. Each metric addresses a different aspect of textual overlap:

	• Levenshtein similarity—measures the minimum number of single-character edits (insertions, deletions, substitutions) required to transform one string into another (Levenshtein, 1966). We applied normalized similarity (1—distance/max length) after lowercasing, punctuation removal, spelling harmonization, and stemming (Porter, 1980). This is sensitive to literal changes and flags potentially meaningful wording differences in short, fixed-format items such as PCL-5.
	• Damerau–Levenshtein similarity—extends Levenshtein by counting adjacent character transpositions as a single operation (Damerau, 1964), reducing penalty for common typographical errors. This provides a slightly more tolerant measure of literal similarity.
	• Soft Cosine Similarity—unlike standard cosine similarity, which assumes words are orthogonal, Soft Cosine accounts for similarity between terms based on distributional semantics (Sidorov et al., 2014). We computed this using a Word2Vec model trained on the study corpus, enabling recognition of semantically related lexical choices (e.g., fear vs. terror) that may be equivalent in meaning but different in form.
	• METEOR score—originally developed for MT evaluation (Banerjee and Lavie, 2005), METEOR combines exact and stem matches with precision–recall weighting and a fragmentation penalty to reward semantically correct but lexically varied translations. We adapted METEOR without synonym lists due to resource constraints, retaining exact/stem match, precision–recall weighting (α = 0.9), and fragmentation penalty (γ = 0.5).

Calculations were performed in customized Python scripts written with assistance of ChatGPT (OpenAI, 2025) using NumPy (Harris et al., 2020), Matplotlib (Hunter, 2007), Natural Language Toolkit (Loper and Bird, 2002), pandas (McKinney, 2010) and scikit-learn (Pedregosa et al., 2011) libraries.

For all metrics, scores range from zero (no similarity) to one (identical). In our context, ≥0.95 indicates near-identical form, 0.85–0.94 high similarity with minor wording differences, 0.70–0.84 moderate similarity potentially affecting nuance, and < 0.70 low similarity warranting careful review for conceptual equivalence.

Statistical analysis was performed in Python. Similarity metrics and expert scores across the three back-translated versions were analyzed using one-factor ANOVA. Spearman's rank correlation was used for analysis of correlation between similarity metrics and expert scores. All values are presented as mean ± standard error of the mean if not stated otherwise.



7.2 Expert evaluation

Two experts scored similarity of each back-translated item to its original on a scale from one to three; with a score of one being the low similarity indicating significant semantic or structural discrepancy; two indicating medium similarity with some differences but closely matching the English original; and a score of three indicating high similarity with minor or no differences.



7.3 Results of the quantitative validation

Please refer to Table 2 for item-wise expert ratings and automated similarity metrics. In the expert rating, translated versions scored between 2.05 ± 0.18 (UV1) to 2.35 ± 0.17 (RV) and 2.40 ± 0.15 (UV2), indicating mediocre similarity with possible semantic or structural discrepancies to the original. Albeit ANOVA revealed no statistical difference in the expert ratings between these translations [F(2, 57) = 1.27, p = 0.29], low scores in domain E of PCL-5 strike the eye especially in UV1 (1.67) and UV2 (2.00), while the highest scores prevail in domain B, ranging from 2.40 in UV1 to 2.80 to UV2 and in domain C (a score of 3.00 in both, OV2 and RV).

TABLE 2  Quantitative semantic discrepancy analysis of the three PCL-5 versions as compared to the English original using four linguistic similarity metrics and expert ratings.


	Domain
	Item
	Damerau–Levenshtein
	Levenshtein
	METEOR
	Soft Cosine
	Expert rating





	
	
	UV1
	UV2
	RV
	UV1
	UV2
	RV
	UV1
	UV2
	RV
	UV1
	UV2
	RV
	UV1
	UV2
	RV

 
	B
	1
	0.77
	0.77
	0.89
	0.71
	0.76
	0.85
	0.74
	0.62
	0.75
	0.82
	0.90
	0.85
	3
	3
	3



	
	2
	0.75
	0.71
	0.76
	0.78
	0.70
	0.75
	0.49
	0.49
	0.67
	0.61
	0.84
	0.56
	3
	3
	3



	
	3
	0.51
	0.49
	0.44
	0.49
	0.51
	0.47
	0.73
	0.78
	0.70
	0.83
	0.81
	0.78
	1
	2
	2



	
	4
	0.72
	0.41
	0.92
	0.66
	0.42
	0.91
	0.89
	0.59
	0.46
	0.75
	0.76
	0.97
	2
	3
	3



	
	5
	0.78
	0.61
	0.77
	0.73
	0.56
	0.72
	0.69
	0.75
	0.54
	0.87
	0.82
	0.88
	3
	3
	2

 
	Mean (B)
	
	0.71
	0.60
	0.75
	0.67
	0.59
	0.74
	0.71
	0.65
	0.62
	0.78
	0.82
	0.81
	2.40
	2.80
	2.60

 
	C
	6
	0.69
	0.81
	0.80
	0.67
	0.80
	0.81
	0.64
	0.55
	0.82
	0.83
	0.95
	0.88
	3
	3
	3



	
	7
	0.28
	0.34
	0.28
	0.27
	0.36
	0.31
	0.60
	0.46
	0.56
	0.76
	0.85
	0.83
	1
	3
	3

 
	Mean (C)
	
	0.48
	0.58
	0.54
	0.47
	0.58
	0.56
	0.62
	0.51
	0.69
	0.80
	0.90
	0.85
	2.00
	3.00
	3.00

 
	D
	8
	0.71
	0.44
	0.90
	0.64
	0.47
	0.92
	0.75
	0.68
	0.31
	0.71
	0.57
	0.91
	3
	2
	2



	
	9
	0.80
	0.64
	0.75
	0.73
	0.62
	0.69
	0.76
	0.85
	0.63
	0.94
	0.88
	0.89
	2
	2
	2



	
	10
	0.61
	0.70
	0.66
	0.56
	0.70
	0.65
	0.62
	0.66
	0.78
	0.86
	0.91
	0.88
	2
	3
	3



	
	11
	0.74
	0.63
	0.67
	0.71
	0.63
	0.66
	0.68
	0.68
	0.67
	0.85
	0.78
	0.81
	2
	2
	2



	
	12
	0.64
	0.56
	0.64
	0.61
	0.52
	0.63
	0.64
	0.56
	0.46
	0.67
	0.52
	0.75
	2
	3
	2



	
	13
	0.80
	0.59
	0.65
	0.84
	0.51
	0.62
	0.44
	0.75
	0.38
	0.92
	0.70
	0.69
	2
	2
	1



	
	14
	0.63
	0.61
	0.51
	0.64
	0.63
	0.45
	0.46
	0.54
	0.61
	0.79
	0.76
	0.60
	2
	2
	2

 
	Mean(D)
	
	0.70
	0.60
	0.68
	0.68
	0.58
	0.66
	0.62
	0.67
	0.55
	0.82
	0.73
	0.79
	2.14
	2.29
	2.00

 
	E
	15
	0.93
	0.77
	0.36
	0.93
	0.78
	0.45
	0.25
	0.82
	0.97
	0.95
	0.93
	0.85
	3
	3
	3



	
	16
	0.39
	0.56
	0.56
	0.35
	0.57
	0.57
	0.47
	0.18
	0.47
	0.49
	0.73
	0.74
	1
	2
	3



	
	17
	0.41
	0.27
	0.36
	0.33
	0.26
	0.33
	0.28
	0.65
	0.11
	0.74
	0.46
	0.62
	1
	1
	1



	
	18
	0.39
	0.46
	0.19
	0.36
	0.53
	0.30
	0.10
	0.30
	0.49
	0.46
	0.61
	0.35
	1
	1
	1



	
	19
	0.45
	0.63
	0.58
	0.51
	0.69
	0.47
	0.50
	0.47
	0.50
	0.60
	0.64
	0.66
	3
	3
	3



	
	20
	0.33
	0.64
	0.36
	0.30
	0.72
	0.48
	0.26
	0.33
	0.51
	0.46
	0.68
	0.38
	1
	2
	3

 
	Mean(E)
	
	0.48
	0.55
	0.40
	0.46
	0.59
	0.43
	0.31
	0.46
	0.51
	0.62
	0.67
	0.60
	1.67
	2.00
	2.33

 
	Mean±SD
	
	0.62
	0.58
	0.60
	0.59
	0.59
	0.60
	0.55
	0.58
	0.57
	0.75
	0.75
	0.74
	2.05
	2.40
	2.35

 
	(overall)
	
	±0.19
	±0.14
	±0.22
	±0.19
	±0.14
	±0.19
	±0.21
	±0.18
	±0.19
	±0.15
	±0.14
	±0.17
	±0.83
	±0.68
	±0.75






Legend: UV1, Ukrainian version 1; UV2, Ukrainian version 2; RV, Russian version. Expert rating: 1 (red), significant semantic or structural discrepancy; 2 (blue), matches the English original with possible semantic or structural discrepancy; 3 (black), minor or no differences. The linguistic metric scores range from 0 (no overlap) to 1 (maximum overlap). For all metrics, scores above 0.7 are considered acceptable, indicating at least moderate similarity with likely preserved meaning. Bold values represent mean values or standard deviations.




Damerau–Levenshtein, Levenshtein and METEOR scores all ranged between 0.55 and 0.62, while Soft Cosine scores ranged between 0.74 and 0.75. These metrics indicate low to moderate similarity to the original, with a relatively high likelihood for loss of nuance and semantic differences. These scores did not differ significantly amongst translations [F(2, 57) = 0.18, p = 0.84; F(2, 57) = 0.04, p = 0.96; F(2, 57) = 0.18, p = 0.84; F(2, 57) = 0.03, p = 0.97, respectively]. Similarly to expert ratings, lowest scores were found in domain E (0.31–0.59 in the first three methods and 0.60–0.67 in Soft Cosine]. Apparently, translation of items regarding trauma-related arousal and hyperreactivity poses a linguistic challenge.

Then we calculated Spearman's rank correlation (ρ) between expert ratings and semantic discrepancy scores (Table 3). For all three back-translations, we found a strong correlation between expert ratings and Damerau–Levenshtein and Levenshtein scores (ρ between 0.59 and 0.75, p < 0.01 to p < 0.001). For METEOR and Soft Cosine the correlation with expert ratings was weak and statistically insignificant (ρ between 0.17 and 0.34, p > 0.1). Thus, Damerau–Levenshtein and Levenshtein, but not METEOR nor Soft Cosine, seem suitable for semantic validation of translations of psychological instruments.

TABLE 3  Spearman's rank correlation (ρ) between expert rating and semantic discrepancy scores with corresponding p-values for each of the three PCL-5 versions.


	Method
	UV1
	UV2
	RV



	
	ρ
	p
	ρ
	p
	ρ
	p





	Damerau–Levenshtein
	0.69
	8 × 10−4
	0.59
	5.7 × 10−3
	0.75
	1.2 × 10−4

 
	Levenshtein
	0.73
	2.9 × 10−4
	0.62
	3.9 × 10−3
	0.75
	1.2 × 10−4

 
	METEOR
	0.32
	0.17
	0.26
	0.26
	0.23
	0.31

 
	Soft Cosine
	0.32
	0.17
	0.23
	0.33
	0.22
	0.34









8 Conclusion and practical implications

Our qualitative and quantitative analyses both revealed merely mediocre semantic and structural overlap across the four versions of the PCL-5 examined. We found no significant differences in the translation quality overall, albeit a slight tendency in preference toward UV2 over UV1 can be stated. Some of the automated linguistic similarity metrics employed, particularly Levenshtein and Damerau–Levenshtein, highly correlate with expert ratings, possibly presenting a novel tool for the validation process.

The cultural significance of specific words varies considerably, posing challenges to the assessment process, particularly when relying on the written templates used. Errors can occur during the translation process, both at the lexical and syntactic levels, especially during back-translation. Cultural factors are pivotal in evaluating constructs that are not directly observable. Refugees within a specific societal and linguistic context may encounter difficulties in comprehending items on psychological instruments like the PCL-5. Furthermore, the construct measured by the instrument may undergo alterations that significantly affect the intended measurement objectives.

Due to the lack of validation studies on the investigated Ukrainian and Russian translations of the PCL-5, linguistic and structural inconsistencies and cultural adjustments are difficult to identify. Three key issues—cultural meaning mismatches, biased construct measurement (Figueiredo, 2024), and a lack of data on and monitoring of the translation process—undermine the psychometric properties and the accuracy of the PCL-5 for specific displaced groups such as Ukrainians.

Thus, our future research will be focused on the development of validated Ukrainian and Russian translations of the PCL-5.

Despite these concerns, the PCL-5 is a powerful and efficient instrument for assessment of PTSD symptoms, and we advise the (cautious) use of translations available amongst Ukrainian refugees until potentially improved, validated versions are developed, following clinical guidelines below:

	1. Prior to administering PCL-5, assess whether the DSM trauma-criterion for PTSD is fulfilled (e.g., using the LEC) to decrease false-positive rates.
	2. Pay attention to cultural and linguistic sensitivity (sociodemographic background of your sample, their language preferences, time of arrival in the host country, psychological burden).
	3. Offer PCL-5 and all other instruments in the language of their choice.
	4. Clarify patient's questions und uncertainties regarding the meaning of any item.
	5. Consider different cut-offs for different populations and purposes (lower cut-off around 30 makes sense for screening purposes (high sensitivity, low specificity) in a general population; higher cut-off (34 and above) can be implemented to increase specificity in a sample with high psychological burden).
	6. Complement PCL-5 with instruments measuring symptoms of depression and anxiety such as BDI-II, MADRS and BAI.
	7. Never base your clinical diagnosis on an instrument alone, but on a synthesis of the patient's history, your psychological assessment (in presence of a translator fluent in both languages) and test results.
	8. Consider differential diagnoses of PTSD such as major depression and personality disorders.



9 Limitations

We acknowledged limitations of the PCL-5 itself in paragraph 2.2 and limitations regarding the absence of psychometric validation of the translated versions in paragraph 3.2 of this data report. A major limitation lies in the use of non-standardized translations sourced from public repositories, which were the only versions available. Nonetheless, psychometric properties of UV2 have already been studied by the first author (Figueiredo et al., 2024). The automated back-translation tool employed (DeepL) may not meet the rigorous standards required for formal linguistic validation. Expert ratings are intrinsically vulnerable to subjective variance. The use of automated semantic similarity measures is a novel experimental approach and needs further refinement and validation.
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Background: Digital platforms play an increasing role in shaping family and community language practices, where everyday social grooming may shape the affective side of foreign language learning and maintenance. Yet it remains unclear how such social interaction on social media promotes learners’ foreign enjoyment, through which interpersonal communication processes, and for whom these benefits are realized given differing need for privacy.
Methods: An experiment with random assignment exposed 300 Chinese learners to high versus low intensity social grooming on Chinese social media platforms (e.g., WeChat, Weibo). After 1 week, participants completed validated measures of social capital, social support, enjoyment of language learning, and general need for privacy. A moderated sequential mediation analysis tested the proposed pathways and boundary conditions.
Results: Higher-intensity social grooming increased perceived social capital, which in turn fostered social support; both mechanisms independently and jointly elevated foreign language enjoyment of learners. A stronger need for privacy consistently weakened the direct and indirect effects of social grooming. Diagnostic checks supported the robustness of these patterns.
Conclusion: Social grooming on mainstream platforms can enhance language enjoyment by activating social capital and support, but these benefits depend on learners’ privacy boundaries. By linking social interaction, boundary management, and affective experience, the study advances understanding of how digital practices shape language development and maintenance within the social and affective domain.
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1 Introduction

In multilingual societies, the widespread use of mobile applications and social media platforms has transformed foreign language learning into a highly visible and interactive social practice. Learners increasingly document their progress publicly, posting vocabulary screenshots, pronunciation clips, and study logs, to share milestones and receive immediate feedback from peers online. While such open visibility can motivate learners by creating a sense of belonging and shared achievement (Nguyen et al., 2024; Zhu and Dawson, 2023), it simultaneously introduces substantial psychological risks, including anxiety, peer comparison, and privacy concerns (Shu, 2023). Empirical research offers mixed evidence. Public exposure on social media may enhance engagement (Jin, 2024; Reinhardt, 2019), or undermine it (Pikhart and Botezat, 2021; Shu, 2023). But increased visibility of social media posts can also trigger anxiety (Wang and Vergeer, 2024), which maybe through peer comparisons. Consequently, the conditions under which social media interactions support positive emotional experiences in language learning remain unclear.

To begin with, positive emotion refers to subjectively experienced feelings with a positive valence, ranging from calm, happy, and satisfied to excited and thrilled (Moskowitz et al., 2021). Experiencing positive emotions, such as those that strengthen social relationships, represents one of the key intervention pathways through which positive psychology seeks to promote well-being (Carr et al., 2021). In this sense, positive emotional experiences on social media can be understood as part of the broader framework of positive psychology, which examines the factors that enable individuals to thrive, achieve well-being, and lead meaningful lives (Csikszentmihalyi and Seligman, 2000; Shen, 2021; Wang et al., 2021). Applied specifically to foreign language learning, this perspective shifts the emphasis from simply reducing negative states such as anxiety (Jin et al., 2021), toward cultivating positive emotions (MacIntyre, 2016; Wang et al., 2021), traits, and environments that sustain engagement and enjoyment.

Scholars in applied linguistics have shown how individual attributes, such as creativity (Nosratinia and Zaker, 2014), perseverance (Teimouri et al., 2022), hope (Lei and Lei, 2022), and learner autonomy (Paradowski and Jelińska, 2024), support effective language acquisition. Additionally, interpersonal resources identified by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2016) are critical, including a positive setting (a sense of fulfillment derived from the classroom environment), positive private experiences (personal feelings of satisfaction associated with achieving learning milestones), and a positive atmosphere (pleasant interpersonal relationships with teachers and peers). Viewed together, these insights suggest that routine interactions among language learners on social media platforms can provide opportunities to cultivate and reinforce beneficial emotional and interpersonal resources in line with positive psychology.

Building on this theoretical foundation of positive psychology, social grooming emerges as a specific operational application. Social grooming refers to purposeful, relational self-disclosures and responsive interactions, such as sharing language achievements, posting practice recordings, or exchanging supportive messages, which are intentionally performed to initiate, maintain, and strengthen interpersonal ties (Lin, 2019; Wang and Wang, 2025). From a positive psychology perspective, these deliberate social exchanges enhance learners’ emotional experiences by fostering social capital (the breadth and strength of learners’ social networks) (Gregersen et al., 2016) and social support (the emotional encouragement and practical assistance exchanged within these networks) (Li et al., 2014). Within foreign language learning contexts, these frequent, brief social grooming interactions can transform solitary language practice into shared accomplishments, enhancing learners’ enjoyment, defined here as the positive emotional experience derived from engaging meaningfully and successfully with language learning tasks. Specifically, enriched social capital offers learners diverse linguistic resources and supportive role models, while strengthened social support provides emotional reassurance and instrumental assistance. Together, these interpersonal resources sustain motivation, buffer anxiety, and contribute to ongoing positive experiences with language learning.

Social grooming via social media platforms also brings privacy concerns into sharp focus (Lin et al., 2024; Wang and Wang, 2025). Learners’ online disclosures, such as sharing study logs, vocabulary progress, or pronunciation exercises, may inadvertently reveal sensitive personal information, thereby increasing the risk of boundary violations. Communication Privacy Management theory (Petronio and Child, 2020) explains that individuals actively regulate their informational boundaries according to their personal preferences for openness or privacy. Learners with a high need for privacy (Frener et al., 2024) might manage these boundaries through specific strategies, such as restricting access to certain posts, selectively sharing achievements with trusted peers, or using pseudonyms to minimize identifiability (Wang and Wang, 2025). Conversely, learners with a lower privacy need may adopt more relaxed boundary-management practices, readily sharing their language-learning progress publicly. Consequently, the extent to which social grooming enhances foreign language enjoyment is likely contingent upon learners’ privacy comfort and their chosen strategies for managing personal disclosures and visibility online.

Despite the theoretical clarity, the current literature exhibits several empirical limitations that warrant further study. First, previous scholars focus on Facebook and Twitter (Ariantini et al., 2021; Barrot, 2022), the educational potential of general-purpose social media platforms in Chinese context, such as WeChat and Weibo, remains inadequately examined. These platforms have massive user bases in China and are widely used for everyday communication and content sharing. The key difference is that Chinese platforms integrate many features and mini-programs, unlike Facebook and Twitter. This leads to their high frequency of use. For example, WeChat is with 1.402 billion monthly active users in 2025 (Tencent, 2025), showing its reach as a dominant channel of social interaction. As a result, they function more like super social media platforms. Additionally, these two platforms represent two distinct types of social media: WeChat, a private, closed social media platform focused on intimacy, and Weibo, an open social media platform designed for broadcast-style dissemination. WeChat requires users to choose who can view posts, creating a private and selective experience. Weibo enables broadcast-style or viral dissemination of information. For closed social media, WeChat Moments functions as a key space where individuals document and curate aspects of their daily lives. For open social media, Weibo as serves a similar purpose of public sharing and interaction. Given prior evidence that social relationships are one of the core frameworks for foreign language enjoyment (Botes et al., 2021; Dewaele and MacIntyre, 2016), thus, these social media platforms may use digital social relationships to generae foreign language enjoyment in Chinese contexts.

Second, the expansion of digital social relationships may generate a range of social benefits, particularly social capital and social support (Liu and Yeo, 2024). Prior research has usually examined these constructs separately. Studies on social capital include work on competence in multiple foreign languages as cultural capital in family language policy (Xu et al., 2024), the influence of social capital on English language fluency (Wang, 2020), English proficiency as a form of digital social capital (Carolan, 2022), and the role of capital and habitus in English language learning among rural lower-class learners (Wu and Tarc, 2024). In contrast, research on social support has focused on topics such as the role of academic buoyancy and social support in motivating English as a Foreign Language learners in higher education (Jia and Cheng, 2022), the contribution of perceived social support to online language learners’ engagement (Luan et al., 2023), the effect of social support on Chinese English-language learners’ achievement (Wu and Lin, 2023), and the impact of emotion regulation strategies on the relationship between teacher and peer social support and language learning engagement among adolescents (Zhang et al., 2024). Social capital and social support are conceptually distinct but often interconnected (Liu and Yeo, 2024). Social capital provides the structural basis for relationships, while social support reflects the exchanges that sustain learners’ emotional and academic engagement. Considering them together is therefore important for clarifying how different forms of social relationships contribute to learners’ enjoyment in digitally mediated environments.

Third, while social media can strengthen social ties, any self-disclosure entails privacy exposure (Frener et al., 2024). Communication Privacy Management theory highlights boundary regulation in online interaction (Petronio and Child, 2020). Yet, language education research rarely models privacy need as a moderator of instructional or affective outcomes. Reviews of higher-education privacy research show a predominant focus on beliefs and behaviors, often in social media contexts, without linking privacy dispositions to learning emotions such as enjoyment (Kularski and Martin, 2022). However, legal and risk concerns remain salient when grades or feedback are shared in public or semi-public spaces (Chang, 2021), such as social media. Researchers have noted that privacy concerns can reduce social media engagement by prompting protective behaviors, lowering trust, and contributing to fatigue (Bright et al., 2021). In addition, social media can also create low-stakes spaces for identity exploration, connection, and extended participation. These benefits coexist with tensions about protecting students’ data and boundaries (Greenhow and Chapman, 2020). Building on these reasoning, we treat learners’ general need for privacy as a stable boundary condition that can dampen or amplify the social benefits of language-focused social grooming on social media.

We summarize the three limitations of previous researches into three theoretical gaps. First, conceptual compartmentalization remains common. Most studies (Lei and Lei, 2022; Teimouri et al., 2022) treat learner traits (Chen et al., 2022), interpersonal processes (Ding, 2021), and digital environments (Barrot, 2022) as separate predictors, rather than modeling how online relational behavior channels resources into enjoyment. Second, mechanistic under-specification follows from this compartmentalization: although social support (Jia and Cheng, 2022) and social capital (Carolan, 2022) are frequently invoked, few studies test them concurrently as parallel conduits through which a specific behavior, particularly online social grooming (Wang and Wang, 2025), might affect foreign language enjoyment. As a result, the relative importance and interrelationship of these pathways remain unclear. Third, empirical narrowness limits generalizability. Research remains heavily classroom-centered (Wang et al., 2021; Wu and Kabilan, 2025). Few studies examine ubiquitous non-academic platforms such as WeChat and Weibo (Ariantini et al., 2021; Barrot, 2022), and boundary-regulation factors (Frener et al., 2024) are rarely considered.

Addressing these gaps requires an inquiry that situates language-focused social grooming in everyday social media settings, specifies its dual interpersonal mechanisms, and tests need for privacy as a boundary moderator. These elements directly reflect the theoretical foundation outlined earlier: positive psychology highlights the role of positive emotions and interpersonal resources in sustaining well-being and engagement, while social grooming provides a concrete behavioral mechanism through which such resources are generated. Privacy need, in turn, represents an important boundary condition that may amplify or constrain these processes. Taken together, these concepts form the basis for the present investigation. Accordingly, this study focuses on two research questions:


	1.To what extent does foreign language social interaction enhance enjoyment of foreign languages?

	2.How do interpersonal communication mechanisms influence this effect?




To address these question, the present study examines the impact of social grooming in the domain of foreign language study. We conducted a experiment in which learners were randomly assigned to high or low intensity grooming conditions and subsequently measured on validated scales of social capital, social support, and foreign language enjoyment. We also assessed the participants’ need for privacy to explore its moderating influence on both direct and indirect effects. By applying a moderated sequential mediation model (PROCESS Model 85, Hayes, 2022), we clarify the causal pathways by which online interaction influences learner outcomes and identify the boundary conditions under which these effects.

These research questions are designed to address the gaps identified above. First, by integrating learner traits, interpersonal processes, and digital environments in a single framework, the study responds to the problem of conceptual compartmentalization and examines how online grooming behavior connects social interactions to emotional outcomes. Second, by testing social capital and social support together as both parallel and sequential mediators, the study addresses the issue of mechanistic under-specification and clarifies their relative contributions. Third, by situating the investigation in everyday digital contexts such as WeChat and Weibo and by incorporating privacy need as a boundary moderator, the study extends inquiry beyond classroom settings, improves generalizability, and accounts for boundary-regulation factors often overlooked in prior work. Taken together, these questions aim to advance theoretical understanding of how social grooming enhances enjoyment, extend the Social Grooming Model by testing privacy need as a boundary condition, and highlight practical implications for language learning in digital environments.



2 Literature review and hypotheses development

This chapter reviews the theoretical foundations and prior research relevant to the present study, and develops hypotheses regarding the mechanisms through which social grooming on social media influences foreign language enjoyment, through social capital and social support, and how these relations vary with learners’ need for privacy.


2.1 Foreign language enjoyment

Foreign language enjoyment has been conceptualized as a broad positive emotion that arises when learners’ psychological needs are met during challenging language-learning activities, a view rooted in the work of Dewaele and MacIntyre (2014) and developed further by Botes et al. (2021). Wu and Kabilan (2025) extend this foundation by emphasizing its manifestation as a specific positive emotion experienced when learners overcome limitations and accomplish difficult tasks in classroom contexts. Introduced as the affirmative counterpart to foreign language classroom anxiety, the construct has progressed from an auxiliary measure to “one of the cornerstones of individual differences research” in applied linguistics (Botes et al., 2021; Dewaele, 2022; Li, 2020). Framed within Fredrickson’s broaden-and-build theory of positive emotion (Fredrickson, 2001) and the wider agenda of positive psychology (Wu and Kabilan, 2025), foreign language enjoyment is posited to expand learners’ cognitive repertoires and facilitate the construction of personal and social resources that help learners achieve their language goals. Current evidence supports this proposition: higher reported enjoyment predicts stronger self-perceived competence (Dewaele and Dewaele, 2017), stronger motivation (Pavelescu, 2019), greater willingness to communicate (Dewaele, 2019; Khajavy et al., 2018), accelerated gains in second language comprehensibility (Saito et al., 2018), lower foreign language classroom anxiety (Li et al., 2023), and superior academic achievement (Li, 2020). Thus, foreign language enjoyment, functions not as a fleeting pleasure (Li et al., 2018) but as a facilitative emotional state that sustains effort and enhances performance across multiple dimensions of language learning outcomes.

The factors influencing foreign language enjoyment are commonly grouped into three broad domains (Wu and Kabilan, 2025). Learner-internal factors include enduring dispositions such as personality traits (e.g., openness, agreeableness: Bensalem et al., 2025; Botes et al., 2024), transient capacities such as emotional intelligence (Li, 2020; Li et al., 2021), and self-evaluations of communicative competence (Jiang and Dewaele, 2019). These constructs capture how learners’ personal resources and mindsets significantly influence their experience of foreign language enjoyment. Pedagogical interactive factors center on the teacher-and-task nexus: teacher friendliness, enthusiasm, and supportiveness (Dewaele and Li, 2021; Li, 2025), instructional style (Zawodniak and Kruk, 2019), task characteristics (Chen, 2023), and topic characteristics (Elahi Shirvan and Talebzadeh, 2018) have also been found to play a vital role in predicting learners’ foreign language enjoyment. Contextual social factors encompass classroom climate (Khajavy et al., 2018; Li, 2025), peer relations, and broader socio-biographical variables such as age, gender, and prior experience (Dewaele, 2022; Jiang and Dewaele, 2019). Across these strands, studies portray foreign language enjoyment as a dynamic construct, fluctuating in response to the interplay of intrapersonal resources, instructional practices, and social environments.

Building on these predictor domains, recent studies have identified teacher appreciation, personal enjoyment, and social enjoyment as the immediate experiential components of foreign language enjoyment (Botes et al., 2021). Teacher appreciation reflects learners’ perception of instructor support and enthusiasm; personal enjoyment captures the intrinsic satisfaction of mastering linguistic challenges; and social enjoyment refers to the pleasure derived from peer interaction and a supportive classroom climate. These components can be seen as broadly consistent with the factors reported by Dewaele and MacIntyre (2016), such as positive classroom climate, private satisfaction, and a generally supportive atmosphere. A common feature of previous studies is that scholars have regarded social relationships as a core component of enjoyment in foreign language learning. Importantly, broad social media spaces add additional channels for these components to operate, exp: public endorsements from teachers migrate appreciation cues online, personalized progress posts heighten self-recognition of achievement, and real-time peer feedback extends social enjoyment beyond classroom walls. Given the established link between higher foreign language enjoyment and improved proficiency indicators such as grades (Li, 2020), as well as evidence that frequent second language use accompanied by positive emotions accelerates skill development (Saito et al., 2018), further investigation into how digital channels specifically promote enjoyment is warranted.



2.2 Social grooming in foreign language learning

Social interactions on social media are expanding the social process of foreign language learning. Learners acquire and apply language through daily social interactions (Li and Jeong, 2020) with peers and tutors. Through social interaction, people reflect on what they have learned, integrate new elements of knowledge into their overall systems, and share their achievements and experiences at different levels. Therefore, social media moves language interaction from the classroom into an open, always-on digital space. Learners, teachers, and distant peers now meet in timelines and chat threads rather than the same room; a single post can invite replies from across time zones, enlarging the circle of voices in each learning episode (Reinhardt, 2019). This shift means that the social side of language study, asking questions, showing progress, giving feedback, continues well after class and reaches audiences far wider than the physical class (Akbari et al., 2016; Muftah, 2022). This meaning that these online social interaction may reshape foreign language enjoyment. Because learners can derive foreign language enjoyment from social interactions on social media across three dimensions proposed by Botes et al. (2021). For instance, a friendly emoji and quick note from a teacher lifts teacher appreciation, brief word-remembing-count updates feed personal enjoyment, and encouraging peer comments build social enjoyment. Therefore, social interaction on social media facilitate supportive relationships, identity formation, a sense of belonging and resiliency, the direct contact that occur in the social media post on linguistic social networks cover various language registers (Muftah, 2022).

Social interaction via social media posts becomes more than just a form of expression, it is a deliberate act of social grooming. Social grooming refers to purposeful, relational self-disclosures and responsive interactions, such as sharing language achievements, posting practice recordings, or exchanging supportive messages, which are intentionally performed to initiate, maintain, and strengthen interpersonal ties (Lin, 2019; Wang and Wang, 2025). Key attributes of social grooming include intentionality, where interactions have clear social motives; interactivity, characterized by mutual acknowledgment and feedback; and tie-strength modulation, where the frequency, depth, and tone of interactions reflect relationship closeness (Lin et al., 2024; Lin and Chu, 2021; Liu and Yeo, 2024). In language learning contexts, these social relational attributes (Dewaele and MacIntyre, 2016) manifest through routine social media posts, enabling learners to communicate their learning progress, seek peer support, and enhance relationships within language learning communities.

Social grooming through social media may positively influences learners’ emotional experiences, particularly foreign language enjoyment. Engaging in social interactions provides opportunities (Barrot, 2022) for positive reinforcement from peers and tutors, such as encouraging messages, language-related post sharing (Reinhardt, 2020), affirming comments, and symbolic gestures like emojis, all contributing to higher levels of enjoyment. Learners posting their daily vocabulary logs (Hua et al., 2024) or pronunciation challenges often receive peer recognition, thereby increasing their sense of accomplishment and motivating continued effort (Muftah, 2022). Thus, social grooming may be as a critical mechanism that converts solitary language practice into socially meaningful and enjoyable experiences. Based on this reasoning, we proposed:

Hypothesis 1 (H1): social grooming related to foreign language learning positively affects foreign language enjoyment. 



2.3 Social ties as mediators

There are two types of social ties discussed in this study: social capital and social support. Social capital refers to resources embedded in one’s social networks, resources that can be accessed or mobilized in purposive actions through ties in the networks (Wang and Wang, 2025). Previous research has shown that social grooming activities, such as sharing progress updates, daily logs, or practice clips, on social media platforms can effectively foster and maintain social connections, thereby increasing social capital (Ellison et al., 2007; Lin, 2019; Lin et al., 2024; Liu and Yeo, 2024). Social capital on social networks provide essential resources such as information, guidance, and support that significantly contribute to students’ academic success, especially for those from underrepresented groups (Mishra, 2020). Through these interactions, learners enhance bonding ties (strong emotional connections providing emotional reassurance) and bridging ties (weaker connections offering diverse, information-rich resources). In the context of foreign language learning (Gregersen et al., 2016; Strobel, 2016), these strengthened social relationships offer expanded linguistic input, diverse role models, and varied informational resources, thus positively influencing learners’ emotional engagement and enjoyment. Drawing from this reasoning, we expected:

Hypothesis 2 (H2): social grooming related to foreign language learning enhances foreign language enjoyment through increased social capital. 

Beyond building social capital, social grooming simultaneously facilitates learners’ perceptions of social support. Social support is defined as an exchange of resources between two individuals perceived by the provider or the recipient to be intended to enhance the well-being of the recipient (Liu and Yeo, 2024). Social support derived from peers and communities significantly influences academic outcomes, acting as a buffer against educational stress and anxiety (Mishra, 2020). Prior studies have demonstrated that engaging in social grooming behaviors on social media (Liu and Yeo, 2024), such as exchanging supportive comments (Hayes et al., 2016), sending emojis, or receiving affirmation, can increase the perception and availability of social support (Liu et al., 2018; Yue et al., 2024). For language learners (De Ruiter et al., 2019; Liu et al., 2025; Piechurska-Kuciel, 2017), this emotional reassurance, targeted encouragement, and practical guidance can reduce anxiety, boost motivation, and increase confidence, thereby enhancing their enjoyment of language learning tasks. Thus, we expected:

Hypothesis 3 (H3): social grooming related to foreign language learning enhances foreign language enjoyment through increased social support. 

The mechanisms underlying social capital and social support are interconnected. Social capital may serve as an foundation for social support, since social connections represent channels through which supportive interactions occur (Mishra, 2020). Engaging in frequent social grooming helps learners build larger and more diverse social networks, increasing their opportunities to receive social support. Empirical studies further support this pathway (Kalaitzaki et al., 2021; Liu and Yeo, 2024), indicating that broader networks resulting from social media use often precede greater perceptions of available support. In turn, this elevated social support significantly enhances foreign language enjoyment. Thus, social capital may foster social support, creating a sequential mediation effect. Hence, we proposed:

Hypothesis 4 (H4): social grooming related to foreign language learning enhances foreign language enjoyment sequentially through increased social capital followed by increased social support. 



2.4 Privacy as a boundary condition

Social grooming requires learners to publicly share their progress. As a form of self-disclosure (Wang and Wang, 2025), social grooming may create potential pressures that can hinder some learners. The effectiveness of social grooming thus depends significantly on learners’ privacy preferences as critical boundary conditions. The need for privacy refers to an individual’s stable, cross-situational preference regarding how much access others have to the individual’s self, or to what extent an individual withdraws from social interaction (Frener et al., 2024). We conceptualize this need for privacy as a higher-order psychological preference that does not necessarily cause deficiency or distress if unfulfilled, but rather reflects a strong, consistent individual inclination (Frener et al., 2024). Specifically, the informational need for privacy pertains to individuals’ desire to regulate disclosure of personal information or data to specific audiences (Frener et al., 2024). Psychological need for privacy, on the other hand, concerns individuals’ preferences regarding access to their cognitive inputs, such as attitudes, beliefs, and values, and their deliberate disclosure of cognitive outputs, such as thoughts, feelings, or secrets (Frener et al., 2024). Such privacy management is essential for fostering meaningful interpersonal interactions, constructing self-identity (Altman, 1975), and promoting individual psychological growth (Burgoon, 2012). Therefore, need for privacy represents a persistent motivation to actively manage and regulate personal boundaries, rather than simply responding to particular disclosure situations.

In the context of the Social Grooming Model, social interactions centered around foreign language learning are valuable because they transform minor self-disclosures into meaningful social resources, including social capital and social support (Lin, 2019; Lin et al., 2024). However, every instance of self-disclosure also initiates boundary negotiations described by Communication Privacy Management theory, emphasizing a continuous balancing act between openness and protection of personal boundaries (Petronio and Child, 2020). These two theoretical frameworks intersect clearly in social grooming activities related to foreign language learning, particularly in social media settings. The more frequent and richer these language-related disclosures are (such as sharing vocabulary practice logs or language-learning progress), the higher their potential to generate interpersonal connections and positive emotions; yet simultaneously, these disclosures intensify the need for careful boundary management regarding who can access or share the disclosed content. Boundary-management behaviors (e.g., restricting audiences, lowering disclosure frequency) are situational strategies that express this disposition in specific contexts. Social grooming model therefore treats need for privacy as a moderator of the effects of social grooming, while recognizing that it guides (rather than equals) the moment-to-moment management of disclosure.

Social grooming related to foreign language learning may promote enjoyment via increased social capital and social support, while Communication Privacy Management theory explains the privacy risks associated with these interactions, and the stable individual-level need for privacy determines the default level of boundary control applied by users. Learners with higher privacy needs may employ boundary-management strategies such as restricting their posts to selected audiences, reducing disclosure frequency, using indirect or ambiguous language, or even censoring their own content. Conversely, learners with lower privacy needs may exhibit greater openness, broader audience engagement, and more frequent sharing of personal progress, thus amplifying potential relational benefits. Therefore, social grooming generates interpersonal benefits, communication privacy management theory outlines potential disclosure risks, and the individual’s stable need for privacy moderates the balance of these benefits and risks.

The need for privacy may serve as a moderator between social grooming and its positive effects on foreign language enjoyment, social capital, and social support, functioning as a stable motivational reference point for individuals (Frener et al., 2024). Based on Altman’s (1975) conceptualization of privacy as a balance between desired and actual levels of control, individuals with higher privacy needs tend to establish more restrictive boundary management strategies, carefully selecting both their content and audiences. This heightened privacy management can limit spontaneous engagement and potentially reduce the relational benefits derived from social grooming activities related to foreign language learning. Conversely, individuals with lower privacy needs may tolerate broader visibility and less rigorous content control, thereby more readily benefiting from increased social capital and social support through social grooming. Thus, an individual’s stable need for privacy systematically shapes boundary-management behaviors independent of immediate situational concerns (Dienlin, 2023). Consequently, we expected:

Hypothesis 5 (H5): A higher need for privacy weakens the positive effect of social grooming related to foreign language learning on foreign language enjoymen (h5a), on social capital(h5b) and on social support (h5c) 

Figure 1 visually summarizes the hypothesized moderated mediation model, clearly illustrating the sequential pathways and moderating role of privacy.


[image: Conceptual diagram illustrating relationships among five factors: social grooming of foreign language, social capital, social support, foreign language enjoyment, and need for privacy; arrows indicate hypothesized positive or negative directions labeled H1+ through H5c-.]
FIGURE 1
Theoretical model.





3 Materials and methods


3.1 Participants and procedure

Participants were recruited and the data were collected by Chongqing Rounen Film and Television Media Co., Ltd. (Chongqing, China), a professional media market research company. The experiment was conducted via the company’s platform under the close supervision and design control of the researchers. Ethical approval was obtained from the Academic Ethics Committee of the School of Journalism at Chongqing University (No. xwxy202505001). Participants gave informed consent and were assured confidentiality and voluntary participation. Eligible participants included adult learners (aged 18 to 25 years old, M = 21.47, SD = 2.9; 50% male, 50% female) currently learning English as a foreign language, who regularly used social media platforms, specifically WeChat or Weibo, for daily interactions. A total of 300 participants were targeted to achieve a balanced distribution and adequate statistical power, with final recruitment closely matching the targeted demographics. All participants gave informed consent before participation, and confidentiality was assured throughout the study.

Participants were randomly assigned into two experimental groups (high social grooming vs. low social grooming). To ensure clear differentiation between experimental conditions, precise instructions and explicit guidelines regarding expected social grooming behaviors were provided to each participant. Specifically, participants assigned to the high social grooming condition were instructed to actively engage on their chosen social media platform (WeChat or Weibo) for at least seven consecutive days, posting language-learning updates such as vocabulary logs, language progress summaries, or language practice reflections at least three times per day. Participants in this group were also required to regularly interact with peers by responding to classmates’ posts, providing encouragement, feedback, or supportive messages at least three times per day. To ensure that randomization achieved baseline equivalence, we examined age and gender distributions across groups. Adherence to the assigned conditions was monitored via self-reported activity logs (frequency of posts, likes, and comments) completed during the 1-week period. Participants indicated the frequency of posts, likes, and comments they made during the 1-week period. In contrast, participants in the low social grooming condition were instructed to engage minimally, limiting their language-related postings to no more than one per day and interacting only briefly with peers (e.g., liking or providing short comments) no more than once daily.

Before the intervention began, participants completed an initial baseline survey. As part of recruitment, eligibility was screened based on formal English proficiency and educational background. Specifically, participants were required to have either passed the College English Test Band 4 (CET-4), a nationwide standardized examination of English language proficiency administered by the Ministry of Education in China, or achieved a score of 130 or above on the English section of the National College Entrance Examination (Gaokao). Both CET-4 and the Gaokao English section are widely recognized in China as benchmarks of university-level English proficiency. In addition, participants were required to be enrolled at a college or university level or higher. This screening ensured that the sample consisted of learners with a comparable baseline of formal English training, although no baseline language proficiency test was administered within the study itself.

The baseline survey collected demographic information (age, gender, education) and measured participants’ general need for privacy. After the 7-day experimental period, a follow-up survey was administered to assess social capital, social support, and foreign language enjoyment. A manipulation check was also conducted at the conclusion of the intervention to confirm adherence to the assigned intensity of social grooming.



3.2 Measurements

Responses will be rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree). Participants’ responses were averaged into a composite score, with higher scores indicating higher levels of variable. All variables were measured with good reliability and validity.


3.2.1 Social capital

Social capital (Composite score: M = 3.70, SD = 0.45, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.75, KMO = 0.80) was measured using six items drawn and modified from Williams (2006), which has been validated in multiple studies (Liu and Yeo, 2024; Wang and Wang, 2025). Sample items include: “There are several people I trust to help solve my problems,” “There are people with whom I feel comfortable talking about intimate personal problems,” “When I feel lonely, there are several people I can talk to,” “Interacting with people makes me want to try new things,” “Interacting with people makes me interested in what people unlike me are thinking,” and “Talking with people online/offline makes me curious about other places in the world.”



3.2.2 Social support

Social support (Composite score: M = 3.39, SD = 0.46, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.88, KMO = 0.92) was measured using the 2-way social support scale drawn and modified from Shakespeare-Finch and Obst (2011), validated in recent studies (Krämer et al., 2021; Xin, 2023). The scale consists of two dimensions: Receiving Emotional Support and Giving Emotional Support. Sample items include: “There is someone I can talk to about the pressures in my life,” “There is at least one person that I can share most things with,” “When I am feeling down there is someone I can lean on,” “There is someone in my life I can get emotional support from,” “There is at least one person that I feel I can trust,” “There is someone in my life that makes me feel worthwhile,” “I feel that I have a circle of people who value me,” “I am there to listen to other’s problems,” “I look for ways to cheer people up when they are feeling down,” “People close to me tell me their fears and worries,” “I give others a sense of comfort in times of need,” and “People confide in me when they have problems.”



3.2.3 Need for privacy

Need for Privacy (Composite score: M = 2.99, SD = 0.71, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.94, KMO = 0.96) was measured using eight items from informational and psychological perspective drawn and modified from (Frener et al., 2024). Which has been validated in multiple studies (Dienlin and Metzger, 2024; Wang and Wang, 2025; Zhang et al., 2025). Sample item are: “I would prefer that little is known about me,” “In general, I prefer to remain unknown,” “I do not want my personal data to be publicly accessible,” “Not everyone has to know everything about me”; “There are a lot of things about me that I do not like to talk about with others,” “I feel uncomfortable when others tell me private things about their lives,” “It is hard for me to talk about myself,” “I don’t like it when others talk to me about their private issues.” In this study, need for privacy scale captures an individual-difference disposition; situational boundary strategies are not treated as separate constructs but as behaviors shaped by this disposition.



3.2.4 Foreign language enjoyment

Foreign language enjoyment (Composite score: M = 3.64, SD = 0.74, Cronbach’s alpha = 0.95, KMO = 0.95) was measured using eight items drawn and modified from Li et al. (2018), validated in current studies (Li, 2025; Li et al., 2025; Peng and MacIntyre, 2025). Sample items include: “I don’t get bored,” “I enjoy learning English,” “I’ve learnt interesting things,” “I feel proud of my accomplishments,” “It’s a positive environment,” “It’s fun,” “There is a good atmosphere,” and “We form a tight social group.”



3.2.5 Manipulation check

We averaged the five grooming-intensity items into a manipulation-check index (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.81, KMO = 0.85). Participants in the high-intensity condition scored higher (n = 145, M = 4.60, SD = 0.40) than those in the low-intensity condition (n = 155, M = 3.00, SD = 0.37), t = 14.94, p < 0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.73, confirming the effectiveness of the manipulation. Sample items include: “During the past week, I share or re-post things regarding foreign language learning on social media (such as WeChat Moment or Weibo)”, “During the past week, I post photos or status updates regarding foreign language learning on social media (such as WeChat Moment or Weibo)”, “During the past week, I see things regarding foreign language learning shared or reposted by friends on social media (such as WeChat Moment or Weibo)”, “During the past week, I see photos or status regarding foreign language learning shared or reposted by friends on social media (such as WeChat Moment or Weibo)”, and “Overall, I interact on social media about foreign-language learning more than usual” (Lin, 2019; Liu and Yeo, 2024; Wang and Wang, 2025).




3.3 Analysis

Data analysis involved the SPSS macro PROCESS (Hayes, 2022), specifically Model 85, to test moderated mediation effects. PROCESS Model 85 allows testing the effects of social grooming intensity (high vs. low) on foreign language enjoyment via two parallel mediators (social capital and social support), and moderation effects by the need for privacy on the direct and indirect paths. We ran bootstrap analyses with 5000 bootstrap samples to estimate indirect and conditional indirect effects, providing bias-corrected confidence intervals. Indirect effects were deemed significant if their confidence intervals do not include zero. All variables, except for the independent variable (which is dichotomous), were transformed into z-scores (mean = 0, standard deviation = 1).

As an additional robustness check, all models were re-estimated with age and gender included as covariates. Furthermore, model-fit indices demonstrated that results remained robust and stable in their absence.




4 Results

This chapter presents the empirical findings of the study, beginning with baseline equivalence checks and followed by tests of the hypothesized direct, indirect, and moderated mediation effects.

To evaluate baseline equivalence, we compared the two groups on age and gender. An independent-samples t-test showed no significant age difference between the low-grooming (M = 21.51, SD = 2.38, n = 155) and high-grooming groups (M = 21.43, SD = 2.21, n = 145), t(298) = 0.28, p = 0.78, Cohen’s d = 0.03. A chi-square test likewise indicated no significant association between group assignment and gender, χ2(1, N = 300) = 0.01, p = 0.91. These findings suggest that randomization successfully balanced participants’ demographic characteristics across conditions.


4.1 Direct effect

Hypothesis 1 predicted that social grooming would directly increase foreign language enjoyment. In the outcome model for foreign language enjoyment, the coefficient for social grooming is b = 1.20, standard error = 0.07, t = 16.60, p < 0.001, 95% confidence interval [1.05, 1.34] (Table 1). Hypothesis 1 is supported.


TABLE 1 Tested effects.


	Path
	b
	SE
	95% CI
	p





	Mediation model



	Social grooming → Social capital
	1.05
	0.09
	[0.87, 1.23]
	<0.001



	Social grooming → Social support
	0.87
	0.09
	[0.69, 1.04]
	<0.001



	Social capital → Social support
	0.17
	0.05
	[0.07, 0.26]
	<0.001



	Social capital → Foreign language enjoyment
	0.16
	0.04
	[0.08, 0.23]
	<0.001



	Social Support → Foreign language enjoyment
	0.14
	0.05
	[0.05, 0.23]
	0.003



	Direct effect



	Social Grooming → Foreign language enjoyment
	1.20
	0.07
	[1.05, 1.34]
	<0.001



	Indirect effects



	Social grooming → Social capital → Foreign language enjoyment
	0.16
	0.04
	[0.09, 0.25]
	–



	Social grooming → Social support → Foreign language enjoyment
	0.12
	0.04
	[0.04, 0.20]
	–



	Social grooming → Social capital → Social support → Foreign language enjoyment
	0.02
	0.01
	[0.01, 0.05]
	–



	Total indirect effect
	0.3
	0.06
	[0.19, 0.41]
	–



	Moderated mediation model



	Social grooming × Need for privacy → Social capital
	−0.49
	0.09
	[−0.68, −0.31]
	<0.001



	Social grooming × Need for privacy → Social support
	−0.75
	0.07
	[−0.90, −0.60]
	<0.001



	Social grooming × Need for privacy → Foreign language enjoyment
	−0.29
	0.06
	[−0.41, −0.17]
	<0.001



	Conditional direct effect of social grooming (need for privacy)



	Low (−1 SD)
	1.50
	0.11
	[1.28, 1.72]
	<0.001



	Mean
	1.19
	0.07
	[1.05, 1.33]
	<0.001



	High (+1 SD)
	0.93
	0.07
	[0.79, 1.08]
	<0.001



	Conditional indirect effect (via social capital)



	Low (−1 SD)
	0.24
	0.06
	[0.13, 0.37]
	–



	Mean
	0.16
	0.04
	[0.09, 0.25]
	–



	High (+1 SD)
	0.1
	0.03
	[0.04, 0.16]
	–



	Conditional indirect effect (via social support)



	Low (−1 SD)
	0.22
	0.08
	[0.08, 0.37]
	–



	Mean
	0.12
	0.04
	[0.04, 0.20]
	–



	High (+1 SD)
	0.03
	0.02
	[0.00, 0.06]
	–



	Conditional sequential indirect effect (via social capital → social support)



	Low (−1 SD)
	0.04
	0.02
	[0.01, 0.07]
	–



	Mean
	0.02
	0.01
	[0.01, 0.05]
	–



	High (+1 SD)
	0.01
	0.01
	[0.00, 0.03]
	–



	Indices of moderated mediation



	Social capital path
	−0.08
	0.02
	[−0.13, −0.03]
	–



	Social support path
	−0.1
	0.04
	[−0.18, −0.03]
	–



	Sequential path
	−0.01
	0.01
	[−0.02, 0.00]
	–








4.2 Indirect effect

Hypothesis 2 proposed that social grooming enhances foreign language enjoyment through social capital. Social grooming increases social capital (b = 1.05, standard error = 0.09, 95% confidence interval [0.87, 1.23], p < 0.001), and social capital is positively related to foreign language enjoyment (b = 0.16, standard error = 0.04, 95% confidence interval [0.08, 0.23], p < 0.001). The bootstrap indirect effect through social capital (evaluated at the median of need for privacy) is 0.16; 95% confidence interval [0.09, 0.25] (Table 1). Hypothesis 2 is supported.

Hypothesis 3 proposed mediation through social support. Social grooming increases social support (b = 0.87, standard error = 0.09, 95% confidence interval [0.69, 1.04], p < 0.001), and social support is positively related to foreign language enjoyment (b = 0.14, standard error = 0.05, 95% confidence interval [0.05, 0.23], p = 0.003). The bootstrap indirect effect through social support (at the median of need for privacy) is 0.12; 95% confidence interval [0.04, 0.20] (Table 1). Hypothesis 3 is supported.

Hypothesis 4 predicted a sequential mediating effect (social grooming → social capital → social support → foreign language enjoyment). All component paths are significant (see Table 1), and the serial indirect effect (at the median of need for privacy) is 0.02; 95% confidence interval [0.01, 0.05]. Hypothesis 4 is supported. The total indirect effect (sum of the three paths at the median of need for privacy) is 0.30; 95% confidence interval [0.19, 0.41] (Table 1).



4.3 Conditional effects

To test Hypothesis 5, which proposed that learners’ need for privacy would weaken the direct and indirect effects of social grooming on foreign language enjoyment, we examined the interaction of privacy need with social grooming across four pathways: the direct effect on enjoyment (H5a), the indirect effect through social capital (H5b), the indirect effect through social support (H5c), and the sequential path through both mediators.

Consistent with H5a, the interaction between social grooming and need for privacy predicting foreign language enjoyment was negative and significant (b = −0.29, standard error = 0.06, 95% confidence interval [−0.41, −0.17], p < 0.001). The conditional direct effect of social grooming equaled 1.50 at low need for privacy (−1 standard deviation; standard error = 0.11, 95% confidence interval [1.28, 1.72]), 1.19 at the median (standard error = 0.07, 95% confidence interval [1.05, 1.33]), and 0.93 at high need for privacy (+ 1 standard deviation; standard error = 0.07, 95% confidence interval [0.79, 1.08]) (Table 1). Thus, H5a was supported.

Turning to H5b, the interaction between social grooming and need for privacy predicting social capital was also negative and significant (b = −0.49, standard error = 0.09, 95% confidence interval [−0.68, −0.31], p < 0.001). The conditional indirect effect via social capital was 0.24 at low need for privacy (95% confidence interval [0.13, 0.37]), 0.16 at the median (95% confidence interval [0.09, 0.25]), and 0.10 at high need for privacy (95% confidence interval [0.04, 0.16]). The index of moderated mediation for this path was −0.08 (bootstrap standard error = 0.02, 95% confidence interval [−0.13, −0.03]) (Table 1). Thus, H5b was supported.

Similarly, H5c predicted that need for privacy would moderate the indirect path through social support, and this expectation was confirmed. The interaction between social grooming and need for privacy predicting social support was negative and significant (b = −0.75, standard error = 0.07, 95% confidence interval [−0.90, −0.60], p < 0.001). The conditional indirect effect via social support was 0.22 at low need for privacy (95% confidence interval [0.08, 0.37]), 0.12 at the median (95% confidence interval [0.04, 0.20]), and 0.03 at high need for privacy (95% confidence interval [0.00, 0.06]). The index of moderated mediation for this path was −0.10 (bootstrap standard error = 0.04, 95% confidence interval [−0.18, −0.03]) (Table 1). Thus, H5c was supported.

Finally, the sequential pathway linking social capital to social support was also examined. The conditional sequential indirect effect equaled 0.04 at low need for privacy (95% confidence interval [0.01, 0.07]), 0.02 at the median (95% confidence interval [0.01, 0.05]), and 0.01 at high need for privacy (95% confidence interval [0.00, 0.03]). The index of moderated mediation for the sequential path was −0.01 (bootstrap standard error = 0.01, 95% confidence interval [−0.02, 0.00]) (Table 1). Although small in magnitude, this pathway was consistent with the overall hypothesis that privacy need dampens both direct and indirect effects of grooming on enjoyment.

Figure 2 visually supports these results. At low privacy need, intensive social grooming markedly increases social capital, social support, and foreign language enjoyment; at the median, effects remain positive but attenuated; at high privacy need, slopes are notably shallower, especially for social support.


[image: Three line charts compare the effects of low and high social grooming on social capital, social support, and foreign language enjoyment z-scores, stratified by low, mean, and high need for privacy. In all charts, predicted values increase from low to high social grooming, with the greatest increases for low privacy need (blue line), followed by mean (green), and smallest for high privacy need (red).]
FIGURE 2
Simple slope.




4.4 Model diagnostics and robustness

Multicollinearity is within acceptable limits. The largest variance inflation factor is 4.89 (foreign language enjoyment equation), with 2.41 in the social capital equation and 3.11 in the social support equation (Table 2).


TABLE 2 Model diagnostics and robustness.


	Criterion
	Outcome





	Highest VIF
	Social capital: 2.41; social support: 3.11; foreign language enjoyment: 4.89



	Breusch–Pagan robust p-values
	Social capital: 0.30; social support: 0.81; foreign language enjoyment: 0.05



	Robustness (HC3 vs OLS t-value changes)
	All < 0.20



	Influence diagnostics (dfbeta)
	All < 0.10



	Sensitivity (need for privacy split)
	Maximum Δ = 0.03






Residual variance is approximately homoskedastic in the social capital and social support equations (robust Breusch–Pagan p-values 0.30 and 0.81, respectively) and marginal in the foreign language enjoyment equation (0.05). Because all coefficients were estimated with heteroskedasticity-consistent (type HC3) standard errors, this marginal finding does not threaten inference. Influence diagnostics (dfbeta) indicate that no observation changes any coefficient by more than 0.10, and robustness checks show that heteroskedasticity-consistent versus ordinary least squares t-values differ by less than 0.20 across coefficients. Together, these diagnostics support the statistical soundness of the model and the credibility of the causal estimates.

In addition to the diagnostics reported above, we conducted robustness analyses by re-estimating all models with age and gender entered as covariates. The inclusion of these demographic factors did not materially change the main conclusions: the direct effects of grooming intensity on foreign language enjoyment remained significant and positive, and the pattern of moderated mediation through social capital and social support was directionally consistent. However, several coefficients were modestly attenuated, and the sequential indirect effect (social grooming → social capital → social support → foreign language enjoyment) was no longer statistically significant. This attenuation is unsurprising given the restricted age range of participants (18–25) and the balanced gender distribution, which limits the explanatory value of these covariates. Detailed regression tables for the covariate-adjusted models are provided in the Supplementary material. Therefore, the covariate analyses reinforce the robustness of the primary findings, while offering more conservative estimates of effect sizes and highlighting the need for cautious interpretation of smaller indirect pathways.



4.5 Sensitivity analysis

To verify that conclusions do not depend on how need for privacy is operationalized, we re-estimated the full moderated mediation model twice, using (a) informational need for privacy and (b) psychological need for privacy as the moderator. Across both re-analyses (Supplementary material), all key patterns replicated: the interaction between social grooming and need for privacy remained negative and significant on social capital and social support, and the direct path to foreign language enjoyment was again weakened by higher privacy need. Conditional direct and indirect effects at low, mean, and high levels of the moderator reproduced the same ordering observed in the main model (largest at low privacy need, smallest at high privacy need).




5 Discussion

This study addressed the question of how social grooming on social media influences foreign language enjoyment, and whether these effects are mediated by social ties and moderated by learners’ need for privacy Prior research on social media in language learning has produced mixed results (Derakhshan and Hasanabbasi, 2015; Pikhart and Botezat, 2021; Shamsi and Bozorgian, 2022; Shu, 2023), with some studies emphasizing motivation and engagement (Jin, 2024; Reinhardt, 2019) and others highlighting digital distraction (Cholili and Hamim, 2024), peer pressure and elevated anxiety (Shu, 2023). The present study sought to reconcile these inconsistencies by framing routine online interactions, such as posting progress updates, liking classmates’ content, and commenting on peers’ practice clips, as deliberate acts of social grooming that sustain interpersonal relationships and shape affective outcomes.

The findings demonstrate three main patterns. First, social grooming exerted a strong direct effect on foreign language enjoyment. Even after accounting for privacy need, grooming predicted substantial increases in enjoyment. Specifically, self-reported compliance logs can overstate actual engagement because of recall and social desirability, and using the same source and wave for both grooming. Enjoyment introduces common-method variance that can heighten observed associations. The 7-day window captures short-term uplift linked to task salience and social validation (e.g., heightened attention to posting and immediate peer feedback) rather than durable change. The novelty of being instructed to increase visible interaction can also induce demand characteristics effects that temporarily elevate positive affect. In addition, eligibility screening produced a relatively homogeneous sample, so range restriction can make standardized changes appear larger even when absolute changes are modest. The manipulation check and outcome survey occurred close in time, aligning perceptions of what participants did with how they felt, which can further magnify the direct link. Covariate-adjusted models that included age and gender yielded directionally consistent but attenuated effects, further suggesting that the direct pathway, while robust, is likely smaller in practical terms.

Second, social grooming also produced smaller but significant indirect effects through social capital and social support, operating both independently and sequentially. These effects formed a coherent pattern but remained modest in size, showing that social relationships play a complementary role in linking grooming to enjoyment. Consistent with the social grooming studies (Lin, 2019; Lin and Chu, 2021; Liu and Yeo, 2024; Wang and Wang, 2025), intensive language-focused grooming set in motion two convergent relational processes. First, it broadened and strengthened learners’ social capital (Mishra, 2020). Frequent small disclosures helped maintain ties and extend network connections (Dong et al., 2023). Second, the enlarged network became a conduit for emotional and instrumental help. This increased perceived social support (Venter, 2019), which is commonly observed in online peer interaction. A sequentially mediated path model showed that social capital and social support operated together (Liu and Yeo, 2024). They partly explained the association between grooming intensity and foreign-language enjoyment. However, in models adjusted for age and gender, the indirect pathways were further reduced, and the sequential route through both mediators was no longer significant. This indicates that, while statistically consistent, the indirect effects add incremental explanatory value rather than serving as the primary mechanism of influence. Their limited magnitude likely reflects the short intervention period, which constrained opportunities for deeper relationship-building, and the fact that resources such as social capital and support usually accumulate over longer timescales.

Third, learners’ need for privacy systematically weakened each of these effects. High privacy need reduced the extent to which grooming translated into social capital, social support, and ultimately, enjoyment. In this study, need for privacy is conceptualized and measured as a stable, trait-like disposition. Situational boundary-management behaviors (e.g., audience restriction, selective sharing) are described as contextual expressions of this disposition, not as the disposition itself. In other words, situational boundary strategies are not treated as separate constructs but as behaviors shaped by this disposition. This pattern reflects that individuals with stronger privacy concerns may restrict disclosure, limit reciprocal engagement, or perceive interactions as more intrusive, which reduces the effectiveness of grooming behaviors. The moderating pattern suggests that privacy preference functions as a gatekeeper: when boundary concerns are modest, grooming readily converts into capital, support, and enjoyment; when privacy need is pronounced, the same behavior is accompanied by restrictive audience management and cautious self-disclosure, curbing the flow of relational benefits. As a result, the moderating role of privacy underscores that the benefits of grooming are conditional, varying with learners’ willingness to engage openly in social exchanges.

Theoretically, these results make three contributions. First, they recast ordinary digital behaviors, posting, liking, commenting, as relational acts of social grooming, moving discussion beyond vague notions of “online engagement” toward a process-oriented account with clear antecedents and outcomes. Second, they integrate social capital theory and social support perspectives into a single sequential pathway, showing that grooming expands networks, which in turn provide emotional and instrumental resources that enrich the affective experience of learning. Third, learners’ need for privacy act as boundary conditions that regulate the benefits of grooming. This framework helps explain that the effects of social media are contingent rather than universal.

Practically, the study highlights three implications. For instructors, the focus should be on fostering purposeful grooming, interactions that invite dialogue and acknowledge peers, rather than on simply increasing the volume of online activity. For platform designers, fine-grained visibility and privacy controls are essential, enabling learners with higher privacy needs to participate without feeling overexposed. For learners themselves, the findings offer a roadmap for balancing openness and protection: carefully calibrating disclosure can transform everyday interactions into motivational support while preserving personal boundaries.

The study has several limitations that should be acknowledged. While social grooming showed a strong direct effect on enjoyment, the indirect pathways through social capital and social support were relatively modest, raising questions about their standalone practical significance. Although theoretically coherent, these smaller effects suggest that the main benefit of grooming lies in its direct influence, with interpersonal resources playing a complementary but less powerful role. Although eligibility was screened using standardized national benchmarks (CET-4 or the Gaokao English section), this approach ensured comparability but is not equivalent to administering a baseline proficiency test within the study. Future research should incorporate standardized pre-tests to better account for individual differences. In addition, the sample consisted of Mandarin-speaking Chinese university students, which limits the generalizability of the findings to other cultural and linguistic contexts. Learners navigating heritage or minority-majority language environments may experience different dynamics of privacy and support, highlighting the need for replication across more diverse populations.

Methodologically, several caveats remain. Pre-intervention measures of enjoyment, social capital, social support, and privacy need were not collected, which restricts the ability to rule out pre-existing group differences. Grooming was defined only by frequency, without assessing interaction quality, reciprocity, or affective content. Because compliance with the high- and low-grooming assignments was tracked through self-reported activity logs rather than independent verification (e.g., digital trace data), there is a risk of reporting bias. Such reliance on self-reports could potentially inflate the observed direct effects of grooming on enjoyment. Future studies should incorporate objective digital indicators to provide more accurate measures of compliance. In this study, need for privacy was measured as a trait-like disposition. Future work should also include state-level measures (e.g., experience sampling) and experimental manipulations of privacy cues to separate trait–state effects. Moreover, while grooming intensity was manipulated, privacy need was measured rather than experimentally varied, leaving causal inferences about boundary management incomplete. Future research should incorporate pre–post designs, use digital trace data, evaluate qualitative dimensions of interaction, and test privacy need experimentally or longitudinally to better capture its role in shaping the relational processes of language learning.



6 Conclusion

In multilingual learning environments, fostering enjoyment is critical to sustaining foreign language engagement. This study shows that purposeful social grooming on social media, through posts, likes, and comments, can enhance language enjoyment by activating interpersonal resources such as social capital and support. Crucially, these benefits are not universal. Learners with a high need for privacy experience diminished gains at each stage of this interpersonal process. By integrating Communication Privacy Management theory into the social grooming framework, the study clarifies how digital interaction supports or inhibits enjoyment in language learning. This boundary-sensitive perspective not only reconciles conflicting findings in prior research but also offers practical insight: in order to sustain heritage or foreign language use online, learners must feel in control of their visibility. These findings highlight the importance of flexible privacy design in social media platforms, especially in culturally and linguistically diverse contexts.
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This paper investigates the language maintenance efforts of Arabic-heritage families whose preschool- and early primary school-age children are growing up bilingually with Arabic and Swedish. As a result of large-scale immigration to Sweden, Arabic has become by far the largest minority language, but very little is known about Arabic as a home language in this population. As part of a broader research project on child multilingualism, a questionnaire survey was administered to the parents of 100 Arabic/Swedish-speaking children. The resulting quantitative data on family language practices and beliefs were complemented by a smaller-scale follow-up interview study 2 years later. Family language practices targeted included parent-parent, parent-child and sibling interaction, language-fostering activities such as shared book reading, storytelling, and enrolment in home language education. Despite much diversity in family types concerning family constellations, parents' education, country of origin, Arabic language variety, and length of residence in Sweden, common traits emerge. Parents generally consider Arabic and Swedish to be equally important for their child to become proficient in. There is a strong focus on the transmission of Arabic in the home, and parents expect children to speak Arabic to them, though not all of them always do. In line with Swedish mainstream convention, most children are enrolled early in preschool. Parent-child interaction is reported to be mostly in Arabic, but in many homes, the agency of child and siblings leads to an increased use of Swedish, as does Swedish media consumption. In their home-language maintenance efforts, parents engage the help of extended family members, libraries, home-language teachers, and/or choose to enroll their child in a bilingual Arabic/Swedish preschool or a school with a particular profile that encourages Arabic. The families in the sample express little anxiety regarding their children's bilingualism and tend not to seek professional counsel in this matter. Swedish schools are reported to generally advise the parents to speak their native language as much as possible to their child. Whilst unusual from an international perspective, this finding is in line with minority-language maintenance advice previously documented for a different ethnolinguistic group in Sweden.
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1 Introduction

This paper investigates the language practices and beliefs of families whose children grow up bilingually with Arabic and Swedish in Sweden. As a result of immigration, Arabic is by far the largest minority language spoken in Sweden now and has been so for some time [National Authority for Education (Skolverket), 2025]. Surprisingly though, not very much is known about the family language practices and beliefs of this population. Existing studies on family language policy and practices deal with other countries and settings (e.g. Lanza, 1997; Schwartz and Verschik, 2013; Schalley and Eisenchlas, 2020; Et-Bozkurt and Yagmur, 2022), while in the Swedish context, studies of multilingual family language practices have mainly focused on the Turkish-heritage population (e.g., Aktürk-Drake, 2017, 2018; Bohnacker, 2022, 2023).

Arabic is estimated to be spoken by 715,332 residents of Sweden as a native language, which corresponds to 7% of the 10.5 million national population. The vast majority of Arabic speakers in Sweden have their roots in Lebanon, Iraq and Syria due to different waves of mass immigration since the 1980s, mainly of refugees and family unification. Swedish authorities, such as the national statistics office, do not collect data on the number of speakers of a certain language, about home language use, or language skills. The above estimate is therefore based on census data for country of origin (Statistics Sweden, 2025), by combining the number of residents of Sweden born in an Arabic-speaking country (448,607) with the number of Sweden-born residents with one or two parents born in an Arabic-speaking country (266,665).1 The number remains an estimate since country of origin cannot straightforwardly be equated with language spoken, as there may be Arabic speakers in Sweden whose country of origin or that of their parents is not Arabic-speaking, and there may be other residents of Sweden who, despite having family roots in an Arabic-speaking country, have not grown up to speak Arabic themselves.

In Arabic-speaking countries, regional varieties (in Arabic c āmiyya) are used for daily, informal communication, while a standard variety (Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), in Arabic fuṣḥa) is used for formal communication and for official and liturgical purposes (e.g., in written discourse, education, religion, and media) (Suleiman, 2005). The regional varieties are often referred to as dialects or vernaculars; these differ from each other and from MSA in many respects concerning phonology, vocabulary and grammar (Abu-Rabia, 2000).2 In Sweden, the Arabic varieties most commonly spoken are Levantine (which includes Lebanese, Palestinian, Jordanian and Syrian (approximately 51%)) and Iraqi (approximately 33%) (Bohnacker, 2017; Statistics Sweden, 2025).

Children who grow up with Arabic do not acquire MSA as their native (or first) language (L1), rather, they are exposed to the regional variety in the home and acquire it as their L1; in Arab countries they later learn the standard variety at school. The situation is likely to be different for children growing up with Arabic in the diaspora, like Sweden. The parents may speak the same or different regional varieties, and the child will be exposed to these in the home, and not necessarily to additional Arabic elsewhere, but rather hear the societal language (Swedish) in (pre)school. If the child has Arabic-speaking peers, they may speak different regional varieties, and if the parents choose to enroll their child in Arabic home language education, the child may be taught to read and write in MSA by a teacher who may speak a different variety than the child's home variety (Bohnacker et al., 2025).

Enrolment in Arabic home language classes in Sweden is high (66%, National Authority for Education (Skolverket), 2025), which may indicate that parents generally set great store by their children becoming proficient in Arabic. International studies generally find that Arabic-speaking parents in immigration contexts value their language highly and are proud of it, wishing their children to learn it (e.g., Bentahila, 2011; Eid, 2019; Yousef and Taylor-Leech, 2018; Alraddadi, 2021). If this turns out to be the case for Sweden too, it could create good conditions for the maintenance of Arabic in a Swedish setting. However, positive attitudes are not in themselves enough for language maintenance (Hakuta and D'Andrea, 1992; Oller and Eilers, 2002; Spolsky, 2004; Pearson, 2007; Gafaranga, 2010), and the actual home language practices may be at odds with the parents' wish to pass on the language to their children.

Given the strong presence and dynamism of Arabic-speaking communities in the country, the scarcity of research on Arabic language maintenance in Sweden concerning intergenerational language transmission presents a significant knowledge gap. The current study investigates the practices of home language use and language beliefs of Arabic-heritage families in Sweden whose children are of preschool and early school age. The data presented are drawn from a broader research project and consist of 100 questionnaire survey responses from parents, and follow-up questionnaires and interviews conducted with 10 families. The data are discussed in light of an updated theoretical framework on family language policy and within the broader contextual background concerning people with a migratory background in Sweden and prevailing language ideologies.

The lack of any previous studies in this field makes it fitting to have a relatively detailed, empirical, descriptive approach. The following research questions are asked:

	• What are the predominant family language practices (concerning parents, child, siblings, extended family, media, reading and other language-related activities, home language education, enrolment in different types of school)?
	• Can the diversity in practices be explained by taking into account family background?
	• Which attitudes and beliefs do the parents have toward multilingualism and home-language maintenance?
	• How do family language practices change over time?
	• Do the parents receive advice on their child's bilingualism, and how do they act on it?

The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 presents relevant frameworks for intergenerational language transmission and family language policy (including the agency of parents, children, teachers, and the wider socio-political context). Section 3 outlines the method of the study, including the sociolinguistic background of the participants. Section 4 reports on the empirical findings from the parental questionnaire survey and the follow-up interviews, linking quantitative with qualitative results. Finally, Section 5 discusses these family language practices and beliefs in light of theoretical approaches to minority-language maintenance and family language policy, against the backdrop of multilingual language ideologies in Sweden.



2 Background and theoretical framework


2.1 Intergenerational language transmission

Children acquire language in social networks. For young children, the home and in particular the interactions between parents and child (or other primary caregivers and child) are generally considered to be the pivot around which the intergenerational passing on of minority languages revolves (e.g., Fishman, 1972, 1991; Lanza, 1997; Pearson, 2007).

Classic sociological and sociolinguistic theorizing has often approached language transmission, maintenance and shift from a generational perspective (Veltman, 1988; Fishman, 1972, 1991).3 A popularized version of such approaches is the three-generation model: The first generation of immigrants (Generation 1) speak their native language (L1) and retain it as a home/minority language in the new setting; they also learn the new majority/societal language as a second language (L2), though often imperfectly so.4 They transmit their native language to their children (Generation 2), who grow up bilingually with both the heritage language and the societal language. Generation 2 speakers are assumed to become dominant in the societal language and not to always pass on the heritage language to their children. Members of Generation 3 won't speak the heritage language fluently but become (largely) monolingual speakers of the societal language, even though the linguistic and cultural heritage may be important for them for reasons of identity.

Whilst such an assimilationist three-generation model may well capture patterns of language transmission and shift in some families and contexts, empirical studies over the past decades have shown that it does not capture them in others. The vitality of minority languages may vary widely between heritage languages and across contexts (Giles et al., 1977; Yagmur and van de Vijver, 2022). Influenced by a multitude of factors, processes of acculturation and language shift to the majority language can be slower, stretching over more than three generations—or faster (Hakuta and D'Andrea, 1992; Pearson, 2007; Schwartz, 2010). Moreover, family members cannot always be labeled as Generation 1, 2 or 3, but might be somewhere in between: Generation 1.5 immigrated as children and were schooled in the new societal language, which may promote language shift (Veltman, 1988; Hakuta and D'Andrea, 1992; Rumbaut, 2004; Pearson, 2007). Generation 2.5 might be born in the new country with one second-generation parent but the other parent being a first-generation newcomer, which revitalizes the use of the heritage language in the family.



2.2 Family language policy and child agency

Other sociolinguistic approaches have put forward the agency of family members and family language policy (Luykx, 2005; King et al., 2008) as explanatory concepts for home language use and maintenance.5 To begin with, family language policy was narrowly defined as “explicit and overt planning in relation to language use within the home among family members” (King et al., 2008: p. 907), i.e., deliberate planning, but was soon broadened to also include non-deliberately evolving language practices (Lanza and Lomeu Gomes, 2020). It is from the language practices that the “real” family language policy emerges.

(Spolsky 2004) proposed a tripartite language policy model for speech communities (e.g., classrooms, schools, institutions, nation states), comprising (i) practices, (ii) beliefs/ideology, and (iii) management/intervention/planning (Spolsky, 2004: p. 5). Applied to the domain of the minority-language family (Spolsky, 2012), family language policy would thus comprise (i) family language practices, (ii) language beliefs, i.e., beliefs about language and language use, and (iii) language management, i.e., specific decisions and efforts undertaken by persons of authority (often the parents) to modify or influence language practices. Such management efforts are by no means guaranteed to have the intended effect though. Also, language beliefs and attitudes6 do not only shape language practices but may also be shaped by them. Indeed, family language policy can be dynamic and subject to change.

In the field of family language policy, child agency has only gained traction in recent years (Schwartz, 2010; Smith-Christmas, 2020). Agency refers to the ability to make choices and initiate change. Early landmark studies by (Döpke 1992) and (Lanza 1997) analyzed parent-child interactions in German/English-speaking and Norwegian/English-speaking families, showing how young children may strongly influence language use in the home, but also how parents can steer this, by employing certain discourse strategies that are oriented toward minority-language maintenance. Such strategies can be ranked according to the degree to which they promote the use of the minority language by the bilingual child in conversations (or not). More recent empirical studies have shown how the child can exercise their own agency (e.g., Gafaranga, 2010; Fogle and King, 2013), as can siblings (Barron-Hauwaert, 2011; Bridges and Hoff, 2014; Kheirkhah and Cekaite, 2018; Sorenson Duncan and Paradis, 2020). This is because children often bring the majority language into the home, speak it, and invite other family members to speak it with them, which can promote a general shift away from the minority language. Here, children may come to challenge or ignore aspects of the parents' desired home language use (Luykx, 2005). This is an example of a family language practice that often simply “happens” or evolves. Other language practices in the family may be due to explicit and deliberate language management efforts by the parents, such as measures taken to actively boost input and/or interaction in a particular language in or outside the home, e.g., parents insisting that the minority language be spoken at the family dinner table, joint visits to the library to borrow home-language children's books, hiring a language-specific childminder or having L1 grandparents mind the child, singing, telling or reading bedtime stories in a particular language, or enrolling one's child in home-language education classes or in a bilingual (pre)school instead of the monolingual mainstream one. Such deliberate practices of controlling the external sociolinguistic environment of the child and/or controlling the language environment at home are considered to be clear manifestations of family language policy (e.g., Luykx, 2005; King et al., 2008; Schwartz, 2010; Curdt-Christiansen, 2018), though many researchers also subsume non-deliberately evolving family language practices under this term (Lanza and Lomeu Gomes, 2020).

A case in point is when the expanding social circle (e.g., friends, peers, school, digital communication) of children from minority-language families increasingly impacts whether and how the minority language continues to be practiced and developed. This influence may be at odds with the family language policy originally advocated by the parents. Children are quick to perceive and integrate the image that peers and teachers may have of them and their home languages, and adjust their language use accordingly (Mary and Young, 2020).



2.3 Teachers, school and the wider sociopolitical context

Teachers, preschool staff and child healthcare professionals may also exert considerable agency when counseling parents directly on their child's bilingual language development. These persons of authority may proffer advice that aligns or clashes with the parents' language practices and beliefs. Parents often act on such advice, since they generally want their children to do well in school; teacher agency may thus boost or curtail the child's future development of the minority language. Studies from countries such as Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands (Montanari, 2017; Pulinx et al., 2017; Bezçioglu-Göktolga and Yagmur, 2018) have found that (pre)school teachers routinely counsel against the use of the minority language in the home and instead advise minority-language parents to speak and read the majority (societal) language with the child, a recommendation for which there is no research basis.7 Such advice stems from the belief that increased contact with the minority language will prevent sufficient contact with the majority language. As pointed out by (Mary and Young 2020: p. 447), by giving such advice “the teacher not only shifts the responsibility for school language development from the school to the home, but also endorses the idea that parents have to make a ‘choice' between using the home language with their child or prioritizing their child's future.” Again, this idea of a forced choice does not have any basis in research.

A recent study from Sweden (Bohnacker, 2023) has found a different pattern though: Turkish-heritage parents of preschool- and primary-school-age children in Sweden reported throughout that they had been advised by teachers, educational experts and speech-language therapists that they should do their utmost for their child to learn Turkish really well. They should therefore strive to speak as much Turkish as possible with the child and maximize input to Turkish in the home. The rationale behind this advice was that a well-developed minority language would help the child to learn other languages more easily, including the majority language Swedish. In essence, the rationale is equivalent to the interdependence hypothesis, according to which proficiency in the first language (L1) will strengthen and speed up the acquisition of the second language (L2) and other subsequent languages (e.g., Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa, 1976; Cummins, 1979, 1991; Thomas and Collier, 1997). We are not aware of any research that investigates the kind of language advice school teachers provide to other minority-language groups, such as Arabic-heritage families in Sweden.

Family language policy may also be shaped and altered by the wider sociopolitical context and the dominant language ideology of the receiving society toward multilingualism and minority languages. Sweden is generally known for its multiculturally oriented politics and longstanding state-level support for home-language education (Aktürk-Drake, 2017, 2018; European Commission Directorate-General for Communication, 2018; Salö et al., 2018; Migration Integration Policy Index (MIPEX), 2020). The 2009 Language Act (Språklagen) states that Swedish is the principal language of the country, but the same piece of legislation also enshrines minority language rights (Language Act (Språklagen), 2009). The 2010 Education Act (Skollagen) gives children the right to minority language education nationwide (modersmålsundervisning “mother tongue instruction”) (Education Act (Skollagen), 2010). What sets Sweden apart from many other countries is that home language education is funded by the government, offered as an elective subject within the regular school system, and that preschool and school-age children who grow up with a home language other than the majority language Swedish are entitled to this by law (For detailed discussions of the Swedish home-language education system past and present, see e.g., Hyltenstam and Milani, 2012; SOU 2019:18, 2019; Bohnacker, 2023).

In the currently changing Swedish sociopolitical climate, mismatches emerge between the official state-level language policy promoting minority-language maintenance and multilingualism, the municipalities' implementation of this policy, and increasingly louder voices in the public domain. Both in parliament and in the media, Swedish right-wing parties are calling for cuts or the complete abolishment of home language education, which could signal a change in societal attitudes toward multilingualism in minority-language children (Bohnacker et al., 2025). In media campaigns, the political far-right appear to have singled out Arabic as a particularly undesirable heritage language, which may not have gone unnoticed by Arabic-heritage families in Sweden.8

As mentioned above, language practices and beliefs in Arabic-heritage families in Sweden are an under-researched area. There is one unpublished MA thesis (Attaallah, 2020) where 5 Arabic-speaking immigrant parents were interviewed about home language maintenance when bringing up children in Sweden. These parents came from different backgrounds and reported different language practices in the home, but all valued Arabic highly and wanted their children to become proficient in it. They emphasized that parents should communicate this wish explicitly and continuously to their children. Some parents viewed the Arabic language as integral to their sociocultural and/or religious identity and wanted their children to do the same. Others were of the opinion that their children should learn Arabic alongside Swedish so that they could be free movers between different cultures, countries and communities. The small number of families in the study makes generalizations difficult. We are not aware of any larger-scale studies, other than our own work (Bohnacker et al., 2025).9




3 The present study: materials and methods


3.1 The project

The research reported in this study is part of a broader child multilingualism research project (BiLI-TAS) directed by the first author, which investigates the language development of preschool and primary school children growing up in Sweden with two or more languages. The larger project included a sample of 100 Arabic/Swedish-speaking children (age 4–7) and their families, who are the participants in the present study. A subgroup of these children and their families were seen again some years later, to gain a longitudinal perspective. The main objective of the larger project was to measure and compare the children's language skills in their home language (e.g., the Arabic vernacular) and in the majority language Swedish. The children carried out a range of tasks measuring their expressive and receptive language skills concerning vocabulary, narrative and phonological processing in both languages. These are not in focus in the present paper and will therefore not be reported here (for results, see Öberg, 2020; Bohnacker et al., 2021a,b; Haddad, 2022; Öberg and Bohnacker, 2022). In order to better explain the children's language results, we systematically explored the language and social backgrounds of the families. This was done through questionnaire surveys and interviews. The questionnaire surveys and interviews with the parents also provide rich data concerning the families' language practices, policies and beliefs, which are the focus of the present study.



3.2 Data collection, processing, and analysis

One hundred Arabic-speaking families in Sweden with children in the age range of 4;0 to 7;11 years were recruited by contacting a large number of (pre)schools in urban regions of eastern central Sweden, as well as cultural associations and congregations that organized activities for Arabic-speaking children. Some families were recruited through personal contacts of Arabic-speaking research assistants and through bilingual events at community centers. Randomized sampling from the national population register was not feasible, as no statistics are kept on whether a resident of Sweden speaks Arabic or not. Instead we used non-probability judgmental/purposive sampling, also called criterion sampling (Dörnyei, 2007: p. 126–128; Lanza, 2008: p. 82–85). The criteria to be fulfilled for inclusion in the sample were: child aged 4–7 years; no known hearing, language or neuropsychiatric disorders; Arabic spoken in the home; Arabic and Swedish spoken by the child; child resident in eastern central Sweden; willingness to participate. We aimed to recruit children who were active bilinguals, i.e., who could speak both languages (Arabic and Swedish) at least to some degree, since the project involved expressive language tasks in both languages for the children.10 The children came from 53 different (pre)schools. We targeted urban regions of eastern central Sweden, including the metropolitan region of greater Stockholm and neighboring cities, because a large share of the Arabic-speaking population in Sweden is resident there (Bohnacker, 2017) and there is a good mix of inner cities and suburbs oriented toward the industrial, service and education sectors. In addition, recruitment and data collection there was logistically viable.

Families received oral and written information about the project in both Arabic and Swedish. Those parents who agreed to participate provided informed written consent for their and their child's participation. Children assented orally. Participation could be discontinued at any time. Procedures were put in place to preserve the confidentiality of participants and to ensure that the research was done in an ethical way (Haddad, 2022). Anonymity of the families was ensured by assigning individual codes. The study has been carried out in accordance with the local university ethical code of conduct and Swedish regulations concerning data protection.

The parents of the children filled in an extensive questionnaire (five pages, paper-and-pencil) in the language of their choice, Arabic or Swedish, and those who preferred to respond orally were interviewed in Arabic by trained researchers who filled in the questionnaire with them.11 The questions in the questionnaire were developed by the BiLI-TAS project team for several languages and piloted with Arabic-speaking parents and members of the Arabic community in Sweden. The questionnaire was inspired by international questionnaires such as the PABIQ (Parents of Bilingual Children Questionnaire; Tuller, 2015), and questionnaires used by speech-language therapists in Sweden. There were 36 questionnaire items (some yes/no, some estimation scales, and some open-ended questions) targeting the child's age at first regular exposure to Arabic vs. Swedish, (pre)school attendance and school language(s), birth order, the child's early language development, the parents' background with regard to language, education and occupation, parents' length of residence in Sweden, family language use in the home, including the parents' language(s) spoken with each other and to the child, the language used by the child to communicate with their parents and siblings, language use between siblings, language use with extended family etc. Parents also estimated the proportion of daily input to the child for each language and the frequency and extent of language-related activities in Arabic and Swedish in and outside the home, such as media consumption, shared book reading, singing and storytelling, as well as home language education. Parents were also asked which language(s) they considered most important for their child to become proficient in, whether they had ever felt any anxiety about the child's language development and why, and what their experience had been when seeking help or advice in such cases (The questionnaire is available as Supplementary material).

Questionnaire data was available for all 100 children, though in some cases, parents omitted to answer certain questions, and for one child most questions were left blank. Parental responses were anonymised, coded, entered into spreadsheets and analyzed/processed quantitatively in Excel and SPSS. They form the database for the questionnaire survey results, which will be referred to as the large sample or the large-scale survey.

Approximately 2 years after participation in the original study, a subgroup of the participants were seen again, to provide insights on the longitudinal development from age 4 to age 6. We recontacted all 22 families whose child had been 4 years old in the cross-sectional study; however due to contact and travel restrictions during the COVID pandemic, we were only able to collect data from 10 of these children and their families (45%).12 As described in Section 3.3, the backgrounds of the 10 children and their families in the longitudinal follow-up largely reflect the profiles of the 100 children in the original sample. The children carried out the same language tasks as 2 years earlier (not reported here, see Haddad, 2022), and we also briefly interviewed them about their language use with parents and sibling(s), with other relatives and friends, and whether they had any (pre)school teachers and/or classmates that they spoke Arabic with (15 questions).

The bulk of the information we gathered about family language use in the longitudinal follow-up came from the parents though, who filled in a questionnaire (in Arabic or Swedish) and were interviewed by the second author, a native speaker of Arabic. The questionnaire was a shortened version of the original questionnaire (17 questions about language use and attitudes now that their child was 2 years older). The questionnaire responses were coded, entered into spreadsheets and analyzed quantitatively. The interview was carried out as a structured interview with the mother of the child, either during a home visit, or in a couple of cases via telephone, when contact and travel restrictions made in-person meetings difficult during the COVID pandemic. The interviews focused on the family's language practices and attitudes and which aspects of language use might have changed over time. We also asked about Arabic-speaking teaching staff at the child's (pre)school, language contact with grandparents and other relatives, library visits and reading habits, interaction strategies, whether the parents ever consulted anyone about their child's language development and bilingualism, and what kind of advice they would give to parents of other bilingual children to learn Arabic in Sweden. The parental interview responses were transcribed, anonymised, entered into spreadsheets and analyzed thematically by hand. They form the database for the longitudinal follow-up.13

Some preliminary observations from the large sample and the longitudinal follow-up were reported in (Haddad 2022). The data have since been cross-checked, cleaned and analyzed further by the first author and PI of the BiLI-TAS project. The questionnaire and interview data are reported here in detail for the first time and discussed in relation to family language policy.

In order to make sense of the diversity in family language policies, we explored family background in relation to language practices, and language practices in relation to language attitudes and beliefs. We adopted a mixed-methods approach that involved “the collection and analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data in a single study” (Dörnyei, 2007: p. 163), the rationale being that this allows for triangulation and may improve the validity of the findings (Dörnyei, 2007). The quantitative data (from 100 parental questionnaires) reveal a generalisable picture of family language practices and attitudes, whilst the qualitative data from the interviews provide deeper insights into these practices, attitudes and beliefs and the motivations behind them.



3.3 Background of the participants

The families of the 100 Arabic/Swedish-speaking children that participated in the cross-sectional study lived in urban regions in eastern central Sweden. According to parental report, the children had no known hearing, language or neuropsychiatric disorders at the time. The 100 children, 50 girls and 50 boys, broke down into 22 4-year-olds, 25 5-year-olds, 29 6-year-olds, and 24 7-year-olds.

Nearly all children (95/100) grew up in two-parent households, the remainder lived with single parents or alternated between two different households. Nearly all children (94/100) had siblings. Thirty-nine children were first-borns (and thus did not have an older sibling to interact with), whereas 61 children had at least one older sibling. Roughly half the children (55/100) were born in Sweden, whereas 44 were born in an Arabic-speaking country and had come to Sweden as toddlers. One child was born in an English-speaking country.

Table 1 provides a generational breakdown of the participants by their history of immigration. Most children (88%) belonged to Generation 1.5, i.e., they immigrated as children (recall Section 2) or to Generation 2, i.e., they were born in Sweden but both their parents had been raised in an Arabic-speaking country and had immigrated to Sweden as adults. The remaining children (12%) had one parent who was raised in Sweden: In one family, one parent had been born and raised in Sweden, in 11 families one parent had come to Sweden as a child and had (at least partially) grown up here, but there were no families with two parents who had grown up in Sweden. Parental length of residence in Sweden varied from only 10 months to 40 years, with an average length of 9.7 years.

TABLE 1 Breakdown of the children by their and their parents' history of immigration.	Generation	Entire sample N = 100	Longitudinal sub-sample N = 10
	G1.5 (child born outside Sweden, parents raised in Arabic-speaking country)	45	2
	G2 (child born in Sweden, parents raised in Arabic-speaking country)	43	8
	G2.5 (child born in Sweden, 1 parent raised in Sweden)	12	0
	G3 (child has two Sweden-raised parents)	0	0



The families' socioeconomic status varied greatly concerning parents' occupations and formal education levels, which spanned from only 3 years of primary school to doctoral degrees. Many parents had completed upper secondary school, and about half had at least some tertiary (college) education. Many had originally trained in white-collar professions but were now employed in other, less skilled, jobs in Sweden, often in the service, transport, and crafts sectors, or attended vocational training and/or Swedish language classes. Roughly 25% were currently homemakers or unemployed. Regardless of employment status and family income though, all children had access to public daycare and schooling.

Nearly all parents considered Arabic to be their first/native language (L1) and to be fully fluent in it; none reported Swedish as their L1. One parent had a different language as their L1 but conversed in Arabic. The families spoke different Arabic varieties, roughly reflecting the linguistic diversity of the Arabic-speaking population resident in Sweden, where varieties from the Middle East, in particular, the Levant (i.e., eastern Mediterranean, e.g., Syrian, Palestinian, Lebanese) and Iraq predominate.

Parents were also asked to rate their knowledge of Swedish. The answers varied greatly. Fourteen percent rated their Swedish as fluent; these were mainly parents who had lived in Sweden for more than 12 years, often 20–30 years, and some had also grown up in Sweden. Thirty-five percent parents rated their Swedish as intermediate-level and 20% as basic or non-existent. The remaining parents (31%) did not provide information regarding their knowledge of Swedish. Leaving this question blank may indicate low proficiency in Swedish.

Almost all children (98/100) had been continually exposed to Arabic from birth, which is to be expected considering the parents' language background. For one child, Arabic exposure was reported to have started shortly after birth, and for one child such information was missing. By exposure to “Arabic” we mean exposure to colloquial, regional varieties (c āmiyya), as these are the ones spoken in the home (and not MSA/fuṣḥa). All children were reported to be exposed to a regional variety of Arabic in the home. Only one family reported that they sometimes also spoke MSA to the child, to teach the child the standard variety. Twenty-five percent of the children were reported to be exposed to more than one regional variety in the home, e.g., via television, gaming, or the parents speaking different regional varieties. According to parental report, the children spoke mainly Syrian and Palestinian varieties of Arabic (43 and 26 children, respectively), followed by Iraqi (N = 17), Lebanese (N = 9), and Egyptian (N = 4).

Age of onset of Swedish varied for the children from before age 1 to shortly after age 6. Only 6 children had been regularly exposed to Swedish during their first year of life. For half the children (52/100), regular exposure to Swedish had started after age 3;0. Children with later onsets for Swedish had often been born abroad and had immigrated to Sweden relatively recently with their families. Most children were characterized by their parents as bilingual (Arabic, Swedish), but two children grew up in homes where in addition a third language was spoken on a regular basis (English, Kurdish).

The backgrounds of the 10 children and their families in the longitudinal follow-up were similar to those of the larger sample. All parents reported Arabic as their native (L1) language, they had been raised in an Arabic-speaking country and immigrated to Sweden as adults. Parental education levels ranged from primary education to postgraduate degrees. For all children, age of onset for Arabic was at birth, while age of onset for Swedish again showed more variation (from before age 1 to between age 3–4). A higher proportion of children (8/10) in the longitudinal follow-up than in the cross-sectional sample was born in Sweden (see Table 1, right-hand column). Again, Syrian and Palestinian varieties of Arabic predominated.




4 Results


4.1 Parents' language use and parent-child interaction

The language the parents speak with each other at home gives an idea of what language the child is exposed to on a daily basis, even if this language is not directly addressed to the child. In the large-scale survey, the vast majority of the parents (90%) reported that they spoke solely Arabic with each other.14 No household reported that the parents predominantly spoke Swedish to each other. The parents of three children reported that they spoke both Arabic and Swedish to each other. These parents had typically had lived in Sweden for many years and one of them explicitly commented: “I came to Sweden when I was 10 years old and I can express myself best in Swedish” (parent of BiAra5-06). For the remaining households, no information was available regarding parental language use with each other.

Let us now consider parent-child interaction. The language the parents speak to the child on a daily basis constitutes a direct language input source. The language chosen for interaction with the child is also a reflection of family language policy, whether it is consciously planned or not. In our study, the parents were asked to specify on a five-point scale whether they spoke with their child “almost only Arabic,” “mostly Arabic,” “even” (i.e., fifty-fifty), “mostly Swedish,” “almost only Swedish”; they could also fill in “other” if their language use did not match that scale. For the large majority of children (79/100), both parents spoke only or mostly Arabic with their child (see Table 2). The only parent who reported to speak mostly Swedish with their child was the same parent mentioned above who had grown up in Sweden and also preferred to speak Swedish with their spouse. For 19 children, the parents spoke both Arabic and Swedish to the child, to varying degrees (for details, see Table 2, left column). The parents of two children reported “other”, involving a third language (Kurdish, English). Among the (few) parents who reported to speak at least 50% Swedish to their child, longer residency in Sweden tended to be common, often 12–30 years (Conversely however, it was not the case that all parents who had lived in Sweden for such a long time years reported speaking a lot of Swedish to their child).

TABLE 2 Language use between parents and child, entire sample (100 children), questionnaire responses.	Parents speak to child	Child speaks to parents
	Both parents mostly Arabic	79	To both parents mostly Arabic	68
	Both parents mostly Swedish	0	To both parents mostly Swedish	8
	1 parent mostly Arabic, 1 parent 50/50 or mostly Swedish	9	To 1 parent mostly Arabic, to 1 parent 50/50 or mostly Swedish	8
	1 parent mostly Swedish, 1 parent 50/50	0	To 1 parent mostly Swedish, to 1 parent 50/50	1
	Both parents 50/50	9	To both parents 50/50	13
	Other	2	Other	1
	Missing information	1	Missing information	1
	Total	100	Total	100

“50/50” indicates roughly equal amounts of Arabic and Swedish.


The parents were also asked to report which language(s) the child speaks to them. Table 2 (right-hand column) shows the child's language use with the parents. The majority of the children (68/100) were reported to speak mostly Arabic with their parents. The parents of 8 children, however, reported that their child spoke mostly Swedish to both of them. This pattern differs from parent-to-child language use, where no household indicated that both parents spoke mostly Swedish to the child. The parents of 22 children reported that their child spoke both Arabic and Swedish to them, to varying degrees.15 One child was reported to speak mainly Arabic to one parent and Kurdish and Swedish to the other parent (this was the parent whose L1 was Kurdish). For one child, information regarding language use with the parents was missing.

One might expect that children growing up with parents who themselves have grown up in Sweden speak more Swedish with their parents than those whose parents have come to Sweden as adults. However, this does not appear to be the case in our sample. Only two of the 12 children with a Sweden-raised parent were reported to speak a lot of Swedish to their parents (50/50 or mostly Swedish), but 29 other children (without any Sweden-raised parent) were also reported to speak a lot of Swedish to their parents (50/50 or mostly Swedish). This suggests that a purely generational approach to home language use is too simplistic (Fishman, 1972, 1991; Pearson, 2007) and that other social and affective factors influence children's language use with their parents in the home. These are investigated in the following sections.

In the longitudinal follow-up, all parents reported that they solely spoke Arabic to each other. The majority of the parents spoke only or mostly Arabic to the child, while others reported that they spoke both Arabic and Swedish, with some shifts toward more Swedish, and some shifts toward more Arabic (see Table 4). Concerning child-to-parent speech, all but one child (BiAra4-02, who mostly spoke Swedish to their parents) were reported to speak mostly Arabic or a mixture of Arabic and Swedish, with little change over time (see Table 4). These data are based on a comparison of the parents' answers in the questionnaires at the two data collection times (age 4 and age 6); the interviews generally confirmed this pattern, with some exceptions: In the interview, the parent of BiAra4-14 reported that the child nowadays mostly spoke Swedish to the parents, even when spoken to in Arabic. The interviews also revealed that some parents had started to speak more Swedish to their child (BiAra4-02, BiAra4-06) because they had experienced that s/he had difficulty in understanding everything that was being said in Arabic and/or because the child preferred Swedish. Other parents reported that they purposely spoke more Arabic to the child now than 2 years earlier, in order to maintain the home language and because they foresaw their child needing strong Arabic language skills in the future (BiAra4-16, BiAra4-18). In six families, the parents reported no change in parent-child language use over the past 2 years.

In the interviews, we also asked the parents about interaction strategies (Lanza, 1997), for instance, whether it happened that the parent spoke Arabic and the child would respond in Swedish, and if so, what the parent would do. For 5 children, the parents said that this situation did not occur or very rarely because the child always spoke Arabic with them (these families had not been in Sweden for very long). The other parents (with varied residence lengths) acknowledged that such situations did occur, but they handled it in different ways. Some answered that they insisted on continuing in Arabic, that they rephrased or explained in Arabic, that they reminded the child that they did not understand Swedish and told the child to speak Arabic. Several parents pointed out that these strategies did not always work. For instance, one mother said: “I try to ‘force' her to speak in Arabic, by telling her (in Swedish) that I don't understand Swedish. I encourage her to speak Arabic with me.” Another mother said: “I try to correct her and make her speak in Arabic, if she does not understand, then I try to explain to her in Swedish.” Two parents reported that their child at times would refuse to speak Arabic to them, that they would get exasperated and then continue in Swedish. We see a strong sense of child agency here. Still, for all but one family, parental language use with the child appears to remain predominantly in Arabic.



4.2 Language use with siblings

Compared to parent-parent and parent-child interaction (which, as we have seen, was largely in Arabic), language use between siblings was different. Parents were asked to choose one option out of five: “no sibling,” “mostly Arabic,” “both Arabic and Swedish,” “mostly Swedish,” or “other language.” As shown in Table 3, in the large sample, 39% (39/100) children were reported to communicate mostly in Arabic with their siblings (vs. 68% mostly in Arabic with their parents, recall Table 2). Eighteen percent were reported to speak mostly Swedish with their siblings (recall that only 8% did this with their parents). Thirty-six percent spoke both Swedish and Arabic with their siblings. In four cases, the parents also reported “other” language use between siblings, namely the use of English in addition to Swedish and/or Arabic.16 Six children did not have siblings; and for one child, sibling information was missing.

TABLE 3 Language use between child and siblings, questionnaire responses.	Child speaks to sibling(s)	Entire sample N = 100	Longitudinal sub-sample N = 10
	Mostly Arabic	39	6
	Arabic and Swedish	36	3
	Mostly Swedish	18	2
	Missing information	1	0
	No siblings	6	0



We were interested to find out whether the 18 children who spoke mostly Swedish with their siblings had any other traits in common. There was no observable pattern regarding birth order or the number of siblings. However, two thirds of the children who spoke mostly Swedish with their siblings (13/18) were also reported to speak a lot of Swedish to their parents (mostly Swedish or 50/50). A few (4/18) had a parent who had grown up in Sweden themselves, though most of them did not. Interestingly, nearly all of the children who mostly spoke Swedish with their siblings (15/18) were born in Sweden. The reverse did not hold though (i.e., there were other Sweden-born children who were not reported to mostly speak Swedish with their siblings, but Arabic or a mix). We could thus not see any generational patterns here.

In the longitudinal follow-up, we noted that the parents' written follow-up questionnaire responses concerning language use between siblings did not always match the information provided orally during the interview; several families reported that the child now codeswitched more into Swedish when communicating with siblings. Four children were reported to continue to speak mostly Arabic with their sibling(s) (see Table 4, rightmost column). The other six were reported to either speak a mixture of Arabic and Swedish or mostly Swedish with their sibling(s).

TABLE 4 Language use between parents, parents and child, child and siblings, questionnaire responses in the longitudinal follow-up (10 children, age 4 vs. age 6).	Child code	Age	Parents speak to each other	Parents speak to child	Child speaks to parents	Child speaks to sibling(s)
	BiAra4-02	At age 4	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both mostly Swedish	Arabic and Swedish
 		At age 6	Arabic	Both Arabic and Swedish	To both Arabic and Swedish*	Arabic and Swedish*
	BiAra4-05	At age 4	Single parent	Mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic
 		At age 6		Mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic	Arabic and Swedish*
	BiAra4-06	At age 4	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both only Arabic	Arabic and Swedish
 		At age 6	Arabic	1 only Arabic, 1 mostly Arabic	To both Arabic and Swedish*	Arabic and Swedish*
	BiAra4-08	At age 4	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both only Arabic	Mostly Arabic
 		At age 6	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both only Arabic	Mostly Arabic
	BiAra4-13	At age 4	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic
 		At age 6	Arabic	1 only Arabic, 1 mostly Arabic	To both mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic*
	BiAra4-14	At age 4	Arabic	1 only Arabic, 1 mostly Arabic	To 1 only Arabic, to 1 Arabic and Swedish	Mostly Swedish
 		At age 6	Arabic	1 only Arabic, 1 Arabic and Swedish	To 1 mostly Arabic, to 1 Arabic and Swedish*	Mostly Swedish
	BiAra4-15	At age 4	Arabic	Both Arabic and Swedish	To both Arabic and Swedish	Mostly Swedish
 		At age 6	Arabic	Both mostly Arabic	To both mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic*
	BiAra4-16	At age 4	Arabic	Both Arabic and Swedish	To both mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic
 		At age 6	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both only Arabic	Mostly Arabic*
	BiAra4-18	At age 4	Arabic	Both Arabic and Swedish	Mostly Arabic	Mostly Arabic
 		At age 6	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both only Arabic	Mostly Arabic
	BiAra4-24	At age 4	Arabic	Both mostly Arabic	To both only Arabic	Mostly Arabic
 		At age 6	Arabic	Both only Arabic	To both only Arabic	Mostly Arabic

*During the interview, parents adjusted this estimate toward more Swedish.


For most of the ten children, it became evident during the interview that language use between siblings in fact had shifted toward more Swedish (which could mean that the child continued to speak Arabic but now interspersed with a little Swedish, or that the child had shifted from mostly Arabic to a combination of Arabic and Swedish or to mostly Swedish). In fact, the parents of five children pointed out that their children predominantly spoke Swedish with their sibling(s) at home (BiAra4-02, BiAra4-05, BiAra4-06, BiAra4-14, BiAra4-15). These siblings were all older than the child. Some parents mentioned that they strongly encouraged their offspring to speak Arabic with each other, but that the children often refused to do so and continued in Swedish. For instance, one mother said “With her older sister she speaks in Swedish, but I tell them to speak more Arabic. But when they are together, they just speak Swedish.” We see examples of strong child agency here. In three cases (BiAra4-02, BiAra4-05, BiAra4-16), the follow-up interviews moreover revealed that the children were also increasingly speaking some English with their sibling(s). According to the parents, children showed an interest in speaking English since they had started to learn it at school and/or were being more exposed to it while using electronic devices at home.



4.3 Language use with grandparents and extended family

We also asked about grandparents and other relatives as additional language input providers. In the literature, relatives, especially those of the older generation, are generally regarded as important for the transmission and upkeep of the heritage language and culture. In the large sample, a large majority of the children (78/100) was reported to hear Arabic from extended family. For 21 children this was not the case; we could not determine any commonalities concerning the background of these families. In 5 cases no information was available.17

In the longitudinal follow-up, we explored the issue of language use with extended family further. During the interviews, it emerged that all 10 children spoke Arabic with their grandparents, and some also with aunts, uncles, cousins and other relatives (this had not been queried in the questionnaire). Relatives were contacted via telephone or online video/audio call, since they often did not live in Sweden. With major recent advances in digital telecommunication technology, grandparents and other relatives can now be co-present in the lives of families to a greater extent than in the past. Several parents stressed that being able to stay in contact with their extended family was their main motivation to make the child learn Arabic. It seems that when children interact with relatives, they are more or less forced to use the heritage language since the relatives do not understand Swedish. For instance, one mother said “He speaks mostly in Arabic with those that are in [country of origin] since he has no other choice with his grandparents, but some relatives are in Sweden so they switch to Swedish.” The informal interviews with the children confirmed these insights, though another child mentioned that s/he also spoke Swedish with relatives who lived in Sweden. In one family, the child had begun to communicate in English (rather than Arabic) with non-Swedish-speaking cousins, uncles and aunts. Nearly all of the children reported that they sometimes went abroad with their parents to meet Arabic-speaking friends and relatives, and/or that such relatives had been to visit them in Sweden and that they then communicate in Arabic.



4.4 Language-related home activities

Joint activities such as storytelling, singing, watching films or reading books together in a particular language can also reflect family language policy, irrespective of whether the language used for the activity has been consciously chosen or not. As is well-known, such fun activities together nurture socioemotional bonds between family members and can build language and literacy skills. To gain further insights into such home activities, we asked parents how often they had performed the following with their child during the past month: telling stories, reading books (or looking at picture books) together, singing and/or listening to songs, watching TV/videos or doing computer activities together (Table 5). For each language (Arabic and Swedish), parents specified each type of activity on a 4-point scale (“almost every day,” “once/twice a week,” “twice a month,” or “(almost) never”). Although it is not possible to measure the richness of the language that is being provided in the books the children read or the songs they hear, such home activities ensure a certain amount of language input.

TABLE 5 Language-related activities in Arabic and Swedish in the home, entire sample (100 children).	Arabic	Never	Twice a month	Once/twice a week	Almost every day	Missing information
	Telling stories	7	17	42	14	20
	Shared book reading	12	13	39	14	22
	Singing/listening to songs	10	12	22	37	19
	Watching TV/videos	6	6	15	62	11
	Swedish	Never	Twice a month	Once/twice a week	Almost every day	Missing information
	Telling stories	26	16	20	16	22
	Shared book reading	19	15	29	20	17
	Singing/listening to songs	15	14	22	27	22
	Watching TV/videos	15	7	12	53	13



The joint activity reported most frequently was watching videos/films (on television, computers or other electronic devices); and for a large majority of children, parents reported doing this together with their child every day or at least once a week, in Arabic (77/100), and in Swedish (65/100). Slightly more than half the families also reported that they told the child stories in Arabic (56/100), read books in Arabic for them (53/100) or sang Arabic songs with the child (59/100) at least once a week. On the whole, such joint activities seemed to be carried out more frequently in Arabic than in Swedish, but they were also quite common in Swedish (Table 5). Storytelling in Swedish was much less frequent though than in Arabic (which is to be expected since we know from Section 4.1 that most parents predominantly spoke Arabic to the child). We could not detect any common tendencies in the backgrounds of the families who carried out joint activities in a particular language very frequently vs. hardly at all. Note however that many parents chose to leave some answers blank; there is a lot of missing information in both languages (see Table 5). In such cases, it may be cautiously assumed that the home activity is never or seldom carried out by parents and child together. Another possible explanation for the large number of missing data could be the fact that the question came at the end of the five-page questionnaire.

One of the language-related home activities we queried was shared book reading, which appeared to be somewhat less common than watching television/videos, singing and storytelling (Table 5). The frequency of shared book reading varied substantially between families. For about half the children, parents reported shared book reading at least once a week (53/100 for Arabic, and 49/100 for Swedish). Twelve families reported that they never did this with their child in Arabic, and 19 that they never did this in Swedish. Moreover, nearly one fifth of the families left this question blank for at least one of the languages.18

We were interested to see whether the families who never read books with their child had anything in common, vis-à-vis those who read books together every day. Recall that all parents considered themselves to be fluent in Arabic and all but one parent considered Arabic to be their native language (We did not ask about the parents' literacy levels in Arabic or Swedish though, as this can be a touchy issue.). In families with daily shared book reading in Arabic, most children (12/14) were being read to in Swedish as well, half of them on a daily basis (7/14), and their parents often had a relatively high level of education (tertiary education, 10/14), though some did not. We could not detect any pattern with regard to other factors, such as (parental) length of stay in Sweden. Families who never read books in Arabic with their child often reported that they never read books with them in Swedish either (8/12). Four of the families who never read books in Arabic instead read books in Swedish with their child on a daily basis (these families had often lived in Sweden for 15–30 years). We could not discern any common denominator (such that Sweden-raised parents or parents who had lived in Sweden for a very long time would tend to read to their child more often in Swedish or less often in Arabic). In the families who reported daily shared book reading in Swedish, the parents had a wide range of backgrounds (education, residence length, etc.). However, for those families who never read to their child in Swedish, a few common traits emerged: Disproportionally often, the parents had comparatively low levels of education (primary or lower secondary school), and roughly two thirds of them had relatively short residence lengths in Sweden (0.8–5 years).19

In the longitudinal follow-up questionnaire and interviews, we also asked about language-related home activities between parent(s) and child. The frequency of these activities varied widely, but the individual families mostly stuck to their earlier activity habits. As in the sample at large, watching television/videos together was again the most commonly reported activity for both Arabic and Swedish, though one family reported that they had stopped doing this in Arabic, and three families now also watched Swedish television and films with the children, which they had not done before, in addition to Arabic. Two such families had also started telling stories in Swedish and listening to and/or singing Swedish songs, which they had not reported 2 years earlier. While at least some shared book reading in Arabic was reported for the majority of children at age 4, by age 6 all 10 children were being read to by their parents in Arabic, and for several this was reported to be done nearly every day. Parent-child shared book reading in Swedish was less common; one family did it on a daily basis, the others less frequently, or never. From the child interviews, it emerged that in one case, an older sibling read Swedish books with the child instead.

Book reading activities at home are dependent on whether the family has access to books. Sweden has many public library branches that not only stock children's books in Swedish but also in Arabic and other minority languages. Borrowing is free of charge. In the interviews with the parents, we explored the issue of book reading and libraries further. Two families mentioned that they had their own children's books at home, mostly Swedish ones. Several families lamented the detrimental effects of the contact and travel restrictions during the COVID pandemic on library visits. That aside, five of the ten families went to the library frequently to borrow children's books, either just Arabic books or books in both Swedish and Arabic. Two families said they never went to the library and two families only rarely did so, for a number of reasons (“because we have books at home,” “because my child isn't into books but prefers to draw,” “because we prefer the mosque”). Whilst the small sample does not allow statistical exploration, it is noteworthy that four of the five frequent library customers were very highly educated, whereas those who never or rarely went to the library mostly had a low level of formal education.

Several parents pointed out that children's books written in Standard Arabic (MSA) could not straightforwardly be read aloud to their child since s/he did not understand MSA but only the family's vernacular, i.e., a regional variety of Arabic such as Lebanese, Palestinian, Syrian. In such cases, the parent often chose to “translate” the book for the child on the fly. For instance, one mother said “We would try to borrow and read both Arabic and Swedish. But my children thought that fuṣḥa [MSA] was hard, so I used to translate them to our dialect.” Instead of reading aloud a story book in MSA, parents might improvise and talk about the book with the child in the vernacular, and this was sometimes done with children's books written in Swedish as well. Only one family, frequent library customers, reported that they read books with the child in MSA; these parents were also teaching the child to speak MSA at home. Library visits and shared book reading are conscious efforts to maintain and develop the language(s) of the child.



4.5 Enrolment in home language education

Another conscious effort to support home language development is to enroll the child in home language education classes (modersmålsundervisning “mother tongue instruction”). In the large-scale survey, the parents were asked to specify whether the child attended Arabic home language classes, alone or with others, how often, for how long and who organized them (municipalities, private initiatives or both) (We explicitly asked about Arabic home language instruction, not about religious (Koran/Qur'an) instruction.).

About two-thirds of the children (65/100) attended such classes, whilst 34 did not; attendance however did not distribute evenly across age (see Table 6). A large majority of the 6-and-7-year-olds attended municipal Arabic classes, whereas the 4-and-5-year-olds rarely did; instead a larger share of the 4-and-5-year-olds attended classes run by private organizations or congregations. A likely explanation for this is that following cutbacks of state-funded home language education for preschoolers, municipalities in Sweden nowadays offer these classes only for school-age children (from age 6), which they are legally obliged to. According to the parental questionnaire, most children attended Arabic home language classes once a week, with municipal classes usually lasting for 40 min to 1 h. Privately-run classes typically lasted for 1–4 h. On average, children attended home language education for 1.9 h/week, and most children did so together with other children.

TABLE 6 Arabic home language education, entire sample (100 children), questionnaire responses.	Age	Attendance	Municipal	Private	Both municipal and private	None	Missing information
	4	46% (10/22)	2	7	1	10	2
	5	40% (10/25)	2	7	1	14	1
	6	79% (23/29)	18	4	1	6	0
	7	92% (22/24)	16	3	3	1	1
	Total	65% (65/100)	38	21	6	31	4



We were interested in finding out commonalities between the families whose children were enrolled in Arabic home language education vs. those who were not, but could not discern any tendencies other than older children being enrolled more often than younger ones. Enrolment was no different for children born in Sweden vs. in an Arabic-speaking country, for children of parents raised in Sweden vs. in an Arabic-speaking country, parents' formal education levels, or lengths of residence.

In the longitudinal follow-up, in line with the results of the large-scale survey, only three of the children at age 4 were reported to be enrolled in Arabic home language education. By age 6, nine out of ten children attended municipal Arabic classes (45 min to 2 h/week).20 One of these children had recently stopped going there because their new teacher spoke a variety of Arabic that the child found hard to understand. Four children attended privately-run Arabic classes in addition to the municipal ones, making their Arabic language instruction sum up to 3–4 h/week. Some of these private language classes, such as Saturday or Sunday school, had been put on hold during the COVID pandemic though. Three children had already started private language classes at age 4; the fourth was not explicitly reported to have private Arabic classes at age 4 but instead frequently attended organized extra-curricular activities with Arabic-speaking peers. This suggests that the parents who had enrolled their children in both private and municipal Arabic classes at age 6 were keen on teaching their children their mother tongue from a very young age.



4.6 Enrolment and language practices in (pre)school

In Sweden, preschooling is widespread, extensive and affordable for families irrespective of their socioeconomic background. The children in our sample attended 53 different childcare establishments; Fifty-one went to preschool, mostly for 30–40 h/week (range 15–40 h). The remaining 49 children attended primary school (grade 0 or grade 1). While most children had been to preschool in Sweden, not all of them had done so from an early age because of different histories of migration. In line with Swedish mainstream convention (Statistics Sweden, 2019), most children were enrolled in preschool relatively early. Ninety-one percent of the Sweden-born children (50/55) had started preschool before age 3;0, 64% (35/55) had done so before age 2;0, and many of them as early as 1;0 or 1;3. Children born abroad had generally started preschool later than those born in Sweden. In the entire sample, preschool entry age varied from 1;0 to 5;0 years.

The majority of the preschoolers in our sample (71%, 36/51) went to regular Swedish preschools (see Table 7). Two children attended a bilingual English-Swedish preschool, and 13 were enrolled in preschools with a bilingual Arabic-Swedish profile (25%, 13/51). We could not discern any clear tendency in family background (e.g., formal education, residence length), except that for those who attended Arabic-Swedish preschools, only one child had a Sweden-raised parent and only one spoke Swedish with their parents to any substantial extent. As schooling in Sweden is generally in Swedish, sending one's child to a bilingual Arabic-Swedish preschool is a clear reflection of the parents' wish to maintain and support the development of the home language.

TABLE 7 Enrolment in different types of (pre)schools, entire sample (100 children).	Age	Monolingual Swedish (pre)school	Bilingual Arabic/Swedish preschool	Swedish school with a Muslim profile	Bilingual English/Swedish (pre)school	Missing information
	Preschool-age	71% (36/51)	25% (13/51)	–	4% (2/51)	–
	School-age	76% (37/49)	–	22% (11/49)	–	2% (1/49)



The 49 school-age children in our sample all attended establishments where schooling officially was in Swedish and followed the Swedish national curriculum (see Table 7). Roughly a fifth of them, 22% (11/49), were enrolled in independent schools with a Muslim profile and many staff members spoke Arabic there. Sending one's child to such a school might be a deliberate act of parental language planning. Families whose children attended such a school generally had some things in common: None of the children spoke predominantly Swedish to their parents. Most parents had lived in Sweden for only a short time (1–4 years) and had relatively low levels of formal education (primary or lower secondary school), or left the questions on education blank (The reverse did not hold though, many other parents with short residence lengths and/or low levels of formal education sent their children to regular municipal schools without a religious profile.). A couple of parents with longer residence lengths and higher education who sent their child to Muslim-profile schools taught at these institutions themselves.

Many (pre)schools were located in multilingual urban neighborhoods, and sometimes Arabic was a prominent language there. We noticed during our school visits that often a large proportion of the intake appeared to be children with a history of migration and with varying levels of proficiency in Swedish. While the official language of communication in the (pre)schools was Swedish, the extent to which monolingual Swedish or multilingual staff were employed seemed to vary considerably. Preschool staff were not always proficient in Swedish. We also observed that some staff members spoke languages other than Swedish on the premises during school hours, in conversation with colleagues, parents or children. Taken together, these observations suggest that multilingual practices in the children's (pre)schools are commonplace. Our survey and interviews with the parents confirmed these impressions. In the questionnaires, we explicitly asked whether the child had a (pre)school teacher or other member of staff who spoke Arabic with them. In the large sample, parents reported this to be the case for a quarter of the children (24/100), and thus not only for the 13 children who were schooled bilingually in Arabic and Swedish.

In the longitudinal follow-up, due to the COVID pandemic restrictions, it was not possible to conduct school observations as originally intended, but the family interviews informed us about the children's language input at (pre)school. According to the parents, most children (8/10 at age 4; 7/10 at age 6) regularly interacted with at least one Arabic-speaking staff member. The majority of the children (7/10) also mentioned that they had at least one Arabic-speaking peer in class. At age 4, three children had been enrolled in bilingual Arabic/Swedish preschools. By age 6, one child attended a bilingual English/Swedish school and nine children attended monolingual schools where Swedish was the language of instruction. However, three families mentioned that there were several Arabic-speaking staff members at their children's current school (a school with the aforementioned Muslim profile).

In sum, for our sample, the use of Arabic appears to be tolerated and/or welcomed on many (pre)school premises. Whilst some families sent their child to a (pre)school with a particular profile that welcomed Arabic, other children attended the local mainstream (pre)school. There too, Arabic may be spoken because intake often includes Arabic-speaking children and may also include Arabic-speaking staff, which may be conducive to home language maintenance.



4.7 Parental language attitudes and beliefs

As previously mentioned, a high proportion of children in the sample attended Arabic home language education classes, especially at age 6–7. Moreover, a number of parents enrolled their child in a bilingual Arabic-Swedish preschool or a school with Arabic-speaking teachers. Both of these findings point to deliberate language management and positive parental attitudes toward the child learning Arabic.

In the large sample, the parents were asked which language they considered to be the most important for their child to become proficient in. In most cases (81/100), the parents answered that Swedish and Arabic were equally important. Such an answer is expected and it is also the “politically correct” answer, as it aligns with Sweden's official language policy, which states that children should develop both their home language and Swedish. However, a sizeable number of parents answered differently: 12/100 considered learning Arabic to be more important for their child than Swedish, 2/100 regarded learning Swedish as more important than Arabic, and 4/100 stressed the importance of learning English in addition to Arabic and Swedish. For one child, no such information was available.

We were interested to see whether these parental language attitudes translated into action. Almost all parents reported that they communicated with their child predominantly in Arabic (Section 4.1), which suggests that they were keen to provide the input their child needs to develop their home language. Regarding Arabic home language education, only 58% (7/12) of the families who considered proficiency in Arabic to be more important than in Swedish sent their child to Arabic lessons. It is noteworthy that all but one of these children were so young (age 4–5) that municipal home language education was not available for them, so these families had opted for privately-run Arabic home language classes. Six of the 12 families who considered Arabic to be more important than Swedish had moreover chosen to enroll their child in a bilingual Arabic-Swedish preschool. Unsurprisingly, the two families who considered Swedish to be more important than Arabic had not enrolled their child in any Arabic classes. At least to some extent then, the parents' language ideology seems to match their language practices (although the numbers are too small for statistical analysis).

In the questionnaire, we did not query why the parents believed that it was important for their child to learn a certain language. When interviewing the parents 2 years later in the follow-up, we did ask this question. All parents expressed a strong wish for their child to become proficient in Arabic. (“Yes!”, “Yes absolutely!”, “Yes of course!” were their responses throughout.) The prime motivation given was being able to stay in touch and communicate with their immediate and extended family circle, as many relatives lived outside of Sweden. Only one parent thought that communication could be achieved in other ways too: “Yes, I want him to connect with family in [country of origin]. Although, more and more of the younger ones are currently switching to English when speaking to him. So children and adults are able to communicate anyway regardless if my child is very fluent in Arabic or not.” Another motivational factor mentioned was ethnocultural and religious affiliation. Some parents were keen on their child to be able to read religious texts and participate in liturgical services in Arabic in the future. One parent also mentioned that proficiency in Arabic was needed if the family were to return to their country of origin (“we might not stay in Sweden forever”).

In the large-scale survey, parents were asked whether they had ever felt any anxiety about their child's language development and why, and whether they had sought professional help or advice. Most families (84/100) reported no such anxiety, two left this question blank, while 14 parents reported that they had felt anxious in the past or did so now. In some instances, this was because of the child's late onset of speech or the parents' perception that the child's language development was slow (such as not being able to combine words at age two, or not being able to pronounce certain speech sounds at age 4). Most of these problems had resolved since then. Eight families had been anxious because of the child growing up bilingual. The responses to the open-ended question showed that they were concerned about the following: How would the child cope at school in Sweden when the family did not speak Swedish well, or when the child mainly communicated in Arabic with playmates and relatives? Would the child catch up with Swedish-speaking age peers even though s/he had started preschool late? Alternatively, the parents worried about their child mixing the two languages, or about the child's Arabic being full of mistakes and not developing any further. Only two families had consulted a speech-language therapist (SLT) about these issues. Several other families reported that they had been referred by child healthcare nurses to a speech-language therapist. According to the parents, the SLT had reassured them that the child's language development was normal.

In the longitudinal study, none of the 10 families expressed any anxiety about their child's language development at age 4. Two years later, when asked directly in the interview, two families indicated that they were anxious about their child's development in Swedish, and another family was concerned that their child refused to speak to the parents in Arabic. We also asked whether the parents were happy and content with their child's language use in home and with their proficiency in Arabic, and most of them (7/10) were. Three parents expressed discontent because the child no longer spoke Arabic to the parents and only replied in Swedish or because the child did speak Arabic but not in a “proper” way.

In the interviews, we also asked whether the parents had ever actively sought advice on bringing up their child bilingually. Interestingly, nine out of ten families said they had not asked for advice but that it was proffered to them nonetheless. Half of them had been recommended to always speak their native language (Arabic) at home in order to maximize input in the home language; such advice was proffered by other Arabic-speaking parents in Sweden or by the school. The only family who reported to have actively sought advice about bringing up their child bilingually had done so because the child's Swedish was weak at the time and the child was having trouble coping at preschool. The parents consulted the child's preschool teacher who counseled them to speak more Swedish with the child. None of the other families in the longitudinal sample reported having received similar advice. Some parents felt that bringing up one's child bilingually was not a matter to be advised on by outsiders, but that the matter was being discussed between spouses (“We discuss how important it is for us to speak Arabic at home, since we know that the child will learn Swedish in the society,” “We don't speak about this topic with other parents or teachers. But we have a lot of friends who speak Arabic with their kids”).

When asked which advice they would give to other Arabic-speaking parents in Sweden, all of them said that parents should speak Arabic with the child and maximize exposure to Arabic in the home (“Speak the mother tongue at home!”, “I tell them not to forget their mother tongue!”). Often no explicit rationale for this advice was given, though in some cases it was pointed out that the child needed Arabic to be able to communicate with extended family. Two parents mentioned that although they believed that speaking Arabic to the child in the home was the right thing to do, they knew of other families who did not. As one mother said, “I would tell them to speak Arabic at home, and leave off Swedish at home. But some parents are not convinced and prefer to speak Swedish so that the children do not become weak as them.” One parent believed that parents should strengthen the child's mother tongue, “since then it is easier to build upon it new languages.”

Many of the parents were of the opinion that society would eventually teach their child Swedish, whereas it was their job as parents to teach the child Arabic (e.g., “we advise each other to continue speaking Arabic, since the children will eventually learn Swedish”). However, two families stressed that parents should also pay close attention to their children developing good Swedish skills (“Swedish is just as important as Arabic here”). As one mother pointed out: “Also Swedish is very important, in order to communicate. The language is important to feel that you belong. I would advise anyone to learn the local language with their children, but also to keep the mother tongue.”




5 Discussion

This study has used parental questionnaire and interview data to investigate the language practices and beliefs of the families of 100 Arabic/Swedish-speaking children in Sweden. Whilst families were diverse regarding their history of migration, formal education, country of origin and length of residence in Sweden, parents valued the home language Arabic highly and wanted to pass it on to their children. This maintenance orientation is perhaps not very surprising and may feel completely natural to parents when they have immigrated to Sweden relatively recently and/or are not fluent in Swedish. However, when the parents are bilinguals themselves, having grown up in Sweden and/or having lived in Sweden for a long time, the choice of transmitting the heritage language to the younger generation is generally deliberately made. In the eyes of the majority society though, the decision to maintain a language that is not the majority language is not necessarily perceived as a neutral act, but can be perceived as a “political” one (Abdelsayed and Bellinzona, 2024).

In line with research on a different immigrant minority-language group in Sweden, namely Turkish-heritage families (Aktürk-Drake, 2017, 2018), and in line with research on Arabic-heritage families in other settings (e.g., Bentahila, 2011; Eid, 2019; Yousef and Taylor-Leech, 2018; Attaallah, 2020; Alraddadi, 2021; Abdelsayed and Bellinzona, 2024), the findings of the present study suggest that Arabic-speaking families in Sweden ascribe a high symbolic value to their heritage language, and that they have strong language maintenance ideologies as well as strong bilingualism ideologies.

Nearly all parents in the present study (98%) considered it important that their child becomes proficient in Arabic, alongside the majority language Swedish. Parents indicated that they viewed Arabic/Swedish bilingualism as an asset, but also that they considered it their job to transmit and support the development of the minority language Arabic, while school and mainstream society were seen as responsible for teaching the child the majority language Swedish. This explicitly expressed opinion fits well with the reported language practices: In nearly all families, both parents spoke only or mostly Arabic to each other (90%) and to the child (79%). The majority of children (68%) were reported to speak mostly Arabic to their parents as well, though not quite as frequently as parents spoke Arabic to them. The pattern observed in the cross-sectional data also held for the smaller longitudinal study, where 10 of the 4-year-old children were followed up 2 years later, at age 6. By then, some children had moved toward speaking more Swedish with their parents (and with their siblings), although the parents strongly preferred them and tried to make them speak Arabic. However, these language management efforts sometimes clashed with child agency.

Classic assimilationist approaches have suggested that minority-language maintenance and shift can be captured by generational models (Fishman, 1972; Veltman, 1988; Rumbaut, 2004). Thus, the children of Arabic-speaking parents who came to Sweden as adults (Generation 1) should develop stronger Arabic than the children of parents who themselves grew up in Sweden (Generation 2). As the children in the present study are only 4–7 years old and still developing their language skills, it is impossible to test such predictions with the current data.21 However, we did find that only 2 of the 12 children in our sample who had a Sweden-raised parent were reported to speak a lot of Swedish to their parents, whilst 29 children without any Sweden-raised parent were also reported to speak a lot of Swedish to their parents. This could suggest that a purely generational approach to minority language use in the home is too simplistic (Fishman, 1991; Pearson, 2007) and that other factors influence children's language use with their parents in the home, in line with sociolinguistic approaches that focus on child agency and family language policy (Lanza, 1997; Luykx, 2005; Schwartz, 2010).

In the present study, in both the cross-sectional and the longitudinal sample, language use between siblings was somewhat different from parent-child interactions, as only 39% were reported to communicate mostly in Arabic with their siblings, and the majority used both Arabic and Swedish, or mostly Swedish, a shift over time that also became evident through the longitudinal follow-up. This shift toward speaking more Swedish with siblings echoes several studies from other heritage-speaker populations that show that children tend to speak the majority language more often with their siblings than with their parents (e.g., de Houwer, 2007; Barron-Hauwaert, 2011; Bridges and Hoff, 2014; Aktürk-Drake, 2017; Sorenson Duncan and Paradis, 2020; Abdelsayed and Bellinzona, 2024). A similar shift toward using more Swedish with siblings has also been found for 4-to-7-year-olds growing up in Sweden with Turkish as their heritage language. They were investigated with the same methodology as the present study, in a parallel subproject of the larger child multilingualism project that the present study is a part of (BiLI-TAS, Bohnacker, 2022, 2023).

From a methodological viewpoint, we could note that the interviews provided insights that complemented the information we culled from the questionnaires in important ways and occasionally were at odds with it. In particular, this concerned the child's use of Swedish at home. From the interviews, it emerged that for several children, the child's use of Swedish at home was more extensive or had shifted toward more Swedish than the written questionnaire responses suggested (recall Table 4). In conversation with the interviewer (the second author), a native speaker of Arabic whose background partially overlaps with that of our participants (as she herself immigrated to Sweden during childhood and now also raises a bilingual family), the mothers recounted aspects of child agency that the quantitative questionnaire responses did not show: In some families, the child put up resistance, challenged or ignored aspects of the parents' desired family language policy, namely that of Arabic being spoken in the home, and insisted on speaking Swedish to the parent and/or with the siblings, within or out of earshot (reminiscent of what has been described elsewhere in the literature, e.g., Luykx, 2005; Smith-Christmas, 2020). The parents handled such situations in different ways, by “forcing” the child to speak Arabic, letting it pass, or “giving in” and switching to Swedish themselves (cf. Lanza, 1997, 2007; Gafaranga, 2010). It would be interesting to investigate these aspects further with more observational data on everyday interactions, as our findings are based on reported data only.

The interviews also complemented the quantitative results from the questionnaires in other important ways. For instance, it only emerged during the interviews that the parents and children were in regular contact with grandparents and other relatives, via phonecalls, videocalls and visits. Wanting to be able to communicate with loved ones who do not speak the majority language can be a powerful motivation for continued minority-language use and maintenance (Et-Bozkurt and Yagmur, 2022). Children and adolescents tend to make an effort to use the home language with their grandparents, because of their limited knowledge of the majority language and/or because of their respected status in the family (Pauwels, 2016: p. 125; Et-Bozkurt and Yagmur, 2022; Abdelsayed and Bellinzona, 2024). In the present study, several parents said that staying in contact with relatives was their main reason for pushing the child to learn Arabic, and thanks to recent advances in telecommunication, grandparents and other relatives could be regularly co-present in the lives of the families.

Another case in point was (shared) book reading and joint visits to the library. Such activities with the child can nurture socioemotional bonds, build language and literacy skills and thus aid minority-language maintenance. Indeed, “with literature and popular culture the value of a language can be enhanced so that the child will seek more input through that medium” (Pearson, 2007: p. 403). The interviews yielded data on literacy practices that remained hidden in the questionnaire data, such as the parents translating children's books written in MSA into the family vernacular (e.g., Lebanese, Syrian) when reading with the child. Triangulating family background information and interview data, we also found that parents who frequently went to the library with their child tended to be very highly educated, whereas those who never or rarely went to the library mostly had a low level of formal education. A similar pattern in library customs regarding children's books has been described for Turkish-speaking families in Sweden (Bohnacker, 2022). However, caution is advised because of small sample size.

Most families in our sample sent their child to preschool from an early age, in line with Swedish mainstream convention (Statistics Sweden, 2019). One fifth enrolled their child in an independent bilingual Arabic-Swedish preschool, or in an independent primary school with a Muslim profile where many staff spoke Arabic, i.e., sociolinguistic environments that support the home language (cf. Schwartz, 2010). Sending one's child to such an establishment might be a conscious act of parental language planning, as the default option would be for the child to attend the local municipal monolingual Swedish (pre)school. However, the bilingual preschools and primary schools with a Muslim profile were located in areas where many Arabic speakers lived. Especially when parents are newcomers with little knowledge of Swedish, it may be convenient to send their child there, give a sense of relief that they can communicate with teachers and school management in their native language, and assure them that their child will not be left out because they cannot communicate their needs to the school (Recall from Section 4.6 that most of the families who sent their children there had not been in Sweden for very long.).

Irrespective of the profile of the school, we noticed that Arabic was spoken, at least to some extent, on many of the premises of the 53 (pre)schools we visited. This could be due to where we gathered our sample. When there are many pupils who speak the same minority language, (pre)schools tend to hire staff who also speak that language to ease communication, which could be interpreted as a sign that minority languages are welcomed and valued. Bear in mind though that our participants largely came from multilingual, multicultural urban areas. In other areas, the language setting and language policy of the (pre)school may be different.

This brings us to the issue of sampling. As mentioned in the Methods section, random sampling from the national population register was not feasible, as no statistics are kept on whether a resident of Sweden speaks Arabic or not. Whilst the questionnaire survey does cover the families of 100 children, we only recruited from urban settings in eastern central Sweden. This was done in part for logistic reasons, but also because this is a region where a large share of the Arabic-speaking population of Sweden lives (Bohnacker, 2017). We cannot be sure how representative our participants' language practices, experiences and opinions are of Arabic-heritage families in the entire country. Children growing up in less heavily multicultural urban areas (or in rural ones) may attend (pre)schools with a lower multilingual and/or lower Arabic-speaking pupil intake, and there might be fewer, if any, Arabic-speaking staff on hand.

Also, since the broader research project (BiLI-TAS) was geared to investigating children's expressive language skills in both languages, we only included families whose child could speak at least some Arabic and at least some Swedish. This means that the survey does not cover the language practices and beliefs of Arabic-heritage parents whose children do not speak any Arabic, who may have other views than the participants of the present study.

Moreover, because of travel and contact restrictions during the COVID pandemic, a longitudinal follow-up could only be carried out with a small number of families (10 out of the 22 families whose children were 4 years old at the time of the first data collection). This limits the generalisability of the findings from the follow-up study.

The present work should be extended by investigating family language practices over a longer stretch of time. A second follow-up study is currently under way, which will shed light on (possibly) new family dynamics, as the children get older and are schooled further in the Swedish system, as they are increasingly exposed to English via school and the media, and as new siblings are born.

As mentioned above, concerning family language practices we did not have access to what parents and children actually do, only to what they say they do. Therefore, the present study could be profitably complemented by careful observations of actual day-to-day interactions between family members (Lanza, 2007; King et al., 2008; Gafaranga, 2010), which should include dyadic parent-child conversations but also multi-party family interactions.

In the interviews, parents reported that their efforts to maintain the home language were not only tolerated but often explicitly welcomed and endorsed by educators in mainstream institutions such as preschools, schools and child health services. For instance, teachers, schools and speech-language therapists were more or less unanimously reported to advise parents to maximize Arabic input to their child in the home (except in one case). The rationale behind such advice was that a well-developed minority language would help the child to learn other languages, including the majority language Swedish, more easily. This is a popularized version of the interdependence hypothesis, according to which proficiency in the first language strengthens and speeds up the acquisition of the second language (e.g., Skutnabb-Kangas and Toukomaa, 1976; Cummins, 1979, 1991; Thomas and Collier, 1997). It remains to be seen whether a larger-scale investigation of the advice that minority-language parents receive from educators concerning their children's bilingualism would yield the same result. For instance, would parents of minority-language children who attend a school with a largely monolingual Swedish intake be given different advice, such as trying to maximize exposure to Swedish at home? Or would the type of advice given be influenced by the teacher's training and background (Mary and Young, 2020)? Interestingly, in a study of home-language maintenance in a different ethnolinguistic group in Sweden, (Bohnacker 2023) found that Turkish-heritage parents were given the same kind of advice by teachers and other Swedish educational experts as the parents interviewed in the current study, i.e., to maximize Turkish input to their child in the home. This points to a favorable orientation of the host society toward minority-language maintenance. When parents and the overall language community consider heritage languages as a core value, language maintenance becomes much more sustainable (Et-Bozkurt and Yagmur, 2022).
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Footnotes

	1Arabic-speaking countries are considered to be countries where Arabic is the official language and the primary language of instruction in public schools: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Libya, Kuwait, Lebanon, Mauretania, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi-Arabia, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, United Arab Emirates and Yemen.
	2Regional varieties that originate from distant enough geographical areas can be mutually unintelligible. For instance, a speaker of Levantine Arabic (an umbrella term for varieties spoken in the Middle East) and a speaker of a Maghrebi (North African) variety may only partly understand each other, unless they modify their speech to resemble the standard variety as a common code.
	3By language maintenance we mean “the continuing use of a language in the face of competition from a regionally and socially more powerful language” (Mesthrie and Leap, 2009: p. 245). By language shift we mean that one language is replaced by another language as the “primary means of communication and socialization” (ibid.).
	4The majority or societal language is the language spoken by a socially and/or economically dominant group in a national context. Home languages are defined as languages that are not the majority language of society and are spoken by the child's family and/or close community. The terms home language, minority language and heritage language are used interchangeably here.
	5The term family language policy was first used by (Luykx 2003, 2005) and popularized by (King et al. 2008).
	6Attitudes and beliefs are related concepts and the terms are often used interchangeably. There exists a wealth of definitions for these terms. In social psychology, beliefs refer to convictions people hold about the world around them, whilst attitudes refer to evaluations or feelings towards a particular object/person/idea/event (American Psychological Association, 2018). Attitudes can also be seen as expressions of a particular belief or set of beliefs (Eagly and Chaiken, 1993). In the present study, the terms are used interchangeably.
	7On the contrary, researchers have argued that when teachers encourage parents to speak with their child in a language they are not proficient in, this may force parents to interact at a level far below their actual level of cognitive maturity (Cummins, 1981, 1991; Thomas and Collier, 1997).
	8For instance, the far-right “Sweden Democrats” (Sverigedemokraterna) campaigned at national level with the slogan Vi ska inte lägga en krona på att lära barn arabiska (“we won't pay one penny for teaching children Arabic”) on their official accounts on social media and on billboards across the country in 2023.
	9There is also a (tangential) festschrift paper (Wardini, 2017) that reports on a survey administered to 25 second-generation (Sweden-born) speakers of Arabic whose parents were born in an Arabic-speaking country. The respondents were 16–18 years old and attended municipal Arabic classes at two schools in Stockholm. The questionnaire tackled language attitudes and identity, but other than Arabic contributing positively to identity, no clear patterns emerged.
	10The families of 117 children had originally signed up to participate, though eventually only 100 could be included, due to dropouts along the way or when it became clear that the child had not yet reached their fourth birthday, had very rudimentary knowledge of Swedish or Arabic, showed only minimal signs of comprehension, or could not do any of the language tasks.
	11A reviewer asks which parent filled in the questionnaire, the mother or the father. This varied. We did not ask about the mother or the father directly, but about parent/guardian 1 and 2, as is common in Sweden. Sometimes parent 1, and sometimes parent 2 filled in the questionnaire, and sometimes the parents did it together.
	12With hindsight, we could have tried harder to interview more parents remotely; however, since the main objective of the BiLI-TAS project was to collect follow-up language data from the children (and not only to interview the parents), we focused on re-recruiting the families of children that we could meet in person.
	13Five years later, a second longitudinal follow-up was carried out with the families of 23 children (when they were 9–10 years old). The results of this second follow-up are not reported here as data analysis is still ongoing.
	14Here and in what follows, by “Arabic” we mean colloquial (regional) varieties of Arabic.
	15One child spoke mostly Swedish to one parent and equal amounts of Arabic and Swedish to the other; 13 children spoke both Arabic and Swedish evenly with both parents; 7 children spoke speak mostly Arabic to one parent and equal amounts of Arabic and Swedish to the other parent. Only in one household was the child reported to speak mostly Arabic to one parent and mostly Swedish to the other (this was the abovementioned parent in the sample who preferred to speak Swedish with their spouse and child).
	16The parents of four children (BiAra5-06, BiAra6-17, BiAra7-17, BiAra7-23) reported that their child also occasionally spoke English with their sibling(s) in addition to either mostly Arabic (N = 2), mostly Swedish (N = 1), or both languages (N = 1). Since in none of the four cases English was reported as the only or predominant language spoken between the siblings, these cases were not coded as a separate “other” category.
	17The parents were asked whether their child heard Arabic from extended family, friends and (pre)school staff in the form of a multiple-choice question where they could tick one or several input givers. Not having selected an answer thus need not indicate that the child does not hear Arabic from this type of input giver, but could also be due to carelessness while filling in the questionnaire.
	18When filled in for one language but left blank for the other, this may indicate that the parents do not read books with the child in the language left blank.
	19Recall that the average length for parental residence was 9.7 years, with a range of 0.8–40 years.
	20The tenth child was reported to be taught Standard Arabic (MSA) by the parents at home, both at age 4 and 6.
	21Also, a larger sample would be needed that includes families from Generation 1–3, which may be difficult to achieve as immigration from Arabic-speaking countries to Sweden is relatively recent.
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The transition to senior high school represents a critical developmental period where adolescents face increased academic demands that can challenge their psychological motivation. Given the important role of motivation in language learning, this study examines how students adjust their learning motivation during the transition. Drawing on expectancy-value theory (EVT), the mixed-methods study aims to explore senior high school freshmen’s motivational adaptation in English grammar learning during the transition and the factors influencing the process. Pre- and post-semester questionnaires and follow-up interviews were used to examine changes in students’ motivational beliefs and to identify influential factors. Quantitative results showed significant increases in intrinsic value, utility value, and expectancies for success, while attainment value and perceived task difficulty remained stable. Qualitative analysis identified four key influences: students’ affective attitudes, perceived increase in grammar difficulty, targeted instructional support, and perceived self-worth. This study contributes to the understanding of motivational adaptation during high-pressure academic transitions and highlights that well-designed grammar instruction plays a key role in facilitating smoother psychological adjustment during school transitions.
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1 Introduction

The transition to a new school is an influential developmental event during adolescence (Barber and Olsen, 2004). This period is often accompanied by substantial changes and challenges (Hirsch and DuBois, 1992) that can impact students’ psychological wellbeing and academic achievements. Specifically, the transition from junior to senior high school is frequently associated with declines in academic performance (Barone et al., 1991; Felner et al., 1981; Isakson and Jarvis, 1999), and socioemotional functioning, including increased feelings of depression and anxiety (Benner and Graham, 2009; Benner et al., 2017; Liu et al., 2023; Newman et al., 2007). The success of this adaptation also has long-term consequences (Garner and Moots, 2018), influencing school drop-out rates (Alspaugh, 1998), and students’ future educational opportunities (Mac Iver and Messel, 2013). Given the immediate and profound effects that transitioning has on students, it is essential to explore the motivational processes that support students’ adaptation during this critical period.

In the context of English education in China, the transition from junior to senior high school demands a sudden and significant increase in the complexity of grammar content, coupled with higher expectations for language proficiency (Li, 2025). This abrupt shift in the academic environment can create a mismatch with students’ previously held competence beliefs and learning strategies, potentially disrupting their motivation and engagement. Currently, numerous difficulties in learning English grammar among Chinese learners have been identified (e.g., Li et al., 2024; Nicoladis et al., 2020). For example, Li et al. (2024) found that the structural differences between English and Chinese increase the difficulty in tense learning, as Chinese is a tenseless language. However, the motivational challenges and psychological adaptations students face when learning English grammar during the transition to senior high school have received far less attention.

To address this gap, this mixed-methods study aims to employ expectancy-value theory (EVT) (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002) to investigate how 1st-year senior high school students adapt motivationally to English grammar learning and what factors impact their adaptation process. According to EVT, students’ expectancies for success and subjective task values are key predictors of learning intentions and academic achievements (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000). As these beliefs change in response to new academic demands, they reflect how students adjust motivationally to their learning context. In this study, positive motivational change is considered the indicator of successful academic adaptation.

This investigation aims to enrich our understanding of motivational adaptation in second language contexts, with a particular focus on grammar learning during a key educational transition.

Specifically, the research questions of the study are:


RQ1: How do students’ expectancy-value-related perceptions of English grammar learning change after a semester of transition?
RQ2: What are the key factors influencing students’ adaptation to English grammar learning during the transition to senior high school?




2 Literature review


2.1 Negative effects of educational transitions on students

Ellis and Del Giudice (2019) found that adapting to a new environment or role often posed challenges for individuals. Akos and Galassi (2004) identified three key challenges that students met with during the transition from junior to senior high school: academic, procedural, and social challenges, all of which hindered the process of transition.

Academically, students struggled with more homework and tougher classes (Akos and Galassi, 2004). The high school transition was mostly investigated through the perspective of students’ academic performance (Benner, 2011). Numerous studies found that students’ academic achievement experienced a drop during transition (see, e.g., Benner and Graham, 2009; Felner et al., 1981; Isakson and Jarvis, 1999; Suldo et al., 2019). For instance, Felner et al. (1981) observed that the normative transition to senior high school was negatively associated with students’ academic performance and attendance. These findings were consistent with those of Benner and Graham’s (2009), who reported that although students expressed a greater preference for senior high school compared to junior high immediately after entering the new school, this initial enthusiasm failed to prevent students from decreased grades and increased absences. The pattern was further supported by Isakson and Jarvis’s (1999) short-term longitudinal study, which indicated a decline in students’ Grade Point Average (GPA) during the transition.

Procedural challenges focused on the adaptation to the organizational structure and physical layout of a new school (Akos and Galassi, 2004). In their study of 320 ninth-grade students in the United States, Akos and Galassi (2004) found that 59% reported getting lost as one of their primary concerns during the transition. Similarly, Weiss (2001) noted that turbulence resulting from school disorganization, such as textbook shortages and schedule changes beyond students’ control, brought about students’ adjustment difficulty. Additionally, Barber and Olsen (2004) reported that the transition to senior high school led to a decline in students’ perceived quality of the school environment. Specifically, a perceived decrease in teacher support was significantly associated with higher levels of student depression.

Socially, students had to adapt to new peer environments and deal with the risks of conflict (Akos and Galassi, 2004). Faced with a new environment, senior high school freshmen reported experiencing a range of negative emotions, such as increased levels of loneliness, anxiety, and depression (Barber and Olsen, 2004; Benner and Graham, 2009; Benner et al., 2017). Benner et al. (2017) specifically found that boys were more vulnerable to depressive symptoms, which might have been attributed to the limited attention given to boys regarding the mental health challenges they faced. Additionally, the transitional period also involved a process of social repositioning, in which students reassessed and renegotiated their identity and place within a new peer and institutional context. Some senior high school freshmen were found to experience a decline in their subjective social status during their first semester, indicating a perceived drop in their social standing within the peer group (Liu et al., 2023). However, Kinney (1993) found that previously less popular students experienced positive changes after the transition to high school because of a more mixed social structure. They were more confident and were less worried about if they were popular or not. To address the challenges students faced during this transitional period, Benner and her colleagues (Benner et al., 2017) identified that both friend support and school belonging were positively related with students’ socioemotional functioning.



2.2 Challenges in English grammar instruction and transition in China

The arguments and debates surrounding grammar teaching suggested that TESOL methodologists struggled to offer consistent suggestions to teachers about the role of grammar in language teaching over the past 25 years (Celce-Murcia, 1991). In China, Cheng (2020) emphasized that both grammar teaching and learning were hard, and the effects of grammar teaching were far from satisfactory. Hence, it was not unexpected that a lot of problems occurred during the process of English grammar instruction.

Cheng (2020), based on practical classroom teaching cases, identified several problems that frontline teachers were faced with: the inappropriate setting of context, the lack of authenticity of language materials, the rigid instruction of grammar rules, and the undue emphasis on emphatic sentences. Song and Dong (2015) also posed additional problems like students’ poor autonomy, formalistic cooperation with each other, and inefficient classroom progress. Besides, teachers’ understanding of grammar also needed improvement (Lin and Jia, 2015). Many teachers relied primarily on traditional grammar knowledge, ignoring the advancements in linguistics and language teaching theories that extended the understanding of English grammar concepts.

While grammar instruction faced classroom-level challenges, these were further complicated by broader transitional difficulty in English education between junior and senior high school. In a large-scale national survey of 392 senior high school English teachers across 26 provinces in China, Chang et al. (2021) found that 55.87% of the respondents believed there were notable problems in the transition between junior and senior high school English curricula. The issues were primarily due to significant differences in vocabulary load, instructional methods, and curriculum difficulty between the two stages. Additionally, in interviews with six English education experts, three identified the difficult transition between junior and senior high school as a major concern in China’s English education system. Wu’s (2017) argument further echoed these findings, suggesting that the tough transition was a key contributor to students’ declining academic performance.

Given that grammar was heavily emphasized in senior high school English instruction due to exam pressure (Chang et al., 2021), any discontinuity in curriculum during the transition became particularly disruptive.



2.3 Expectancy-value theory


2.3.1 Overview of EVT

The expectancy-value theory (EVT) proposed by Eccles (1983) was developed from Atkinson’s (1957) expectancy-value model, retaining its core elements while expanding to include broader psychological and social dimensions (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002). This study focuses on three major constructs from the model: task values, expectancies for success, and perceived task difficulty.

Four different components consist of task values: attainment value, intrinsic interest value, extrinsic utility value, and cost (Eccles, 1983). Attainment value is defined as the importance of doing well on one task. Intrinsic value can be considered as the pleasure one gets from doing the task. Utility value refers to the usefulness of a task, like how a task benefits an individual’s future plans. Cost means how the decision to engage in one activity (e.g., homework) limits access to other activities (e.g., playing computer games), evaluations of the efforts required to finish the task, and emotional cost. Most of the empirical work paid attention to the first three constructs (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), so we limit our discussion to them.

In addition to task values, expectancies for success are another key component of EVT. Eccles (1983) defined this construct as children’s beliefs about how well they will do on upcoming tasks, whether in the near future or in the long term. Additionally, perceived task difficulty, a part of the task-specific beliefs, can be described as students’ evaluation of how hard a certain task is. Beliefs about tasks can influence expectancies and values (Eccles, 1983). Hence, it is included in the present study given its significance in the model.



2.3.2 Applying EVT to grammar learning motivation

EVT was widely applied to investigate changes in students’ motivation during the educational transitions (see, e.g., Bargmann et al., 2022; Lazarides et al., 2022; Mayerhofer et al., 2024; Wigfield et al., 1991). For instance, Wigfield et al. (1991) examined how young adolescents’ self-concepts of ability and liking for English, two key constructs in EVT, changed during the transition to junior high school. Applying a four-wave design with data collected twice before and twice after the transition, the research found that both constructs declined across the transition. Specifically, students’ English-ability perceptions were significantly lower in junior high school than in primary school. Additionally, although students’ liking for English increased in the second semester of junior high school, it remained below the level observed in the final semester of primary school. These findings showed EVT’s sensitivity to motivational changes resulting from structural shifts in schooling.

While the use of EVT in second language acquisition research was not widely explored, the existing studies yielded some important results (Dong et al., 2022). EVT was found to be effective in explaining why and how learners were motivated to study a second language (Nagle, 2021) and was employed in language learning studies (see, e.g., Arens et al., 2019; Mori and Gobel, 2006; Nagle, 2021). For instance, Nagle (2021) employed EVT to investigate university students’ L2 learning motivation during a critical transition point in a language curriculum. The findings showed that the key constructs of EVT had significant associations with students’ language learning motivation, persistence, and achievement.

In the Chinese senior high school context, as discussed above, 1st-year students often struggle with grammar because of curriculum discontinuity and the increased complexity of grammatical concepts. EVT suggests that expectancies and task values are influenced by perceived task difficulty (Wigfield and Eccles, 2000). The increased complexity of grammar concepts in senior high school is likely to increase learning difficulty, and ultimately lower students’ expectancies and perceived task values. Besides, Fischoff et al. (1982) suggested that students attached higher task values to activities with which they were familiar. Hence, curriculum discontinuity may reduce their familiarity with senior high school grammar tasks, lowering their perceived task values. From this perspective, structural changes in grammar instruction in senior high school can influence students’ expectancies for success and task values. As these beliefs change, their motivation increases or decreases accordingly.

Given EVT’s focus on learners’ expectancies for success and on multi-dimensional values attached to learning tasks (Wang and Xue, 2022; Wigfield and Eccles, 2000), and its successful application in research on educational transitions and language learning, EVT provides an appropriate framework for examining motivational adaptation in grammar learning. By employing this theoretical framework, the study identifies key motivational challenges that 1st-year senior high school students face. This can inform educators’ development of targeted instructional strategies, which can help students better adapt to senior high school English grammar learning.





3 Methodology


3.1 Mixed-methods study design

The mixed-methods study was conducted from September 2024 to January 2025. It consisted of two stages. The quantitative stage aimed to examine changes in students’ motivation toward English grammar learning. Questionnaires were administered to assess five dimensions of EVT. Based on the quantitative findings, the qualitative stage involved semi-structured interviews to explore the factors influencing students’ transitions and their subjective evaluations of their grammar learning during the transition to senior high school.



3.2 Contexts

The study was conducted in a public senior high school located in an urban area in Shanghai, an international metropolis in eastern China. During the semester in which the study was conducted, participants at the school had six English classes every week, each lasting 40 min. To make sense of the specific instructional practices observed in this study, it is necessary to first understand the broader educational context.

Given the city’s global status, English is highly prioritized in Shanghai, and students start learning English from Grade 1 in primary school. Across the country, English is a compulsory subject in both senior high school and college entrance examinations. To standardize English instruction nationwide, the Ministry of Education has published two sets of English curriculum standards, one for compulsory education (primary and junior high school) (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2022) and the other for senior high school (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2020).

Both sets of curriculum standards emphasize the activity-based approach to English learning, which highlights that English instruction should be organized around meaning-oriented and discourse-based learning activities. This approach was developed by Chinese scholars to guide Chinese English instruction and introduced a three-level progression of activities, namely, learning and understanding (e.g., Students read an email and identify five instances of the present continuous used to express future arrangements), applying and practicing (e.g., In groups, students complete the missing parts of a “weekend plan” by adding three sentences in the present continuous), and transferring and creating (e.g., Students design an “Unexpected Shanghai” one-day tour. They write six original invitation sentences using the present continuous and record a 60-s English vlog). This structured sequence enables students to gradually develop basic grammatical concepts, learn to use different grammatical forms across contexts, and ultimately have the ability to express their ideas flexibly.

In Shanghai, the college entrance examination assesses grammatical ability through discourse. This is in line with the curriculum standards’ emphasis on contextualized and meaningful use of grammar, which reduces the tension between curriculum goals and assessment demands, creating more space for discourse-oriented grammar teaching.

However, the senior high school English entrance examination in Shanghai (commonly known as Zhongkao, the city-wide standardized examination taken at the end of junior secondary schooling for admission into senior high school) assesses grammar through multiple-choice items, which lack sufficient context. This format provides limited opportunities to evaluate students’ contextualized use of grammar, bringing about extensive mechanical drilling in practice. Therefore, it raises challenges to the implementation of the activity-based approach in junior high school classrooms.

Within the broader context, English instruction in the participating school closely followed the prescribed textbook. Each unit began with a reading text, followed by the grammar section, which introduced one specific grammatical structure. In this section, explicit grammatical rules were presented alongside contextualized examples to help students understand and apply the target structure effectively. Grammar instruction proceeded strictly according to the sequence of the textbook, with no content being taught in advance or omitted. The activity-based approach to English learning was also implemented in daily instruction, with teachers designing real-life contexts and learning activities to help students develop their grammatical competence gradually.



3.3 Participants

Applying a combination of purposive and convenience sampling, 80 students (40 boys and 40 girls) from a key senior high school were invited to complete the questionnaires. They had all completed their compulsory education in local junior high schools in Shanghai and took the city’s senior high school entrance examination, 2 months before entering senior high school. All participants were 1st-year students in their first semester of senior high school. They were from two parallel classes and taught by the same English teacher.

The participants’ baseline English proficiency was assessed through their English scores on the senior high school entrance examination, with a mean score of 138.4 out of 150 (see Table 1). Based on the score and the learning objectives introduced in the Compulsory Education’s English Curriculum Standards (2022 Edition) (Ministry of Education of the People’s Republic of China, 2022), the participants’ English proficiency can be estimated to correspond to Level B1 of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe, 2020). While all students had a basic foundation in English, little was known about how they adapted to the increased grammatical demands of senior high school.


TABLE 1 Baseline English proficiency of the participants (N = 80).


	Measure
	Mean
	SD
	Max
	Min

 

 	Senior high school entrance exam English score (out of 150) 	138.40 	5.72 	147.00 	120.00





Estimated CEFR level of the participants: B1.
 

During the qualitative phase, maximum variation sampling (Patton, 2014), a purposive sampling method, was adopted to ensure diversity in students’ academic performance. Five participants (two boys and three girls) who had completed the questionnaires were invited to represent different achievement levels, allowing for a wider understanding of how students with various academic levels perceived their motivational changes in grammar learning (see Table 2). Additionally, an experienced teacher with nearly 30 years of teaching experience at the same school was invited to participate in the interview. Given the critical role teachers play in school environment and their responsibility in supporting students’ adaptation to senior high school learning, the teacher’s perspective is equally important (Iacobescu et al., 2024).


TABLE 2 Basic information of the five interviewees.


	Pseudonym
	Gender
	Background characteristics

 

 	Allen 	Male 	Lower-achieving


 	Anna 	Female 	High-achieving


 	Rachel 	Female 	Fluctuating


 	Bob 	Male 	Average


 	Jasmine 	Female 	High-achieving


 	Helen (teacher) 	Female 	Nearly 30 years of teaching experience




 



3.4 Procedure

The research was conducted over a 4-month period, starting from the beginning to the end of the semester. This study was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Shanghai International Studies University (approval number: SISUGJ20251009). During the quantitative phase, the questionnaire was administered twice, once at the beginning of the semester and the other at the end. The qualitative phase started 5 days after the administration of the second questionnaire. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five students and one experienced teacher. The following subsections describe the two stages in detail.


3.4.1 Quantitative phase

To investigate students’ changes in grammar learning motivation, the same questionnaire was administered twice, at the beginning and the end of the semester, respectively. The full questionnaire is provided in Appendix A. Specifically, participants completed the first questionnaire 2 weeks after they began senior high school, and the second one 3 days after their final exams. Both questionnaires were distributed through an online survey platform Wenjuanxing. Before completing the survey, participants were informed of the study’s purpose, procedures, and confidentiality measures, and all voluntarily agreed to participate. The questionnaire was originally developed and administered in Chinese to ensure comprehensibility for senior high school participants.

The questionnaire adopted a four-point Likert Scale, ranging from (1) “strongly disagree” to (4) “strongly agree.” Consisting of five sub-scales, the questionnaire focused on the key constructs within EVT (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), namely, intrinsic interest value (sample item: I think senior high school English grammar learning is enjoyable), attainment value (sample item: Being good at senior high school English grammar is important to me), extrinsic utility value (sample item: English is very helpful in my daily life), expectancies for success (sample item: I believe I can successfully learn new English grammar topics), and perceived task difficulty (sample item: I find English grammar difficult to learn).

A four-point Likert scale was chosen for two reasons. First, during the pre-test, students reported difficulty judging the subtle differences between six options. Besides, given the middle response style among Chinese students, they are more likely to choose neutral or middle responses when completing questionnaires (Chen et al., 1995; Lozano et al., 2008). Therefore, a four-point Likert scale was employed to reduce the participants’ cognitive load and to avoid providing middle options.

To ensure the quality of the questionnaire, a pre-test was conducted with five students (two boys and three girls) to examine the clarity and comprehensibility of the questionnaire items. They were from the same school as the main study but did not participate in the main data collection. Their English scores on the senior high school entrance examination were comparable to the mean score of the main study participants (within 1–2 points). They were invited to complete the draft questionnaire and provide feedback on the wording, clarity, and length of each item. Minor revisions were then made to improve the wording of the final version. For instance, several expressions were slightly adjusted to be more natural and comprehensible in the Chinese context (e.g., “invest a lot of efforts” was changed to “put in a lot of efforts”). Besides, two domain experts in English language teaching reviewed the questionnaire to ensure content validity. Their suggestions were accepted to improve the relevance of the items and the overall instrument quality. For example, one expert advised making the item more specific to grammar learning, so the phrase “especially in terms of grammar” was added to “I am confident in learning senior high school English.” The final version of the questionnaire, administered to 80 students in the study, demonstrated good internal consistency (Cronbach’s α = 0.92).



3.4.2 Qualitative phase

Face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore the factors influencing students’ motivational adaptation. The interviews were conducted in a quiet classroom on campus to provide a familiar and comfortable setting for the interviewees.

For the students’ interviews, the focus was primarily on their perceptions of senior high school English grammar learning, guided by key constructs of EVT (sample question: Concerning the transition between junior and senior high school English grammar, do you feel you have encountered any difficulties? Why or why not? Have you overcome these difficulties?). The teacher interview focused on the common challenges students face during their transition to senior high school, the causes of these challenges, and the corresponding strategies used to deal with these issues through curriculum design and instructional methods. The teacher was also asked to share her insights on the differences between grammar teaching and learning at the junior and senior high school levels (sample question: In your grammar teaching, especially during the transition from junior high to senior high, have you encountered any common difficulties among students?). The interviews lasted between 39 and 50 min, with an average of 45 min. For the teacher and student interview guides (see Appendices B, C).

The interviews were designed and conducted in Mandarin. With their consent, all interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. Participants were informed about the purpose of the interviews and assured of their anonymity throughout the process.

Both the quantitative and qualitative phases were carried out with the consent of the participants’ class teachers. All responses were subsequently translated into English by the first author.




3.5 Data analysis

As the qualitative data were not normally distributed, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test was applied to assess changes in students’ adaptation to English grammar learning from the beginning to the end of the first semester. Each pair of scores (Questionnaire 1 and 2) was collected from a single student, and different pairs were treated as independent observations. No outliers that required exclusion were found. Results were presented as median and interquartile range (IQR). All tests were two-sided and a p < 0.05 was considered to be statistically significant. The analysis was performed using IBM SPSS Statistics version 29.0 (IBM Corp., Armonk, NY, USA).

Thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2021) was used to identify the key contributing factors to students’ adaptation to English grammar during the transition period. Following the six-phase approach, an inductive coding strategy was employed to allow themes to emerge from the data. The data were coded manually. To ensure coding reliability, two researchers independently conducted open coding on 50% of the transcripts (n = 3) and calculated coding consistency using Krippendorff’s alpha (α = 0.83). Discrepancies were discussed and solved through discussions between the researchers. Then, the first author coded the remaining transcripts. Themes were generated through code aggregation and constant comparison. The corresponding author rigorously checked the themes and the final version was confirmed through joint review. A detailed codebook, including themes, codes, definitions, and quotes, is provided in Appendix D. The preliminary analyses of findings were also returned to all the interviewees for member checking. They were invited to confirm whether the interpretations accurately reflect their feelings and thoughts. Feedback was collected through WeChat. All participants confirmed the credibility of the interpretations, and no revisions were proposed.




4 Results


4.1 Adaptation to expectancy–value motivation in English grammar learning during the transition

To address Research Question 1, this section presents the changes in students’ expectancy–value perceptions of English grammar learning over the semester.


4.1.1 Comparative analyses of questionnaire one and two

Tables 3, 4 exhibited the descriptive statistics of students’ motivational changes in English grammar learning at the beginning (T1) and the end (T2) of their first semester in high school. Overall, the mean scores of most scales witnessed an increase from T1 to T2. For instance, intrinsic interest value increased from M = 2.45 (SD = 0.84) to M = 3.13 (SD = 0.60), and extrinsic utility value rose from M = 2.79 (SD = 0.80) to M = 3.12 (SD = 0.55). Similarly, expectancies for success increased from M = 2.45 (SD = 0.83) to M = 3.06 (SD = 0.85).


TABLE 3 The results of the descriptive analysis at Time 1 (T1).


	Dimension
	Max
	Min
	Mean
	SD

 

 	Intrinsic interest value 	4.00 	1.00 	2.45 	0.84


 	Attainment value 	4.00 	1.00 	3.22 	0.82


 	Extrinsic utility value 	4.00 	1.00 	2.79 	0.80


 	Expectancies for success 	4.00 	1.00 	2.45 	0.83


 	Perceived task difficulty 	4.00 	1.00 	3.37 	0.64




 


TABLE 4 The results of the descriptive analysis at Time 2 (T2).


	Dimension
	Max
	Min
	Mean
	SD

 

 	Intrinsic interest value 	4.00 	1.00 	3.13 	0.60


 	Attainment value 	4.00 	1.00 	3.27 	0.62


 	Extrinsic utility value 	4.00 	1.00 	3.12 	0.55


 	Expectancies for success 	4.00 	1.00 	3.06 	0.85


 	Perceived task difficulty 	4.00 	1.00 	3.21 	0.62




 

In contrast, attainment value remained relatively stable across the two time points (M = 3.22, SD = 0.82 at T1; M = 3.27, SD = 0.62 at T2). Perceived task difficulty also showed little change (M = 3.37, SD = 0.64 at T1; M = 3.21, SD = 0.62 at T2).

These results suggested that students increasingly perceived grammar learning as engaging, recognized its practical benefits, and developed greater confidence in their ability to master it. In contrast, their perceived importance of achievement and their perceptions of task difficulty remained relatively stable.

The results from the Wilcoxon signed-rank test (see Table 5) showed there was a statistically significant increase in intrinsic interest value from the beginning of the semester, with the median (IQR) rising from 2.43 (1.86–3.14) to 3.29 (2.86–3.57), p < 0.001, r = 0.56, which constituted a large effect in educational psychology. These findings indicated that the participants were more engaged and interested in English grammar learning and that the increase in this dimension during the semester held practical educational significance.


TABLE 5 Comparison of questionnaire scores at the beginning and end of the semester.


	Dimension
	Questionnaire 1
 Median (N = 80)
	(IQR)
	Questionnaire 2
 Median (N = 80)
	(IQR)
	
Z

	p*
	
r


 

 	Intrinsic interest value 	2.43 	(1.86, 3.14) 	3.29 	(2.86, 3.57) 	5.02 	<0.001 	0.56


 	Attainment value 	3.33 	(2.67, 4.00) 	3.33 	(3.00, 3.67) 	0.35 	0.730 	0.04


 	Extrinsic utility value 	2.75 	(2.25, 3.50) 	3.25 	(2.75, 3.50) 	2.71 	0.007 	0.30


 	Expectancies for success 	2.50 	(2.00, 3.00) 	3.00 	(2.50, 3.50) 	3.74 	<0.001 	0.42


 	Perceived task difficulty 	3.50 	(3.00, 4.00) 	3.50 	(3.00, 3.50) 	−1.88 	0.061 	0.21





*From Wilcoxon signed-rank test.
 

A significant increase was also observed in extrinsic utility value, rising from a median of 2.75 (IQR = 2.25–3.50) at the beginning to 3.25 (IQR = 2.75–3.50) at the end of the semester, p = 0.007, r = 0.30, indicating a medium effect size. The results suggested a moderate and practically meaningful increase in students’ perception of the usefulness of English grammar learning.

Furthermore, students’ expectancies for success also witnessed a significant increase from the beginning of the semester to the end of the semester, with the median (IQR) rising from 2.50 (2.00–3.00) to 3.00 (2.50–3.50), p < 0.001, r = 0.42, signaling a medium effect size. The findings revealed that students were more confident that they could do well in English grammar over a semester of learning.

In contrast, it was found that from the beginning of the semester to the end of the semester, the perceived attainment value did not increase significantly. The median (IQR) was 3.33 (2.67–4.00) at the beginning and 3.33 (3.00–3.67) at the end of the semester, p = 0.730, r = 0.04, showing a rather small effect size. These suggested that students’ perceptions of the importance of English grammar learning remained relatively stable over the course of a transitional semester.

Regarding the perceived task difficulty, the median remained the same from the beginning to the end of the semester (3.50), while the IQR narrowed from (3.00–4.00) to (3.00–3.50), p = 0.061, r = 0.21, indicating a small effect size. The results reflected that students’ perceptions of the difficulty of grammar learning remained largely unchanged over the semester.



4.1.2 The interviewees’ responses

The interview data exhibited varied adaptation experiences. Among the five interviewees, Allen and Anna reported that they had not fully adjusted to senior high school English grammar learning. While Allen struggled with English due to a weaker academic foundation, Anna, despite being highly proficient and consistently achieving top English scores, also felt that she had not fully adjusted. This contrast suggested that students with lower academic achievement may require more time and support to adapt, and high-achieving students would still experience psychological barriers during transition. Anna’s case particularly highlighted the disconnection that can exist between objective academic performance and students’ subjective learning perception. The remaining three interviewees, Rachel, Bob, and Jasmine, indicated that they had generally adjusted to the English grammar learning in senior high school:


I feel like I have a deeper understanding in attributive clause. Whenever I manage to solve a tough grammatical problem, I feel really proud of myself (Excerpt from the interview with Bob).


Allen also shared his development in the grasp of grammar knowledge:


I have a better understanding of sentence structure as well as the application of relative clauses, adverbial clauses, and object clauses (Excerpt from the interview with Allen).





4.2 The influential factors behind the transition of English grammar learning to senior high school

To address Research Question 2, this section identifies the factors influencing students’ adaptation to expectancy-value motivation during the transition.


4.2.1 Affective attitudes towards English grammar learning

According to the interviewees, students with a more positive attitude towards high school English grammar learning tended to experience a more successful transition. This theme corresponds to the intrinsic interest value component in EVT (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002). Table 6 shows the qualitative codes related to students’ affective responses to grammar learning.


TABLE 6 The themes, codes, definitions and representative quotations concerning students’ affective attitudes towards English grammar learning.


	Theme
	Code
	Definition
	Quote

 

 	Affective attitudes towards English grammar learning 	Dislike and avoidance of English learning 	Strong negative emotions toward English learning and a clear tendency to avoid it 	“I do not like English. To be honest, learning English is something I do not really want to do. I would rather practice two hours on math than memorize English words for half an hour.”


 	 	Emotional adjustment toward acceptance 	The attempt to transform resistance into a more accepting attitude toward English learning 	“But I am trying to turn English learning into something acceptable for me.”


 	 	Enthusiasm toward grammar learning 	Strong motivation to master grammar despite its challenges 	“I laid much more emphasis on English grammar learning. Although it is challenging, I am making every effort to be the ‘grammar master’.”




 

Allen, who self-reported difficulty in adjusting to grammar learning, expressed emotional avoidance in his attitude toward the subject.:


I do not like English. To be honest, learning English is something I do not really want to do. I would rather practice two hours on math than memorize English words for half an hour. But I am trying to turn English learning into something acceptable for me (Excerpt from the interview with Allen).


Similarly, Bob, who had an intermediate level of English proficiency, expressed an average attitude towards English learning, reflecting a moderate level of intrinsic interest.

In contrast, students who excelled in English showed more positive affective attitudes towards their grammar learning. Jasmine shared her positive affective engagement:


I laid much more emphasis on English grammar learning. Although it is challenging, I am making every effort to be the “grammar master.” (Excerpt from the interview with Jasmine).


It was not uneasy to find that students’ positive attitudes toward English grammar learning could influence their learning outcomes. A likely explanation is that such attitudes encourage greater effort and dedication, helping students adapt more smoothly during the transition period.



4.2.2 Perceived increase in grammar difficulty

All interviewees reported a sharp contrast between grammar instruction in junior and senior high school, indicating a significant perceived increase in grammar learning difficulty. This theme reflects the perceived task difficulty component in EVT (Eccles, 1983).

In junior high school, grammar was often learned through repetitive drills without explicit conceptual instruction. However, in senior high school, grammar learning became more structured and concept-driven, which required a higher level of abstract reasoning and mental effort (see Table 7). For instance, Allen shared his experience:


TABLE 7 The themes, codes, definitions and representative quotations concerning perceived increase in grammar difficulty.


	Theme
	Code
	Definition
	Quote

 

 	Perceived increase in grammar difficulty 	Increased task complexity and learning demands 	Greater analytical and integrative ability demands in senior high school grammar learning 	“I learned English grammar mainly by doing exercises in junior high school. Although there was no systematic instruction, I still felt it was simple and I scored high marks. In senior high school, grammar is really important. Without a good command of grammar, it is hard to perform well in reading tasks.”


 	 	From drilling to conceptual understanding 	A transition from mechanical drills to concept-based grammar learning 	“My English teacher taught me grammar mainly by drilling in junior high school, without much focus on explaining the concepts behind it. Therefore, I just kept practicing different exercises. In senior high school the grammar concepts are clearly explained in class. Now, I think understanding the concepts and using them correctly in different contexts are more important.”


 	 	Lack of conceptual preparation in junior high school 	Increased senior high grammar learning difficulty caused by inadequate junior high grammar preparation 	“One common problem most students encounter in senior high school is the lack of conceptual knowledge of English grammar. We need to take a lot of efforts to help them first understand these concepts. This step should have been done when they were in junior high school.”


 	 	Perceived significant increase in difficulty 	The perceived increase in English learning difficulty in senior high school 	“In junior high school, English was really easy. I was quite satisfied with my senior high school entrance examination results. But in senior high school, it’s a different story. The difficulty level has risen so much.”




 


In junior high school, English was really easy. I was quite satisfied with my senior high school entrance examination results. But in senior high school, it’s a different story. The difficulty level has risen so much (Excerpt from the interview with Allen).


Bob also emphasized the ease of grammar learning in junior high school, remarking that he did not find any grammar points particularly challenging at that stage.

Anna’s change in her view of grammar learning also reflected the perceived increase in learning difficulty. She shifted from treating grammar as simple to considering it as a prerequisite for doing well in reading tasks. This reappraisal of grammar as a useful tool for successful reading indicates an increased emphasis on extrinsic utility value (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002).


I learned English grammar mainly by doing exercises in junior high school. Although there was no systematic instruction, I still felt it was simple and I scored high marks. In senior high school, grammar is really important. Without a good command of grammar, it is hard to perform well in reading tasks (Excerpt from the interview with Anna).


Their words indicated an objective increase in the difficulty of senior high school grammar. However, students felt this increase more strongly due to their insufficient preparation in junior high school, making the transition particularly tough. Helen considered this a common challenge students faced in adapting to senior high school grammar instruction:


One common problem most students encounter in senior high school is the lack of conceptual knowledge of English grammar. We need to take a lot of effort to help them first understand these concepts. This step should have been done when they were in junior high school (Excerpt from the interview with Helen).


According to Helen, many students entered senior high school without a solid conceptual foundation, which hindered their ability to deal with the more complex grammar curriculum.

The huge changes in grammar instruction methods also intensified students’ perceptions of the increased learning difficulty. One key change was the increased emphasis on textbooks as central tools for grammar instruction in senior high school. Helen, the teacher interviewed, emphasized the importance of following the textbook structure to help students contextualize grammar within reading materials. Compared to previous strategies that emphasized repetition, the new approach demanded greater cognitive engagement and a higher ability to apply grammar in context, which in turn led to changes in students’ learning methods.

Rachel described how this change altered her learning strategy:


My English teacher taught me grammar mainly by drilling in junior high school, without much focus on explaining the concepts behind it. Therefore, I just kept practicing different exercises. In senior high school the grammar concepts are clearly explained in class. Now, I think understanding the concepts and using them correctly in different contexts is more important (Excerpt from the interview with Rachel).


The insufficient conceptual preparation in junior high school and the significant changes in the teaching and learning of grammar in senior high school made the objectively more demanding grammar curriculum feel even more difficult for students. These factors complicated students’ adjustment and raised challenges during the transition.



4.2.3 Instructional support from teachers

Both student and teacher interviewees emphasized that effective instructional support played a critical role in helping learners adapt to senior high school grammar learning (see Table 8).


TABLE 8 The themes, codes, definitions and representative quotations concerning instructional support from teachers.


	Theme
	Code
	Definition
	Quote

 

 	Instructional support from teachers 	Peer learning through example display 	The use of students’ work as examples to facilitate grammar learning 	“My teacher displays my classmates’ homework in the form of photos, allowing us to learn from their problem-solving methods, since there are marks on the papers.”


 	 	Detailed conceptual explanation 	Support for grammar learning by detailed explanations of grammatical concepts 	“She also goes through each question in detail, helping us understand the underlying grammatical concepts.”


 	 	Active student participation in error analysis 	Active explanation of grammatical knowledge to peers 	“One effective method my English teacher uses is called the ‘Error Case Report.’ Each student selects a representative grammar error from their daily practice, prepares relevant materials, and explains it to the whole class.”


 	 	Learning benefits of reflective error analysis 	Benefits of reflective error analysis for students’ understanding of grammar rules 	“This process not only deepens my understanding of the error itself but also helps me recognize similar issues in others’ work.”




 

Helen, the teacher participant, emphasized the importance of concept-focused instruction and individualized scaffolding. In her view, teaching should go beyond rote memorization and actively guide students to analyze sentence structures and internalize grammar rules. Students’ reflections echoed this view. Bob explained how his teacher’s use of visual scaffolding and detailed analysis improved his conceptual understanding:


My teacher displays my classmates’ homework in the form of photos, allowing us to learn from their problem-solving methods, since there are marks on the papers. She also goes through each question in detail, helping us understand the underlying grammatical concepts (Excerpt from the interview with Bob).


Similarly, Anna described a classroom practice that not only reinforced her understanding but also fostered metacognitive awareness:


One effective method my English teacher uses is called the “Error Case Report.” Each student selects a representative grammar error from their daily practice, prepares relevant materials, and explains it to the whole class. This process not only deepens my understanding of the error itself but also helps me recognize similar issues in others’ work (Excerpt from the interview with Anna).


Therefore, effective guidance from teachers was important for supporting a smoother transition, as it enabled students to develop confidence in grammar learning by making it feel less difficult, thus increasing their expectancies for success (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002).



4.2.4 Perceived self-worth value

As shown in Table 9, perceived self-worth emerged as a motivational factor influencing students’ adaptation to English grammar learning. This theme reflects the attainment value component in EVT (Eccles and Wigfield, 2002), in which students are motivated by the importance of doing well for personal pride. According to the interview, students who closely associated academic success with their personal or social image were more likely to invest more effort in order to avoid failure and maintain self-esteem. Allen shared this connection directly:


TABLE 9 The themes, codes, definitions and representative quotations concerning perceived self-worth value.


	Theme
	Code
	Definition
	Quote

 

 	Perceived self-worth value 	Effort motivated by self-worth concerns 	Study motivation related to maintaining a positive peer image 	“I am the class monitor, and if I perform poorly in English, then it will be really embarrassing. Therefore, I need to work harder to catch up with the other classmates.”




 


I am the class monitor, and if I perform poorly in English, then it will be really embarrassing. Therefore, I need to work harder to catch up with the other classmates (Excerpt from the first interview with Allen).


Allen’s comment reflected a strong internal pressure to maintain a positive academic image, especially in front of peers. If a student had a higher perceived self-worth, then he or she would be more likely to put in extra effort in order not to “lose face.” This drive could positively impact the transition process by motivating the students to work harder and overcome challenges.





5 Discussion

The purpose of the paper is to explore students’ adaptation to English grammar learning in senior high school during the transitional period, as well as the key factors influencing this process. The findings reveal several key trends. Students’ perceived intrinsic interest value, extrinsic utility value, and expectancies for success all increased by the end of the semester, suggesting improvements in engagement and confidence. Unexpectedly, attainment value and perceived task difficulty did not exhibit significant changes, indicating that students’ beliefs in these areas may take longer to develop. In addition, qualitative data identified four major factors that influenced students’ adaptation during transition: students’ affective attitudes towards English grammar learning, perceived increase in grammar difficulty, instructional support from teachers, and perceived self-worth value.

The study found a significant increase in students’ intrinsic interest value, indicating that a semester’s transition can effectively help students develop greater intrinsic interest in senior high school grammar learning. This improvement is noteworthy because a strong intrinsic interest value is positively related to students’ self-concept of ability, which can contribute to their academic achievement (Denissen et al., 2007; Durik et al., 2006).

However, the qualitative data revealed a more complex picture. Despite the overall increase in this dimension, the low achievers, like Allen, expressed a negative attitude towards English learning. This may be explained by the influence of academic achievement on intrinsic interest, as previous research has suggested that low achievers express less interest than higher-achieving peers (Köller et al., 2001). Therefore, one semester of grammar instruction may not be sufficient for low-achieving students to develop a strong intrinsic interest, particularly during the transitional phase when students face great cognitive and emotional adjustments.

Similarly, the increase in extrinsic utility value, which reflects the perceived external benefits of grammar learning, implies that students’ awareness of the importance of grammar for their academic success has improved. The increase is important as utility value had a strong predictive effect on students’ educational aspirations (Guo et al., 2015). This suggests that recognizing the long-term usefulness of grammar learning is important in shaping their educational goals and sustained engagement.

The increase in students’ expectancies for success demonstrates that students gained greater confidence in their capacity to succeed in grammar learning tasks. The result is consistent with prior research on self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), a closely related construct. In this study, the development of grammar-related confidence may reflect students’ adjustment to new instructional methods. However, qualitative findings suggest this growth may not have been linear. Students initially struggled with the shift from practice-based to concept-based instruction, which challenged their existing learning strategies. As teacher support increased, students gradually gained their belief in their ability to succeed.

However, the perceived attainment value did not change significantly over the course of the semester. This shows that students’ perception of the importance of achieving success in English grammar learning remained relatively stable during the transition period. One possible explanation lies in the nature of the construct. Attainment value is often associated with one’s identity (Tang et al., 2022; Wigfield et al., 2009), which tends to develop over a longer period. Therefore, one semester may not be sufficient to make noticeable changes in this dimension. Another possible explanation is that the perceived attainment value was already relatively high at T1 (Median = 3.33), which implies that students already considered English grammar learning highly important when entering senior high school. This may be due to the value placed on English proficiency in China, which is considered important at both the personal and societal levels (You and Dörnyei, 2016). Such high initial scores may have led to a ceiling effect, limiting the potential for detectable increases. This echoes the qualitative finding that attainment value remained a meaningful motivator, as students like Allen expressed a strong link between academic success and social image.

Additionally, the perceived task difficulty from the beginning to the end of the semester did not change significantly, although a slight decrease was observed in the upper quartile. This quantitative finding echoed the qualitative result that the perceived increase in grammar learning difficulty, due to the shift from junior to senior high school, could hinder students’ motivational adaptation during transition. In other words, students started the semester with an already high level of perceived difficulty, and a semester of learning failed to lower the perceived task difficulty. This may be attributed to the increase in content complexity of English grammar content from junior to senior high school. As a result, even though effective instructional support, such as explicit conceptual explanations, may have helped students cope with the learning challenges, they failed to make a significant reduction in perceived task difficulty.

According to the interview data, another unexpected phenomenon was found. Students who actually performed well in English, like Anna, still felt that they had not fully adapted to grammar learning. This finding demonstrates a possible mismatch between students’ objective academic performance and their subjective sense of adaptation. Students like Anna had associated grammar learning with easy success during junior high school, forming a strong belief in their competence. However, the increased complexity of senior high school grammar may have challenged this belief, even if their academic performance remained strong, causing them to feel less confident and less adapted despite high achievement. The perception is consistent with Wigfield et al. (1997), who suggested that students tend to place higher value on tasks in which they feel competent. When that sense of competence is challenged, the task may come to feel less valuable and more psychologically demanding, so that even high achievers may question whether they have truly adapted.

These findings offer implications for teaching practice and motivational support during the transition to senior high school. The findings highlight the importance of teacher guidance in supporting students’ adaptation. As students with various levels of academic achievement adjust to the new learning demands at different paces, tailored teaching strategies, such as the scaffolding strategy and process-oriented feedback, are recommended during the transitional period.

For low-achieving students like Allen, the scaffolding strategy is recommended to help them gradually understand and apply grammar concepts in different contexts. For instance, teachers can provide detailed grammatical examples before asking students to practice themselves. Scaffolding can help students find it easier to master grammatical knowledge, reducing their perceived learning difficulty and contributing to a smoother transition. Such learning processes help students gain positive learning experiences, increasing their expectancies for success. As students’ learning confidence increases, teachers then gradually withdraw their support and encourage students to apply the concepts independently.

For high-achieving students such as Anna, process-oriented feedback is needed to reduce the gap between their subjectively low self-evaluations and their objectively high academic performance. Teachers can monitor these students’ daily assignments more closely and give specific positive feedback. The feedback can help the students develop a more accurate perception of their learning, decreasing their feelings of competence threat.

Beyond classroom practice, these findings also have implications for teacher education. Teacher training programs should help pre-service teachers develop a deeper understanding of adolescents’ psychological development, especially during the transitional periods. They also need to be equipped with a variety of teaching strategies so that they can flexibly apply instructional approaches to students with different needs.

While this study offers insights into students’ adaptation to English grammar learning during the transition period, several limitations must be acknowledged. First, the small sample size of 80 questionnaire participants limits the generalizability of the findings to a larger population. Having six interviewees also restricts the diversity of perspectives found in the qualitative data. Besides, all participants were from the same class and were taught by the same teacher, which may limit the applicability of the results to other schools or regions. This may also bring about common contextual influences among students. Additionally, the study did not examine whether there were differences in change patterns across subgroups (e.g., whether EVT constructs changed differently for high and low achieving students). Last but not least, the study only examines the adaptation over a single semester, meaning that the longer-term effects of the transition remain unknown. Future research should consider a larger, more diverse sample and a longer period of observation to have a more comprehensive understanding of these effects.



6 Conclusion

This study investigated students’ motivational adaptation to the increased difficulty of senior high school English grammar. The findings reveal that students’ intrinsic interest value, extrinsic utility value, and expectancies for success increased significantly over the semester, while attainment value and perceived task difficulty remained relatively stable. Qualitative data further identified four major factors influencing students’ adaptation, namely, students’ affective attitudes towards English grammar learning, perceived increase in grammar difficulty, instructional support from teachers, and perceived self-worth value.

Together, these results underscore the importance of strengthening students’ psychological resources, particularly their motivation and confidence, as a means of supporting successful academic adaptation in demanding educational transitions.
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Transnational families face complex language dynamics, particularly when adapting to new linguistic environments. This study examines text messaging practices of six bilingual Russian-Hebrew-speaking parents and their multilingual children living in Finland. Through micro-interactional approach, it investigates how digital translingual practices function as a tool in constructing unique familylects. The study categorizes translanguaging practices by form—isolated insertions, sentence-level switches, and complex multilingual constructs—and by function—local/temporal, phatic, and address terms—which serve to enhance the clarity of practical information, reinforce familial bonds, and reflect multicultural identity. This research contributes to the field of multilingual digital communication by illustrating how messaging language choices serve as contextualization cues, enhancing the overall meaning and emotional resonance of conversations. The findings reveal how transnational families adapt their communicative practices to maintain connections and cultural identity, illustrating the role of text messaging as a locus for linguistic and social negotiation.
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1 Introduction

Family language dynamics is unique and complex within each family, especially in transnational multilingual families, where diverse linguistic practices shape family identities and relationships. These language practices evolve in everyday interactions, and multilingual families often develop a distinctive linguistic repertoire—a familylect (Van Mensel, 2018). Familylects are shaped by integration of various languages and cultural resources, allowing families to express meaning and identity in dynamic ways. In this view, families are not merely physical settings but social spaces where multilingualism plays a central role in defining relationships and communication (Lanza, 2021). This ongoing negotiation is guided by Spolsky’s (2004) language policy model which outlines language ideologies, management, and practices at macro, meso, and micro levels, providing a key framework for understanding Family Language Policy (FLP). As was and remains the basic model, Spolsky (2021) defines language practices as ‘the choices of language variety made by speakers in a community’ (Spolsky, 2021, p. 21), shaped by both internal dynamics and external societal influences (Spolsky, 2004, 2021). From the sociology of language perspective, Boutet et al. (2025) argue that language practices are socially organized phenomena that cannot be understood as purely individual acts but need to be situated in their historical and social contexts, shaped by relations of domination and subordination.

Within families, these broader perspectives intersect with specific strategies for managing multilingualism. Traditionally, many multilingual families have adhered to several strategies, among them OPOL and ml@h, with each parent using their heritage language1 exclusively, thus treating bilingualism as double monolingualism (Heller, 2007). In contrast, translanguaging offers a more flexible and natural approach, allowing speakers to draw on their full linguistic repertoire rather than follow strict language boundaries (García and Baetens Beardsmore, 2009). Recent studies have shown a shift from strict language separation to the incorporation of translanguaging, illustrating how multilingual families adapt their language practices to reflect child agency and cultural identity. Soler and Zabrodskaja’s (2017) analysis of empirical data from Spanish-Estonian-speaking families in Tallinn illustrates how children’s agency, already evident as young as kindergarten age, weighed heavily in determining languages to be used in settings where the children had greater scope to influence parental choices, such as particular games and bedtime stories. Nenonen (2024) also illustrates how child agency shaped family language practices: in a family with a Russian-born mother, an Italian-born father, and their Finnish-born 8-year-old son attending the Jewish school of Helsinki, the child’s persistence and rejection of alternatives, such as parents switching to English, reinforced the OPOL strategy and maintained language boundaries within the family. Istanbullu’s (2024) study of phone conversations across three generations—in which the first and second generations were born in Turkey, with Arabic being the grandparents’ and the parents’ language of first socialization, and the grandchildren were born in Europe—reveals that grandparents often aligned to the language choices of their grandchildren, adopting French or German instead of Arabic or Turkish. Conversely, the grandchildren were experimenting with innovative, unexpected forms of Arabic and Turkish, demonstrating translanguaging instances shaped by child agency.

In this context, mobile phone communication, especially through text messaging, has become a vital tool for multilingual families (Pekarek Doehler, 2011). Text messaging serves as an important space for multilingual expression, where families can easily switch between languages and scripts, reflecting the adaptive nature of their communication, thus providing a dynamic environment for the development of familylects (Morel and Pekarek Doehler, 2013). Recent large-scale evidence from Finland shows that while texting in the two national, high-status languages, Swedish and Finnish, is the most common family app practice, children sometimes refrain from texting in other languages used in the family if these languages have lower status, limited educational support, or different writing systems (Palviainen and Räisä, 2023).

This qualitative case study examines text message communication in transnational Russian–Hebrew-speaking families residing in Finland. The data collected between October and November 2024 consist of WhatsApp communication excerpts provided by six participants, focusing on translanguaging practices. The research questions that guide this study are: How do transnational multilingual families shape and negotiate everyday language practices in multilingual text messaging communication? What are the primary linguistic forms of translanguaging observed in their WhatsApp communication? What communicative functions do these translanguaging practices serve? By examining how transnational multilingual families use text messaging in WhatsApp communication, this article explores how the translanguaging practices of the family members contribute to the formation of a multilingual familylect. Through this lens, the study highlights the role of WhatsApp communication in shaping family identities, cultural belonging, and emotional connections in multilingual families (Piller and Gerber, 2021).

This article is organized as follows. The theoretical background Section 2 explores translanguaging practices in multilingual families and multilingual familylects; it also provides an overview of Israelis and Hebrew, with a focus on Generation 1.5 speakers. Section 3 presents the data, participant details, and explains the methodology. Section 4 presents the findings on the forms and functions of translanguaging observed in the data. The final section discusses the key findings, summarized in the conclusion.



2 Theoretical dimensions

Mainstream parenting literature often promotes language separation when raising multilingual children, with various strategies tailored to different family contexts (Piller and Gerber, 2021). A common approach is ‘one parent–one language’ (OPOL), where each parent speaks either their heritage language or the societal language (Reichmuth, 2024). Other strategies include ‘Minority Language at Home’ (ml@h), with the heritage language used exclusively at home and the societal language outside, as well as ‘one parent–two languages’ (OP2L), and additional approaches (Ballinger et al., 2022; Ruiz Martín, 2017). Rooted in monolingual ideologies, these approaches, popular and often supported by extended families, view multilingualism as multiple monolingualism separating languages (Heller, 2007). However, scholars have challenged this perspective, arguing that multilinguals are not simply two or more monolinguals in one, and in practice, separating languages and providing distinct support across family, societal, and educational contexts is difficult (Reichmuth, 2024; Protassova, 2018).

In contrast, translanguaging reflects the fluid and dynamic use of a speaker’s entire linguistic repertoire, without enforcing or adhering to rigid rules about using a specific language exclusively. Recent studies have highlighted the adaptability of multilingual families, showing a shift from strict practices to incorporating translanguaging, shaped by such factors as child agency and cultural identity (e.g., Karpava et al., 2025; Nenonen, 2024). This evolution underscores the importance of recognizing and embracing the complex, integrative language practices that more accurately represent multilingual communication.


2.1 Translanguaging

Language in the 21st century can no longer be viewed as a fixed code, but as the flexible use of all available semiotic resources by individuals who must act as active meaning-makers and communicators in a digitally connected world (García and Wei, 2018). García and Baetens Beardsmore (2009) define translanguaging as dynamic use of a bilingual or multilingual speaker’s full linguistic repertoire, characterized by fluid communication across languages in everyday interactions. It shifts focus from languages as distinct systems to the observable practices of multilingual individuals and communities, centering on the speaker as an active meaning-maker who selects elements from their dynamic linguistic repertoire to communicate and interpret experiences (García and Wei, 2018). In many, if not most, contexts worldwide, translanguaging is a natural and commonplace aspect of interactions within the same multilingual culture. Translanguaging involves using one’s unique linguistic repertoire freely, without being constrained by socially or politically defined language names or labels. Language labeling is frequently arbitrary, therefore the translanguaging perspective views the question of which language is being used as insignificant, emphasizing the blending of linguistic and non-linguistic resources in communication (Wei, 2018).

Treffers-Daller (2024) highlights the urgent need for further investigation into translanguaging, particularly in three key areas: its theoretical conceptualization, its practical applications in research and education, and the development of clear diagnostic criteria for identifying translanguaging practices. Empirical research further supports the idea that translanguaging is a dynamic and strategical approach within multilingual families. A recent study on Russian-speaking multilingual families in Cyprus, Estonia, and Sweden highlights translanguaging as a dynamic strategy that bridges linguistic gaps, enhances adaptability, accommodates diverse sociolinguistic contexts, and fosters both emotional well-being and linguistic identity of all family members (Karpava et al., 2025). In Soler and Zabrodskaja’s (2017) study of a Spanish-Estonian family, the parents, despite idealizing the OPOL strategy, engaged in significant translanguaging, particularly within couple interactions, as their relationship had initially developed in English, with this practice further amplified by the presence of children. The OPOL policy facilitated the inclusion and simultaneous use of all linguistic resources within the family context. Similarly, a recent case-study of a Russian-, Italian-, Hebrew-, English, and Finnish-speaking family in Finland showcases a shift from a strict OPOL approach to gradually incorporating translanguaging, reflecting the family’s adaptability and the dynamic nature of language practices shaped by child agency and cultural identity (Nenonen, 2024).


2.1.1 Trans-scripting of translanguaging in digital communication

In digital spaces, translanguaging involves trans-scripting, representing one language’s features in another’s spelling or script; this practice enables its users to exploit their full literacy repertoires and generate new forms of communication (Androutsopoulos, 2009). Alphabets function as writing systems to represent speech sounds, but their role extends beyond simple transcription, encompassing socio-cultural dimensions, such as symbolic significance (Kress, 2003) or political implications (Baron, 2002). For instance, Wei (2018) examines computer-mediated communication (CMC) in New Chinglish, where Chinese speakers of English repurpose common English expressions with entirely new meanings to suit their communicative needs, while incorporating both scripts. The corpus of New Chinglish features creative word formations and expressions that, while generally adhering to English morphological structures, are infused with uniquely Chinese interpretations and cultural nuances. Androutsopoulos (2009) investigates the online usage of Greeklish, the Romanized form of Greek, highlighting phonetic and orthographic transliteration patterns, its association with technological competence and cosmopolitan identity, and ideological debates framing it as either a threat to or enrichment of Greek language and identity. Spilioti (2022) examines reverse trans-scripting in CMC, focusing on how users create stylized speech and social personas through hellenized English—Engreek. The findings suggest that trans-scripting enables users to manipulate language creatively, reflecting their social identities and aligning with broader discussions on language diversity in the digital age. Elhija (2023) explores trans-scripting digital communication practices between Arabic and Hebrew, finding such practices most common in the fields of education, employment, and politics. Trans-scripting instances include both toggling the two keyboards and trans-scribing one language using the script of the other, characterized by adaptations of Hebrew to Arabic phonology, but not vice versa. The study findings also highlight the role of context and intimacy in language and script choice.




2.2 Multilingual familylect

Families as social structures can be understood as ‘constructing and inhabiting dynamic systems of meaning-making’ (Purkarthofer, 2019, p. 725), where members bring together their lived language experiences into shared practices that evolve over time and across contexts (Purkarthofer, 2019). Gordon’s (2009) assertion that ‘it is not possible to fully comprehend the private language of any family other than our own’ (p. 76) underscores the deeply personal and contextually embedded nature of familylects. The term familylect, originally introduced by Søndergaard (1991), refers to the unique linguistic patterns within a family, where members consciously explore linguistic boundaries. Gordon’s (2009) definition of familylect emphasizes the unique linguistic repertoire shared within a family, rooted in collective memory and prior language experiences. It constructs family identity and boundaries through repeated, family-specific language practices, highlighting that families are culturally created through discourse rather than biologically predetermined. In multilingual families, the shared practices that shape a collective family culture may incorporate elements from multiple languages, creating a multilingual familylect. The combination of family-specific language practices with translingual practices results in a dynamic and flexible communication system that reflects both the family’s uniqueness and multicultural identity. As defined by Van Mensel (2018), a multilingual familylect, or multilingual family repertoire, is the unique linguistic repertoire of a multilingual family, characterized by communicating across languages, language choice patterns, and shared linguistic features. It is shaped by a range of practices, some of which are shared with monolingual families, such as language rituals, adopting each other’s voices, and establishing family-specific routines or traditions. However, multilingual families also engage in practices unique to their context, such as situation-specific language use, creating new language forms by combining languages, and children challenging the language choices made by adults (Van Mensel, 2018).



2.3 Israelis and Hebrew

Modern Hebrew is the predominant language in Israel, serving as the first language for 49% of the population, and as the common language of communication for 92% of Israelis (Central Bureau of Statistics, 2022). Israelis residing abroad typically continue speaking Hebrew in their homes and with friends, and often maintain connections to Israeli culture and identity. However, a gradual shift away from Hebrew is evident, influenced by a variety of factors including the size of the diaspora, higher prestige of other languages, level of professional proficiency in the diaspora, changes in Jewish identity, and lack of clear objectives in Hebrew instruction (Spolsky, 2016; Nevo and Verbov, 2011). An additional important yet understudied factor in the shift away from Hebrew is migrant parents’ bilingualism, which, in a third-language environment, enables them to prioritize between two heritage languages for home maintenance. In a case study of three generations of Russian-speaking Israelis, the second-generation bilingual Hebrew-Russian parent who migrated to Portugal maintained both heritage languages with the child; however, the child’s Russian proficiency was described as ‘very good’, while Hebrew was assessed as ‘decent’, possibly reflecting parental language priorities abroad (Protassova and Yelenevskaya, 2024). In a recent study on Israelis with a Post-Soviet State (PSS) background in Finland, parental bilingualism significantly influenced family language dynamics, highlighting a shift away from Hebrew as many parents prioritized Russian over Hebrew in heritage language maintenance (Bloch, 2024b).

Indeed, Russian, spoken by approximately 15 to 20% of the population of Israel, shapes the language dynamics within families with an PSS background both in Israel and abroad (Protassova and Yelenevskaya, 2024). Starting with the collapse of the USSR in 1991 and till 2000, around a million people immigrated to Israel from PSS (Perelmutter, 2018). Most children of this wave, known as Generation 1.5, became ‘skewed bilinguals’ within their first decade in Israel, primarily using Russian only with Russian monolinguals, while progressively shifting to Hebrew with younger family members, friends, and their own children (Remennick and Prashizky, 2019). For communication amongst themselves, they developed a code-mixed language—Israeli Russian—that uses Russian as the matrix language, integrating Hebrew elements through code-mixing and adaptations in phonology, morphology, and syntax (Naiditch, 2008). Often viewed as a ‘Low’ variety in contrast to Modern Standard Russian’s ‘High’ status, Israeli Russian serves everyday communication functions. Despite criticism from speakers when discussed with outsiders, it plays a crucial role in strengthening community bonds (Perelmutter, 2018). While there is extensive research on Israeli Russian in Israel, studies of Russian-speaking Israelis’ language practices in third-country contexts remain scarce (Rebhun, 2016; Remennick, 2019).

Determining the exact number of Israelis living abroad is highly challenging since there is a lack of direct data on the annual number of Israelis explicitly intending to emigrate. However, it is estimated that ~10% of Israel’s population resides outside the country at any given moment, with upward trend since late 2023 (DellaPergola and Lustick, 2011; DellaPergola, 2025). Data on the languages spoken by these emigrants is elusive, or perhaps non-existent.

As of December 2024, Finland had 990 Israeli citizens (with 569 holding dual citizenship). Out of them, 536 self-identified as Hebrew speakers, and 228—as Russian speakers (Official Statistics Finland, 2024). Finland’s language registration system, which records only one mother tongue, complicates the accurate count of bi- and multilinguals (Palviainen and Bergroth, 2018). While most of the Israelis born in PSS registered their mother tongue as Russian, 27 reported it as Hebrew (Official Statistics Finland, 2024). In a recent survey of Hebrew-speaking parents in Finland (Bloch, 2024a), 10 out of the 36 participants self-identified as Generation 1.5 Russian–Hebrew bilinguals.




3 Data and methods

This case study examines the FLPs in transnational Russian–Hebrew speaking families residing in Finland. It adopts a qualitative approach to examine the real-life language practices of the participants and their children.


3.1 Participants

The participants were recruited among Hebrew-speaking parents in Finland (c.f. Bloch, 2024a), as well as the community network. Ten participants were selected based on specific criteria: born in the PSS, migrated to Israel between the ages of 6 and 15, considered themselves natively proficient in both Hebrew and Russian, and had school-aged children. Of these, one participant withdrew, and three reported strictly monolingual family messaging (Hebrew or Russian), verified by 3–4 screenshots each (available upon request). Since no translingual practices were observed, they were excluded from the study.

The participants in this study are reported collectively to ensure their anonymity, as individual details, such as exact ages, specific durations of residence in Finland, and some other personal characteristics, were omitted due to the small size of the community and participants’ requests for maximum confidentiality. All six participants in the study (four identified as females and two as males) were aged between 40 and 50 years and had two to three children, ranging from 7 years old to young adults living independently, though only exchanges with children aged 10 and above were examined in this study. As minors, all participants had migrated to Israel between the ages of 7 and 15, classifying them as Generation 1.5. Later, as parents of at least one child, they migrated to Finland, with the duration of their residence in Finland ranging from 1.5 years to over 20 years. Two participants were a married couple; in the four remaining cases, the participants’ spouses were PSS-born native Russian speakers who moved to Israel as young adults (between the ages of 18 and 21) and spoke advanced but non-native Hebrew. All participants reported being bilingual, with native proficiency in both Russian and Hebrew. Their self-reported level of Finnish varied and was not always consistent with the length of their stay in Finland. The participants resided in various locations in Finland, both in main cities and small towns with a population under 10.000.



3.2 Data

The six participants shared excerpts from their WhatsApp communications with their children. Each participant submitted between 5 and 18 screenshots of recent WhatsApp conversations, containing excepts they considered interesting instances of usage of more than one language in a conversation, totaling 57 screenshots, with 5–8 messages per screenshot, collected between October and November 2024. Participants provided contextual explanations, both during the submission and later upon request.

The data were translated into English and transcribed according to Leipzig Glossing conventions (Comrie et al., 2008), with the language(s) of each word indicated in brackets within the glossing. The three scripts employed in family messaging were distinguished as follows: Cyrillic in plain text, Roman (or Latin), representing both Finnish and English, in bold text, and Hebrew in italics (Figure 1; Excerpt 1). Terms attributable to several languages were marked with an asterisk (Istanbullu, 2021).

[image: Screenshot of a text message in Hebrew script reading “מאמא את באה לאסוף אותי מהlukio?”, with time stamp 14:51. Below, a linguistic gloss provides word-by-word translations, grammatical details, and identifies a code-switched Finnish word meaning “from the high school.”]

FIGURE 1
 Screenshot of Excerpt (1).


The micro-interactional approach is used to explore how language choices within transnational multilingual families serve immediate interactional and conversational goals (Smith-Christmas, 2014). This approach emphasizes the local, situational use of linguistic features as contextualization cues that help negotiate meaning within interactions (e.g., Gafaranga, 2012). The micro-interactional approach operates at multiple levels of analysis. On the sociocultural level, it focuses on shared contexts and cultural knowledge (Smith-Christmas, 2014). In written multilingual conversations, speakers rely on their shared linguistic and cultural backgrounds to create meaning and foster engagement. Translanguaging, in this context, is a strategic tool that taps into the interlocutors’ familiarity with multiple languages, making the communication more resonant and meaningful. On the interactional level, the micro-interactional approach focuses on interactional goals, with translanguaging strategically employed to achieve specific communicative objectives, such as clarifying a point or shifting the direction of the conversation (Gafaranga, 2012). Interactional goals are achieved through different forms and functions of translanguaging practices. While on the sociocultural level, instances of translanguaging serve to align with the social and cultural expectations of the participants, on the discourse level, they enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of communication. The micro-interactional approach assesses communication efficiency by analyzing how participants achieve immediate interactional goals through language choices: mutual understanding, manage misunderstandings, and maintain conversational coherence (Abe and Roever, 2020). Together, these levels offer a comprehensive framework for investigating CMC communication within the participants’ families.

In this study, the micro-interactional approach was applied to examine multilingual WhatsApp communication, focusing on how six participants and their children use translingual practices to achieve specific conversational goals, including practical functions, shared cultural and linguistic knowledge, and the emotional and social functions of each language. The recurring conversational goals were identified according to the theoretical frameworks used in examining translingual practices within multilingual transnational environments across various scholarly works and publications.




4 Findings

This section examines the different forms and functions of translanguaging practices observed in the data. It explores three main forms of translanguaging: complex multilingual constructs, isolated word or phrase insertions, and sentence-level switches. Following this, the section discusses the functional characteristics of these practices, highlighting their roles in local and temporal expressions, phatic actions, and address terms.


4.1 Forms of translanguaging

The recurring forms of translanguaging in the data were categorized into three types. The most frequent type was represented by multiple spontaneous alternations between the languages within one sentence which can be completely understandable only to the family members, thus forming a familylect. The other two types of translanguaging included isolated words or expressions from each of the three or four languages available, and sentence-level switches. In many cases it was difficult to adapt each case of translanguaging to only one category, since they played two roles simultaneously—to convey the meaning in a more practical way, and to underscore the uniqueness of each communication act through translingual practices forming familylects.


4.1.1 Complex multilingual constructs

A substantial portion of translingual practices within the families involves the dynamic blending of vocabulary, grammar, and scripts from multiple languages. Trilingual instances were a common feature of WhatsApp communication across families, with the sources of linguistic transfer varying significantly (Excerpt 2, Figure 2).

[image: Screenshot of a multilingual WhatsApp message mixing Finnish, English, and Russian, followed by a glossed translation with word-by-word breakdown and a complete English translation beneath, “Here is one guy from work please no need to yell my name.”]

FIGURE 2
 Screenshot of Excerpt (2).


This translingual instance demonstrates a dynamic interplay of languages: the child’s message written in the Roman script begins with colloquial Finnish (‘Täällä on yks tyyppi töistä’ [here is one guy from work]), establishing local context. Mid-turn, the child inserts an English isolated sedimented borrowing pliiizz to intensify the request in an informal register—a feature particularly associated with youth and SMS communication (Morel and Pekarek Doehler, 2013). The request concludes with a citation of the request itself in Russian ‘nenada galdet mojo imya’ [no need to yell my name]. Thus, within a single turn, the child orients first to the Finnish work environment, then to global youth style through English, and finally to the intimate family domain through Russian. This layering illustrates a pragmatic distribution of languages across sequential functions (cf. Gafaranga, 2012; Smith-Christmas, 2014). When asked for clarification, the parent could not recall whether the child was citing a third person or referring to themselves. In this instance, the child exclusively used Roman script, but the spelling conventions varied. For the Finnish segment, standard Finnish spelling was applied; however, in the Russian portion, the spelling adhered to English conventions—for example, the letter ‘y’, which represents different sounds in Finnish and English, was employed in the Russian word for ‘name’ in line with English spelling.

Excerpt (3) (Figure 3) also incorporates three languages, with Russian serving as both the grammatical and script base. The Russian frame hosts Hebrew mukpats [stir-fry] and Finnish kerma [cream]. The child responds minimally with mukpats in Hebrew, confirming the preferred choice. The parent offers multilingual options, and the child confirms with an echo, showing alignment and efficiency; the parent’s trilingual turn reflects shared family knowledge (cf. Lanza, 2021). The use of ‘stir-fry’ in Hebrew can be attributed to a technical constraint— this term is rarely used in Russian, has a lengthy and complex spelling, and is often replaced by the English equivalent. In contrast, the Hebrew term is concise and widely recognized in Israeli Russian context. The inclusion of ‘cream’ in Finnish can be attributed to a familylect, specifically referencing a particular type of Finnish cream commonly used within the family.

[image: Screenshot of a WhatsApp conversation in Russian where a parent asks, "So do you want stir-fry or with cream?" and the child replies "Mukpat͡s." Below, a linguistic breakdown shows the dialogue’s words, their languages, grammatical roles, and English translation.]

FIGURE 3
 Screenshot of Excerpt (3).


Another notable feature of linguistic forms in SMS-mediated communication is mixing graphemic conventions (Morel and Pekarek Doehler, 2013). In Excerpt (1), Hebrew serves as both the grammatical and script base for most of the sentence. However, the address term mama [mom] appears in Russian, transcribed using the Hebrew alphabet. The script norm of Modern Hebrew is not followed—rather than using diacritics to indicate the ‘a’ sound in the middle of the word (typically omitted in Modern Hebrew), the child employs the letter aleph to mimic Russian graphemic norms. The use of the Russian term for mom reflects emotional significance, aligning with Istanbullu’s (2021) observations of emotional address in multilingual families, while its transcription in Hebrew script transforms it into a unique element of the familylect. The child then continues in Hebrew, ‘at baa le’esof oti meha-’ [are you coming to pick me up from the-], ending with lukio, a Finnish term for ‘high school’. Excerpt (1) demonstrates how different parts of the message are anchored in different domains: emotion in Russian, request in Hebrew, and location in Finnish. Furthermore, the child toggles the keyboard to provide the precise location for pickup, attributed to a practical constraint. Such cases are relatively common within multilingual families, as once a language or keyboard switch occurs, it can often prompt additional switches rather than returning to the original language. Trilingual speakers, in particular, may transition to a third language, effectively branching out further with each subsequent switch (Clyne, 2003).



4.1.2 Isolated word or phrase insertions

Participants frequently inserted isolated words or short phrases from one language into conversations conducted predominantly in another. These insertions fulfill contextual needs, often reflecting cultural or local nuances associated with specific socio-linguistic environments. The data on these isolated forms align with prior research, which highlights that CMC users tend to incorporate ‘ready-made’ formulas from other languages into their messages. These borrowings often require no morpho-syntactic adaptation, allowing for seamless integration into ongoing interactions. The recurrence of such forms appears to be a distinctive feature of CMC, underscoring its practical and formulaic nature (Pekarek Doehler, 2011; Ndabihonge, 2023).

In both (4) and (5) (Figure 4), the children engaged in translanguaging, drawing on their language resources asymmetrically (Istanbullu, 2024), primarily relying on Russian while making more limited use of Finnish. In (4), the entire sentence was written in Roman script, with the Finnish word syyskuu [September] inserted into a Russian frame, indexing the child’s local and temporal context. In (5), the child toggled between scripts, using Cyrillic for the Russian text and Roman script for the Finnish term. The whole stance is voiced in Russian, but the Finnish adjective kiltti [nice/kind] is used deliberately because a Russian equivalent is not readily available and the Finnish term captures precisely the intended nuance. In excerpt (6) (Figure 4), the conversation was conducted entirely in Russian, but a grammatical construction involving a Finnish proper name was used. The child asks the parent in Russian about their location. The parent also uses Russian for a location confirmation (‘Ja zdes’. A ty? Doma.’ [I’m here. And you? At home]), while the child responds with a place name Siikaozero. Siika refers to the name of a lake, and in Finnish, lake names are written as one word, with ‘lake’ following the proper name. In contrast, in Russian, lake names are written separately. The sequential move shows place-indexing: the parent asks in Russian; the child responds in a mixed form reflecting their Russian framing and Finnish schooling. In excerpt (7) (Figure 4), the child announces success on the hygiene exam in Russian grammar and Cyrillic script, but with the Finnish term for ‘hygiene passport’—hygieniapassi. The parent reacts in Russian ‘da ladno’ [no way], showing surprise, then again in Russian—‘ty moja umnička’ [you are my smart one]. Interactionally, the child uses Finnish for an institutionally bound term, while the parent responds affectively in Russian. This adjacency pair illustrates how translanguaging distributes pragmatic roles: Finnish for institutional terminology, Russian for emotional evaluation. Transition to Finnish with ‘well yes’ (no nii) suggests an alignment with Finnish conversational norms, emphasizing agreement or confirmation.

[image: Screenshot collage of instant message conversations in Russian and Finnish with English translations and linguistic breakdowns, illustrating multilingual code-switching and detailed word-for-word glosses for selected excerpts.]

FIGURE 4
 Screenshots of Excerpts (4–7).




4.1.3 Sentence-level switches

Translanguaging frequently occurred at the sentence level, with participants alternating between languages to address diverse communicative needs, such as emphasizing a message or adapting to the evolving context within the same conversational thread.

In Excerpt (8) (Figure 5), the sequence shows turn-by-turn language adaptation: when the parent approves the child’s request for extra screen time via Family Link, the child first expresses gratitude in English; when the parent specifies the time in Finnish—‘15 minuutia’, [15 min], the child aligns by thanking again in Finnish and amplifies their thanks phatically. In excerpt (9) (Figure 5), the child repeats the parent’s Finnish sentence, retaining its grammatical error—nominative instead of illative (‘Tuomme paketin hoitolanne’, literally [We will bring the package your clinic]), and then adds a metacommentary in Russian (‘nelza skazat’ [one cannot say that]), while retaining the Roman script. From the micro-interactional perspective, this example highlights how participants use language as a contextualization cue to negotiate meaning and manage interactional goals in real-time. This intra-sentential change of languages reflects the child’s strategic use of linguistic resources to address contextual demands effectively, with Finnish fulfilling transactional needs and Russian adding cultural or explanatory depth. The use of the Roman script for Russian may demonstrate an adaptation to the digital context, where script choice aligns with communicative convenience and digital norms. On the other hand, it may simply be a matter of convenience, stemming from an unwillingness to toggle between the keyboards.

[image: Screenshot with two WhatsApp message exchanges, each accompanied by linguistic analysis and English glosses. The first exchange is in English and Finnish, showing gratitude and stating “15 minutes.” The second is in Finnish and Russian, giving an example sentence about bringing a package to a clinic. Each excerpt is annotated with part-of-speech tags and translations.]

FIGURE 5
 Screenshots of Excerpts (8–9).





4.2 Functional characteristics of translingual practices

The varied forms of translanguaging illustrate the creative use of linguistic resources observed in the WhatsApp communication in the participants’ families. These practices serve to convey meaning effectively while also emphasizing the uniqueness of each interaction, shaping the distinctive familylects observed in the data. By combining vocabulary, grammar, and scripts from multiple languages, participants address contextual demands and reinforce shared cultural and emotional bonds. Building on this, Section 4.2 examines the functional characteristics of translanguaging, which emerges not as a random act but as a deliberate practice, enabling participants to negotiate meaning across languages, scripts, and cultural contexts. Drawing on Pekarek Doehler’s (2011) research findings, this study highlights three primary functions of translanguaging in multilingual communication: marking of local and temporal expressions; phatic actions, such as greetings or expressions of gratitude; and address terms. While the data revealed a broader range of functions, these three emerged consistently across interactions from all participants.


4.2.1 Local and temporal function

Translanguaging in mobile-mediated communication often occurs in relation to local and temporal expressions, including topographical references and adverbial markers of place and time. This function is especially prominent in texting, where lack of physical presence and asynchronous nature of interactions encourage the use of linguistic resources to convey and share diverse lived experiences (Morel and Pekarek Doehler, 2013). In several instances, participants’ translingual practices can be attributed to its referential function, particularly in its ability to enhance the clarity and precision of meaning conveyed (Lüdi and Py, 2002).

Revisiting Excerpt (1), lukio refers to a more specific concept than its Hebrew equivalent tichon (high school) within the same communicative context, as it reflects the cultural and educational nuances of the Finnish system. Similarly, in (10) (Figure 6), the dialogue unfolds in the framing of Russian, with three terms from the Finnish educational context used by the parent. The parent uses Russian for formulating the question – ‘počemu u tebja’ [why do you have], and continues with Finnish terms. Kotitalous [home economics], [domestic science] is a Finnish-specific subject that is not part of the Israeli curricula, and differs significantly from its Russian counterpart, ‘labor classes’. Moreover, the term kotitalous simultaneously serves as a reference to a specific place (the school) and a time frame shared and understood by both participants. The terms for ‘absence’—poissaolo—is also used in Finnish, the way it appears in the school system. The child replies with a multi-turn explanation in Russian; in the last utterance, the parent clarifies the question, again in Russian, and again using two school terms in Finnish – poissaolo [absence] and myöhästyminen [late arrival], illustrating how Finnish provides terminology while Russian manages the narrative flow.

[image: Screenshot of a text message conversation in Russian using Cyrillic script, where a parent asks about a domestic science absence, followed by responses citing a late bus and waiting for another. Below, a structured linguistic analysis provides word-by-word glosses, translations, and grammatical explanations for each exchange, with Finnish terms for absence and lateness included for comparison.]

FIGURE 6
 Screenshot of Excerpt (10).


The data also reveal cases where translanguaging serves not to describe a place but to index it, associating it with a particular familylect, as illustrated in the following excerpts. In (11) (Figure 7), the parent frames the message in Russian, but uses the Hebrew word for a break—hafsaka, followed by the Finnish spoken-language term nukkari [relaxation room], typically associated with daycare settings. Upon clarification, the participant explained that it referred to the ‘quiet’ room at work, which had reportedly been discussed numerous times in the family setting. This term further exemplifies its familylectual nature as it was transcribed in Cyrillic script. Such instances highlight how translanguaging mitigates the lack of physical presence and asynchronous interaction in SMS communication. By leveraging language to index spatiolinguistic contexts, participants successfully created a shared sense of ‘being there’ (Spagnolli and Gamberini, 2005).

[image: Screenshot showing two WhatsApp messages in Russian with their time stamps, alongside interlinear glosses and English translations for each excerpt. The excerpt on the left reads, “Так все, у меня афсака закончилась..я пошла.. Буду в нуккари..напишу” translated as “That’s it, my break is over.. I’m off.. I will be in relaxation room.” The excerpt on the right is “В лянсик не поедешь?” translated as “Would you go to Länsik?”.]

FIGURE 7
 Screenshots of Excerpts (11–12).


In (12) (Figure 7), from the same participant, a question that uses a Russian frame and is written in Cyrillic script, applies a topographical indexation länsik, showcasing multiple translingual practices. In Finland, two major shopping malls share the name Länsikeskus. The participant shortened the name, transcribed it using the Cyrillic alphabet, added the Russian diminutive suffix -ik, and did not capitalize the first letter of this proper noun, which likely reflects the participant’s schooling experience, as they studied from the end of primary school through high school in Hebrew, a language that does not use capital letters. The Russian frame ensures comprehensibility, the embedded Finnish place-name indexes shared knowledge, while shortening and the diminutive suffix mark the mall as part of the family’s everyday repertoire.

In addition to indexing places, translanguaging in digital communication is often employed to convey temporal information (Morel and Pekarek Doehler, 2013). This practice allows multilingual individuals to utilize the most precise or contextually appropriate terms from their linguistic repertoire.

Going back to Excerpt (4), the child combines Russian and Finnish to specify a future timeframe, with September written in Finnish, adding clarity and precision within the predominantly Russian sentence. Similarly, in (13) (Figure 8), the exchange between parent and child incorporates Hebrew and English. The parent provides practical information in Hebrew ‘ani b’lilmodim’ [I’m studying], followed by ‘akharéi halimudim yavo’u lakaḥat otax’, [after school you’ll be picked up]. The child responds with an elongated ‘yes’ in Hebrew in Roman script and then specifies the time in English. In this case, Hebrew serves for practical arrangements for the parent, while the child contributes emotional alignment (elongated Hebrew yes) and temporal precision (English 4 p.m.). The use of temporal expressions in a different language serves two simultaneous functions. First, it conveys meaning in a practical and efficient manner: in (4), for a child whose primary language of compulsory education is Finnish, typing September in Finnish is most probably faster and more straightforward than toggling to the Russian keyboard or spelling the Russian word in Roman script; in (13), the English 4 p.m. is significantly shorter and more practical compared to equivalent expressions in the other available languages. Second, such transitions highlight the uniqueness of each communication act, contributing to the formation of familylects through creative translingual practices.

[image: Screenshot of a WhatsApp conversation in Hebrew and English on the left, showing a parent and child exchanging texts about after-school pickup, alongside a table on the right with the original messages, word-by-word translation, glosses, and contextual English meanings.]

FIGURE 8
 Screenshot of Excerpt (13).


Adopting Spagnolli and Gamberini’s (2005) approach, “place is the set of resources organized and transformed by the involvement in human action at any certain moment” (p. 8). In the examples above, the concepts of place and time extend to the linguistic domain, where language becomes a critical resource for communication and meaning-making. This is evident in how participants adapt and transform translingual practices into familylects within their interactions.



4.2.2 Phatic function

Translingual practices in mobile messaging are consistently linked to a limited range of actions with a strong phatic focus, such as greetings, apologies, and well-wishes (Pekarek Doehler, 2011). In the data, translanguaging was most often utilized for expressing gratitude and encouragement. Examples of greetings were available from one family, where all the family members greeted and bid farewell to each other in Finnish, written in Cyrillic script. Expressions of gratitude appeared in various forms, both language and script; distribution between languages and scripts was equable (Table 1).


TABLE 1 ‘Thanks’: distribution between languages and scripts.


	Script / Language
	Roman
	Hebrew
	Cyrillic

 

 	Russian 	1 	 	3


 	Hebrew 	1 	1 	1


 	Finnish 	2 	 	2


 	English 	4 	 	




 

In (14) (Figure 9), the child praises the parent’s Duolingo achievement, first with an Arabic-influenced Hebrew slang expression—ya (an Arabic vocative particle used in colloquial Hebrew) combined with alufa [champion], and then reinforces it with an English compliment. The parent aligns with the final praise by responding in English. Expressions of agreement and gratitude were frequently repeated by the children in a different language. For instance, in (15) (Figure 10), in a conversation between three siblings, two siblings respond to a statement in Hebrew by the third sibling—‘Send me a list of things you want me to bring you from Israel’ – both in Russian and in Hebrew, using repetition across languages for reinforcement—xorošo, tov ([good], Russian, Hebrew).

[image: Screenshot of a WhatsApp chat between a child and parent featuring emojis and multilingual messages, alongside an academic excerpt analyzing the phrase "Wow championnnnnn" in Hebrew and Arabic transliteration, with grammatical explanations and English translation.]

FIGURE 9
 Screenshot of Excerpt (14).


[image: Screenshot of a multilingual WhatsApp group chat on the left, featuring labeled messages from Child 1, Child 2, and Child 3 in Hebrew and Russian, alongside a detailed linguistic breakdown on the right showing Hebrew phrases with translations, glosses, and English explanations.]

FIGURE 10
 Screenshot of Excerpt (15).


Another feature observed in (15), as well as twice in both (8) and (13) (see Sections 4.1.3 and 4.2.1), is word stretching, or elongation. Elongated words are common in CMC and relate to sentiment and how they serve as analogues for nonverbal cues such as tone or pitch in spoken language (Gray et al., 2020). They are frequently used to emphasize or exaggerate the meaning of the word (Rafae et al., 2024). In all three cases, the children toggle the keyboards before applying elongation.

In (16) (Figure 11), the parent begins humorously, posing a question ‘mita haluat’ [What do you want?] in Finnish transcribed in Cyrillic script about the child’s food choices. The child responds similarly, answering in Russian but using Roman script and adding a Finnish plural suffix ‘-it’ to the Russian word for ‘sandwich’—buterbrood. To ensure the parent approves of the (not particularly healthy) food choices, the child follows up with a clarifying question in Russian – da? [yes?], written in Cyrillic script. After receiving confirmation from the parent, ‘OK’ and ‘yes’, in Cyrillic script, the child thanks twice, in Finnish (kiitos) and in Hebrew (toda), both in Cyrillic script. The findings align with Pekarek Doehler (2011), who demonstrated that trans-scripting serves to demarcate phatic actions, playing a key role in enhancing expressivity in translingual SMS communication. Building on these insights, the findings also challenge the assumption that CMC communication prioritizes brevity. Toggling between keyboards can be time-consuming, and even when using a single keyboard, certain expressions, such as thanks written in Russian using Roman script, can be longer than their equivalents in Finnish or English. This emphasis on expressivity and sacrificing brevity is also evident in instances where gratitude is repeated consecutively in two languages, highlighting how multiple languages and script variations serve as tools for reinforcing emotional connections and expressing shared cultural identities within a family.

[image: Screenshot of a multilingual WhatsApp chat on the left, featuring a parent and child using Finnish, Russian, Hebrew, and English vocabulary, with the conversation transcript and linguistic annotations displayed in English text on the right.]

FIGURE 11
 Screenshot of Excerpt (16).




4.2.3 Address terms

Address terms are a common feature often conveyed through using multiple languages (e.g., Pekarek Doehler, 2011; Istanbullu, 2021; Ndabihonge, 2023). In SMS messages, translingual practices are used for both affectionate and casual address terms, with different languages serving specific purposes. Pekarek Doehler’s (2011) analysis of plurilingual SMS communication in Switzerland found that while English was primarily used for ‘cool’ terms, French was preferred for expressing affection. In contrast, German and Swiss-German were rarely used, suggesting that these languages play distinct roles in SMS communication, particularly in expressing intimacy.

In the data, there were few instances of parents addressing the child by name, and only in Cyrillic script. Two of the six participants were fathers; no specific address terms for them were found in the data. In contrast, addressing mothers was widespread, often initiating communications.

In (17) (Figure 12) the conversation is held in Russian, both by the child who asks for the parents’ location, and the parent who responds, but for addressing the mother—imaaaaa—the child uses Hebrew and toggles the keyboard. After this, the child returns to Russian. In (18) (Figure 12), the same child first addresses the mother in Russian—maaam, then switches to Hebrew – ima, then toggles the keyboard and returns to Russian for a request to stay longer. The use of two address terms in quick succession, across languages and scripts, intensifies the appeal and underscores the child’s agency in drawing on all available resources to secure the parent’s attention (cf. Lanza, 2021). The child also uses vowel elongation when addressing the mother with an urgent request, emphasizing the importance of the message (Gray et al., 2020; Rafae et al., 2024). In (19) (Figure 12), the child initiates a request for a beauty treatment with the Hebrew ima [mom], followed by a request in Russian, while retaining the Cyrillic keyboard. Taken together, these examples illustrate how address terms for mothers function as affective anchors in multilingual parent–child interaction, with children strategically deploying translanguaging to highlight both intimacy and urgency (Pavlenko, 2004), while also showing children’s active role in achieving interactional goals (cf. Lanza, 2021).

[image: Screenshot showing three WhatsApp chat excerpts in Russian and Hebrew, followed by detailed linguistic analysis. Each excerpt presents a brief conversation between a child and parent, with transliterations, part-of-speech tags, English glosses, and translations provided in a structured format. The content illustrates code-switching and typical family interactions.]

FIGURE 12
 Screenshots of Excerpts (17–19).


In excerpt (20) (Figure 13), the child addresses the mother in Russian on two consecutive days. On the first day, the child writes mama in Roman script and then switches to Cyrillic to ask permission for a friend to join. The following day, the mother replies in Russian, asking when to pick the child up. The child answers in Russian with Cyrillic script, specifying the desired pickup time. A few hours later, the child updates the mother in Russian that pickup is no longer needed, and then repeats the address term twice, first as Mam with only the initial letter capitalized, and then as MAMA in uppercase, to emphasize urgency. This use of all-caps aligns with the common belief that capital letters are particularly effective for drawing attention and prioritizing important messages, especially when time constraints are involved (Arbel and Toler, 2020).

[image: Screenshot of a multilingual WhatsApp chat in Russian about pickup arrangements, with one participant repeatedly messaging “mom” for attention, paired with a linguistically annotated excerpt listing the conversation’s original Russian text, English translations, and glosses for each utterance.]

FIGURE 13
 Screenshot of Excerpt (20).


A broader trend was observed in the data, with Russian being the predominant choice to address mothers, reflecting the emotional significance of Russian for the Gen 1.5 participants, who used only Russian to address their mothers. This linguistic practice appears to have been passed down to their children. Of the 20 instances of addressing mothers in the data, 13 were in Russian, with 9 of them using the Cyrillic script (Table 2).


TABLE 2 ‘Mom’: distribution between languages and scripts.


	Script / Language
	Roman
	Hebrew
	Cyrillic

 

 	Russian 	2 	2 	9


 	Hebrew 	3 	1 	2


 	Finnish 	1 	 	




 

In contrast to the translingual functions discussed in previous sections, address terms in WhatsApp communication reveal significant language preferences, with Russian being the only option of addressing the children by the name (but conclusions are hard to make due to insufficient number of such addresses), and predominating in addressing mothers, most probably due to emotional and cultural factors. This claim aligns with Istanbullu’s (2021) and Pavlenko’s (2004) findings on the role of emotional factors in language choice within multilingual families. Istanbullu’s (2021, 2024) analysis of Arabic- and Turkish-speaking transnational families in Europe shows that Arabic, the language of first socialization of grandparents and parents, was retained across generations in affectionate address terms. This alignment was mutual: grandparents shifted toward national languages—French or German—despite difficulty, while grandchildren aligned toward Arabic, which they themselves found challenging. This mutual adjustment was made possible by the adults’ caring attitude, which encouraged the children to reciprocate. Pavlenko (2004) notes that language choice in emotional expression often reflects deeply ingrained cultural and affective associations. Specifically, she finds that mothers frequently revert to Russian, their first language, for emotionally charged interactions, such as expressing intimacy, affection, or authority, as it is often perceived as more emotionally resonant and authentic. This emotional connection to language is often passed down to the next generation, supporting the idea that the use of Russian by children to address their mothers reflects both emotional ties and cultural continuity. The use of the Cyrillic alphabet to write children’s names, even when those names are not inherently Russian, further highlights the role of language and script as carriers of cultural heritage and emotional expression, transcending the specific linguistic origins of the names themselves.





5 Discussion

This study explores translanguaging practices in WhatsApp text messaging in Israeli families with a PSS background residing in Finland. Through the micro-interactional lens, the findings highlight how family members negotiate their multilingual resources to achieve various communicative goals. The primary objective of this study was to investigate the translingual messaging practices within a family setting, as reported by the six participants, and the functions linked with these choices. Given the highly dynamic nature of language use and the evolving contexts in which transnational multilingual families operate, there is an increasing need to continuously investigate their language policies and practices (Hirsch and Lee, 2018; Lanza, 2021).

The findings show that translanguaging is the central means through which transnational multilingual families shape and negotiate their everyday language practices in text messaging. The use of translanguaging in WhatsApp communication in these families serves various functional purposes, especially in parent–child interactions. This study explores three main functions of translingual practices identified in the data: local and temporal functions, phatic functions, and address terms, emphasizing how these practices address both practical communication needs and emotional expression. In parent–child CMC, the two primary reasons for using resources from the variety of languages available revolve around managerial and emotional communication (e.g., Fletcher et al., 2018; Janssen et al., 2024). Interpreted through this framework, the present study data show that the local and temporal functions mainly address managerial needs, conveying practical details like time and place. In contrast, phatic functions and address terms are more associated with emotional communication, expressing affection, identity, and familial connection. That is, using specific languages to include references to particular time, such as September (Excerpt 4) and 4 p.m. (Excerpt 13), helps convey practical details with more precision, while toggling keyboards and / or switching the language for expressing encouragement or gratitude (Excerpts 14–16) align with emotional communication. Word elongation (Excerpts 8, 13, 15) and uppercase (Excerpt 20) can amplify emotional significance to express urgency or significance of the address. These instances reflect the broader function of pragmatic borrowings, which are typically used to express emotions, attitudes, evaluations, and interactional stances rather than factual or propositional content (Peterson, 2017; Verschik and Kask, 2023).

This similarity in functions highlights how translanguaging practices serve both practical communication needs, like managing time or place, and emotional needs, such as expressing affection or identity, though their frequency and importance can vary across different contexts. The present study revealed strategic functions of translanguaging practices similar to those identified by Ndabihonge (2023) in multilingual WhatsApp communication in French, Kirundi, Kiswahili, and English—economy of communication, identity signaling, expressivity, and filling lexical gaps—though with a different order of preferences. While the economy of communication was the most recurring theme in the Burundian context, in the current study, the use of shorter, more practical terms was often secondary to other functions. Numerous instances of translanguaging and trans-scripting for addressing mothers and expressing gratitude prominently illustrate how expressivity and identity signaling can take precedence over the economy of communication. In several cases, children switched keyboards, often toggling back afterward, specifically to address their mothers in a language they believed would be more emotionally meaningful (e.g., Excerpts 17–19).

The function of translanguaging is particularly important in families that maintain multiple languages in their repertoire, as it allows speakers to draw definitively on diverse linguistic resources in order to sustain intergenerational communication and relational closeness (Palviainen and Räisä, 2023; Istanbullu, 2024). In the present study, participants used translanguaging to express concepts or ideas with terms that were perceived as most suitable for capturing the intended meaning. The examples include terminology connected to school, including high school (Excerpt 8) and domestic science (Excerpt 9), specific places like relaxation room (Excerpt 10), and food names, like stir-fry (Excerpt 7). This reflects a pragmatic choice aimed at minimizing linguistic effort, making communication more efficient and precise.

Another key feature of the translanguaging practices observed in this study was identity signaling. Language choice in a multilingual conversation is a powerful marker of identity (e.g., Gross et al., 2022). In the data, Russian was the most frequently used language by the children to address their mothers, reflecting emotional closeness and cultural heritage. This practice emphasizes Russian as a familial language, reinforcing a deep emotional connection, especially since in the participants’ families it is also the predominant language spoken with the grandparents (Bloch, 2024b). Schwartz and Verschik (2013) argue that the intergenerational transmission of a heritage language is deeply emotional, as it evokes memories of the parents’ own childhoods. Switching to Russian when addressing the mothers signals that this language functions not only as a means of communication but as a shared emotional resource. Children draw on inherited emotional associations by intuitively selecting Russian in moments of emotional significance, not for efficiency, but for reinforcing intimacy and shared family identity. These findings correspond with Istanbullu’s (2021, 2024) analysis of Arabic- and Turkish-speaking transnational families in Europe, where affectionate address terms in Arabic exchanged across generations supported the maintenance of heritage Arabic, with reciprocal language choices and agency serving as key factors in intergenerational communication. In this study, the children’s recurrent use of Russian when addressing their mothers illustrates a reciprocal alignment through which Russian’s emotional and familial role is evident.

The data also highlight the creative role children play in shaping the translingual practices within the family. Frequent keyboard toggling, word elongation, and use of school-related terms reflect child agency in FLP (Lanza, 2021). While parents set the initial framework for language use based on their own language ideologies and management strategies, their children reshape it through WhatsApp interactions. This finding supports Nenonen’s (2024) claim that translanguaging is a co-constructed process driven by children’s own linguistic environments and social identities, not merely a parental strategy.



6 Conclusion

This study explores translanguaging practices in the WhatsApp communication of transnational Russian-Hebrew-speaking families in Finland. The findings demonstrate that language choices are strategically employed to meet both practical and emotional communication needs. The three primary functions observed in the data—local and temporal, phatic, and address terms—serve to enhance the clarity of practical information and strengthen familial bonds. The strategic blending of Russian, Hebrew, Finnish, and English reflects not only a response to immediate communication needs but also allow for the signaling of identity and emotional connection within the family unit. The familylects formed through these practices reflect the dynamic integration of various languages, contributing to the formation of family-specific linguistic repertoires that serve as important markers of identity and connection, as well as address practical communication needs. Another key aspect of this study findings is the unique integration of practical and emotional functions within translingual practices, tailored to the specific linguistic and cultural contexts of these families. These insights extend beyond the family unit, offering a broader understanding of how multilingual families handle complex social and linguistic environments. The findings also highlight the role of digital communication in preserving cultural heritage and fostering linguistic adaptability. Future research could adopt a longitudinal approach to capture how language practices in transnational multilingual families evolve over time, as well as explore different language combinations to examine how family dynamics unfold across diverse multilingual contexts.
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Footnotes

1   While the term language of first socialization (Istanbullu, 2024) is commonly used in the sociolinguistics of multilingualism, particularly in analyzing language practices of multilingual families and individuals, this study adopts the broader concept of heritage language - an ethnolinguistic minority language acquired in contexts of early bilingualism or multilingualism, typically within the family (Montrul and Polinsky, 2021), or even “a language of personal relevance” distinct from the majority language (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003, p. 216). This broader definition is necessary because it cannot be confirmed whether Russian was the actual first language of socialization for the participants. Born in different Soviet republics, in early daycare settings they may have first encountered either Russian, the USSR’s dominant language (Dietrich, 2005), or the language of the republic (e.g., Ukrainian or Kazakh). Regarding home environments, one participant’s parent was neither a Soviet citizen nor a Russian-speaker, having immigrated to the USSR through marriage, further complicating assumptions about Russian as the language of first socialization.
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Introduction: This study investigates the impact and mechanisms of screen media use on early language development in preschoolers.
Methods: Via questionnaires with 516 parents of 3-6-year-olds in China, we examined children’s screen exposure and early literacy levels, then constructed a model to explore parental media intervention as a mediator.
Results: Results showed: entertainment-based screen activities significantly negatively predicted early literacy, while educational use had a weak positive correlation; entertainment activities indirectly affected literacy through parental intervention, with mediating effects ranked as restrictive > educational active > caretaking active intervention.
Discussion: Findings reveal how technology and family microsystems influence early literacy, offering tailored guidance for parents on screen use.
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Introduction

The research on early childhood literacy development is the focus of pedagogy, psychology, linguistics, and other disciplines. The concept of early literacy includes reading, writing, speaking, listening, and thinking skills that help children effectively use oral and written communication (Zhang et al., 2020). Research has shown that the development of literacy-related concepts, knowledge, and skills during the preschool years effectively predicts children’s future reading success (Tortorelli et al., 2022). Media ecology theory attempts to reveal the commensal relationship between human, media, and social forces in the context of ecology. In the three microsystems of the immediate home, school, and community environments, the family media environment is an important environmental factor affecting children’s growth. The presence of electronic screens everywhere in the family adds complex factors to children’s language development environment, and the family digital environment is one of the important factors promoting children’s literacy development (Papadopoulou et al., 2023). Studies have found that children are surrounded by various “screens” in the process of language learning, and the screen environment has gradually become an important environment for children to learn language within, with more and more children’s reading gradually shifting from paper to screens (Dore and Dynia, 2020). From the European “EU Kids Online” project to the United States’ “Common Sense Media” report, studies have revealed that children are using digital media at ever-younger ages, anytime and anywhere (Common Sense Media, 2020). Especially in contemporary Chinese society, the age of children’s access to the Internet tends to be younger; research shows that 56% of preschool children in China are younger than 5 years old when they first access the Internet, which indicates that children are being exposed to Internet content at very young ages (Communist Youth League Central Committee Department for Safeguarding Youth Rights and Interests, & China Internet Network Information Center, 2022). Previous studies have explored the impact of screen exposure on children’s early literacy development from two aspects: screen time and screen content. From the perspective of screen time, the duration of screen exposure has negative effects on the development of children’s vocabulary and expression ability to varying degrees and is significantly correlated with symptoms of language delay (Operto et al., 2020). Studies have found that prolonged screen media use is displacing more valuable reading activities (Twenge, 2018) and that a decrease in print reading time may be detrimental to early literacy development in children aged 3–6 years (Parish‐Morris et al., 2013). From the perspective of screen content, the impact of screen content on early childhood literacy development is more complex. Most studies have found that educational screen content has a positive impact on children’s language development, increasing vocabulary, improving word comprehension (Jing et al., 2023), promoting early literacy development, and contributing to children’s school readiness. However, non-educational television programs (entertainment or adult) have little positive impact on children’s early literacy development (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). In recent years, Phillips et al. (2008) found that, when parents create a good family reading and writing environment for children, provide high-quality screen activities, or accompany children to watch television and videos together to have parent–child interaction and guide children to learn from the screen, children attain early literacy development. This indicates that screen content may play a positive role in promoting early literacy development (Phillips et al., 2008). This suggests that parents’ media-directed behavior plays an important role in the relationship between screens and children.

Based on this, this study further explores the impact of different types of screen content on preschool children’s early literacy and the specific mechanism of parents’ media-directed behavior to provide references for parents and educators of preschool children in the use of children’s media. The first part of this paper introduces the topic of discussion, the second part contains the literature review, the third part offers the research hypothesis, the fourth part describes the research method, the fifth part shares the results and their analysis, the sixth part contains further discussion, and the seventh part presents the conclusion and suggests theoretical contributions.



Literature review


Children’s screen exposure

Children participate in a wide range of media forms and activities, covering multiple fields such as entertainment and learning (Valkenburg et al., 2016). Children’s screen content can be divided into two categories: educational and entertainment (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). Online classes, video calls with loved ones, or using intelligent robots can be seen as educational screen activities—think of these educational screen activities as a kind of “digital vegetable.” Conversely, content that is pure entertainment—TikTok, funny YouTube videos, and so on—can be viewed as “digital candy.” Like consuming the real thing, eating too much “digital candy” is not healthy, and children’s excessive use of entertainment screens can lead to addictions to devices such as mobile phones, resulting in a variety of negative consequences, such as obesity (Robinson et al., 2017) and myopia (Lanca and Saw, 2020). Similar to real life, “digital vegetables” seem to be healthier than “digital candy.” Some studies found that children can engage in informal digital practices while using digital media, thereby continuously improving their early literacy skills, such as word spelling and vocabulary learning (Papadopoulou et al., 2023; Jing et al., 2023). To date, the effect of educational screen activities on children’s early literacy is still controversial. On the one hand, appropriate and high-quality educational screen activities can have a positive impact on children’s early literacy (Madigan et al., 2020); on the other hand, too much screen time or access to poor-quality screen content may negatively affect children’s early literacy (Korat and Shamir, 2012). Therefore, parents and educators must consider factors such as the quality, interactivity, and adult engagement of screen activities when using them as educational tools to maximize their positive impact on early childhood literacy development. Children should watch educational videos with parental intervention because, although most children are not naturally interested in “vegetables,” “digital vegetables” may play a role in promoting their early literacy development to some extent. However, the extent of such promotion under parental intervention needs to be further elucidated.



Early reading and writing

Clay (1966), a world-famous expert on children's language education, first put forward the idea of early literacy. She believes that the development of children's literacy begins in the early stage of a child's life and that most children acquire some degree of knowledge about language, reading, and writing before entering school. Studies have shown that there is a significant positive correlation between the development of early literacy skills and children's later reading achievements (Lonigan and Shanahan, 2009). In addition, parents reading books with preschool children has been shown to be associated with children's language growth, early literacy, and reading achievements (Hoyne and Egan, 2019). These findings support the positive effects of early literacy activities on children's language and cognitive development.İşık Uslu et al. (2022) found that the influencing factors of early literacy in preschool stage exist in two primary aspects: first are biological genetic factors, such as sex, age, temperament and so on, while, environmental factors, such as parents’ educational level, income, family parenting style, and literacy-related parenting practices and social interactions, come second. Among the environmental factors, media has gradually become an important contributor to children’s living environment and provides a reference for children’s social learning (Nechtem, 2021)). With the development of digital technology, to explain the impact of science and technology on children, Johnson and Puplampu (2008), based on the ecosystem theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), added a techno-subsystem as an important component outside the three microsystems (immediate home, school, and community environments). Techno-subsystems include various media platforms and devices such as television, computers, e-books, the Internet, and mobile phones. Children’s physiological, cognitive, and socio-emotional development are inseparable from their interaction with their technological environment (Johnson, 2010).



Relationship between children’s screen exposure and early literacy

Many studies have investigated the effects of media use in early childhood, but current findings are inconsistent. Some studies suggest that children can learn from screen media and develop language skills (Barr, 2019). Some scholars have taken it to mean that media can improve children’s vocabulary (Marsh et al., 2015), and even 24-month-old children can learn from video chats or well-designed touch screens (Kirkorian et al., 2016). However, there are studies that argue the opposite: that screen media is undermining children’s language development. For example, some early childhood studies have found that very young children have difficulty picking up new words from screen media (Krcmar, 2010; Robb et al., 2009). Longitudinal studies have found that the longer the screen time of 24-month-old infants, the lower their reading volume tends to be at 36 months of age (Madigan et al., 2020). A meta-analysis of 42 studies by Madigan et al. (2020) similarly revealed that more screen time and more background noise from television were associated with poorer language skills development in children. Bhutani et al. (2023) noted that children who regularly use screens have less parent–child interaction, which can be detrimental to their development. Oktarina et al. (2024) systematically reviewed the relationship between screen time and children’s language development and found that there is a large amount of data to support the idea that children’s language development is related to screen time. Among the existing research results, there are contradictory conclusions on the relationship between screen media use and early childhood literacy, which may be because existing studies have mostly focused on the impact of screen time on preschool children’s language development while ignoring the impact of screen content on preschool children (Madigan et al., 2019; Webster et al., 2019). Existing studies have found that educational screen content has a positive impact on children’s language development, which can increase vocabulary size, improve vocabulary comprehension, promote early literacy development, and contribute to children’s school readiness (Jing et al., 2023). However, entertainment shows or adult-oriented programs have little to no positive impact on children’s early literacy development (Anderson and Subrahmanyam, 2017). Meanwhile, other studies have found that, regardless of whether screen time includes educational or entertainment screen activities, an increase in screen time has a negative impact on children’s early literacy. Children learn letters rather than language through educational media (Yuan et al., 2024; Hadley et al., 2024). The inconsistencies in the relationship between existing screen use and early reading and writing may be due to the different types of screens surveyed. Therefore, the first research question that this study focuses on is: how do different types of screen content affect preschool children’s early literacy?

Parents’ attitudes toward children’s media use and intervention behavior are also important factors affecting children’s early literacy development. DeBaryshe (1995) found that the greater the parents’ literacy level and ability, the higher the family socioeconomic status, the stronger the parents’ belief in children’s literacy development, and the better the quality of parent–child co-reading. Yeo (2015) found that parents who provide conditions for their children to read and guide them to read improve their children’s reading ability. In addition, when parents display positive emotions—for example, showing pleasure rather than scolding or disciplining the child while reading together—children show higher levels of reading ability. From the above evidence, it is clear that the way in which parents guide their children to use media and the family reading environment created for children can affect the development level of children’s early literacy. Bybee et al. (1982) first proposed that parental intervention is a multidimensional concept. In their early research on television use, parental intervention was divided into three dimensions: restrictive mediation, active mediation, and co-use. A systematic research review found that positive parental media intervention can effectively reduce children’s screen exposure time (Collier et al., 2016). In the process of children’s screen exposure, parents’ active companionship, co-viewing, and explaining media content can enhance the development of children’s critical thinking and comprehension abilities. In contrast, negative companionship, such as throwing media to children as an “electronic pacifier” or not controlling the content of children’s media use, may lead to problems like early media dependence (Yayla et al., 2025). This leads to the second research question of this study: what role does parental media intervention play in the relationship between screens and children? What are the effects of different types of parental media interventions on early language development? In summary, this study intends to study the relationship between screen exposure and early literacy of 3–6-year-old children in the critical period of language development, then analyze the mediating role of parental media intervention to further reveal the mechanism of screen exposure on the development of early childhood literacy.




Research hypotheses


Research hypothesis 1

As mentioned, entertainment screen activities are like digital candy. Children cannot necessarily control how much time they spend watching entertainment screen content, such as funny videos, cartoons, and advertisements, or playing video games. Children may acquire inappropriate pronunciation patterns (Alghonaim, 2020) and dialects in screen environments (Stuart-Smith et al., 2013). The displacement hypothesis suggests that, when people overuse media, there is a corresponding decrease in time spent on other activities, such as face-to-face communication. Under such a pattern, long-term screen activity will eventually replace parent–child reading and paper media use (Beck et al., 2022), which can lead to delayed early literacy development in children. Therefore, research hypothesis 1 is proposed: recreational screen activities negatively predict the early literacy ability of children aged 3–6 years.



Research hypothesis 2

Relevant studies have found that educational screen time can promote the development of early literacy in children to a certain extent—for example, video chatting can be more helpful for children, especially infants and toddlers, in their learning (White et al., 2024; Ponti, 2023). This kind of “digital vegetable” can meet the needs of children’s language communication and conversation to a certain extent. According to media ecology theory, in the family microsystem, the impact of the family media environment on children’s early development is mainly reflected in educational screen activities; educational screen activities provide interactive learning content for children to some extent (Coyne et al., 2023), creating a certain reading and writing environment for children. Therefore, hypothesis 2 is proposed: educational screen activities promote the development of early literacy in children aged 3–6 years.



Research hypothesis 3

When children are exposed to screens, parents are usually more vigilant than children; some parents choose to watch screens together with their child, while some choose to restrict their child’s use, which indicates that children’s screen exposure can predict parental intervention behavior to a certain extent. Different types of parental intervention may lead to differences in early literacy development; for example, aimless parental intervention may lead to delayed development of early literacy in children, while co-viewing or media-use coaching may promote early childhood development (Przybylski and Weinstein, 2013). Media ecology theory also emphasizes the important role of parents in the family as role models for children’s language learning, to some extent driving the decision of what media children use when and where. Mahesh et al. (2024) found that interactive educational applications have a positive impact on preschool children’s language development, and this process requires the involvement of parents. Most existing studies have analyzed the impact of screen exposure or parental media intervention on early literacy in children (McArthur et al., 2021; Demir-Lira et al., 2019). As such, there is a lack of research on the mechanisms of screen exposure on early childhood literacy processes. However, parents’ effective guidance in the process of children’s media use can effectively promote children’s early literacy development (Ong’ayi et al., 2020). Therefore, referring to relevant theories and literature, research hypothesis 3 is proposed: different types of parental media intervention play a mediating role between screen exposure and early childhood literacy. The three related research hypotheses of this study are summarized, and a model diagram of the research hypotheses is put forward in Figure 1.
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FIGURE 1
 Hypothetical model diagram.





Research method


Research object

Xie et al. (2024) calculated, via a meta-analysis, an average correlation coefficient between screen exposure and early literacy of −0.112. In the present study, GPower 3.1 (Faul et al., 2009) was used to determine that the minimum sample size required for correlation analysis was 340 (α error probability = 0.05, test potency = 80%). Through contacting primary kindergarten teachers, online questionnaires were distributed for completion by the parents of children aged 3–6 years. Parents also signed an informed consent form to participate in the survey voluntarily. A total of 540 questionnaires were distributed, and 516 valid ones were returned, with an effective recovery rate of 95.5%. Of the 516 returned questionnaires, 60 were completed by fathers and 456 were completed by mothers. The present research opted for a combination of convenience and stratified sampling. Among the children of respondents, 103 were 3-year-olds, 167 were 4-year-olds, 138 were 5-year-olds, and 108 were 6-year-olds. In total, there were 287 boys and 229 girls, with an average age of 57.61 months. This research study was approved by the research ethics committee of Shenyang Normal University.



Research tool


Children’s screen exposure

With reference to Domoff et al.'s (2019) method for calculating screen exposure time, the length of children’s use of eight types of screen media (television, gaming consoles, desktop computers, laptops, tablets, mobile phones, smart speakers with screens, and smartwatches) in a typical day was investigated, respectively. Specifically, the use time of various screen media could be divided into seven categories: ≤10 min, 11–20 min, 21–30 min, 31–60 min, 61–90 min, 91–120 min, and >120 min. Parents also recorded the type of their children’s viewing content while using the eight types of media as either educational or entertainment content, respectively. For calculation, using minutes as the unit, the midpoint of each time interval was taken, and a duration of greater than 120 min was assigned a value of 120 min. The total duration of all screen media used by children of different age groups in a day was calculated, and then the duration of each type of screen content used by children was calculated separately. This type of classification approach has been used by many scholars and is a commonly used classification method by researchers.



Parental media intervention

Based on the development of parent media intervention tools by Rideout (2007) and Ferreira (2017), a parent media intervention scale suitable for the Chinese cultural background was adapted. The initial questionnaire consisted of 19 questions, and four factors were obtained after factor analysis, forming four dimensions of parental media intervention, including restrictive interventions (parental restrictions on the time and content of children’s media use), caring active interventions (parents using media to care for children to facilitate their own activities, such as work, housework, etc.), educational active intervention (parents selectively using educational videos and smart toys with children), and aimless intervention (parents and children using media in a casual manner with no apparent intent). The scale contains 1–5 points to indicate responses ranging from “very inconsistent” to “very consistent.” The overall reliability coefficient of the questionnaire was 0.77, and the Cronbach’s α coefficients of each dimension were 0.70, 0.78, 0.86, and 0.88, respectively, which were all within the acceptable range.



Early literacy

The assessment of early literacy in preschool children included four aspects: textual awareness, vocabulary development, writing (drawing and doodling), and story comprehension. The details of all four aspects were indicated by parents and, due to the inclusion of complete tools for four aspects, each aspect was measured using a separate tool, as follows:

Textual awareness: Referring to the Examined in the Preschool Word and Print Awareness Measure by Justice et al. (2006), as well as the text awareness measurement tool by Shatil et al. (2000), the print awareness of preschool children was assessed using a 5-point scoring system, corresponding to questions 1–5 of the early reading and writing scale section. Statements were those such as “Children can understand the order of book pages, such as identifying the cover, previous page, next page, back cover, etc.”Vocabulary development: The vocabulary development section referred to the vocabulary assessment questions in Morrow’s (2001) “Assessment of Children’s Language Development” scale; these were used to assess children’s vocabulary development using a 5-point scoring system corresponding to questions 6–10 on the early reading and writing scale. Statements were those such as “Children can recognize the names of themselves, familiar people, or kindergarten friends.”Writing (painting and doodling): Sulzby (1985) defined six general writing types for children in kindergarten. Although the writing types of Chinese characters differ from the six types of writing defined by Sulzby, painting and doodling have equal effects and meanings for children of different cultures. On the basis of integrating the above reading and writing theories and listening to the suggestions of kindergarten teachers and early childhood education experts, five assessment items for writing skills in early childhood literacy were identified. We evaluated children’s writing ability using a 5-point scoring system corresponding to questions 11–15 of the early reading and writing scale. Statements were those such as “Children’s calligraphy and painting works can basically express their meanings; for example, others can recognize the numbers, symbols, objects, etc. in their works.”Story comprehension: Restarting stories and creating or composing stories are two ancient forms of self-expression for children. Restarting a story can encourage children to use written language and make it a part of their own language. Creating stories is the primary form of storytelling; it is an advanced, comprehensive early literacy indicator that children are capable of demonstrating. Based on the comprehensive understanding theory of early childhood stories mentioned above and the advice of kindergarten teachers and early childhood education experts, eight items to assess story comprehension skills in children’s early literacy were determined (questions 16–20) and scored based on a 5-point scoring system. Statements were those such as “Children are able to adapt or create stories based on props or related contexts.”


The Cronbach’s α coefficient for the early literacy assessment scale was 0.912, indicating excellent internal consistency reliability (with α > 0.8 generally deemed acceptable and α > 0.9 reflecting superior reliability in educational assessments).




Statistical processing

SPSS 25.0 software (IBM Corporation, Armonk, NY, USA) was used for data entry and statistical analysis.




Results and analysis


Common method bias test

Harman’s single-factor test was used for common method bias testing. Exploratory factor analysis showed that there were four factors with eigenvalues greater than 1, and the first factor explained 28.03% of the total variation, which was less than the standard of 40%. Therefore, there was no significant common method bias in this study.



Descriptive analysis and correlation analysis

As mentioned, early media life for preschool children was divided into two categories in this study, entertainment and education, and the entertainment screen activities included watching short videos on computers/mobile phones, playing computer games, etc., while educational screen activities included watching educational videos and using intelligent robots for interaction. The present study found that the average daily time spent on entertainment screen activities by children (87.31 min/day) was greater than that spent on educational screen activities (49.54 min/day), with the most time spent watching animations on television (for an average of 31.72 min/day), as shown in Table 1.


TABLE 1 Screen exposure, early reading and writing, and parental media intervention scores and correlation (N = 516).


	Scoring of different variables
	
M ± SD

	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8

 

 	1. Entertainment screen usage 	87.31 ± 55.86 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	2. Educational screen usage 	49.54 ± 38.74 	0.205** 	1 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	3. Average score for early reading and writing questions 	3.97 ± 0.87 	−0.097* 	0.070 	1 	 	 	 	 	


 	4. Restrictive intervention 	3.94 ± 1.13 	−0.280** 	0.118** 	0.200** 	1 	 	 	 	


 	5. Caretaking proactive intervention 	2.39 ± 1.00 	0.194** 	−0.016 	−0.213** 	−0.043 	1 	 	 	


 	6. Educational proactive intervention 	2.85 ± 0.91 	0.102* 	0.307** 	0.061 	0.118** 	0.427** 	1 	 	


 	7. Aimless intervention 	2.15 ± 1.07 	0.322** 	0.017 	−0.147** 	−0.079 	0.606** 	0.398** 	1 	


 	8. Parental media intervention question average score 	2.88 ± 0.66 	0.093* 	0.166** 	−0.002 	0.459** 	0.741** 	0.726** 	0.681** 	1





*p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001.
 

Relevant analysis (Table 1) found that a significant correlation existed between the total score of entertainment screen activities and the total score of early reading and writing (r = −0.097, p < 0.05). However, there was no significant positive correlation between educational screen activities and early childhood reading and writing (r = 0.07, p > 0.05). Conversely, there was a significant correlation found between entertainment screen activities and various dimensions and total scores of parental media intervention, among which entertainment screen activities were significantly negatively correlated with restrictive intervention (r = −0.149, p < 0.01). There was also a significant positive correlation between educational proactive intervention, caregiving proactive intervention, and aimless intervention (p < 0.01). Finally, there was a significant positive correlation between entertainment screen activities and the total score of parental media intervention (r = 0.157, p < 0.01). The scores of the restrictive intervention, caregiver proactive intervention, and aimless intervention types, respectively, in parental media intervention were significantly correlated with early literacy scores, with a significant positive correlation between restrictive intervention and early literacy (r = 0.200, p < 0.01). Meanwhile, there was a significant negative correlation (r = −0.213 to −0. 147) between caregiving intervention, aimless intervention, and early literacy (p < 0.01). The results showed that entertainment screen activities may be associated with poor literacy, while positive educational screens are positively correlated with early literacy, but the correlation coefficient was not significant. In addition, relevant analysis suggests a mediating role of parental media intervention, which is reflected in the relationship between entertainment screen use and early literacy in preschool children. Restrictive intervention, educational proactive intervention, and early literacy development were positively correlated, while caregiver proactive intervention and aimless intervention were found to be negatively correlated with early literacy.



Parallel mediation effect test of parental media intervention

First, the mediating effect of parental media intervention on the relationship between entertainment screen activity and early literacy was tested using Model 4 (a simple mediation model) in the SPSS macro developed by Hayes (2013), while controlling for the sex and age of the children. The results showed that entertainment screen activities had a significant direct predictive effect on early childhood reading and writing abilities (β = −0.0024, t = −3.7118, p < 0.001), but, after intervention with mediator variables, the direct predictive effect of entertainment screen activities on early childhood reading and writing abilities was not significant (β = −0.0006, t = −1.5698, p > 0.05). Entertainment screen activities had a significant predictive effect on different types of parental media interventions, with a predictive effect on restrictive interventions (β = −0.0048, t = −5.8752, p < 0.001), a predictive effect on visual active interventions (β = 0.004, t = 5.6643, p < 0.001), a predictive effect on educational active interventions (β = 0.0019, t = 2.8796, p < 0.01), and a predictive effect on purposeless interventions (β = 0.0058, t = 7.9926, p < 0.001). Among the predictive effects of parental media interventions on early childhood literacy, only restrictive interventions (β = 0.1693, t = 5.7149, p < 0.001) and educational active interventions (β = 0.1464, t = 3.6724, p < 0.001) showed predictive effects, with proactive intervention for caregiving (β = −0.1556, t = −3.5737, p < 0.001) also observed to have a significant impact on early literacy, while the predictive effect of aimless intervention was not significant. Further analysis revealed that the comparative results of mediation showed that restrictive intervention > educational proactive intervention > caregiving intervention. There was a significant difference (p < 0.05) in the mediating effect between restrictive intervention and educational proactive intervention, as well as between educational proactive intervention and caregiving proactive intervention (as shown in Table 2). Assume that the model test results are shown in Figure 2.


TABLE 2 Mediating effect test of parental media intervention.


	Outcome variable
	Predictive variables
	
β

	
t

	Boot 95% CI
	
R
2

	
F




	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Early literacy skills 	Child’s sex 	0.454 	5.743*** 	0.314 	0.593 	0.1796 	37.358***


 	Preschool age 	0.024 	8.147*** 	0.018 	0.030


 	Entertainment screen activities 	−0.003 	−3.712*** 	−0.004 	−0.0011


 	Restrictive intervention 	Child’s sex 	0.093 	0.9298 	−0.103 	0.2536 	0.076 	14.041***


 	Preschool age 	−0.006 	−1.9335 	−0.011 	0.0001


 	Entertainment screen activities 	−0.005 	−5.8752*** 	−0.0064 	−0.003


 	Caretaking proactive intervention 	Child’s sex 	−0.164 	−1.9089 	−0.3331 	0.005 	0.045 	7.940***


 	Preschool age 	0.002 	0.586 	−0.0034 	0.006


 	Entertainment screen activities 	0.004 	5.6643*** 	0.0026 	0.0054


 	Educational proactive intervention 	Child’s sex 	−0.133 	−1.6106 	−0.2955 	0.029 	0.020 	3.416*


 	Preschool age 	0.001 	0.1807 	−0.0042 	0.005


 	Entertainment screen activities 	0.002 	2.8796** 	0.0006 	0.003


 	Aimless intervention 	Child’s sex 	−0.190 	−2.136 	−0.365* 	−0.015 	0.128 	24.94***


 	Preschool age 	0.0042 	1.6627 	−0.0008 	0.009


 	Entertainment screen activities 	0.006 	7.997*** 	0.004 	0.007


 	Early literacy skills 	Child’s sex 	0.405 	6.148*** 	0.276 	0.534 	0.232 	21.930***


 	Preschool age 	0.013 	6.785*** 	0.009 	0.016


 	Entertainment screen activities 	−0.001 	−1.570 	−0.002 	0.001


 	Restrictive intervention 	0.169 	5.715*** 	0.111 	0.227


 	Caretaking proactive intervention 	−0.156 	−3.570*** 	−0.241 	−0.070


 	Educational proactive intervention 	0.146 	3.672*** 	0.068 	0.225


 	Aimless intervention 	−0.038 	−0.917 	−0.119 	0.043





*p <0.05; **p <0.01; ***p <0.001.
 

[image: Path diagram showing the effects of entertainment and educational screen usage on four types of intervention—restrictive, caretaking active, educational active, and aimless—which in turn impact early childhood literacy. Solid and dotted arrows display direct and indirect path coefficients, with statistically significant values marked by asterisks.]

FIGURE 2
 Results of model examination.


In addition, the range between the upper and lower limits of the bootstrap 95% confidence interval for the mediating effect of parental media intervention did not encompass 0 (see Table 3), indicating that children’s entertainment screen activities can directly predict their early reading and writing abilities. The direct effect (−0.0009) and mediating effect (−0.0014) accounted for 39.13 and 60.87% of the total effect, respectively (see Table 3 for details). Indirect effect 1 is the use of entertainment screen activities → restrictive intervention → early reading and writing. Indirect effect 2 is the use of entertainment screen activities → educational proactive intervention → early reading and writing. Indirect effect 3 is the use of entertainment screen activities, proactive intervention for caregiving, and early reading and writing. The mediating effect of aimless intervention is not significant. Meanwhile, the mediating role of restrictive intervention is greater than that of educational proactive intervention or caring proactive intervention (as shown in Table 3).


TABLE 3 Decomposition of direct and mediating effects.


	
	Effect size
	Boot SE
	Boot 95% CI
	Relative effect value



	LLCI
	ULCI

 

 	Direct 	−0.0009 	0.0006 	−0.0021 	0.0002 	39.13%


 	Indirect 	−0.0014 	0.0004 	−0.0021 	−0.0007 	60.87%


 	Indirect effect 1 	−0.0008 	0.0002 	−0.0013 	−0.0004 	34.78%


 	Indirect effect 2 	−0.0006 	0.0002 	−0.001 	−0.0003 	26.09%


 	Indirect effect 3 	0.0003 	0.0001 	0.0001 	0.0006 	13.04%




 




Discussion

This study provides a nuanced understanding of how different types of screen activities influence early literacy in preschool children and the critical mediating role parents play in this process. The findings illuminate the complex interplay within the family media ecology, suggesting that the type of screen content and the nature of parental intervention are pivotal in determining the impact on children’s developing literacy skills. A summary of key findings from this body of research is presented in Table A1.


The dual nature of screen content: entertainment vs. educational

This study found that Chinese preschool children aged 3–6 years are exposed to a variety of types of screen media—mainly television, handheld gaming consoles, smartphones, smart robots, and tablets—with an average number of 4.28 tablets per family and about 136.85 min of screen time per day. Among these, watching television remains the most dominant children’s screen activity, consistent with the findings of Domingues-Montanari (2017), whose study found that watching television was the main screen activity among children aged 0–8 years. Our first key finding is the significant negative prediction of entertainment-based screen activities on early literacy, which aligns with the “displacement hypothesis” (Twenge, 2018) and a substantial body of prior research. When children spend excessive time on passive entertainment such as cartoons and short videos, it likely displaces more enriching activities like shared book reading and creative play, which are fundamental for language acquisition (Madigan et al., 2020). This is consistent with longitudinal evidence linking greater screen time to poorer language outcomes (McArthur et al., 2021). Our results reinforce the view that unguided entertainment screen time functions as a detrimental factor in the early literacy environment. Conversely, the relationship between educational screen activities and early literacy, while positive, was not statistically significant. This nuanced finding requires careful interpretation. It suggests that simply exposing children to “educational” content is insufficient for robust literacy gains. A potential explanation lies in the quality and nature of digital educational tools. As argued by Hadley et al. (2024), many literacy apps focus on narrow, isolated skills such as letter recognition (“learning letters”) rather than fostering rich, contextual language comprehension and application (“learning language”). This “drill-and-practice” approach may not effectively translate to the complex, integrated skills required for story comprehension and narrative development. Furthermore, the interactive features in educational media, if not well-designed, can become sources of distraction, potentially hindering narrative comprehension and vocabulary learning compared to traditional storybook reading (Chuang and Jamiat, 2023; Troseth et al., 2020). Therefore, the weak positive correlation we observed may reflect that some apps support basic skills, but they fall short of providing the dialogic and contextual language experiences essential for broader early literacy development.



The central role of parental media intervention as a mediator

The most significant contribution of this study is the empirical demonstration of parental media intervention as a parallel mediator. This finding solidifies the argument that the impact of screens on children is not direct but is filtered through the family microsystem, as posited by ecological models (Johnson, 2010). The differential effects of various intervention strategies offer practical insights for parents. The finding that restrictive intervention was the strongest positive mediator is particularly insightful. In an environment saturated with enticing entertainment media, setting clear and consistent limits on screen time may be the most effective initial strategy. By restricting access to “digital candy,” parents proactively protect time and opportunity for children to engage in more valuable literacy-building activities, such as reading physical books or engaging in imaginative play (Coyne et al., 2023). This indirect support for literacy by curbing counterproductive activities appears to be highly effective, especially for younger children. In contrast, educational active intervention, which involves co-viewing and explaining content, represents a more direct, pedagogical approach. This strategy transforms screen time into an interactive, language-rich event, akin to shared reading. When parents ask questions, explain plot points, and connect on-screen content to real-life experiences, they provide the necessary scaffolding for children to extract meaning and learn new vocabulary (Strouse et al., 2018). Our results confirm that this active, guided engagement can mitigate potential negatives and leverage the educational potential of screens. The negative mediating role of Caretaking intervention (using screens as an “electronic babysitter”) underscores a significant risk. This practice is often driven by parental stress or a need for respite (Dworkin et al., 2017). However, it typically involves low-quality, non-interactive screen exposure that displaces meaningful parent–child interaction. Language development thrives on responsive, serve-and-return interactions (Romeo et al., 2018), which are absent in this scenario. Therefore, this type of intervention not only fails to support literacy but may actively contribute to delays by reducing the quantity and quality of language input children receive.



Theoretical and practical implications

These findings extend the application of ecological systems theory to the digital age. The “techno-subsystem” is not a standalone influence; its effect is profoundly shaped by parental behaviors within the microsystem. The metaphor of “digital vegetables” and “digital candy” is useful, but our study suggests that even “vegetables” require proper “preparation”—through active parental mediation—to be truly beneficial. Practically, the results offer clear, tiered guidance for parents and educators. The primary recommendation should be to prioritize restrictive mediation to manage entertainment screen time effectively. Subsequently, efforts should focus on promoting educational active mediation, empowering parents to become active co-players and guides during their children’s educational screen use. Public health campaigns should also highlight the potential developmental opportunity costs of relying on Caretaking intervention.



Limitations and future directions

This study has several limitations. First, its cross-sectional design precludes causal inferences. Future research should employ longitudinal or experimental designs to establish the directionality of these relationships. Second, the sample was predominantly urban; future studies should include more rural participants to enhance generalizability. Third, screen time and child outcomes were reported by parents, which may be subject to bias. Objective measures, such as digital tracking apps, would strengthen future data collection. Despite these limitations, this study clearly demonstrates that the question is not merely “how much” screen time children have, but “what” they are watching and, most importantly, “how” their parents are guiding them. Parental mediation strategies are a critical mechanism that can either attenuate the risks of screen exposure or amplify its potential benefits for early literacy development. In the future, more categorizations of screen content could be considered to dynamically examine the association between screen use and parental guidance and early childhood development. It is beneficial to develop a more fine-grained classification of screen content. While our initial categorization follows established methodologies (e.g., Domoff et al., 2019) for practical parent-reporting, we acknowledge its limitations in capturing the complexity of modern digital media. Future research is advised to incorporate “hybrid” categories (e.g., interactive e-books, educational games) and introduce dimensions such as interactivity (e.g., passive viewing, interactive gameplay, content creation) from relevant frameworks like the PACT framework to better classify screen activities. The present study revealed the bridge between screen activities and early childhood development—that is, parental media interventions—determined the existence of the mediating role of parental media interventions and suggested the role of different types of parental-mediated interventions; as such, hypothesis 3 of the study was validated. Future research could determine the distribution of participants based on the urban -rural distribution ratio of Chinese children; screen Chinese urban and rural children separately according to the corresponding ratio; and compare the duration, type, and amount of screen activities between urban and rural children to obtain more accurate data representing Chinese children’s screen exposure. In addition, future studies could use longitudinal tracking — monitoring, for example, the effects of screen exposure on preschoolers’ early literacy over time—to further expose the causal relationship between screen exposure and early literacy. Finally, future studies could install apps that record the screen activity duration on electronic devices such as smartphones and electronic tablets to help researchers collect more objective records of children’s screen media use. These methods are more accurate and objective than parental self-assessment. There may be a complex interactive causal relationship between screen exposure and parental media interventions, and the complex association between the two could be analyzed using cross-lags in the future.




Theoretical contribution and conclusions

The present study enriches the research on the relationship between screen exposure and early literacy, providing empirical evidence for understanding the complex relationship between the two, and expands on the influence of technological microsystems in ecosystem theory on children’s early language development. The study found a juxtaposed mediating relationship between parental media intervention on screen exposure and early literacy, which could inform future guidance for parents on children’s media use, as well as a moderating effect of family socioeconomic status on the relationship between recreational screen activities and variables such as Caretaking interventions and educational interventions, which might inform future education on children’s media literacy in different types of families. Notably, the key findings are as follows. First, Chinese preschoolers in the survey sample were exposed to screen media for longer periods of time (more than 2 h per day on average), with significantly more screen time spent on entertainment content than on educational content, with an average of more than 2 h in a single day. Second, different types of screen-mediated activities had different relationships with preschoolers’ early literacy development, with recreational screen activities being significantly negatively correlated with early literacy and educational screen activities showing a non-significant positive correlation with early literacy. Finally, restrictive, caretaker-initiated, and educational-initiated interventions played a mediating role in the prediction of early literacy by recreational screen activities. A comparison of the mediating roles revealed that restrictive > educational proactive > Caretaking interventions.
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Appendix


TABLE A1 Operational definitions of key constructs.


	Construct
	Definition and key components

 

 	Screen exposure 	Activities preschool children engage in via contact with and use of screen-based electronic devices. Main categories: entertainment-oriented (e.g., games, cartoons) and education-focused (e.g., learning apps, educational videos).


 	Restrictive interventions 	A common parental strategy in prior studies, driven by factors like limited patience or busy work schedules. Involves regulating children’s media use through rules on screen time (e.g., “1 hour/day”) or content (e.g., blocking violent shows).


 	Caring active interventions 	Co-viewing of media (e.g., watching movies together) without purposeful discussion or interaction about the content. Limited to spontaneous emotional reactions (e.g., laughing at a funny scene) but lacks parental guidance or critical reflection on the media.


 	Educational active interventions 	Parents actively explain media content to children (e.g., “Why is the character sharing?”) and convey educational/critical perspectives. Includes brief, intentional teaching (e.g., letter recognition in a alphabet app) during media use.


 	Aimless intervention 	An unstructured approach where children choose any media content at any time, with no parental rules, guidance, or educational intent.


 	Early literacy 	Pre-formal reading/writing knowledge and skills acquired by preschool children before formal schooling. Encompasses four dimensions: 1. Word awareness (e.g., recognizing print direction); 2. Vocabulary development (e.g., learning new words from books); 3. Writing (drawing/doodling as precursors to handwriting); 4. Story comprehension (e.g., retelling a story’s plot).
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The Latvian language is the state language of Latvia. There are about 1.5 million native speakers of Latvian. Of these, 1.38 million live in Latvia, while the rest live across the world. Latvian as a heritage language, or LAT-HL, is taught in about 100 Latvian diaspora weekend schools—hosted by Latvian communities around the world. Although, there is a noticeable increase of research in LAT-HL, they focus on family language policy and practices and the socio-emotional dimension of LAT-HL maintenance in diaspora or, conversely, reimmigration. Considering this gap in LAT-HL research, this article focuses specifically on the perspective of LAT-HL learners and their agency in the Latvian-language lessons. It is based on data obtained from fieldwork at four Latvian diaspora schools (one school each in Europe, the US, Canada, and Australia) in 2025: student electronic questionnaires, interviews with students and Latvian-language teachers, texts created by students, and Latvian-language lesson observation checklists. As a result of data analysis, two thematic groups suggesting student agency were created: language management in the LAT-HL lessons and student involvement/engagement in the creation of the learning process and space. In both cases, the manifestation of learner agency is closely related to (1) the teaching methodology chosen by the teacher, which students accepted or not; (2) the roles of the teacher and students in the classroom; (3) the freedom of choice of students, which was suggested by the teacher or circumstances.
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1 Introduction

The Latvian language is the state language of Latvia, one of the Baltic states in Eastern Europe. There are about 1.5 million native speakers of Latvian. Of these, 1.38 million live in Latvia, while the rest live in places such as the USA, Russia, Australia, Canada, the United Kingdom, Germany, Lithuania, Estonia, and Sweden (Valoda, 2025). When looking at the second and third generation communities abroad, in many cases, Latvian can be considered as an immigrant heritage language, understood as “a socio-politically minority language acquired as the first or one of the first languages in a bilingual or multilingual context” (Montrul, 2023, p. 399). Latvian as a heritage language (hereafter LAT-HL) is taught in about 100 Latvian diaspora weekend schools—hosted by Latvian communities around the world (Valoda, 2024).

Research about LAT-HL began after the collapse of the Soviet Union and the restoration of Latvia’s independence in 1999. A noticeable increase in research has occurred over the last decade, focusing on family language policy, parental and child agency at home, and the socio-emotional dimension of LAT-HL maintenance in diaspora or, conversely, reimmigration (e.g., Grosa and King, 2023; Martena, 2023; Martena and Burr, 2025). LAT-HL learning has been examined through interviews with and questionnaires of teachers and parents, revealing their perspectives on the role of Latvian diaspora schools in preserving LAT-HL in different social contexts, students’ motivation for learning Latvian, their identities and proficiency in Latvian (e.g., Mieriņa, 2015; Grosa, 2021; Mieriņa et al., 2021). However, the real learning process in the LAT-HL classroom—and students’ thoughts about their learning experiences and linguistic performances in and outside of the classroom—have not been explored to date. Considering this gap in LAT-HL research, this article focuses on the perspective of LAT-HL learners and their agency—“the capability to intentionally and somewhat proactively personalize and otherwise enrich both what is to be learned and the conditions and circumstances under which it is to be learned” (Reeve and Tseng, 2011: 258). To do this, I will use data obtained in four Latvian diaspora schools (one school each in Europe, the US, Canada, and Australia) during an 1-year project (Burr, 2025a): student electronic questionnaires with student reports on the activities experienced in LAT-HL lessons and their role in organizing and implementing the learning process, interviews with students and Latvian-language teachers, texts created by students, and Latvian-language lesson observation checklists. Since the project dealt with the study of texts and literacy improving strategies in the Latvian-language classrooms in Latvia and Latvian diaspora, the LAT-HL learner agency is seen in relation to the development of students’ Latvian proficiency through literacy practices—various learning activities with texts (i.e., reading texts, creating texts, observing/utilizing texts posted on the wall, etc.). And the article aims to capture the manifestations of LAT-HL learner agency when their literacy being developed in the LAT-HL classrooms. Such a perspective is novel for understanding agency in HL classroom settings.

Considering the limited length of the article, the study’s theoretical, methodological, and results parts are presented in a compressed form, highlighting the most important concepts, research steps, and study outcomes. Thus, the theoretical part (Section 2) introduces two main concepts—learner agency and literacy. The methodological part (Section 3) briefly describes both the above-mentioned project and the research approach and data used in this article. The result part (Section 4) presents two components of language learning—language management and learning organization —which enable learner agency in LAT-HL lessons. In the end, I summarize the main conclusions and show directions for future research related to the study of small heritage languages in this thematic scope.



2 Theoretical foundation


2.1 Learner agency

According to English Language Teaching Expert Panel on learner agency of the Oxford University, “learner agency refers to the feeling of ownership and sense of control that learners have when they believe themselves to be active authors of their learning experience rather than passive recipients. When students believe their actions can make a difference, they become more confident, engaged, and effective learners. Agency is not fixed; it is constituted in relationships with others. Thus, the enactment of learner agency may be facilitated or constrained depending on the conditions of the local context” (Larsen-Freeman et al., 2021: 13). Often agency is tied to identity (e.g., Park, 2011), sociocultural (e.g., Ahearn, 2001), and relational (e.g., Edwards, 2005) frameworks. Regardless of the research lens, scholars state that high learner agency includes such classroom practices as


	1.students’ generation of their learning content

	2.open-ended activities

	3.students’ questions to teacher and each other, seeking find answers together

	4.students’ teaching other students

	5.students’ reflections on lessons, etc. (Larsen-Freeman et al., 2021: 8–12).




As we can see, learner agency manifests in acting more than being acted upon and making responsible decisions and choices instead of accepting those determined by others (OECD, 2019: 4). By doing that learners develop their identity, purposeful learning habits, and a sense of belonging (ibid, 5).



2.2 Literacy

Literacy is understood as knowledge, understanding, and the ability to effectively operate with texts. Literacy studies (e.g., Lemov et al., 2016; Steiner and Magee, 2019; Graff, 2022; Mills, 2016) show that from 6th grade to 12th grade, basic literacy is acquired in most parts of the world and crucial proclivities arise in learners such as reading to learn instead of learning to read, passion/apathy/disgust for text reading, and advanced literacy. The multiliteracies approach emphasizes twofold meaning of “multi-”: multiple textual practices and multimodality (Cope and Kalantzis, 2015, p. 3). HL research most often talks about biliteracy (literacy in two or more languages) among students, with often asymmetrical literacy capabilities in different languages, i.e., children and adolescents having better developed speaking skills but weaker writing skills in their HL (Grose-Hodge, 2024; Hornberger, 2003; Warren, 2017).

The Pedagogy of Multiliteracies proposes a universal learning model with four interrelated knowledge processes: experiencing, conceptualizing, analyzing, and applying (Cope and Kalantzis, 2015, pp. 1–36). It supports learning activities that


	1.combine students’ real-life experiences, knowledge, skills, and opinions with new knowledge, experiences, and skills

	2.focus on self-directed learning by identifying, naming, categorizing, describing, and concluding about the main concepts, significant elements, models, or texts

	3.encourage exposing, evaluating, and interpreting interests and purposes expressed by individuals or social groups in the communication processes, and the possible impact of these interests or purposes on a person, social group, or public opinion

	4.focus on putting meanings, knowledge, and understandings to work effectively in the complex diversity of real-world situations (Cope and Kalantzis, 2015, 2020).




Undeniably, texts are essential learning inputs and outputs, which is why learners’ textual practices in the classroom are one of the main prisms for exploring learner agency. And we can see that scholars of both theoretical frameworks emphasize the active involvement of learners in the learning (including their own content creation and reflections on self-directed learning experiences) as an essential and long-term effective experience for them.




3 Materials and methods


3.1 Description of the postdoctoral project

The article is based on the 1-year project “Development of a Comprehensive Methodology for the In-Depth Study of Students’ Textual Experiences and Literacy Capabilities in the Language Classroom” (2024-2025). During this project, I developed seven research instruments (including a language-classroom observation checklist and an online questionnaire for students about their beliefs of and attitudes toward texts in language classes and out-of-class) for ethnographic linguo-didactics research in the language classroom (Burr, 2025a). All research instruments were tested in eight schools—four schools in Latvia and four schools in the Latvian diaspora—to learn how the proposed methodology in different sociolinguistic and educational environments works in practice. The data and findings included in this article apply to the four Latvian diaspora schools only. They were chosen considering the emigration wave of Latvians during World War II, the number of Latvian schools on each continent and country in the world (Valoda, 2024), and inclusion of countries/schools in previous research by me.1 Each school was visited once at the beginning or middle of the school year in early 2025 to test the method and gather data. The study included the Latvian-language classes that most closely correspond to Latvian 6th, 9th, and 12th grades (11- to 18-year-old students)—grades at the end of which students take national tests in the subject, and the age range of students in which, based on theories, students have already acquired basic literacy and are mastering their advanced literacy [more about project’s ethical considerations, progress, and results see in Burr (2025b)].



3.2 Research procedures and data of this study

This study is based on a mixed approach combining qualitative data with quantitative data. The dataset consists of 16 language-classroom observations, interviews with 18 Latvian-HL learners, interviews with 6 Latvian-language teachers, 12 LAT-HL learner online questionnaires, 7 student-created texts, and 77 written texts displayed in the classrooms [see samples of all research instruments and their description in Burr (2025a)].

The observation checklists contain written records of all teacher’s and students’ activities throughout lessons (40–60 min), including the teacher’s instructions and students’ questions or comments regarding these instructions, the included texts or tasks to be performed, as well as their mutual conversations about what was happening in the lesson or other topics. All students’ initiatives (e.g., proposed ideas for texts to read, questions, help for classmates), reflections on their learning experiences in the LAT-HL classroom, and comments about the Latvian language, the community, and the diaspora school were first identified, then analyzed and interpreted, considering the above-mentioned learning activities associated with high learner agency (see section “2.1 Learner agency”) and the learning activities defined in the multiliteracy pedagogy module, which both enable students’ knowledge processes—experiencing, conceptualizing, analyzing, and applying—and promote student-centered teaching and student voice in the classroom (see section “2.2 Literacy).

The student questionnaire consists of 18 questions. Its central question is—Evaluate how often these activities occur in the Latvian-language lessons—with 78 possible student and teacher actions in the classroom. Students were asked to rate the frequency of learning activities occurring during Latvian-language lessons on a Likert scale—never, rarely, sometimes, often, always. Twenty-five statements that relate (or may relate) to learner agency or its limitations were selected for this study. These statements, and students’ answers—often and always—are provided in Table 1. The analysis of this data is based on the descriptive statistical method.


TABLE 1 Statements about working on text in the Latvian-language classroom and the number of the answers showing the occurrence frequency of the statements from the students’ perspective (N = 12).


	Statement
	Often
	Always





	You can choose text to read, listen to, or watch and then work with it.
	5
	–



	You all talk together about how to get to know text and complete task more effectively.
	6
	1



	You get to know (read, listen, watch) text and talk about it with other students.
	3
	–



	You get to know (read, listen, watch) text and work with it individually.
	8
	1



	You write out the most interesting or important quotes (fragments) from text.
	2
	–



	You discuss the significance of text in Latvian culture and social life.
	5
	–



	Other students are bothering you with reading and working with text.
	4
	–



	The teacher stops your reading and corrects your mistakes.
	4
	2



	You ask the teacher if you don’t understand something in text or in text-related tasks.
	6
	–



	You ask other students if you don’t understand something in text or in text-related tasks.
	5
	–



	You use auxiliary materials to understand text and complete tasks (e.g., dictionaries, Google, Wikipedia, your notebook).
	5
	–



	You share your thoughts about text and its emotional impact on you.
	4
	1



	You can choose text genre for your creative work.
	5
	–



	You can choose text theme for your creative work.
	5
	–



	You can choose whether to write text (e.g., creative work, application) by hand or computer.
	3
	1



	Other students are bothering you with writing.
	4
	–



	You talk to other students about effective writing strategies.
	3
	–



	Your ideas about evaluating the created text are considered.
	7
	–



	You create oral presentation individually.
	7
	–



	You create oral presentation in group.
	5
	2



	The evaluation of oral presentation will consider the text evaluation criteria you suggest.
	6
	–



	You can choose whether to present from your seat or in front of the class.
	5
	1



	Other students are disturbing your presentation.
	5
	–



	The teacher interrupts your oral speech (e.g., presentation or question) and corrects your mistakes.
	3
	1



	You like to create presentations about Latvian literature and culture.
	6
	–






1Sanita Martena and the author have studied family language policy and multilingual language practices at home. Families were associated to Latvian diaspora schools in New Zealand, United States (Seattle and Los Angeles), Germany, Spain, England, and Norway. The study was financially supported by the State Research Program (2020–2024).




The interviews with 18 students after the observed language lessons capture students’ reflections on their own voice and contribution to LAT-HL lessons, which were uncovered through in-depth content analysis. This method was also used in the analysis of the seven student-created texts entrusted to me and of 77 written texts displayed in the LAT-HL classrooms, revealing students’ contribution to the creation of these texts and of their own learning and communication space.

The dataset and its analysis were used to answer the following research question: Do text-learning activities and literacy practices offered by the teacher in LAT-HL lessons promote learner agency, and, if so, how is it manifested?




4 Results

The results of the in-depth analysis of the dataset show that the agency of LAT-HL learners manifests in relation to language management in LAT-HL lessons and co-creation of learning process. Both will be addressed in the following subsections.


4.1 Students as setters or challengers of language management in the classroom

The use of Latvian as a free choice of students appears in completing individual text-related tasks or in learning Latvian in general. In seven of the LAT-HL lessons (out of 16) observed, students could, with the teachers’ encouragement or without their interference, choose the language to use in the lesson or in some parts of it. For instance, 7th grade students at a Latvian diaspora school in Europe could use English or another language of society while working on group assignment “Travel plan in Latvia.” Eighth-grade students at a Latvian diaspora school in Canada read, discussed, and wrote their answers to questions about a text about WWII in English, clarifying the meaning of individual words and phrases in Latvian. As the teacher admitted in an interview, “If the students can speak Latvian, great. If not, then the work is mainly in English so that everyone understands.” The above examples reveal the freedom of students’ linguistic choice, while at the same time showing the limitations of the function of Latvian in the learning process.

In turn, two examples represent students’ avoidance of using Latvian. The first example comes from a Latvian diaspora school in Canada where 7th grade students regularly conversed in English during word learning games, and the teacher also addressed them mainly in English. The second example also deals with 7th grade students at a Latvian diaspora school in the United States where they spent an average of 45–50 min per 60-min lesson conversing in English on issues (un-)related to the assigned written work in Latvian. Here the teacher addressed them only when the conversations were too loud and interfered with hearing questions addressed to him about the translation of individual words and sentences into Latvian. Similar to the examples given above, here too, students made a linguistic choice that seemed more appropriate and comfortable to them during the LAT-HL lesson.

The LAT-HL lesson observation checklists include two instances where students talk about their own/other’s Latvian-learning process and the use of Latvian in or outside the classroom; see Excerpt 1 and Excerpt 2.

	Excerpt 1 (Grade 7b, Latvian-diaspora school in the United States, 30.03.2025, originally in English)
	Student 1: I have a question: Why do we write every time—why can’t we speak in Latvian sometimes, too, instead of writing things?
	Teacher: Please, speak Latvian…. Why it was not considered this option because it is…it is, yeah…. I mean.
	Student 2: I have spoken two words.
	Student 3: I’m so proud of you.

Excerpt 1 demonstrates Student 1’s dissatisfaction with LAT-HL learning method offered by the teacher, that is, practicing Latvian through writing tasks and talking in English. As can be seen, the first teacher’s response is an invitation to speak Latvian (indirectly showing that it is not forbidden), but his inability to explain the lack of speaking activities in the lessons shows that he was not ready for the challenge of his teaching style and/or he had not thought about a different way of teaching. The fact that Student 1 dares to ask such a question and even challenge the teacher’s professional competence in front of other students indicates both the student’s capability to initiate potential changes in the LAT-HL learning and an atmosphere in the classroom that allows such conversations to take place at all. Perhaps the presence of the researcher emboldened the student to express her dissatisfaction. The excerpt also shows that the lack of speaking practice has resulted in Student 2’s numerically small use of words, which is ironically commented on by Student 3.

Another example is Excerpt 2. This excerpt shows a short conversation between two students during a break between two LAT-HL lessons. Student 1 is a third-generation Latvian in Australia, while Student 2 is a first-generation Latvian. Both speak Latvian fluently. Student 1 expresses confusion that Student 2, in the first LAT-HL lesson of the double lesson, had difficulty reading the assigned reading passage, e.g., he struggled with pronouncing some words and reread individual words several times. The short communication shows that Student 1 had higher expectations of her classmate’s Latvian reading skills than her own because he was born in Latvia, and that Student 2 justifies his lack of reading skills by not reading (i.e., in all known languages).

Excerpt 2 (Latvian-diaspora school in Australia, 22.02.2025, originally in Latvian).

Student 1: I don’t understand why you can’t read [in Latvian—the author], you’re from Latvia.

Student 2: Yes, okay, but I don’t read…. In general.

The last example shows that Student 1 did care what the other students’ Latvian language performance is and was trying to find out the reason for the insufficient reading skill, which in this case was a lack of reading practice.



4.2 Student involvement in shaping the learning process and environment

Student involvement in shaping the learning process is closely related to the choices given to them. The most obvious example of student opportunity to alter the learning process was four Latvian-language lessons in grade 7 (ages 12 and 13) on the topic “Love and Valentine’s Day” in a diaspora school in Europe. Students were first tasked with calling one of their parents and finding out about their parent’s first date experience, summarizing the answers they received, and then choosing whether to share their parent’s first date experience with the other students or not, submitting their answers only to the teacher. Then students read the poem “While I Loved You” (Juris Kronbergs) in their own chosen place (the classroom, the corridor, or the library) and whether silently or aloud, without disturbing others. After discussing the poem together, students could choose again the place (as before) where to write their own poem, one of three poem line starters, which they had to include in their poem and complete (“while I loved you, you…,” “while I loved myself, you…,” “while you loved me, I…,” respectively) and then read it aloud or handed it to the teacher. Thus, the teacher-led tasks activate student agency through choices of learning location, text reading, writing, and presentation type that best suit each student’s learning style and self-expression.

Student questionnaire data shows that the option of choosing the topic or genre of creative work is a common practice in LAT-HL lessons; five students (out of 12 students who submitted the questionnaire) have indicated that both choices are offered frequently (see Table 1). Although five students indicated that they can frequently choose a text to work with in class, the observed lessons did not include such cases. However, both the LAT-HL-lesson observations and the student questionnaire data show a similar picture in the organization of work with written text—that is, students more often work with text individually. This form of work organization, as shown by the questionnaire data (see Table 1), was indicated by 9 out of 12 students as frequent or always present. In turn, oral presentation creation often occurs both individually and in groups (see Table 1). In two of the observed LAT-HL lessons (one for 7th grade in Europe and the other for 8th grade in the United States) students created presentations; this work was organized as group work, without the students having the opportunity to choose a different form of work.

When students practice their speaking skills by reading aloud or giving oral presentations, the teacher tends to intervene by correcting spelling, grammar, and syntactic constructions. Observations of LAT-HL lessons showed that teachers focused more on spelling when students read aloud the assigned part of the text, paying less or even no attention to errors in students’ speech (e.g., in answers to questions, during presentations). Questionnaire data confirm this; more students indicated that the teacher corrected errors during reading aloud (see Table 1). On average, four respondents indicated that other students frequently interrupt them while they are reading, writing, or presenting a text.

Classroom observations, interviews with students and teachers, and questionnaire data show a similar picture regarding the feeling of being free to ask questions to the teacher or other classmates if something is unclear in the text they are working with in class, or in language exercises or tasks related to this text. A friendly and free communication-oriented atmosphere was emphasized in interviews with students and teachers several times, highlighting the informal learning environment of Latvian diaspora schools. Students from all Latvian diaspora schools admitted that they always can ask and share their opinions and they practically always feel listened to and heard. However, in only three observed LAT-HL lessons (out of 16), students were asked to share their thoughts about text and the emotional impact of the text on them in the lessons. Five questionnaire respondents indicated that text is seen in the context of Latvian culture and society. Six students—or half of the questionnaire respondents—admitted that they enjoy creating oral presentations about Latvian literature and culture.

In turn, both classroom observation data and questionnaire data show that the excerpting of engaging and interesting fragments for students of written text in language-lessons rarely or never occurs. Similarly, both classroom observation data and questionnaire data show that a few students in the LAT-HL-classroom additionally search for supporting information on the Internet or in learning resources.

When paying attention to teacher/student-led conversations about learning methodology, we see two things: first, there is more frequent joint discussion about how to work with written texts and how to complete tasks related to these texts; second, writing is less discussed among students, with only three students indicating that writing strategies are often discussed with others (see Table 1). But, if we look at the evaluation of student work, we see that half of questionnaire respondents indicated that their ideas and opinions are often considered when evaluating their own texts or their work with texts. These data are neither confirmed nor denied by the observed LAT-HL-lessons, as none of them includes student work assessment (the exception was one 7th grade class in the United States, in which the teacher reviewed and loudly announced two grades of the written work (one for errors and one for content) by two students who finished faster).

Finally, the analysis of the linguistic landscapes of Latvian diaspora schools’ classrooms shows that the role of students in the creation of written texts is minimal or non-existent. In the classrooms, written texts include information about books (titles, authors, publishers) on shelves, lesson plans created by teachers, and examples provided by teachers, e.g., individual words, phrases or sentences in Latvian, sometimes with an English translation, on the board. This is different from the classrooms of younger graders, where many children’s drawings, tables and diagrams, and creative works are placed on the walls and doors. Also, in the common areas—hallways, foyers, libraries—more student-made works were visible. This observation of the lack of visual literacy artifacts indicates limited student opportunities for agentic display.




5 Conclusion

To achieve the article goal and answer the research question, I analyzed research dataset and created two thematic groups suggesting student agency: language management in the LAT-HL lessons and student involvement in the creation of the learning process and space. In both cases, the manifestation of learner agency is closely related to


	(1)the teaching methodology chosen by the teacher, which students may or may not accept. The striking example was the teacher’s focus on the strengthening of Latvian through written assignments in grade 7b at a Latvian diaspora school in the United States, and student’s objections to such a constant learning practice (see Excerpt 1),

	(2)the roles of the teacher and students in the classroom. For instance, the participation of 7th-grade LAT-HL students in the European Latvian diaspora school in creating the lesson was greater than the influence of students of a secondary grade in the Australian Latvian diaspora school on the course of the lesson, the role of teachers in both these classes also differed—in one case the teacher was more like an equal participant and consultant to the students, in the other case as a controller and checker of the implementation of the content offered in the textbook,

	(3)the freedom of choice of students, which is suggested by the teacher or circumstances. An excellent example is the choice of language(s) of students. In the LAT-HL lessons in 7th-grade of a European Latvian diaspora school and 8th-grade of a Canadian Latvian diaspora school, teachers encouraged students to use all other languages they knew in completing certain tasks. In turn, the learning process led by the 18-year-old teacher allowed for the free use of English in connection with both the assigned written assignment and other non-study-related matters in the LAT-HL lesson of the 7th grade of the US Latvian diaspora school.




Findings support the idea that agency is situationally produced (Larsen-Freeman), not a stable trait. According to the theory of learner agency (Larsen-Freeman et al., 2021: 8–12), observed LAT-HL lessons and student questionaries show following expressions of learner agency: (1) the inclusion of other languages at times in target language lessons, (2) open-ended activities (e.g., the report of a phone conversation with a parent about a first date), (3) developing students’ ability to adapt the language they learn in the classroom to the contexts in which they need to communicate (e.g., the phone conversation with parents), (4) encouragement to ask questions of the teacher and each other, (5) correcting spelling errors but not punishing students about them. However, they were observed in individual Latvian diaspora LAT-HL lessons. Therefore, although we can see that LAT-HL lessons in Latvian diaspora schools are a place that engages students, learner agency manifest sporadically and not always purposefully promoted by teachers. Thus, methodological work with teachers would be necessary in the future, discussing student-centered teaching and self-directed learning techniques (e.g., student-created learning content, including grammar reminders on walls; creating a journal of the interesting quotes from literary texts, encouraging to find additional information on the topic to be learned, group work on investigation Latvian news, etc.) and their long-term benefits.

The limitations of this article mainly relate to the representation of Latvian diaspora schools, the number of LAT-HL lessons observed, inequivalent student age groups, and observer presence influence. However, I hope that the article will encourage researchers of so-called “small” HLs to pay attention to the voice of students, their capability to change the learning process, and the factors influencing this capability.
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Studies on heritage language have emerged from second language acquisition studies in recent decades. Researchers have become increasingly interested in attitudes, practices and challenges toward heritage language maintenance. This study examines this domain with a focus on Chinese and its varieties in Inner Circle countries, which include United States, Canada, United Kingdom, Ireland, Australia and New Zealand. This study follows research synthesis framework of a scoping review, systematically searching and examining research contexts, focused population, research trend, and the use of the term “Chinese” in existing empirical research in heritage language maintenance domain. Through a systematic search of six databases, 28 empirical studies (all journal articles) were included in this review for meeting eligibility criteria. Two reviewers along with the author individually screened and coded this sample using the coding scheme modified for this review, then cross-checked coding. Frequencies and percentages of quantitative data were then calculated, followed by the examination of qualitative data. Among other results, this study revealed a keen research interest in home, community and/or heritage language school context compared to formal governmental school settings across Inner Circle countries. The imprecise use of the term “Chinese” in the sample of this study also indicated the evident “Chinese equals Mandarin” discourse and conflation of people’s multifaceted cultural and linguistic identities. This review attempts to depict this growing domain by highlighting research trends in Inner Circle countries, identifying research gaps, and pointing potentially fruitful directions for future research.
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Introduction

Since the end of last century, language dominance and language shift have been attracting researchers’ interests worldwide (e.g., Fishman, 1991a, 1991b; Phillipson, 1992). Previous research defines language dominance as a phenomenon that one language dominating the others during interaction due to the larger population of speakers, higher status and prestige attached to the language, typically occurs between two historically distinguished groups of language users (Bishop, 2007; Phillipson, 1992). Consequently, the dominant group prioritizes their language over the others as the incentive to adopt the dominated language is no longer present (Bishop, 2007; Spolsky, 2004). Meanwhile, the prestigious group leverages the dominant language to further exploit marginalized groups with fewer resources and lower status, continuously pressuring them to adopt the dominant language and its underlying ideologies (Phillipson, 1992; Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012, 2017). This creates a self-reinforcing cycle that reproduces and solidifies the unequal division of resources and power. Researchers have recognized the significant and dominant role English plays in international communications, relations, academic advancement, and global business has made English a modern lingua franca, which is a common language requirement for pursuing higher education and employment opportunities (Hildebrandt-Wypych and Czech-Włodarczyk, 2018; Galloway and Rose, 2015; Kachru, 1985; McArthur, 2002) Kachru, (1985)‘s three circles model allocated United States, United Kingdom, Ireland, Canada, Australia and New Zealand in the Inner Circle of a concentric circle model, for the dominance of English language and culture in these countries; distinguished from the outer circle, in which those countries were colonized by the British and once dominated by English language and culture, such as India and Nigeria; and the expanding circle for countries historically made limited contact with English culture and language, such as China and Russia. Despite the dominance of English language and culture in the Inner Circle countries, these countries are not assumed to be monolingual but close to the extreme of monolingualism on the spectrum of multilingualism compares with the Outer and Expanding Circles (Kachru, 2005). Fishman (2012) advocated that multilingualism is an urgent and valid goal for multifaceted and multi-cultural citizenship in today’s globalised world, as languages and cultures of daily intimate identity contribute to maintaining multifaceted and complexes personal and social identities. Previous research has argued that promoting multilingualism requires status planning or socio-functioning planning, which is about ‘uses of language’; acquisition planning, which is about ‘users of language’, and corpus planning, which is ‘about language’ that focuses on strengthening language defense proactively (Hornberger, 2006; Spolsky, 2012b; Fishman, 2012). Fishman (2012) categorised language defence into permissive language defence, the most elementary and modest approach to seeking a permissive stance recognized from majority authorities; active language defence, which functions as a therapeutic approach when identifying the danger of any disadvantaged language; and the last category, proactive defence, which is claimed to be the most effective approach that highlights any problems before getting to the language-threatening stage. Moreover, Fishman (2012) stressed that promoting proactive language schools alone is insufficient to maintain languages across generations, he advocated that family, home, neighbourhood and community must all contribute.


Current studies on heritage language and heritage language maintenance

The term “heritage language” was first coined in Canada and then adopted in the United States in the 1990s, referring to a minority language spoken in a society where most population do not speak the language (Cummins, 2005). Alternative terms emerged from studies across the world include, community, ancestral, indigenous, immigrant, non-official and home languages (Lo Bianco, 2010; Fishman, 2006; Wiley, 2001). Extensive research indicated that adopting the same terminology across different socio-political contexts does not necessarily denote a similar target population. For example, the term “community languages” carries distinct meanings depending on context. In a European context, it refers to official national languages recognized by each member state; only when EU enacted legislation in 1992, were indigenous and non-indigenous languages spoken by ethnic minorities included in extended recognition of the initiatives (Coulmas, 1991; Modiano, 2022). In contrast, Australia includes both indigenous and immigrant languages under the umbrella term “community languages,” aligning with the definition of heritage language as any language other than English spoken by community members in the North American context (Cruickshank et al., 2020; Montrul, 2015, 2023). As the definition of heritage language is predominantly based on local sociolinguistic context, studies have been investigating the complex linguistic and cultural identities of speakers and users in a particular context, making it challenging to offer a definition that fits all heritage language speakers, learners and users’ distinguished cultural and linguistic backgrounds (see Polinsky and Kagan, 2007; Valdés, 2005; Duff and Doherty, 2019). Researchers have proposed two conceptions of heritage language, narrow and broad, based on Fishman’s (2001, p.81) emphasis of family relevance of the language and (Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003) definition of heritage language learners, who “have been raised with strong cultural connection and heritage motivation to a particular language through family interactions.” Despite significant momentum offered by family relevance and heritage motivation, (Valdés, 2001) highlighted distinct characteristics that distinguish heritage language speakers from learners. Her most frequently quoted definition of heritage speaker composites three crucial characteristics (Valdés, 2000) (see Appendix A), taking bilingual competency into consideration and highlighting the significance of proficiency level in defining a heritage speaker.

Extensive research has investigated heritage language maintenance from a cultural and socio-psychological perspectives. Studies have explored the competition between home and ethnic ideologies and dominant ideology (Heath, 1983; Tollefson, 1991; Fillmore, 2000; Piller and Gerber, 2021; Montrul, 2023), while others have investigated language learners constantly negotiate the use of their heritage language alongside the dominant language in everyday forms of power relations (Hornberger and Wang, 2008; Zhou and Liu, 2023).



The case of Chinese and its varieties as a HL in the inner circle context

Chinese immigrants have become one of the fastest-growing communities in Inner Circle countries, originating from the Expanding Circle [Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), 2016; Stats NZ, 2018; Statistics Canada, 2022; United Census Bureau, 2015; Office for National Statistics, 2021; Scotland’s Census, 2021]. These immigrants and their children face a significant struggle shaped by conflicting ideologies: government and educational sectors promote the expectation that immigrants “must” transition from their heritage languages to English; while immigrant communities maintain a strong desire to preserve their language and culture. This tension places Chinese immigrants at a crossroads between complete assimilation into English language and culture, which is the dominant societal expectation, and making deliberate efforts to maintain their heritage language, such as incorporating family language policy [FLP] at home. Curdt-Christiansen (2006, 2009, 2018) developed a dynamic Family language policy model to illustrate the interplay of FLP and its complex socio-cultural-political-linguistic environment (e.g., one parent, one language strategy; only heritage language at home strategy). This dilemma occurs during migration from the outer and expanding circle towards the Inner Circle, where English serves as the dominant language in daily, educational, and governmental contexts (Phillipson and Skutnabb-Kangas, 2012, 2017).

As one of the most rapidly growing migrant communities moving from the Expanding Circle towards the Inner Circle, Chinese immigrants have attracted researchers’ increasing attention in investigating the current state of learning and maintaining its heritage languages in specific countries and regions. However, the varieties of Chinese languages spoken within the community have been shifting due to the changing and increasingly diverse demographics of Chinese immigration, which now draws from a broader geographic range of China. Simultaneously, the promotion of Mandarin as “standard” Chinese both in China and globally fosters a unified sense of belonging to an officialised language while continuing to marginalize other Chinese varieties, granting Mandarin privileged status in educational and governmental sectors.

Research interest in Chinese heritage languages [CHLs] has evolved from second language acquisition studies, such as (Lee, 2002) survey examining the significance of cultural and linguistic identity on Chinese and Korean American students’ academic achievement, to investigations of classroom discourses in Saturday Chinese-learning school (Curdt-Christiansen, 2006), and subsequently to studies defining and exploring family language policy of Chinese immigrant families in North America (Curdt-Christiansen, 2009; King et al., 2008; Spolsky, 2012a). While most of this early research focused on Mandarin, some of the studies refer to the language as “Chinese” without specifying the particular variety of CHL. Extensive studies have investigated the language shift among Chinese language varieties in the North America: during 19th century to 1950s, “Chinese education” in North America referred to Hoisan-wa (mostly); then shifted to Cantonese in the latter half of 20th century due to the influx immigration wave from Hong Kong prior to the hand-over in 1997; only until 1990s, a considerate number of language learning schools decided to switch to Mandarin-only programs (Duff and Doherty, 2019; Duff and Li, 2013; Leung, 2011). Similar language constitution shift was also evident in the Australian context, as researchers highlighted that the original Chinese migrants (1840s–1970s) spoke Cantonese and established the first community language school in the 1880s for children of Cantonese-speaking market gardeners and restaurant workers in Sydney; whereas, more recent immigrants are constituted with Mandarin speakers from broader areas of China (Cruickshank et al., 2020; Lo Bianco, 2009). However, similar studies investigating the relationship between language shift among CHLs and language policy and planning in other Inner Circle countries are comparatively limited. Additionally, while studies have emphasized the significant role of family investment, capital and relations in maintaining CHLs in Australian contexts (Mu, 2014, 2015; Mu and Dooley, 2015; Tannenbaum and Howie, 2002; Cruickshank et al., 2020), further research is needed to examine current roles of families, community and/or weekend language schools and formal schools in heritage language maintenance across Inner Circle countries for promoting a comprehensive understanding while contributing to support and promote reviewing and modification of current heritage language policies and practices.



Previous reviews and current study

This scoping review runs parallel with Visonà and Plonsky’s (2020) scoping review on Arabic as a heritage language, as their review provided a systematic review design for researchers to utilise for different research interests within the heritage language synthesis domain. To date, Jiang and Troyan (2022) provides the only research synthesis on a variety of CHLs, reviewing 25 empirical studies worldwide with a perspective to investigate issues of marginalized varieties of Chinese while exploring definitions of heritage language learning in existing literature and current research trend in both formal school programs, informal community and family context. This review therefore builds and expands on Jiang and Troyan’s (2022) review by focusing on maintaining Chinese and its varieties through a systematic examination of research contexts, focused population, main research interests, focused Chinese language varieties and adopted terminologies. Unlike Visonà and Plonsky's (2020) scoping review, which focused on a specific heritage language, De Souza et al. (2022) conducted a scoping review to examine how immigrant parents and children navigate a context with two languages. Both reviews employed a parallel review design that exemplifies the characteristics of a scoping review within the research synthesis community. Scoping reviews, such as the current review, offers a systematic overview of existing literature by examining volume, characteristics and trends of primary research. Using transparent, rigorous and reproducible methods, these reviews comprehensively identify and analyse available empirical to identify key concepts underpinning a specific research area (Arksey and O’Malley, 2005; Munn et al., 2018; Pham et al., 2014). The current scoping review adopts a similar review design in exploring the status of literature of maintaining Chinese and its varieties as a heritage language in the Inner Circle.

Due to the evolving demographics and linguistic diversity within the Chinese immigrant community and the broad research landscape of the Inner Circle, the exploratory nature of scoping review aligns seamlessly with the research objectives of this study. This study employs a broad conception of heritage language, one that encompasses both heritage motivation and family relevance to a language (Polinsky and Kagan, 2007) to include existing research that defines heritage language based on family relevance and language motivation emerged from possible connection to cultural and linguistic heritage. This study aims to systematically map out existing literature on maintaining Chinese and its varieties as a heritage language across the Inner Circle countries since 2000 onward; and attempt to identify research trends and gaps across the Inner Circle in a systematic manner; and highlight insufficient attention to varieties beyond Mandarin. Through depicting and comparing the body of heritage language maintenance research on Mandarin and other varieties of Chinese, I hope to fill gaps in cross-national comparative research, promote understanding of linguistic diversity within Chinese communities, and identify research gaps for further studies on other varieties of Chinese that have been overlooked or sacrificed due to heavy emphasis on Mandarin maintenance.

In this scoping review, the author addresses the following research questions:


	1. What are the research contexts and populations of focus in existing literature?

	2. What are the author-provided keywords and main research interests in existing literature?

	3. Which varieties of Chinese heritage languages are investigated in existing literature, and which terminologies are used?






Methods


Studies identification and selection

This review employed a mixture of quantitative and qualitative research methods to systematically investigate empirical studies of CHLs in the Inner Circle countries. This review was conducted in accordance with the Joanna Briggs Institute [JBI]‘s reviewers’ manual, which was developed based on Arksey and O’Malley (2005) five-stage methodological framework and further enhancements proposed by Levac et al. (2010). This study’s methodological approach is based on Arksey and O’Malley (2005) five-stage methodological framework, which was originally proposed for social sciences research. The methodology is further enhanced by integrating JBI’s population/concept/context framework, which has been a widely utilized approach to enhance the systematic identification and organisation of review parameters (Peters et al., 2020; e.g. Ramírez et al., 2021; De Souza et al., 2022).

This review was broadly interested in empirical studies of CHLs in the Inner Circle context, and therefore adopted a set of unrestricted search terms for title, abstract and key word searches: 1. (Mandarin OR Chinese) AND maint* AND “heritage language”; 2. (Mandarin OR Chinese) AND maint* AND “home language”; 3. (Mandarin OR Chinese) AND maint* AND heritage (speaker* OR learner* OR language learner*). Only English-language publications were eligible for this study, this review aims to map the breadth of existing literature efficiently, including non-English publications would have required translation resources, which is beyond the scope of this study. Meanwhile, the primary focus of this review is the Inner Circle, where academic research is predominately published and disseminated in English, making English-language sources the most representative of the focused research context. The search time window of this study is from 2000, when the research interest in heritage language started to emerge. Other eligibility criteria incorporated in this review include: peer-reviewed, empirical journal articles (both published and in press) and doctoral dissertations; geographical locations of research included in Kachru’s (2005) Inner Circle framework (i.e., UK, US, Ireland, Canada, Australia and New Zealand); a focus on maintaining at least one of the CHLs, such as Mandarin and Cantonese, or studies that focus on heritage language including CHLs and other heritage languages. After consultation with the librarian, the author applied these search terms for an initial search of literature collected in UTAS Mega Search, a search engine produced by EBSCO to identify studies from major databases that UTAS subscribes and grants access to. In the initial search, five databases were identified. After further consultation with the librarian, the author applied the set of search terms in a systematic search of literature collected in six databases: Education Source, Academic Search Ultimate, Communication Source, Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC), Scopus and Web of Science. The author selected these databases as they collect scholarly literature, dissertations/theses, conference proceedings in the social sciences and have been widely incorporated in previous syntheses studies in heritage language research (see Ramírez et al., 2021; Visonà and Plonsky, 2020). An updated search utilizing ‘snowball’ searching technique was also adopted to screen citations included in studies if they were relevant to this review, this technique has been widely used in reviews for identifying potentially relevant studies from eligible studies and previous reviews (see Pham et al., 2014). The final search date of the databases is 2nd October, 2023.

The search terms yielded over three hundred hits, all identified results were exported and uploaded into Zotero 6.0.26 (reference manager, Cooperation for Digital Scholarship, 2023). After removing the duplicates, false hits and full-text unobtainable hits (e.g., studies that focused on phonology rather than maintenance of the language generally, a discussion of language policies rather than an empirical study), a total of 89 results entered the first round of screening (see Figure 1). The author then started the first round of screening with two reviewers by examining the titles and abstracts against the eligibility criteria. All result hits were chronically organized in an Excel spreadsheet and divided into two halves and shared with two reviewers individually via OneDrive. Disagreements between the author and reviewer’s screening results were highlighted and cross-checked by the third reviewer, then resolved by discussing to achieve a collective agreement. In this process, a total of 31 hits were excluded. The main excluding reason was that the research was not conducted in any Inner Circle countries or not published in a peer-reviewed journal (see Figure 1). The only doctoral dissertation was also excluded as it focused on learning on screen’s impact on dual language learners’ [DDL] L1 and L2 vocabulary development, which is more focused on multimedia learning’s mechanism in support vocabulary development of DDL.

[image: Flowchart detailing a systematic review process with three phases: identification, screening, and inclusion. Records are sourced from multiple databases, screened for duplication and relevance, and excluded at various stages based on criteria such as peer review status and study focus, resulting in twenty-eight included studies.]

FIGURE 1
 PRISMA flow chart (Source: Tricco et al., 2018).


Prior to the second round of screening, the author implemented a pilot full-text screening test to ensure comprehensive data extraction and systematic coding for addressing the research questions of this review. This approach was informed by Visonà and Plonsky (2020) data collection strategy, which emphasizes the significance of ensuring data trustworthiness. Twenty percent of all selected studies (k = 11) were randomly drawn and divided into two subsets (k1 = 5, k2 = 6) for two independent reviewers to examine the eligibility criteria. The author independently coded this sample and cross-checked with two reviewers’ coding separately, reaching an initial agreement percentage of 90.90% (10 out of 11), which was acceptable and exceeded expectation as it was evidently higher than Visonà and Plonsky's (2020) initial agreement percentage of 71% and revisited agreement percentage (81%). Following this, 58 hits were obtained and read in full text by the author to examine the inclusion criteria (n = 28). Studies identified to exclude were independently re-screened by the other two reviewers to ensure the trustworthiness and transparency of the screening results. A total of 28 reports were retained for the final sample of this review; the author recognizes that this sample may not represent the entity of CHLs research, as the scope of this review is limited in the Inner Circle countries. Nevertheless, the author believes that this sample at least accurately reflects the current state of research in the CHLs domain in the Inner Circle context.



Data collection

Each study selected in the final sample was coded using the coding scheme that was pilot tested with a 20 percent subset of the sample for the second round of screening to ensure systematic coding and trustworthiness of extracted data. The adapted coding scheme was informed by Gurzynski-Weiss and Plonsky’s (2017) scoping review and updated in accordance with the JBI Manual for Evidence Synthesis (Aromataris, 2020), and modified wording after the pilot testing for clarity and accuracy. Items in the coding scheme reflect author’s interest in research design and substantive features of the sample, such as explicit definitions of “heritage language.” Given the purpose of this review is to depict the body of existing literature in the Inner Circle context, reveal the research trend in this field and navigate potential research gaps for further research, the author included items for bibliographic features (i.e., year of publication, journal of publication and country of the research undertaken), and open-value items for design and analysis features (i.e., participants, research context, key words, objectives/research questions). Table 1 displays the coding scheme, which was pilot tested for extracting data to answer research questions of this review and agreed for its effectiveness by two independent reviewers. This scheme was applied using Excel spreadsheets shared via OneDrive for data extraction of 28 studies in the final sample. To further maximize transparency and reproductivity, coding schemes and the raw data extracted for this review will be made accessible by contacting the author through email.


TABLE 1 Coding scheme adopted for this review.


	Variable
	Value

 

 	Bibliographic features


 	Author (s) 	Open


 	Year 	Open


 	Title 	Open


 	Publication Type 	Journal article 	Doctoral dissertation


 	Design and analysis features


 	Objectives 	Open


 	Participants (age group, gender, total number) 	Open


 	Country of origin 	US 	Canada 	UK 	Ireland 	Australia 	New Zealand


 	Research context 	Home 	Language school 	Governmental school 	Naturalistic 	Open


 	Focus on the maintenance of Mandarin as a heritage language only 	Yes 	No


 	Focus on the maintenance of Mandarin and other varieties of Chinese 	Yes (Input other varieties of Chinese) 	No


 	Generated findings 	Open


 	Substantive features


 	Explicit definition of heritage language 	Yes 	No


 	Definition of heritage language 	Open




 



Analysis

The analysis for this review was relatively straightforward, I calculated frequencies and percentages for the values of variables relevant to each research questions, following previous scoping reviews and synthesis methods (e.g., De Souza et al., 2022; Jiang and Troyan, 2022; Visonà and Plonsky, 2020). In what follows, the author first presents an overview of bibliographical features of studies collected and coded in this review, then addressing quantitative results and qualitative findings of each of the research questions in order. The final sample consists of 28 journal articles from 18 journals, including prominent journals in bilingualism and multilingualism domains and journals that focus on a particular subfield within this domain (see Table 2). Twelve out of 28 studies were conducted in the United States, and eleven studies in Australia, together accounting for over 82% of the sample.


TABLE 2 Journals where studies of maintaining Chinese and its varieties as a heritage language in inner circle countries appear.


	Journal
	Ka

 

 	American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology 	1


 	Bilingual Research Journal 	4


 	Bilingual Review 	1


 	Frontiers in Education 	1


 	Frontiers in Psychology 	2


 	HE KUPU, The Word 	1


 	International Journal of Applied Linguistics 	1


 	International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism 	4


 	International Journal of Bilingualism 	1


 	International Journal of Early Childhood Learning 	1


 	International Journal of the Sociology of Language 	2


 	International Multilingual Research Journal 	1


 	Journal of Language, Identity and Education 	1


 	Journal of Multilingual and Multicultural Development 	2


 	Language and Communication 	1


 	Language, Culture and Curriculum 	2


 	Multilingua 	1


 	Theory and Practice in Language Studies 	1





Ka = the number of study reports.
 

This makes the United States and Australia the pioneering countries that have produced the most primary research of this field. The earliest studies included in this review date back to 2002 in Australia and 2003 in United States, indicating that these two countries pioneered research in this domain. Therefore, their early work may have guided and influenced subsequent studies, demonstrating their significant influence in promoting and shaping this field. Statistically, sixteen out of 28 studies were published between 2020 and 2023, with a notable surge evident in 2019–2020, indicating growing interest in this domain in recent years. This trend may be related to Covid-19 pandemic, during which online working and studying increased intergenerational interactions and conflicts within immigrant households, making them more observant in daily life. Such as 2021 study on Chinese heritage language schools in Germany focusing on migrants’ well-being during Covid-19 (Wang, 2021) study, which revealed a significant decrease in home language use during the closure of heritage language schools and absence of grandparents along with parents’ differentiated ability, confidence level and resources to support children’s multiliteracy development. A 2023 study (Li and Lin, 2023) also revealed that emergency remote learning during the Covid-19 pandemic impacted home literacy environment, parents’ literacy engagement patterns and school-home communication in complex ways. Consequently, this heightened visibility may have attracted researchers to investigate heritage language maintenance practices and policies in different contexts.




Results


RQ 1: What are the research contexts and populations of focus in existing literature?

All collected studies were coded into five categories of research context: home, naturalistic, community and/or weekend language schools, formal governmental school, and mixed context (see Appendix B a summary of all 28 studies). Thirteen of 28 studies (46.4%) were conducted under a mixed research context, among which home and community and/or weekend language schools were most frequently mixed. Eight studies were conducted under a naturalistic context, in which research subjects’ behaviour and conversations were observed and recorded in a real-world setting using qualitative research methods incorporating a sense of past-present-future (Mills et al., 2009; e.g. Wang, 2023; Morgan and Chodkiewicz, 2012; Diskin, 2020). Three studies were undertaken in community and/or weekend language schools alone (see Shen and Jiang, 2023; Yiakoumetti, 2022; Wu and Leung, 2022), four studies in the home context (see Wang and Obaidul Hamid, 2022b; Li, 2020; Curdt-Christiansen and La Morgia, 2018; Tang and Zheng, 2023) and none in formal governmental school settings. Despite that formal governmental schooling was mentioned in recorded conversations (see Zhang, 2009; Zhang and Slaughter-Defoe, 2009), this result stresses for reviewing the current role of formal schooling in Chinese heritage languages maintenance, contributing to a more wholistic understanding of current circumstances and potential partnership among key stakeholders in heritage language maintenance.

While most of the studies focused on a mixture of first, second and even third generation Chinese immigrants, two studies investigated Chinese-English interlingual and other cross-cultural families, only one study examined first generation Chinese immigrants’ family language policies through comparison with educational language policies and practices in formal schooling (see Kaveh and Sandoval, 2020). Meanwhile, eight studies that had offered detailed demographic features of participants revealed an overwhelmingly high involvement rate of female over males (e.g., Zhang, 2010; Wang and Hamid, 2022a; Wang and Obaidul Hamid, 2022b), as well as the willingness to undertake further interviews, including one study that only recruited mothers (see Morgan and Chodkiewicz, 2012), and no study only recruited fathers. For example, fourteen out of fifteen interviewees who expressed interest though first round online questionnaires and entered follow-up interviews were females (see Wang and Obaidul Hamid, 2022b). While this phenomenon could not represent the situation of most interviewed participants, researchers explained that such un-balanced gender distribution reflected the deeply rooted traditional pattern of labour division in some Chinese immigrant households, in which mothers are considered responsible for children’s language socialization (Wang and Hamid, 2022a).



RQ 2: What are the author-provided keywords and main research interests in existing literature?

Each study was coded according to countries of research and manually added into reference manager software, Zotero. The author incorporated a bibliometric software called VOS viewer to illustrate the recurrence of author-provided keywords through interactive map and visualize connections between keywords and countries of research. VOS viewer is commonly utilized in bibliometric studies to generate maps based on bibliographic data exported by reference manager software (e.g., EndNote, Zotero etc.) and databases (e.g., PubMed, Scopus and Web of Science etc.), then visualize and explore maps with zooming and scrolling functionality, granting access to full details of generated maps (Van Eck and Waltman, 2023). Visualization maps generated in this review have been made available online via hyperlinks. Clicking on hyperlinks inserted beneath each visualization map directs VOSviewer Online, a website version of VOS viewer. Author-provided keywords represent the concepts and terminologies authors utilised to categorize their research, providing a lens for identifying research patterns, and suggesting varied research interests across the Inner Circle countries. With VOS viewer-generated visualization maps, thematic analysis of research interests offers complementary insights into the landscape of heritage language maintenance of CHLs in the Inner Circle.

As illustrated in Figure 2, each color represents a cluster of author-provided key words re-occurring in the sample. Similar colors represent the membership of a cluster, following the color scale to visualize distribution of re-occurred key words. The size of the circles represents the weight and frequency of occurrence on the map. The curved lines represent the co-occurrence among key words while the link strength determines the thickness of the curved line. For example, a dense and bright red circle of “au” indicates a high value of occurrence. The curved line between “au” to “children’s language” radiates from red to green, representing progression from high to low value of occurrence.

[image: Network visualization map generated by VOSviewer displays clusters of interconnected terms such as heritage language maintenance, Chinese language, bilingualism, and related topics, with major nodes labeled us, au, and uk.]

FIGURE 2
 Network visualization map of reoccurrence of author-provided keywords (Source: VOSviewer online, a web-based version of VOSviewer: VOSviewer).


As presented in Figure 3, keywords that most frequently co-occurred with US were family language policy, heritage language maintenance, and language maintenance (overlapped in Figure 3). It is worth noting that, while the term “Chinese” occurred frequently in this sample, the key word “Cantonese” only co-occurred once with US. Upon full-texts screening, seven out of twelve studies conducted in US focused on parents’ attitudes, beliefs, thoughts, and ideological orientations towards heritage language and heritage language maintenance, comparing parents’ claimed attitudes, children’s perceptions and competence of heritage language with adopted family language policies and practices. Only two studies aimed to explore the different social networks among Mandarin, Cantonese, Hoisan-wa and Fujianese speakers, investigating the impact of these differences on negotiating and mediating cultural identities under the current “Chinese as Mandarin” discourse, as well as perceptions and practices towards heritage language maintenance.

[image: Network visualization graph generated by VOSviewer shows interconnected keywords related to heritage language studies, including heritage language maintenance, bilingualism, Chinese language, US, AU, and child language, with nodes sized by frequency and colored by cluster.]

FIGURE 3
 Key words that co-occurred with US (Source: VOSviewer ONLINE, a web-based version of VOSviewer: VOSviewer).


Apart from similar research interests within the US context, studies conducted in the Australia context also contributed to research areas such as interlingual family, children’s agency and relationship between emotional experiences and language ideology (see Figure 4). Studies in the UK context shared similar interests with the Australian context, investigating community language teachers’ use of English and heritage language and their perceptions of heritage language learning as well as the influence of parental ideologies on involving in children’s language development (see Figure 5). Meanwhile, UK held the only study in this review that explored intergenerational language transmission within Cantonese and Hakka speaking families by examining the role of imagination in heritage language maintenance (Li and Zhu, 2019).

[image: Network visualization map illustrating key terms related to family language policy, heritage language maintenance, and Chinese language, with nodes representing topics such as “au”, “heritage language”, and “bilingualism”, color-coded by thematic clusters and interconnected by weighted lines.]

FIGURE 4
 Key words that co-occurred with AU (Source: VOSviewer online, a web-based version of VOSviewer).


[image: Network visualization mapping key terms such as language maintenance and family language policy with surrounding related terms and clusters, using color-coded nodes and connecting lines to illustrate relationships and central themes in language studies.]

FIGURE 5
 Key words that co-occurred with UK (Source: VOSviewer online, web-based version of VOSviewer).




RQ 3: Which varieties of Chinese heritage language are investigated in existing literature, and which terminologies are used?

The three most focused sub-categories of Chinese heritage languages in this sample were Chinese (k = 11), followed by Mandarin (k = 8) and Cantonese (k = 6), studies focused on Cantonese were comprised by one study that particularly focused on Cantonese and five studies that focused on Cantonese as a main component (k = 5). Studies focused on Chinese were a sum of studies only focus on Chinese (k = 4) and studies focused on Chinese and other heritage languages, including Arabic, Hebrew, Italian, Polish, Pakistani, and Spanish (k = 7). The term “Chinese” was adopted as an umbrella term without specifying the varieties of CHLs, multiple varieties of CHLs emerged from excerpt of interview records. It appeared that over-generalizing CHLs with the imprecise term “Chinese,” as well as Chinese equivalent to Mandarin discourse, remained evident in this sample (see Yu and Hsia, 2019; Zhang, 2009; Liao and Huang, 2020). Meanwhile, the remark “we Chinese” was repeatedly documented in interview records in this sample, urging a closer examination of terminologies and cultural and linguistic connotation behind this remark.




Discussion

One of the findings of this review is that home, and community and/or weekend language schools remain the major contexts supporting CHLs maintenance across Inner Circle countries, while educational language policy of governmental school was mentioned and compared with family language policy in a UK study (see Kaveh and Sandoval, 2020), which examined influences of formal schooling on family language practices as children turn to school ages. The results suggest that maintaining CHLs in home and language school contexts has gained relatively significant and majority of empirical grounds in this domain, almost half of the 28 studies in the sample (k = 13) were based in a mixed research context, in which home, and community and/or weekend language schools were mixed most frequently, whereas other forces of society should also be reimaged in supporting and promoting this domain. As Fishman (2012) emphasized, reversing language shift and supporting intergenerational heritage language maintenance could not be achieved without having other forces of the society to contribute to higher education sphere, work sphere, and major agencies of government as well as mass media. Due to Australia’s relatively small population, geographic location and increasing economic dependence on Asian countries and non-English speaking Asian societies, Australia has come to appreciate the rapid economic growth of Asia relatively early; however, the “Asia literacy” policy and discourse was promoted based on economic regionalism instead of local presence of these languages and cultures (Liu and Lo Bianco, 2007). Consequently, political and economic factors would influence discourse planning and impact language policy and plannings through deliberate framing and naming of an issue in convincing rhetoric (Lo Bianco, 2005). Lo Bianco (2009) revealed that the intention of many bilingual programs designed and provided for Chinese immigrant families was to support the development of English proficiency and acquisition without continuous and consistent language policies and plannings (Liu and Lo Bianco, 2007). As the domain of heritage language maintenance emerging and attracting research interest, the review collected no study focused on formal schooling context, suggesting further research is urged to explore formal governmental school’s perspective and stance in CHLs maintenance.

One interesting finding is about the imprecise use of the term “Chinese” in this sample. This review found that the term “Chinese” is frequently used as an umbrella term, which includes more than one language, and each of the represented languages can be referred to as “Chinese.” Eleven studies in this sample used this term to refer to Chinese as a heritage language, while eight studies used this term to refer to Mandarin, also known as Modern Standard Chinese or Putonghua. Potential problems brought by such pluri-denominating phenomenon include conflating people, ethnicities, and languages (Leung et al., 2018), as well as solidifying the mechanism of racial regimentation by homogenizing “Chinese” immigrants regardless of their multifaceted cultural and linguistic identities (Shih, 2011). In 19th century and the first half of 20th century, people immigrated from China to US spoke Hoisan-wa and Cantonese, they referred to themselves as “Tang people” (唐人) who lived in the ghetto “Tang people’s street” (唐人街), instead of Chinese living in “China town” (中国城) (Shih, 2011). The reason why they became “Chinaman” or “Chinese” was racial assignation, the misalignment has already existed when these immigrants were assumed to be “Chinese” speakers, who in fact spoke Cantonese or other dialects instead of Mandarin. Surprisingly, in study that only focused on Cantonese, the term “Chinese” has also emerged from conversation records with interviewees who speak Cantonese and Hoisan-wa, suggesting a central orientation by making value-attributions to places they came from and places they lived in, where they only spoke Cantonese and Hoisan-wa (see Leung, 2021). Meanwhile, some interviewed third-generation immigrants, whose authentic heritage language were Cantonese or Hoisan-wa, became interested in learning Mandarin and returning to China through social networking with university friends (see Hua and Wei, 2016; Li and Zhu, 2019). This indicates the anchoring of CHLs has been shifting over generations while demonstrating new orders indexicality. Such new ordering can be caused by authenticity and understandability of the heritage language itself, promotion of Mandarin as standardized Modern Standard Chinese, and change of spatial anchoring and footing compared to first generation immigrants (Blommaert, 2005; Blommaert et al., 2005; Cruickshank et al., 2020). This finding reveals that current “Chinese as Mandarin” discourse marginalizes other CHLs outside of the centre, and is indeed arbitrary in nature, emphasizing the significance of recognizing totality of heritage speakers and heritage learners’ language repertoire, valuing all varieties apart from those that hold most prestige (see Leung, 2021; Wu and Leung, 2022). As Fishman (1991a) argued that the destruction of one’s language is indeed the destruction of one’s identity, recognizing the language repertoire allows heritage language users to fully embrace and reflect on their multifaceted cultural and linguistic identities, and to contribute to the promotion and development of language awareness.

Another interesting finding is the frequent appearance of the remark “we Chinese” in interview records with first, second and third generation immigrants in this sample. Some first-generation immigrants, who spoke Cantonese and immigrated to the UK from Hong Kong, expressed their sentiment to return to Hong Kong, and their wish for their future grandchildren to learn Chinese languages, which was referred to as “我们中国话” (Li and Zhu, 2019). Surprisingly, some third and 2.5 generation immigrants, who have never been to cities that their grandparents or parents came from, also adopted the discourse of returning to China, stating that life would be better in homeland and UK does not feel at home (see Hua and Wei, 2016; Li and Zhu, 2019). These conversations reflected some ideal, and perhaps romanticized perception of Chinese civilization, indicating that the majority of Chinese immigrants have never psychologically left China, despite the geographic distance from homeland (Redding, 2013). These sentiments indicate a sense of belonging to a unified national identity that they are all part of the “Hua Xia” ethnic group (华夏民族) or “Zhonghua” ethnic group (中华民族), which is comprised by fifty-six ethnic groups. In modern society, people who introduce themselves as “Chinese” in English, may also introduce themselves as “Hua Ren” (华人) in Chinese, meaning the people of Hua civilization. This sense of belonging to the Hua civilization and sharing the common ancestry attributes to the notion of Hua Xia-centralism, differentiating Hua Xia from foreign tribes according to shared cultural bases rather than ethnicities (Wu, 2012). Nonetheless, this sense of hierarchy of the centre was significantly weakened after the first and second Opium War in mid-19th century, urging a reshaping of identity due to the profound humiliation of the defeats of two Opium Wars and semi-colonial state of the country (Wu, 2012). During the past decades, China’s rise on international stage of politics and economics allows China to step into the world’s spotlight again, reviving the wish to renaissance that once-glorious Hua Xia culture. Such renaissance also promotes Chinese immigrants’ willingness of heritage language maintenance, and it is evident that, in the sample of this review, most of participants associated more and better employment opportunities in China with the reason of maintaining and learning Mandarin, as it is the standard language commonly spoken in China. The use of the remark “we Chinese” reveals that participants’ perception of their identity is complex, evolving, and heavily relies on the constantly changing context, which is indispensable in recognizing and valuing ones’ cultural and linguistic repertoire. Therefore, the author suggests researchers to further investigate evolving cultural and linguistic identities across different generational immigrants and potential impact on family language practices of heritage language maintenance. Finally, the author urges the researcher to reflect on how language-specific synthesis contributes to the domain of heritage language maintenance. It is author’s hope that the scoping review methodology employed in this study provides a replicable framework for language-specific syntheses that effectively identify research gaps and proactively inform pedagogical improvement.



Conclusion

This study set out to systematically examine existing literature on CHLs maintenance in the Inner Circle, with a focus on research contexts, investigated populations, author-provided keywords, research trends and variety of CHLs explored. This review revealed an increasing research interest in home and weekend and/or community language school contexts. US and Australia are the most investigated Inner Circle countries, with family language policy being the most popular topic of research. The most investigated sub-categories of CHLs are Chinese, Mandarin and Cantonese, while “Chinese” was frequently used as an umbrella term. The review also highlighted the imprecise use of the term “Chinese,” highlighting the existent “Chinese equivalent to Mandarin” discourse and the problematic conflation of people, ethnicities and languages by such pluri-denominating phenomenon. From a practical standpoint, the implications are far reaching. The results of this review indicate that further research is required to investigate intergenerational transmission across different CHLs, especially those under-investigated varieties (such as Hakka, Miao, Shanghainese etc.), to examine potential language shift occurred during intergenerational transmission while analysing factors contributing to such language shift or language maintenance. This study contributes to a deeper understanding of heritage language maintenance, though further and urgent research is required to dissect current role of formal schooling in heritage language maintenance and decode the dynamic of children/students, parents, school teachers and heritage language teachers in a triangle mechanism, of which home, formal schooling and community and/or weekend language school interact, negotiate, compete to support or hinder heritage language maintenance. The findings of this review provide an entry point for further studies that investigates the scoping status and mechanism of non-officialised varieties of heritage language maintenance in a three-party game, in which a dominant language, an officialised heritage language and a non-officialised heritage language interact, negotiate and compete. However, developing such a model requires primary empirical data, which is beyond the scope of a scoping review. In summary, the conclusion reinforces the significance of expanding research interests to prioritised research questions, populations and contexts in shaping a concrete, actionable research agenda for heritage language maintenance domain.
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Introduction: Father involvement benefits the development and wellbeing of children, and yet, the wellbeing of fathers themselves is rarely considered, as is its relationship with positive engagement activities. This work addresses the wellbeing of fathers through basic psychological need satisfaction, and the links of wellbeing with fathering self-efficacy (father parenting confidence) and with positive engagement with children through father-child home reading.
Methods: Responses to an online questionnaire consisting of the validated Fathering Self-Efficacy Scale (FSES), the developed Being Well in Life and Work scale (BWLW), a scale of reading beliefs and a scale of engagement in literacy development with children, were completed by 122 fathers of diverse cultures and languages in a multinational cosmopolitan setting.
Results: Fathering self-efficacy was associated significantly with father wellbeing through the self-efficacy aspects of positive engagement and family provision, and the sense of family provision was associated with engagement in literacy activities. Wellbeing levels were relatively high at 75% of the scale. Fathers reported infrequent and widely ranging engagement with children in literacy activities, but frequent engagement in play.
Discussion: Findings suggest that 1) opportunities for father self-efficacy through social connectedness with peers and positive engagement can support the wellbeing of fathers, and 2) that fostering father self-efficacy in family provision, along with father-targeted resources and approaches (such as incorporating play), can support father engagement in their children’s literacy development.
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1 Introduction

The positive role of father involvement in child development has been well-established, with contributions to child and family health (Allport et al., 2018; Yogman et al., 2016), to children’s academic growth (Whitney et al., 2018), and to children’s wellbeing (Kesebonye and Amone-P’Olak, 2021; Mangiavacchi et al., 2021). Father involvement in positive engagement activities with children is supported by self-efficacy or confidence in one’s ability to parent (Bouchard et al., 2007; Sevigny et al., 2016; Fortin, 2023). Yet, little work addresses the wellbeing of fathers themselves, or its relationship with positive engagement activities associated with self-efficacy, that are beneficial to the father and to the child. One notable such father-child engagement activity is interactive shared book reading for pleasure, which supports young children’s literacy development while offering opportunities for positive father-child engagement (Gallagher et al., 2025). When shared parent–child reading is construed as a meaning-focused activity, rather than a literacy teaching activity, fathers who read picture story books with their young children at home report feelings of joy (Swain et al., 2017; Dillon et al., 2024) and closeness to their children (Gallagher et al., 2025).

Importantly, parental reading with young children has been found to have a positive effect on their educational attainment, and in particular, children whose fathers read regularly with them have higher attainment in reading at age five than other children (Norman and Davies, 2023). A review of recent studies into father-child interaction patterns during shared reading reports that fathers tend to elicit higher quality language from their children than mothers do (Cutler and Palkovitz, 2020). Overall, parental engagement in shared book reading supports children’s oral language development (Wang et al., 2023), their development as readers (Cutler and Palkovitz, 2020; McWayne et al., 2013; Ortiz, 2000; Varghese and Wachen, 2016), their socio-emotional growth (Cutler and Palkovitz, 2020; Schapira and Aram, 2020), and their long-term cognitive function and wellbeing (Sun et al., 2024). Concurrently, fathering self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982) or parenting competence – confidence in one’s ability to parent, is associated with the wellbeing of fathers, by satisfying the psychological needs for fathering and with increased engagement with children (Bouchard et al., 2007; Fortin, 2023). However, limited work has addressed these connections, and this paper explores the links between father wellbeing, fathering self-efficacy, and father engagement in shared reading with their children at home.


1.1 Father wellbeing and interactions with children

The wellbeing of fathers is usually addressed in terms of the influence of father involvement on the wellbeing of the child or family (Allport et al., 2018; Sarkadi et al., 2008), or around perinatal depression in fathers when transitioning to parenthood (Garfield et al., 2014; Ndzi and Holmes, 2024; Younis et al., 2024). Earlier studies comparing the wellbeing of fathers and mothers addressed wellbeing through depression, physical health, and self-esteem, and its associations with time spent with children and household chores (e.g., Blair and Hardesty, 1994). The conceptualization of fathering has since become more sophisticated, going beyond time spent with children or in the household, to encompass affective, cognitive and behavioral facets, along with the quality of father-child relationships (Cabrera et al., 2018; Lamb et al., 1987; Lamb and Oppenheim, 1989; Palkovitz, 2019; Pleck, 2010), and the wider socio-cultural context (Volling and Palkovitz, 2021). These aspects are reflected in fathers reading with their children, which constitutes a positive engagement activity, where, for example, the quality of father-child language exchange is more important than its quantity (Rowe et al., 2017), and father-child reading offers a space for choices, affective connection, and cognitive exchange (Cutler, 2023).

Parental wellbeing can be mediated by positive aspects, such as purpose in life, psychological needs, and positive affect, and by negative aspects, such as strained finances, partner relationships, and negative affect (Nelson et al., 2014). These influences can vary between fathers and mothers, with fathers experiencing greater life satisfaction, happiness, positive affect, and meaning, along with less depression than do mothers (Nelson-Coffey et al., 2019) or non-father men (Nelson et al., 2013); these maternal-paternal patterns are beyond the present scope, but they are introduced to highlight the importance of addressing fathers specifically. Surprisingly little evidence exists on the holistic, non-clinical wellbeing of fathers themselves, with much of the work focusing on the relationship between wellbeing and involvement. For example, increased father involvement is linked with the psychosocial health of fathers (and of mothers and children), including depressive symptoms, personal wellbeing, and self-efficacy (Mallette et al., 2021). It is also associated with fathers’ affective/emotional communication while playing with their children (Lewis et al., 2009), with higher parenting competence (which is closely related to self-efficacy), and with feelings of closeness with their children (Ehrenberg et al., 2001). Taken together, this suggests that wellbeing and self-efficacy interact in shaping father-child interaction and engagement.



1.2 Wellbeing, psychological needs, and fathering self-efficacy

Self-efficacy, or confidence in one’s ability to carry out an action (Bandura, 1982) such as parenting, consists of feeling a general sense of competence in parenting across a range of beliefs: for example, feeling able to engage in specific activities like reading, feeling competent in parenting roles such as teaching something, playing with, or loving and supporting one’s child. Fathering self-efficacy can support wellbeing through mechanisms such as parenting stress reduction (Schoppe-Sullivan et al., 2021; Sevigny and Loutzenhiser, 2010), social support for new fathers (Gaillot and Wendland, 2024), and family climate (Bandura et al., 2011). In addition, father-targeted approaches can support key aspects of fathering. For example, fathers of children in neonatal intensive care provided with knowledge and skills by nurses showed improved parenting confidence and knowledge during the hospital stay, and more importantly, at 4–5-year follow-up (Hearn et al., 2020), which included increased involvement and feelings of closeness (Clarkson and Hearn, 2021). Furthermore, when father-specific information and resources are lacking, father self-efficacy decreases (Gaynor et al., 2024).

These elements of psychosocial and affective engagement, along with parenting competence, connect with the three core psychological needs that support positive functioning across aspects of wellbeing and across cultures (e.g., Chen et al., 2015; Disabato et al., 2016; Martela and Sheldon, 2019). Basic psychological needs defined within self-determination theory constitute the extent to which individuals feel that the three basic psychological needs are satisfied: a sense of competence or feeling capable, a sense of relatedness or feeling close or connected with others (belonging), and a sense of autonomy or feeling in charge of or responsible for one’s own actions (Deci and Ryan, 2000, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2017, 2000). In the daily life of fathers as individuals, these components are manifest in feeling capable of undertaking activities in life and work, such as taking care of responsibilities or knowing how to interact with a child (competence); a sense of care and feeling connected with others (belonging); and a feeling of having choices, such as life-work balance or choosing activities (autonomy).



1.3 This study

In light of the foregoing, the aim of this study is to address children’s literacy with fathers, along with father wellbeing and self-efficacy, to guide father-specific information for literacy development with their children, and support key affective, cognitive, behavioral, and relationship aspects of fathering. Based on the existing literature, we hypothesized that (a) fathering self-efficacy would be associated with wellbeing, and (b) that fathering self-efficacy and wellbeing would be associated with positive beliefs about literacy and with positive engagement in literacy activities.

The present work reports on the wellbeing and self-efficacy dimensions of a father-child home reading study carried out with culturally and linguistically diverse families with at least one child aged 4–6 years in Abu Dhabi. Furthermore, while there are numerous wellbeing tools, one key element of the present study was to address the wellbeing of the individual in the context of aspects of life and work relevant to fathers as individuals; a subgoal was to test a wellbeing scale applicable to fathers. To preempt the results, we find that fathering self-efficacy is associated with father wellbeing. Furthermore, fathering self-efficacy is associated with engagement in activities that support literacy development, but not with beliefs about literacy.




2 Materials and methods

The portion of the study presented here reports on father perceptions through an online self-report survey questionnaire administered via Qualtrics.1


2.1 Participants

Individuals identifying as fathers of a child/children aged 6 years or under living in Abu Dhabi, a multicultural and multilingual city in the Gulf region (N = 225), accessed the questionnaire, and 162 responded.


2.1.1 Demographics

After response examination and data cleaning, the sample comprised 122 participants from 20 nationalities across West Asia (including the UAE), Africa, Europe, the Indian subcontinent, Australasia, and North America. The mean age was 39.4 ± 6.2 years (range 26–64 years). In terms of employment, 90.6% were employed full-time, 3.4% part-time, and 6.0% were not employed. Occupations encompassed professionals in general (63.1%), civil service (23%), while 0.8% were retired, and 13.1% did not specify their occupation. Education levels were relatively high with 67.2% holding university degrees but extended over a broad range, with a distribution consisting of: below high school (0.8%), High school or equivalent (20.5%), Certificate or Diploma (7.4%), Professional Qualification (4.1%), bachelor’s degree (38.5%), and graduate degree (28.7%). Participants reported a range of family sizes, from 1 to 12 children, with the median family size being 3 children (30.8%), followed by 2 children (22.5%), and 1 child and 4 children (10.0% each).




2.2 Ethics

The study was carried out in accordance with the WHO’s Declaration of Helsinki with informed consent, and was approved by the Institutional Review Board of Emirates College for Advanced Education (RP-209-2023, 25 February 2023). Because this portion of the study was carried out anonymously, no identifiers were collected (names, IP addresses, etc.), and informed consent consisted of participants selecting the option to participate (or not) after being presented with the study information. In addition, participants could exit the survey at any time and skip any questions they chose. Potential participants were invited to contact the research team with any questions prior to proceeding, in which case the research team could identify a potential participant. However, the team had no way of knowing whether the individual had chosen to proceed. Invitations containing the survey link and brief information about the study were sent from the institution’s Research Office to the university community and affiliated communities, along with wider advertisement on community groups. Sending the ad from a university could bias the sample toward more educated participants, however, only one participant reported being a professor, and most professions were not associated with university roles.



2.3 Questionnaires

The questionnaire consisted of eight main sections and was administered online via Qualtrics. Questions appeared in English and in Arabic. The 8 sections consisted of (1) fathers’ demographic information (10 questions), including age, nationality, education, employment status, occupation, number of children with their ages and gender, time spent interacting with children on weekdays and weekends separately, plus an open-ended questions on activities carried out with children; (2) Home and father-child language practices (three questions); (3) Beliefs about children’s reading (nine questions on a 4 point Likert Disagree-Agree, plus “I don’t know”); (4) Reasons for reading with their children (11 options); (5) Barriers to reading with their children (15 option selections, including “other”); (6) Frequency of positive engagement activities known to support language and literacy-development carried out with their children (six questions on a 5-point Likert (Rarely, A few times per month, about once a week, several times per week, daily) and enjoyment of reading (two questions on a 5-point Likert (try to avoid it, do not enjoy it, enjoy it, enjoy it very much); (7) Wellbeing across Life and Work (26 questions on a 5 point Likert Almost none of the time – Almost always); and (8) Fathering self-efficacy (20-questions, 5 point Likert Strongly disagree – Strongly agree).

Consistent with the purpose of this study, the present work reports on the sample demographics and survey items related to father wellbeing and its associations with self-efficacy, beliefs about children’s literacy and positive engagement in literacy-supporting practices. In the context of children’s literacy and language development supported by father-child shared reading, where a sample of fathers participated in workshops on reading with children, mixed-methods findings addressing father-child home language practices, with reasons for reading, and barriers to reading are published elsewhere (Gallagher et al., 2025).


2.3.1 Fathering self-efficacy

Because of the relationship between fathering self-efficacy and the satisfaction of psychological needs (wellbeing) and involvement with children, fathering self-efficacy was assessed using the Fathering Sel-Efficacy Scale – FSES (Sevigny et al., 2016). The scale comprises 20 questions across three subscales: Positive Engagement – teaching, understanding, and responsive interaction with child/ren (12 questions), Direct Care – tending to child/ren (4 questions), and Financial Responsibility – providing for the family (4 questions). The FSES was designed with response options on a 9-point Likert scale ranging from completely disagree to completely agree, and following approval from the FSES corresponding author, it was modified to a 5-point scale with anchors of strongly disagree to strongly agree. The FSES was developed with fathers with at least one child aged 2–6 years regardless of relationship status (Sevigny et al., 2016); the present study included fathers with at least one child aged 4–6 regardless of relationship status, so the FSES was selected for its fit to the demographics, and for the items’ relevance to the diverse cultural context of the present study.



2.3.2 Wellbeing scale

With our focus on the wellbeing of fathers and the related area of fathering self-efficacy (assessed using the FSES), the wellbeing questionnaire was developed to address the person in context, rather than specifically as a father, thereby complementing the FSES. Wellbeing was operationalized through the three psychological needs, with items incorporating feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2000, 2017) along dimensions of life satisfaction with affective-cognitive tone (Diener et al., 2018, 1999) across life, home, and work. Aspects pertaining to perceptions of self-wellness and life were addressed, along with work and social relationships. The inclusion of work satisfaction was consistent with the importance of indirect care, such as financial responsibility to fathers (Pleck, 2010; Sevigny et al., 2016). Analogously, social support is beneficial to father involvement (Fortin, 2023) and to wellbeing, and is addressed here for the individual through their sense of social connection. Specifically, items and their foundation are shown Appendix Table 1, where 26 items incorporated the 3 pillars of psychological needs with respect to perceptions of the self (e.g., “I am happy,” “I easily get stressed,” “I have enough energy,” “I am comfortable with my life as it is,” “I like facing challenges”; 9 items), to aspects of life interaction (e.g., “I have enough time for myself”; 5 items), to outlook towards work (e.g., “I look forward to going to work,” “I have a feeling of belonging at work”; 5 items), and to social relationships and closeness (“I feel connected to my friends,” “I enjoy being with others at work,” “I feel close to my family”; 7 items).

Even though numerous validated scales of wellbeing exist, most address only partially the relational components identified as important to fathers, or focus only on life or work, but rarely both. For example, the Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (Chen et al., 2015) and its work counterpart (Olafsen et al., 2021) each comprise 24 items. Another example is the Work-related Basic Need Satisfaction scale (Van Den Broeck et al., 2010), which would need to be complemented by a scale addressing aspects of life. Using any of these or other pre-validated scales would have significantly lengthened the questionnaire, leading to more incomplete responses due to survey length. Accordingly, as described above, a relatively brief questionnaire was developed to address psychological needs satisfaction across both life and work.

All items were translated to Arabic, back-translated, then revised by a native Arabic speaker fluent in English. The initial survey distribution plan had participants selecting their preferred language. Still, after piloting the survey with a small number of Arabic-speaking Emirati fathers, they preferred to view questions in Arabic and English simultaneously, so this was implemented prior to survey distribution. In addition, these fathers provided feedback on non-validated items and adjustments were made accordingly.




2.4 Data analysis

Responses were examined, and of the initial responses, 122 participants completed all sections relevant to this study (the latter portions of the survey). The other participants responded to earlier portions of the questionnaire but stopped responding after one of the literacy-related sections (i.e., sections 3, 4, 5, 6). For the 122 participants, there was no consistent pattern of unanswered questions, other than two participants not responding to questions regarding literacy-supporting activities (section 6; one did not respond to any questions - questionnaire completion of 86%, and the other responded partially, with questionnaire completion of 90%). Three additional participants did not respond to the last two Direct Care questions or the Financial Responsibility questions of the FSES, which also constituted the last 6 questions of the questionnaire (89% questionnaire completion). Two participants completed 1/3 of the wellbeing items (different portions, 75% completion). All others responded to 94% or more of the questions, with more than half (63%) of the participants responding to all questions. Two questions pertaining to time spent interacting with children per day on (1) weekdays and on (2) weekends, seem to have been interpreted differently: many responded per day (e.g., 2 h), but others seem to have responded for the week/weekend overall (e.g., 30 h). Accordingly, values beyond 8 h per day were removed, but this eliminated almost half the responses, so time with children was not included in the analyses. The data for reading beliefs, literacy activities, the FSES, and the wellbeing scale (Being Well in Life and Work) did not meet assumptions of normality; appropriate tests and corrections were used and described below.

Analyses were carried out using Jamovi.2 For each of the scales, reliability analyses for each section/scale using Cronbach’s α were carried out, along with descriptive statistics. Within a given scale, repeated measures ANOVAs were run to compare levels across subscales; where assumptions were violated, a correction was used on the effects (Greenhouse–Geisser or Huynh-Feldt, according to the test value), and a Bonferroni correction on the post-hoc comparisons. The structural validity of the wellbeing scale in the present context was evaluated using Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA with Maximum Likelihood extraction and Oblimin rotation), internal consistency measures, and descriptive scale analyses. Convergent validity was tested by running Pearson correlations between the wellbeing scale and the FSES. To ascertain that all items contributed sufficiently to the literacy scales in this context, confirmatory factor analyses (CFAs) were run for each.

To assess father involvement in positive engagement, two generalized linear models were run to test the contribution of self-efficacy and wellbeing (subscales as independent variables) to the overall score of the positive engagement literacy activities, and also to the item regarding reading paper books, as it is a highly pertinent marker of engagement with children for language and literacy development. To assess the contribution of father self-efficacy to father wellbeing, a generalized linear model was run with the self-efficacy subscales as predictors of wellbeing. Generalized linear models were selected over regression models because the residuals were not normally distributed (p < 0.05 on the Shapiro–Wilk and Anderson-Darling tests), except for self-efficacy and literacy engagement.




3 Results

Below, is the structure of the wellbeing scale (Being Well in Life and Work - BWLW) in the fathering context of this study, followed by the results for each scale, and finally, the results of the generalized linear models to address the contributions of self-efficacy and wellbeing in father-child shared reading engagement.


3.1 Engagement in literacy development activities

As the study focuses on the positive engagement of fathers in children’s literacy development and its association with father wellbeing and self-efficacy, results of the positive engagement activities that support literacy are addressed here through CFA (item loading threshold of 0.5). Of the 8 items in this scale, 5 loaded, yielding good reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.80), so an overall mean score was based on these 5 items. Items and their loadings are shown in Table 1. The items that were removed for weak loadings, consisted of frequency of play (0.45), reading e-books or magazines (0.38), and enjoyment of reading with one’s child (0.42). The items, their means, and loadings are shown in Table 1, along with scale reliability. Mean frequency of engagement in activities that support literacy development (Figure 1A) was close to once a week at 2.82 ± 0.087, and reading paper books or magazines was slightly more frequent than a few times per month at 2.64 ± 0.11, with a wide range of frequencies.


TABLE 1 Engagement in activities that support literacy development.


	Engagement in literacy development activities (α = 0.80)
	Mean
	SD
	Item loading

 

 	Composite based on loading items 	2.82 	0.96 	NA


 	How often do you tell stories out loud with your child who is who is under the age of 6? - this does not include reading 	2.76 	1.24 	0.83


 	How often do you read paper books or magazines with your child who is under the age of 6? 	2.64 	1.36 	0.78


 	How often does your child (who is under 6) ask to be read to? 	2.98 	1.38 	0.71


 	How often do you sing or recite rhymes to your child who is under the age of 6? 	2.50 	1.43 	0.57


 	How much does your child who is under the age of 6 typically enjoy reading with you or looking at books or magazines together? 	3.24 	0.81 	0.52


 	How often do you play with your child who is under the age of 6? 	4.14 	0.92 	—


 	How often do you read books or magazines with your child (who is under 6) using electronic devices? 	2.20 	1.22 	—


 	How much do you typically enjoy reading with your child (who is under 6) or looking at books or magazines together? 	3.26 	0.65 	—





Items and their loadings.
 

[image: Bar graph with two panels; the top panel shows higher engagement in overall literacy activities than reading paper books, rated on a frequency scale from one to five. The bottom panel displays stronger agreement with supportive literacy beliefs compared to non-supportive beliefs, with error bars indicating variability in both panels.]

FIGURE 1
 Engagement in literacy activities and beliefs about reading. Means and standard error of the mean.




3.2 Beliefs about Reading

Parental beliefs about reading can be related to their engagement in literacy activities, and questions about beliefs were categorized as either supporting literacy and language development or not. Of the nine questions, eight loaded onto the model, with five reflecting supportive beliefs (used as a subscale score), and three non-supportive beliefs (used as a second subscale score). The item pertaining to reading favorites over and over did not load. Item categories, items, their means and loadings are shown in Table 2, along with scale reliability based on Cronbach’s α. The subscale of beliefs supportive of literacy yielded good reliability (α = 0.81), whereas the subscale of non-supportive beliefs did not (α = 0.58), and was not used in further analyses. Mean strength of beliefs about reading (Figure 1B) that are supportive of language and literacy development was near “agree” at 3.85 ± 0.09, and strength of beliefs that are not supportive were centered between “disagree a little” and “agree a little” at 2.46 ± 0.08. In addition, there was one significant but very weak (0.18) correlation with one aspect of wellbeing (Self) and is therefore not considered, and no significant correlations with any other aspect of wellbeing, self-efficacy, or with the overall engagement in literacy-development activities.


TABLE 2 Beliefs about literacy that are supportive or non-supportive of literacy development.


	Beliefs about literacy
	Mean
	SD
	Item Loading

 

 	Supportive of literacy development (α = 0.81) 	3.89 	0.38 	NA


 	It is good to allow your child under the age of 6 to “read” familiar books by retelling the story from memory using the pictures 	3.82 	0.50 	0.85


 	It is good to point to the print as you read with a child under the age of 6 	3.86 	0.42 	0.75


 	It is good to encourage a child under the age of 6 to discuss what is being read 	3.91 	0.36 	0.72


 	Parents should ask questions at the end of a story in order to check their children’s understanding 	3.79 	0.55 	0.69


 	It is important that children under the age of 6 see their parents reading 	3.85 	0.45 	0.67


 	It is good for a child under 6 to hear favorite stories read over and over again 	3.70 	0.67 	—


 	Non-supportive of literacy development (α = 0.58) 	2.56 	0.92 	NA


 	Schools should be primarily responsible for teaching children under the age of 6 to learn to read 	2.93 	1.14 	0.70


 	Children should be a certain age before they can begin to learn to read 	2.39 	1.14 	0.54


 	When reading a book to a child under 6, you should not encourage them to join in because it’s better if they listen without interrupting 	1.98 	1.16 	0.50





Means and standard deviations are shown for each item and composite subscale scores. Scale reliability is indicated by the Cronbach’s α value.
 



3.3 Self-efficacy

To evaluate fathering self-efficacy and its association with the wellbeing of fathers, The Fathering Self-Efficacy Scale (FSES) was used in the current context. It yielded excellent reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.918). The repeated measures ANOVA indicated an effect across subscales [F (1.64, 191.86) = 15.3, p < 0.001], and means out of 5 ± SE for each of the three subscales are shown in Figure 2. Levels were highest for Positive Engagement (4.14 ± 0.59) compared to Direct Care (3.79 ± 0.58; p < 0.001) and Financial Responsibility (3.85 ± 0.84; p < 0.001); the last two were similar to each other. The total mean was 4.02 (±0.53).
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FIGURE 2
 Levels of self-efficacy (a) on the Fathering Self-Efficacy Scale (Sevigny et al., 2016) and wellbeing (b) on the Being Well in Life and Work scale (developed here) for each of their subscales. Asterisks indicate significant differences with *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.




3.4 Wellbeing – the being well in life and work scale (BWLW)

Data were factorable with numerous stronger intercorrelations > 0.3, and no evidence of multicollinearity (no bivariate r’s > 0.80). Bartlett’s test of sphericity was significant at p < 0.001, and the sampling size was good as indicated by Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling adequacy of 0.85. The Parallel Analysis indicated 3 factors explaining 46.9% of the variance, and the Scree plot (Cattell, 1966) revealed plausible solutions at 3 and 4 factors. Extractions were tested on these numbers of factors; the pattern matrix with the interpretation that was clearest with the framework, included four factors, and the final solution is shown in Table 3. Of the 26 original items, five did not load at the 0.40 threshold (items 6, 11, 16, 23, 24, 26), and items 2 and 21 did not fit their co-loading factor items, so all these items were dropped from the solution. The solution consisted of 18 items, loading onto four theoretically consistent factors and explaining 59% of the variance. Overall, model fit measures indicated a good fit with an RMSEA of 0.058 (CI 0.028–0.08; RMSEA is considered good at < 0.06 and adequate at <0.08), a TLI of 0.93 (adequate at >0.90 and good at >0.95); the chi square was significant [χ2 (87) = 118, p = 0.014] but the χ2/df ratio remained under 2, which is considered good (Hu and Bentler, 1999).


TABLE 3 Final items and factor loadings of the Being Well in Life and Work (BWLW) questionnaire after removal of low-loading (<0.4) and non-loading items (full scale items are shown in the Appendix Table 1).


	#
	Item
	EFA loadings



	Self in context
	Social connectedness
	Life balance
	Work satisfaction

 

 	13 	I feel confident in my own abilities 	0.69 	 	 	


 	12 	I like facing challenges 	0.68 	 	 	


 	3 	I have enough energy 	0.63 	 	 	


 	14 	I feel comfortable in my daily activities 	0.58 	 	 	


 	15 	I am sure I can do all that I need to do 	0.55 	 	 	


 	22 	I am able to make my own decisions in life 	0.46 	 	 	


 	1 	I am happy 	0.43 	 	 	


 	4 	I get depressed (r) 	0.41 	 	 	


 	25 	I prefer doing things with others 	 	0.79 	 	


 	19 	I feel connected to my friends 	 	0.78 	 	


 	20 	I enjoy being with others at work 	 	0.59 	 	


 	18 	I find it easy to relate to other people 	 	0.49 	 	


 	9 	I have enough time for myself 	 	 	0.77 	


 	8 	I have a good work-life balance 	 	 	0.73 	


 	5 	I am comfortable with my life as it is 	 	 	0.45 	


 	10 	I look forward to going to work 	 	 	 	0.72


 	7 	I am satisfied with my career 	 	 	 	0.71


 	17 	I have a feeling of belonging at work 	 	 	 	0.64





This scale may be used by citing this article; for translations, please contact the corresponding author.
 

Scale correlations and convergence. Bivariate correlations are shown in Table 4. Correlations between the wellbeing subscales (bottom-right triangle) yielded positive associations ranging between 0.43 and 0.67 (all p < 0.001), with strong correlations between each of the subscales and the overall wellbeing score (total: mean across all items) of 0.75–0.92 (all p’s < 0.001). Correlations conducted between the FSES subscales and the Wellbeing subscales yielded positive associations ranging from 0.36 to 0.64 (all p’s < 0.001).


TABLE 4 Correlation matrix for the fathering self-efficacy subscales, the wellbeing subscales, and between the FSES and wellbeing subscales.


	Subscale
	SE - PE
	SE - DC
	SE - FR
	SE - total
	WB - Self
	WB - Social
	WB - Life balance
	WB - Work
	WB - total

 

 	SE - Positive engagement 	— 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	SE - Direct care 	0.60*** 	— 	 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	SE - Financial responsibility 	0.44*** 	0.39*** 	— 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	SE – total 	0.94*** 	0.73*** 	0.68*** 	— 	 	 	 	 	


 	WB – self 	0.64*** 	0.43*** 	0.41*** 	0.64*** 	— 	 	 	 	


 	WB - Social connection 	0.52*** 	0.41*** 	0.36*** 	0.55*** 	0.67*** 	— 	 	 	


 	WB - life balance 	0.48*** 	0.45*** 	0.41*** 	0.54*** 	0.60*** 	0.43*** 	— 	 	


 	WB – work 	0.49*** 	0.36*** 	0.38*** 	0.54*** 	0.61*** 	0.59*** 	0.52*** 	— 	


 	WB - total 	0.65*** 	0.49*** 	0.46*** 	0.68*** 	0.92*** 	0.82*** 	0.75*** 	0.80*** 	—





*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

SE, Self-Efficacy scale (the FSES; Sevigny et al., 2016); with PE, Positive Engagement; DC, Direct Care; FR, Financial Responsibility; WB, Wellbeing scale (the BWBLW), Self, Social Connectedness, Life Balance, Work Satisfaction.
 

Wellbeing levels are shown in Figure 2. The repeated measures ANOVA indicated an effect across subscales [F (1.72, 325.86) = 16.8, p < 0.001] and means out of 5 ± SE for each of the four wellbeing subscales indicated fathers being well with oneself (3.92 ± 0.06) and their sense of social connection (3.78 ± 0.08) were similarly (p = 0.07) near a lot of the time. The sense of life balance was lower at about half the time (3.26 ± 0.09, all p’s < 0.001). Work wellness (3.70 ± 0.09) was between about half the time and a lot of the time; its level was similar to that of social connection, lower than the sense of self-wellness (p = 0.02), but higher than life-balance (p = 0.004). The mean for wellbeing overall was 3.74 ± 0.06.



3.5 Positive engagement, self-efficacy, and wellbeing

To assess whether (1) self-efficacy and (2) wellbeing could predict either positive engagement literacy activities (total score) or reading with children, generalized linear model analyses indicate that self-efficacy but not wellbeing were associated. Specifically, self-efficacy on the FSES was supportive of the positive-engagement literacy score, with the model explaining 7.5% of the variance (R2 = 0.0754), through Financial Responsibility χ2(1) = 5.77, p = 0.016, but not Positive Engagement (p = 0.28) or Direct Care (p = 0.07). Parameter estimates indicate that Financial Responsibility had a positive effect on engagement in literacy development, B = 0.28, SE = 0.12, z = 2.40, p = 0.018, 95% CI [0.12, 0.45], whereas Positive Engagement and Direct Care were not (PE: B = 0.21, SE = 0.19, p = 0.281; DC: B = −0.36, SE = 0.20, p = 0.073). The same pattern of predictors was found for reading paper books or magazines with children, with the model explaining 8.1% of the variance (R2 = 0.081) through Financial Responsibility χ2(1) = 4.20, p = 0.04, but not through Positive Engagement (p = 0.11) or Direct Care (p = 0.26). Financial Responsibility had a positive effect on engagement in literacy development, B = 0.34, SE = 0.16, z = 2.05, p = 0.043, 95% CI [0.2, 0.65], whereas Positive Engagement and Direct Care did not (all p > 0.1). Wellbeing was not predictive of engagement in literacy activities (total score) or in reading with children (all p’s > 0.1).

Self-efficacy subscales of the FSES predicted wellbeing with the model explaining 46.2% of the variance (R2 = 0.462) through Positive Engagement [χ2(1) = 30.74, p < 0.001] and Financial Responsibility [χ2(1) = 6.90, p = 0.009], but not Direct Care (p > 0.1). Parameter estimate effects on wellbeing were positive for the FSES’ Positive Engagement (B = 0.60, SE = 0.11, z = 5.54, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.39, 0.80]) and Financial Responsibility (B = 0.17, SE = 0.07, z = 2.63, p = 0.010, 95% CI [0.04, 0.29]).




4 Discussion

The purpose of this study was to address the wellbeing of fathers through their engagement in literacy activities with their children, their beliefs about reading, and their fathering self-efficacy, and to develop a wellbeing tool. The wellbeing tool, Being Well in Life and Work, incorporated cognitive and affective satisfaction (Diener et al., 1999, 2018) of the three core psychological needs, in terms of one’s sense of competence, autonomy, and belonging (Ryan and Deci, 2000, 2017) across aspects of life and work that are relevant to fathers as individuals. The fathering self-efficacy scale (FSES) consists of three subscales: Positive Engagement with children, Direct Care of children, and indirect care through Financial Responsibility (Sevigny et al., 2016).


4.1 Wellbeing questionnaire – being well in life and work (BWLW)

One of the subgoals of the present study was to evaluate a wellbeing questionnaire relevant to fathers as individuals. Results from the Exploratory Factor Analyses (EFA) yielded a four-factor structure across 18 items: a sense of Self, a sense of Social Connectedness, a sense of Life-Balance, and a sense of Work Satisfaction. The sense of Self incorporated items related to personal feelings including affective understanding (except for #2 “I easily get stressed”), items underlain by competence (except #16 “I find it easy to complete my work”), and an item based on autonomy regarding being able to make our own decisions in life. This suggests that for fathers, overall affect, competence, and the ability to make life decisions (autonomy) come together in their sense of self, and that the satisfaction of competence is prominent for father wellbeing. This is consistent with the associations between wellbeing and fathering self-efficacy in the present work, and in previous findings of father self-efficacy and the satisfaction of basic psychological needs (Bouchard et al., 2007; Fortin, 2023). Congruently, the items addressing stress and work completion did not load, likely because of their situational occurrence (i.e., stress is frequently elicited by external factors, as are work tasks), and while external factors, including stress, can affect wellbeing (e.g., Wong et al., 2021), they do not seem associated with fathers’ personal feelings of themselves. Having a balanced life (Life-Balance) was associated with cognitive aspects of wellbeing involving autonomy fulfillment, such as comfort with life, having enough time for oneself, and feelings of work-life balance. This autonomy-related pattern was interesting, because, of the other items more directly associated with autonomy, only two loaded onto other parts of the scale. The pattern of one item loading “I prefer doing things with others” with another not loading “I prefer to do things independently” (item 26), could have been associated with dependence and lesser autonomy. However, the interpretation is more likely related to feelings of connection with others (relatedness), reflecting the local culture of knowledge sharing (Rao et al., 2022) and moderate collectivism in the UAE (Pelham et al., 2022). The other two autonomy-associated items pertaining to decisions about activities in daily life and at work, did not load, which is coherent with the items on stress and work-completion not loading; fathers likely view these elements to be external to their understandings of themselves or their sense of balance. The pattern of loadings for Social Connectedness involved relationships with others across life and work, consistent with the importance of social support to the wellbeing of fathers (e.g., Nelson et al., 2014) and of warm relationships to the satisfaction of psychological needs (Deci and Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan and Deci, 2000, 2017). However, somewhat surprisingly, feeling close to one’s family did not load; closeness with family can involve feeling connected, but can also carry a sense of responsibility or duty through fathers’ sense of family provision (Sevigny et al., 2016), and accordingly, this item was not associated with the other items of the construct, which carried stronger links to mutual relationships. Work Satisfaction encompassed items associated with cognitive evaluation such as career satisfaction, and with a sense of belonging at work, consistent with previous findings of wellbeing at work (Olafsen et al., 2021). Confirmatory factor analysis could not be run due to sample limitations, but the structure obtained here was consistent with the fathering self-efficacy scale – FSES (convergent validity) and explained almost 60% of the variance (ideals are between 60% and 70%). Considering the extensive cultural diversity across the numerous nationalities and backgrounds in this sample, with varying cultures and contexts, this percentage of explained variance is relatively robust. The structure of the questionnaire needs to be reaffirmed through confirmatory factor analysis with larger samples and across other contexts, but the preliminary structure is likely to apply more widely given the cultural diversity of the present sample, with varieties of English, Arabic, and other languages. This is consistent with previous reports that satisfaction of the three core psychological needs feeds into positive functioning across dimensions of wellbeing and cultures (e.g., Chen et al., 2015, Disabato et al., 2016; Martela and Sheldon, 2019). In addition, an analysis of wellbeing in the UAE defined through life satisfaction (based on Gallup data spanning 10 years), showed an overall life satisfaction evaluation of 70% of their scale (Lambert et al., 2020), which is comparable to the overall wellbeing of fathers in the present study at 75% of our BWLW scale.



4.2 Father wellbeing and self-efficacy

As father wellbeing can be associated with fathering self-efficacy, these were evaluated, and findings indicate that the overall wellbeing of fathers and their fathering self-efficacy were relatively high. Fathering self-efficacy was highest for positive engagement activities with children, followed by slightly lower levels of direct and indirect care via financial responsibility. In terms of wellbeing, perceived self-wellness and social connectedness were highest, with slightly lower work wellness, and the sense of life balance was lowest. The wellbeing of fathers was supported by fathering self-efficacy, mainly by Positive Engagement and to a lesser extent by Financial Responsibility, but not by self-efficacy in Direct Care of children.

This is consistent with previous work indicating that increased involvement in direct care and household chores could be associated with decreased psychological health (Blair and Hardesty, 1994), whereas aspects of fulfillment of indirect care, such as financial responsibility, are important to fathers (Pleck, 2010; Sevigny et al., 2016). Findings from large-scale analyses of the wellbeing of individuals in the region, shows wellbeing associated with income and with positive engagements in life, such as donating (Lambert et al., 2020), which can be considered a form of indirect care (to society), and which suggests that fathers may value indirect care for their children and more widely. In terms of aspects of wellbeing, the perceived sense of self-wellness and social connectedness were highest for fathers, with slightly lower work wellness, and the lowest was the sense of life-balance, which comprised items such as “I have enough time for myself”. Finding that the sense of social connection in wellbeing was high, is also consistent with the large-scale work in the local context (Lambert et al., 2020). For fathers, work on the benefits of social support for father psychological wellness (Nelson et al., 2014) and for father self-efficacy and involvement with children (Bakermans-Kranenburg, 2022; Fortin, 2023), has focused on social support from the co-parent, but we highlight here that a sense of social connectedness through reciprocal relationships with friends, work, and general relatedness, seems to contribute to father wellbeing. Supporting fathers with what is relevant to them is consistent with fathers expressing the need for father-specific support (Gaynor et al., 2024) and from the lasting benefits of father-targeted training (Hearn et al., 2020; Clarkson and Hearn, 2021).



4.3 Literacy engagement, father wellbeing and self-efficacy


4.3.1 Literacy engagement

In addressing the contribution of fathering self-efficacy and wellbeing to literacy development, father engagement in literacy development activities were examined. The frequency of engagement in literacy-supporting activities was relatively low, averaging a few times per month, and yet the range was broad, as it was for beliefs, suggesting a large diversity in home reading practices. This broad range of engagement frequency in literacy practices could be due to a variety of factors beyond the current scope, but one aspect to consider is that fathers appreciate resources suited to them (Gaynor et al., 2024). For example, our previous findings on shared-reading workshops with fathers indicated that fathers frequently did not know what to read with their children and appreciated relevant suggestions for children’s books, as well as father-specific shared reading interactions (Gallagher et al., 2025). In addition, in the present sample, three items did not load on the scale assessing engagement in activities that support literacy development. One item addressed reading on electronic devices, one addressed the frequency of play, and the last addressed fathers’ enjoyment of reading with their child. The item on reading paper books or magazines loaded, but not reading books or magazines on devices, suggesting that fathers may not view devices as associated with reading. This is consistent with recent findings that many parents who engage in shared reading with their young children do not do so digitally because of concerns about screen time limits, and because they associate screen time with children’s unsupervised device use; father–mother comparisons were not conducted (Nicholas and Paatsch, 2024). In the present sample, fathers reported engaging in play with their children regularly (more than several times per week), which was significantly higher than engagement in any of the literacy activities, but play did not load with these activities. It appears that play is not understood as contributing to literacy development among fathers in this sample, similar to mothers in the UAE (no known work on fathers) not viewing play as associated with learning (Al-Qinneh and Abu-Ayyash, 2022), even though play is valued by parents in the region (Foulds, 2023), including the fathers here, who reported frequently playing with their children. This suggests that father-targeted resources and interventions should include elements on the nature and depth of play, and its importance for children’s learning and development. In addition, given the relatively low frequency of engagement in literacy-supporting activities, father interventions could incorporate these activities into father-child play. Children’s enjoyment loaded on the scale, while fathers’ own enjoyment did not, even though they were rated similarly. A plausible explanation is that fathers do not view their own enjoyment as associated with their children’s literacy development, and that engagement in literacy-supporting activities may be something they do for their child’s learning rather than meaning-making with their child. This echoes findings from fathers participating in shared reading workshops, in which fathers viewed shared reading as an advantage for language development, positioning it as an investment in their children rather than leisure (Gallagher et al., 2025). This does not mean that fathers do not value enjoyment with their children, findings here and elsewhere indicate that they do (e.g., Swain et al., 2017; Dillon et al., 2024; Gallagher et al., 2025) but rather, that they do not associate their own enjoyment with their children’s learning or literacy development.



4.3.2 Literacy engagement and father self-efficacy

Father engagement in activities that support literacy development, including reading paper books, was predicted by self-efficacy through Financial Responsibility, but not by any aspects of wellbeing. This pattern appears to reflect that financial provision is a central aspect of paternal responsibility (or dimension of father commitment) across many cultural groups in the UAE, including Emirati and expatriate fathers working and residing in the country. As a result, perceived financial responsibility and capability of fathers serve as a proxy for breadwinner identity or socioeconomic status, which enables the provision of literacy resources and structured learning opportunities (= literacy engagement). Drawing on father responses and engagement during workshops (Gallagher et al., 2025), reading with children seems to be a social investment in children’s future success. This idea is consistent with fathers considering their own enjoyment separate from literacy engagement with their child, which could also explain our finding that father wellbeing did not predict literacy engagement. However, in our previous findings, fathers who participated in shared-reading workshops described positive experiences, such as enjoyment, bonding, and closeness during shared reading (Gallagher et al., 2025), which continued during shared reading at home (Dillon et al., 2024). In addition, the present work’s correlation between Positive Engagement (FSES) and father wellbeing indicates that relational and affective qualities, such as those of shared book reading are associated with father wellbeing. The pattern of wellbeing not predicting literacy engagement could arise from fathers’ infrequent engagement in activities that support children’s literacy development (a few times per month), which was not sufficient to support a connection, especially given the concurrent broad range of engagement frequency. Together, these facets suggest that the infrequent engagement of fathers in activities supportive of literacy development can be addressed through specific father-targeted interventions tied to play, as fathers reported playing with their children more than several times per week. In addition, the levels of education and employment were relatively high in the present sample, which could limit our findings; however, most items pertaining to language and literacy development displayed a very broad range of engagement practices and beliefs. The range of beliefs was so wide, that none were associated with any aspect of self-efficacy. This suggests that, despite limitations arising from most participants being employed or well educated, the extensive cultural and linguistic diversity may allow for greater relevance to other contexts.

The effect of self-efficacy on literacy engagement was small, so other factors not included in the model, such as father-relevant resources or family practice diversity as discussed above, could play a role. However, the finding that self-efficacy in Financial Responsibility was significant in predicting literacy engagement is meaningful, because it suggests that a father’s sense of family provision (a form of indirect care) is supportive of direct engagement, here literacy-supporting activities that are beneficial to the child. This is consistent with indirect care being important to fathers (Pleck, 2010; Sevigny et al., 2016), as is the still-relevant sense of provision (Lamb, 2000; Christiansen and Palkovitz, 2001) despite a shift towards more involved father practices (Dermott and Miller, 2015), and supports the notion that fulfillment of the psychological needs of fathers (here self-efficacy) contributes to their involvement (Bouchard et al., 2007; Fortin, 2023). Interestingly, fathers’ perceived energy in engaging with their children’s schooling is associated with improvements in their self-efficacy, regardless of long working hours, which are usually considered a barrier (Bi et al., 2021). Together with our findings, this suggests that a father’s perceived self-efficacy, through indirect care, can influence the quality of father-child literacy interactions and development, with wider implications for considering work environments that are supportive of fathers.

Interestingly, while beliefs about literacy were not associated with father engagement in literacy development activities, father self-efficacy, nor father wellbeing, the concurrent notion of fathers seeming to engage “for” their child rather than “with”, points to a plausible need for fathers to develop a deeper, intentional, appreciation of their child’s thinking or mind (Mind-Mindedness3; Meins, 1997, Meins, 2013). This suggestion is further supported by the father-perceived dissociation between their own enjoyment and that of their children when reading; even though fathers are sensitive to their child’s internal state (recognizing enjoyment), they do not seem to connect it to their own, perhaps because of a focus on child needs rather on the child as an individual (Meins, 1997, Meins, 2013) with sophisticated thinking. However, given our previous findings that after participation in a shared reading workshop, fathers reading with their child did describe enjoyment, bonding, and closeness (Dillon et al., 2024; Gallagher et al., 2025), the present work’s association between the positive engagement of fathers and their wellbeing, and the frequency of father engagement in play, suggests that shared reading and play, could be a means by which fathers can be intentionally (Dennett, 1989; Meins, 2013) attuned with their child.





5 Conclusion

The integration of sophisticated aspects of fathering, including father wellbeing and its interaction with children, suggests that reading with children is a positive interaction that could benefit both the father and the child. Of particular interest are the importance fathers place on indirect care, its association with direct engagement in literacy-supporting activities, and the benefits of father-specific resources, suggesting the necessity of scaling parenting interventions to target fathers specifically with approaches relevant to them, such as incorporating play with literacy. Finally, in considering the wellbeing of fathers themselves, opportunities for self-efficacy through social connectedness and positive engagement can support their wellbeing.



Data availability statement

The raw data supporting the conclusions of this article will be made available by the authors, without undue reservation.



Ethics statement

The studies involving humans were approved by Institutional Review Board of Emirates College for Advanced Education. The studies were conducted in accordance with the local legislation and institutional requirements. The participants provided their written informed consent to participate in this study.



Author contributions

CH: Conceptualization, Data curation, Formal analysis, Methodology, Resources, Writing – original draft, Writing – review & editing. AD: Conceptualization, Methodology, Resources, Writing – review & editing. KG: Conceptualization, Funding acquisition, Methodology, Project administration, Resources, Writing – review & editing. SS: Conceptualization, Methodology, Resources, Writing – review & editing.



Funding

The author(s) declared that financial support was received for this work and/or its publication. This research was funded by the Abu Dhabi Early Childhood Authority, grant number ECA2022/094, which also covers the APC.


Acknowledgments

We would like to thank the fathers who took the time to complete the survey.



Conflict of interest

The author(s) declared that this work was conducted in the absence of any commercial or financial relationships that could be construed as a potential conflict of interest.



Generative AI statement

The author(s) declared that Generative AI was not used in the creation of this manuscript.

Any alternative text (alt text) provided alongside figures in this article has been generated by Frontiers with the support of artificial intelligence and reasonable efforts have been made to ensure accuracy, including review by the authors wherever possible. If you identify any issues, please contact us.



Publisher’s note

All claims expressed in this article are solely those of the authors and do not necessarily represent those of their affiliated organizations, or those of the publisher, the editors and the reviewers. Any product that may be evaluated in this article, or claim that may be made by its manufacturer, is not guaranteed or endorsed by the publisher.



Footnotes

1   https://www.qualtrics.com

2   https://www.jamovi.org/

3   We would like to thank a reviewer for suggesting to look into mind-mindedness in this context.



References
	 Allport,B. S., Johnson,S., Aqil,A., Labrique,A. B., Nelson,T., Kc,A., et al. (2018). Promoting father involvement for child and family health. Acad. Pediatr. 18, 746–753. doi: 10.1016/j.acap.2018.03.011, 
	 Al-Qinneh,D., and Abu-Ayyash,E. A. S. (2022). The play-based behaviours of emirati preschool children: cultural perspective into early childhood education. Child Care Pract. 28, 394–410. doi: 10.1080/13575279.2020.1816531
	 Bakermans-Kranenburg,M. J. (2022). Research on fathers: pathways to coming of age. Early Child Res. Q. 60, 332–333. doi: 10.1016/j.ecresq.2022.03.006
	 Bandura,A. (1982). Self-efficacy mechanism in human agency. Am. Psychol. 37, 122–147. doi: 10.1037/0003-066X.37.2.122
	 Bandura,A., Caprara,G. V., Barbaranelli,C., Regalia,C., and Scabini,E. (2011). Impact of family efficacy beliefs on quality of family functioning and satisfaction with family life. Appl. Psychol. 60, 421–448. doi: 10.1111/j.1464-0597.2010.00442.x
	 Bi,T., Zhang,T., He,S., Guo,X., Liu,C., Liu,X., et al. (2021). Trajectories of paternal self-efficacy for educational involvement in late childhood: effects of fathers’ time and energy. J. Fam. Psychol. 35, 1171–1180. doi: 10.1037/fam0000840, 
	 Blair,S. L., and Hardesty,C. (1994). Paternal involvement and the well-being of fathers and mothers of young children. J. Men’s Stud. 3, 49–68. doi: 10.1177/106082659400300103
	 Bouchard,G., Lee,C., Asgary,V., and Pelletier,L. (2007). Fathers’ motivation for involvement with their children: a self-determination theory perspective. Fathering: A Journal of Theory, Research, and Practice about Men as Fathers 5, 25–41. doi: 10.3149/fth.0501.25
	 Cabrera,N. J., Volling,B. L., and Barr,R. (2018). Fathers are parents, too! Widening the lens on parenting for children’s development. Child Dev. Perspect. 12, 152–157. doi: 10.1111/cdep.12275
	 Cattell,R. B. (1966). The scree test for the number of factors. Multivar. Behav. Res. 1, 245–276. doi: 10.1207/s15327906mbr0102_10, 
	 Chen,B., Vansteenkiste,M., Beyers,W., Boone,L., Deci,E. L., der Van Kaap-Dee,J., et al. (2015). Basic psychological need satisfaction, need frustration, and need strength across four cultures. Motiv. Emot. 39, 216–236. doi: 10.1007/s11031-014-9450-1
	 Christiansen,S. L., and Palkovitz,R. (2001). Why the “good provider” role still matters: providing as a form of paternal involvement. J. Fam. Issues 22, 84–106. doi: 10.1177/019251301022001004
	 Clarkson,G., and Hearn,G. (2021). Former neonatal intensive care unit fathers’ involvement 4 years later: a qualitative study. J. Pediatr. Nurs. 60, 31–39. doi: 10.1016/j.pedn.2021.02.004, 
	 Cutler,L. (2023). Parents’ physically performative behaviors during shared book reading: a comparison of mothers and fathers. Early Child Res. Q. 64, 129–138. doi: 10.1016/j.ecresq.2023.02.009
	 Cutler,L., and Palkovitz,R. (2020). Fathers’ shared book reading experiences: common behaviors, frequency, predictive factors, and developmental outcomes. Marriage Fam. Rev. 56, 144–173. doi: 10.1080/01494929.2019.1683119
	 Deci,E. L., and Ryan,R. M. (1985). Intrinsic motivation and self-determination in human behavior. Boston, MA: Springer.
	 Deci,E. L., and Ryan,R. M. (2000). The “what” and “why” of goal pursuits: human needs and the self-determination of behavior. Psychol. Inq. 11, 227–268. doi: 10.1207/S15327965PLI1104_01
	 Dennett,D. C. (1989). The intentional stance. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
	 Dermott,E., and Miller,T. (2015). More than the sum of its parts? Contemporary fatherhood policy, practice and discourse. Fam. Relat. Soc. 4, 183–195. doi: 10.1332/204674315X14212269138324
	 Diener,E., Oishi,S., and Tay,L. (2018). Advances in subjective well-being research. Nat. Hum. Behav. 2, 253–260. doi: 10.1038/s41562-018-0307-6, 
	 Diener,E., Suh,E. M., Lucas,R. E., and Smith,H. L. (1999). Subjective well-being: three decades of progress. Psychol. Bull. 125, 276–302. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.125.2.276
	 Dillon,A. M., Gallagher,K., Saqr,S., Habak,C., and AlRamamneh,Y. (2024). The joy of reading–Emirati fathers’ insights into shared reading with young children in a multilingual context. J. Multiling. Multicult. Dev. 46, 1640–1653. doi: 10.1080/01434632.2024.2413149
	 Ehrenberg,M. F., Gearing-Small,M., Hunter,M. A., and Small,B. J. (2001). Childcare task division and shared parenting attitudes in dual-earner families with young children*. Fam. Relat. 50, 143–153. doi: 10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00143.x
	 Fortin,S. (2023). L’engagement paternel: contributions des besoins psychologiques fondamentaux et du soutien social. Available online at: https://corpus.ulaval.ca/entities/publication/46ede7a3-1b27-472a-97ee-c58af6382d9b
	 Foulds,K. (2023). Playful perceptions: the role of and barriers to play for parents of young children in diverse global contexts. Int. J. Play 12, 206–223. doi: 10.1080/21594937.2022.2156040
	 Gaillot,E., and Wendland,J. (2024). Links between perceived social support, sense of parental efficacy and postpartum paternal depression. Ann. Med. Psychol. (Paris) 182, 226–232. doi: 10.1016/j.amp.2023.03.002
	 Gallagher,K., Dillon,A. M., Habak,C., Saqr,S., and AlRamamneh,Y. (2025). The affordances and constraints of supporting father-child shared reading in the multilingual emirates. Language 10:39. doi: 10.3390/languages10030039
	 Garfield,C. F., Duncan,G., Rutsohn,J., McDade,T. W., Adam,E. K., Coley,R. L., et al. (2014). A longitudinal study of paternal mental health during transition to fatherhood as young adults. Pediatrics 133, 836–843. doi: 10.1542/peds.2013-3262, 
	 Gaynor,M., Wynter,K., Hesketh,K. D., Love,P., and Laws,R. (2024). Fathers’ perceived role, self-efficacy and support needs in promoting positive nutrition and physical activity in the first 2000 days of life: a mixed methods study. Int. J. Behav. Nutr. Phys. Act. 21:23. doi: 10.1186/s12966-024-01575-w, 
	 Hearn,G., Clarkson,G., and Day,M. (2020). The role of the NICU in father involvement, beliefs, and confidence: a follow-up qualitative study. Adv. Neonatal Care 20, 80–89. doi: 10.1097/ANC.0000000000000665, 
	 Hu,L., and Bentler,P. M. (1999). Cutoff criteria for fit indexes in covariance structure analysis: conventional criteria versus new alternatives. Struct. Equ. Model. 6, 1–55. doi: 10.1080/10705519909540118
	 Kesebonye,W. M., and Amone-P’Olak,K. (2021). The influence of father involvement during childhood on the emotional well-being of young adult offspring: a cross-sectional survey of students at a university in Botswana. S. Afr. J. Psychol. 51, 383–395. doi: 10.1177/0081246320962718
	 Lamb,M. E. (2000). The history of research on father involvement: an overview. Marriage Fam. Rev. 29, 23–42. doi: 10.1300/J002v29n02_03
	 Lamb,M. E., and Oppenheim,D. (1989). “Fatherhood and father-child relationships” in Fathers and their families. eds. S. H. Cath, A. Gurwitt, and L. Gunsberg (Hillsdale, NJ: The Analytic Press).
	 Lamb,M. E., Pleck,J. H., Charnov,E. L., and Levine,J. A. (1987). “A biosocial perspective on paternal behavior and involvement” in Parenting across the life span. eds. J. B. Lancaster, J. Altmann, A. S. Rossi, and L. R. Sherrod (London: Routledge), 111–142.
	 Lambert,L., Karabchuk,T., and Joshanloo,M. (2020). Predictors of life satisfaction in the United Arab Emirates: results based on Gallup data. Curr. Psychol. 41, 3827–3841. doi: 10.1007/s12144-020-00873-3
	 Lewis,S. N., West,A. F., Stein,A., Malmberg,L.-E., Bethell,K., Barnes,J., et al. (2009). A comparison of father-infant interaction between primary and non-primary care giving fathers. Child Care Health Dev. 35, 199–207. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2214.2008.00913.x, 
	 Mallette,J. K., O’Neal,C. W., Winkelman Richardson,E., and Mancini,J. A. (2021). When fathers are involved: examining relational and psychosocial health among military families. Fam. Process 60, 602–622. doi: 10.1111/famp.12566
	 Mangiavacchi,L., Piccoli,L., and Pieroni,L. (2021). Fathers matter: Intrahousehold responsibilities and children’s wellbeing during the COVID-19 lockdown in Italy. Econ. Hum. Biol. 42:101016. doi: 10.1016/j.ehb.2021.101016, 
	 McWayne,C., Downer,J. T., Campos,R., and Harris,R. D. (2013). Father involvement during early childhood and its association with children’s early learning: a meta-analysis. Early Educ. Dev. 24, 898–922. doi: 10.1080/10409289.2013.746932
	 Meins,E. (2013). Security of attachment and the social development of cognition. London: Psychology Press doi: 10.4324/9780203775912.
	 Ndzi,E. G., and Holmes,A. (2024). The impact of inaccessibility to information and support on paternal mental health. J. Mens Health. 20, 57–67. doi: 10.22514/jomh.2024.071
	 Nelson,S. K., Kushlev,K., English,T., Dunn,E. W., and Lyubomirsky,S. (2013). In defense of parenthood: children are associated with more joy than misery. Psychol. Sci. 24, 3–10. doi: 10.1177/0956797612447798, 
	 Nelson,S. K., Kushlev,K., and Lyubomirsky,S. (2014). The pains and pleasures of parenting: when, why, and how is parenthood associated with more or less well-being? Psychol. Bull. 140, 846–895. doi: 10.1037/a0035444, 
	 Nelson-Coffey,S. K., Killingsworth,M., Layous,K., Cole,S. W., and Lyubomirsky,S. (2019). Parenthood is associated with greater well-being for fathers than mothers. Personal. Soc. Psychol. Bull. 45, 1378–1390. doi: 10.1177/0146167219829174, 
	 Nicholas,M., and Paatsch,L. (2024). The shared reading of digital storybooks with young children: parents’ perspectives. Res. Pap. Educ. 39, 650–667. doi: 10.1080/02671522.2023.2205411
	 Norman,H., and Davies,J. (2023). What a difference a dad makes: paternal involvement and its effects on children’s education (PIECE) study. Leeds: University of Leeds.
	 Olafsen,A. H., Halvari,H., and Frølund,C. W. (2021). The basic psychological need satisfaction and need frustration at work scale: a validation study. Front. Psychol. 12:697306. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2021.697306, 
	 Ortiz,R. W. (2000). The many faces of learning to read: the role of fathers in helping their children to develop early literacy skills. Multicult. Perspect. 2, 10–17. doi: 10.1207/S15327892MCP0202_3
	 Palkovitz,R. (2019). Expanding our focus from father–child relationship quality. J. Fam. Theory Rev. 11, 576–591. doi: 10.1111/jftr.12352
	 Pelham,B., Hardin,C., Murray,D., Shimizu,M., and Vandello,J. (2022). A truly global, non-WEIRD examination of collectivism: the global collectivism index (GCI). Curr. Res. Ecol. Soc. Psychol. 3:100030. doi: 10.1016/j.cresp.2021.100030
	 Pleck,J. H. (2010). “Revised conceptualization and theoretical linkages with child outcomes” in The role of the father in child development. ed. M. E. Lamb (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons).
	 Rao,S., Abdul,W. K., and Kamel,Y. (2022). Empirical investigation on the effects of culture on knowledge sharing and organization citizenship behaviour: study from UAE. Knowl. Manag. Res. Pract. 20, 381–393. doi: 10.1080/14778238.2021.1895687
	 Rowe,M. L., Leech,K. A., and Cabrera,N. (2017). Going beyond input quantity: wh-questions matter for toddlers’ language and cognitive development. Cogn. Sci. 41 Suppl 1, 162–179. doi: 10.1111/cogs.12349, 
	 Ryan,R. M., and Deci,E. L. (2000). Self-determination theory and the facilitation of intrinsic motivation, social development, and well-being. Am. Psychol. 55, 68–78. doi: 10.1037//0003-066x.55.1.68, 
	 Ryan,R. M., and Deci,E. L. (2017). Self-determination theory: basic psychological needs in motivation, development, and wellness. New York, NY: Guilford Publications.
	 Sarkadi,A., Kristiansson,R., Oberklaid,F., and Bremberg,S. (2008). Fathers’ involvement and children’s developmental outcomes: a systematic review of longitudinal studies. Acta Paediatr. 97, 153–158. doi: 10.1111/j.1651-2227.2007.00572.x, 
	 Schapira,R., and Aram,D. (2020). Shared book reading at home and preschoolers’ socio-emotional competence. Early Educ. Dev. 31, 819–837. doi: 10.1080/10409289.2019.1692624
	 Schoppe-Sullivan,S. J., Donithen,R. W., Lee,J., Simon,L. T., and Wang,J. (2021). The best and worst of times: predictors of new fathers’ parenting satisfaction and stress. Advers. Resil. Sci. 2, 71–83. doi: 10.1007/s42844-021-00032-y, 
	 Sevigny,P. R., and Loutzenhiser,L. (2010). Predictors of parenting self-efficacy in mothers and fathers of toddlers. Child Care Health Dev. 36, 179–189. doi: 10.1111/j.1365-2214.2009.00980.x, 
	 Sevigny,P. R., Loutzenhiser,L., and McAuslan,P. (2016). Development and validation of the fathering self-efficacy scale. Psychol. Men Masculinity 17, 92–102. doi: 10.1037/a0039659
	 Sun,Y.-J., Sahakian,B. J., Langley,C., Yang,A., Jiang,Y., Kang,J., et al. (2024). Early-initiated childhood reading for pleasure: associations with better cognitive performance, mental well-being and brain structure in young adolescence. Psychol. Med. 54, 359–373. doi: 10.1017/S0033291723001381, 
	 Swain,J., Cara,O., and Mallows,D. (2017). ‘We occasionally miss a bath but we never miss stories’: fathers reading to their young children in the home setting. J. Early Child. Lit. 17, 176–202. doi: 10.1177/1468798415626635
	 Van Den Broeck,A., Vansteenkiste,M., De Witte,H., Soenens,B., and Lens,W. (2010). Capturing autonomy, competence, and relatedness at work: construction and initial validation of the work-related basic need satisfaction scale. J. Occup. Organ. Psychol. 83, 981–1002. doi: 10.1348/096317909X481382
	 Varghese,C., and Wachen,J. (2016). The determinants of father involvement and connections to children’s literacy and language outcomes: review of the literature. Marriage Fam. Rev. 52, 331–359. doi: 10.1080/01494929.2015.1099587
	 Volling,B. L., and Palkovitz,R. (2021). Fathering: new perspectives, paradigms, and possibilities. Psychol. Men Masculinities 22, 427–432. doi: 10.1037/men0000354
	 Wang,D., Su,M., and Zheng,Y. (2023). An empirical study on the reading response to picture books of children aged 5–6. Front. Psychol. 14:1099875. doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2023.1099875, 
	 Whitney,S. D., Prewett,S., Wang,Z., and Chen,H. (2018). Fathers’ importance in adolescents’ academic achievement. Int. J. Child Youth Fam. Stud. 8:101. doi: 10.18357/ijcyfs83/4201718073
	 Wong,K. P., Lee,F. C. H., Teh,P.-L., and Chan,A. H. S. (2021). The interplay of socioecological determinants of work–life balance, subjective wellbeing and employee wellbeing. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 18:4525. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18094525
	 Yogman,M., and Garfield,C. F., Committee on psychosocial aspects of child and family health (2016). Fathers’ roles in the care and development of their children: the role of pediatricians. Pediatrics 138:e20161128. doi: 10.1542/peds.2016-1128, 
	 Younis,A., Julaidan,G., Alsuwaylimi,R., Almajed,B., AlShammari,R., AlFirm,R., et al. (2024). Prevalence of paternal prenatal depression and its associated factors in Saudi Arabia. Risk Manag. Healthc. Policy 17, 1083–1092. doi: 10.2147/rmhp.s454926



Appendix


TABLE A1 Initial scale items and their connection to dimensions of wellbeing according to the three psychological needs (feelings of competence, autonomy, and relatedness) (Deci and Ryan, 1985; Ryan and Deci, 2000, 2017) and life satisfaction in terms of affective-cognitive tone (Diener et al., 2018, 1999) are indicated in the last column.


	
	Item
	Category
	Main psychological need and satisfaction (affective/cognitive)

 

 	1 	I am happy 	Self 	Affective


 	2 	I easily get stressed (r) 	Self


 	3 	I have enough energy 	Self


 	4 	I get depressed (r) 	Self


 	5 	I am comfortable with my life as it is 	Life 	Cognitive (autonomy)


 	6 	I am satisfied with my life 	Life


 	7 	I am satisfied with my career 	Work


 	8 	I have a good work-life balance 	Life


 	9 	I have enough time for myself 	Life


 	10 	I look forward to going to work 	Work


 	11 	I look forward to going home 	Home


 	12 	I like facing challenges 	Self 	Competence


 	13 	I feel confident in my own abilities 	Self


 	14 	I feel comfortable in my daily activities 	Self


 	15 	I am sure I can do all that I need to do 	Self


 	16 	I find it easy to complete my work 	Work


 	17 	I have a feeling of belonging at work 	Social/Work 	Relatedness


 	18 	I find it easy to relate to other people 	Social


 	19 	I feel connected to my friends 	Social


 	20 	I enjoy being with others at work 	Social


 	21 	I feel close to my family 	Social


 	22 	I am able to make my own decisions in life 	Self 	Autonomy


 	23 	I am able to make decisions about my daily activities 	Life


 	24 	I like being able to make my own decisions at work 	Work


 	25 	I prefer doing things with others 	Social


 	26 	I prefer doing things independently 	Social
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Excerpt (20) Child:  mama
mom (Rus)
“Mom”

Child: mozno [name] H nami * ikeju
Moo c HaMH B MKelo
can.IMPERS with (Rus)  1PL-INS(Rus) o (Rus) ~ Ikea-ACC
(Rus)

“Can [name] come with us to Tkea????”

Parent: ty do skol’ki tebja zabirat’
Tt 10 cKOBKI Tebs 3aBupats
2SG.NOM until (Rus)  how.much-GEN 28G-ACC pick.up-INF (Rus)
(Rus) (Rus) (Rus)

“Until when are you there? Shall T pick you up?”

Child: ja V1520
s B15.20
1SG.NOM (Rus) in (Rus) 15.20
‘I'mat 15:20"

Child: i da zaberat
u a saGepar
and (Rus) yes(Rus)  pickup-INF (Rus)

“And yes, pick me up’

Child:  menja ne nado zaberat
Mens ne nazo sabepar
1SG-ACC (Rus) ~ NEG (Rus)  need IMPERS (Rus)  pick.up-INF (Rus)

“No need to pick me up’

Child:  mam
May
mom-VOC (Rus)

“Mom®

Child:  mama
MAMA
mom (Rus)

‘MOM’

Parent: ok

Ox

ok (Eng)
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R o | Excerpt Tak  vse u menja  afsaka  zakonSilas'  ja posla

MeHs adoaka noesews? (1)
e T me y A N — nowa
i, e so(Rus) all  at(Rus) ISG.GEN break FN cndPST-  ISGNO goPST
(Ruy) (Ris)  OM (Hcb) REFLF (Rus) M (Rus) F (Rus)
Eyaye “That's it, my break is over.. I'm off.”
HywKapu. Hanuy
- Budu v nukkari napifu
Byay » nyapn oy
beFUT.ISG (Rus) in (Rus) relaxation.room NOM (Fin) wite.FUT.1SG (Rus)
“I'will be in relaxation room.”
Excerpt(12) v ljansik ne  poeded

ancHK He  moenen
to TOP(Fin).DIM(Rus) NEG go-FUT.25G
“Would you go toLinsik?"
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ok Excerpt (13) Parent: Ani blilmudim
a5 aw DT
1SG.NOM (Heb) in.studics (Heb)

asasasas “Pm studying’

K 55 Child: aaanaaaa
AN iz 0T NN EMO
[
Child:  okay
okay (Eng)
yeshhbhhh
©
apm o, Parent: akharéi halimudim yavo'u lakahat  otax
"Nk wn nnpt iR
after (Heb) studies.DEF.PL  come.FUT.3PLIMP take.INF 25GF.
(Heb) ERS (Heb) ACC

“After school you’ll be picked up.’

Child:  yeShhhhh
yes.EMPH.ELONG (Heb)
“Yesssssss®

Child  4pm
TIME (Eng)
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e Excerpt (14) ya alufaaaaaa

. N hobhbhblp
| o VOC (Ar-Heb) champion.F.ELONG (Heb)
‘Wow championnnnnn”
ANNNNNOITR X!
1015
Parent
COEY ;s

You are the best! ;.

Parent
Thank you . 1016

v
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Excerpt
(15)

DININY 02T 70 AW 17 INTWN
TOWN D7 NANY DY
2.2

Child2

Child 3
na

Xopouo 2.2

ANNNAR
2224

a0
2224

ATNR7NTY D

Child3

0¥ DNNY DT W AN 7 INYen
TN 037 XY

Cnacu6o

2225

Child 1:

Child 3:

Child 2:

Child 2:

Child 2:

Child 1:

Child 3:

tislokhu li

nwn "
send.IMP.2PL. t0.1SG
(Heb) (Heb)
rotsim Se-avi
own KKy
want.2PL.M (Heb)

resima Sel

e kZ
list F.SG
(Heb)

REL-bring.
FUT.ISG (Heb)

dvarim Se-atem
omt
things M.P
L (Heb)
lakhem mi-yisra'el
224 wwn
10.2PLM  from-Israel (Heb)
(Heb)

onxy
REL-2PLM
(Heb)

of (Heb)

*Send me a list of things you want me to bring you from Israel’

da

aa

yes (Rus)

‘Yes'

xoro$o

Xopoto

good (Rus)

“Good®

aaaaaa

ohhhty

INTERJELONG

tov

aw

good (Heb)

“Good®

mi Salah

m nw

who (Heb) send.PST.3S
G.M (Heb)

“Who sent you this”

spasibo

cnacGo

Thanks (Rus)

“Thanks’

lakh et ze

17 nx ar
10-25G.F  ACC (Heb) this (Heb)
(Heb)
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©

ne pojedim .,

naverno v syyskuu ;..

OHa MHe He HPABATCA, OHa KaKas-To

Ko kiltt.

Excerpt (4)

Excerpt (5)

Excerpt (6)

Excerpt (7)

Kakan? 1. oy o/

©

‘Mam 5 npouna hygieniapassi

y Mens Gouno posHo 34
npaBMbHLIX

® na napwo!

ot MOR yMHHUK

- ——_— Wy BOT MMeHHO
NEG (Rus) go-FUT-1PL (Rus) »
‘We won't o'

ana s we npoiiny
naverno v syyskuu
probably (Rus) in (Rus) September.NOM (Fin)
‘Probably in September’
Ona mne ne nravitsja ona  kakaja-to sliskom  kileti
Ona MHe He HpaBHTCS OHA  KaKas-To cmamko  kiltti
M

3SG.F 1SG.DAT NEG like-3SG. 3SGF  some-kind overly nice

(Rus) (Rus) (Rus) PRSREFL (Rus)  (Rus)  (Rus) (Rus) (Fin)

‘Tdon't like her. She is kind of too nice."

Parent:  Ja zdes’ a ty

311eCh A THL
1SG.NOM (Rus) here (Rus)  and (Rus) ~ 2SG.NOM (Rus)
‘I'm here. What about you?"
Parent:  Doma
Tloma
home.LOC (Rus)
‘At home'
Child:  Siikaozero
Cunkao3epo
TOP (Fin) lake.NOM.SG (Rus)
Siika lake"

Child:  mam ja prosla hygieniapassi
Mam 1 npomna hygieniapassi
MOMYVOC (Rus) ~ 1SGNOM (Rus)  pass.PST.1SG.F (Rus) hygiene pass.NOM (Fin)
‘Mom, I passed the hygiene passport’

Child: u menja bylo rovno 34 pravil'nyx
y MeHs GBUTO POBHO 34 IPaBUITBHBIX
at (Rus) 1SG.GEN (Rus) ~ bePST.N.SG (Rus)  exactly (Rus) 34 correctPLGEN (Rus)
‘I got exactly 34 correct [answers]'

Parent: da ladno
na nagHo
yesINTJ (Rus)  okay (Rus)

‘No way!"

Child:  no nii

DM (Fin) EMPH (Fin)
‘Well yes'

Parent: ty moja umnicka
Ter Most YMHHYKA
2SG.NOM (Rus) 1SG.POSSF (Rus)  clever.DIMF (Rus)

“You're my smart one’

Child:  nu vot imenno
HY BOT MMeHHO
well. DM (Rus) here.DM (Rus) exactly (Rus)

“Well exactly’

Child:  ja dumala ja projdu
Py nymana a1 npoitay
1SGNOM (Rus)  think PST.ISGF (Rus) ~ 1SGNOM (Rus) ~ NEG(Rus)  pass.FUT.1SG (Rus)

I thought I wouldn’t pass’
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® " Thank you " Tuomme paketin hoitolanne nelza
skazat -
15 minuuttia ;.4 e
Kiitosss tosi paljonn
Excerpt(8) Child: Thank you
INTJ (Eng) 2SG.ACC (Eng)
Parent: 15 minuuttia
15 minute.PART.SG (Fin)
15 minutes”
Child: tosi pi
thanks. ELONG (Fin) very (Fin) much. ELONG (Fin)
“Thanks very much.”
Excerpt (9) Tuomme paketin hoitolanne nelza skazat
bring.PRS.IPL  package. ACC  clinic NOM.2PL.POSS NEG.allowed say.INF
(Fin) (Fin) (Fin) (Rus) (Rus)

“We will bring a package your clinic - one cannot say so°
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'~ nouemyy
Te6s koTuTanoyc

noucaono? .,

sce onospan noromy
4T0 aBTOBYC He
ocTaHoBmnCH

W npuwnocs XAaTs
Apyro

3-32 9T0r0 OHa
noctasuna

Mbi y)Ke Ha ypoke

Tax oHa noctasuna
noucaono, novemy He

MIOOXACTYMUHEH?
Excerpt (10) Parent:  pocemu u tebja Kotitalous
Hodeyy y Teos KoTHTATOYC

poisaolo
noncaono

why (Rus)  at(Rus) 2SG.GEN(Rus)  domestic.science.NOM (Fin) ~absence.NOM (Fin)

[Child’s name] why do you have a domestic science absence?”
Child:  vse opozdali ‘potomu o avtobus
sce  omovmam notomy o arol
all (Rus) belatePST (Rus)  because (Rus) that (Rus)  bus.NOM (Rus)
“All of us were late because the bus didn’t stop”
Child: i prislos’ zdat
u mpmmocs Raath
and (Rus)  have.to PST.IMPERS (Rus)  wait.INF (Rus)
“{We] had to wait for another one*

ne ostanovilsja
He ocTaoBILICA
NEG (Rus)  stop.PST (Rus)

drugoj
apyroit
other. ACC (Rus)

Child:  iz-za etogo ona postavila
-3 sT0r0 ona nocTaBia
because.of (Rus) this GEN (Rus) 3SGF (Rus)  mark PST-F (Rus)
“Because of it she marked"

child:  my we  m uroke
Ms yke  mEa ypoke
IPL  already at lessonLOC
“We are already in class’

Parent:  tak oma postavila poissaolo pofenu  ne myShastyminen
Tak  OHA  HOCTABITA  TONCAOTO notesy e MIOOXaCTyMIIHeH
so 3SGF markPST. absenceNOM  why(Rus) NEG (Rus) lateness NOM (Fin)

(Rus)  (Rus)  F(Rus)  (Fin)
“But she marked absence, why not late arrival?*
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Outcome variable R R? MSE F dfy df, p

Emotional Investment (M1) 0.651 0423 02521 585.05 1 797 <0.001
Cultural Empathy (M2) 0.366 0.134 06391 61.62 2 79 <0.001
Out-Group Attitudes (Y) 0.530 0281 03226 103,53 3 795 <0.001
Total Effect Model 0.381 0.145 03826 13521 1 797 <0.001

R = multiple correlation coefficient; R = coefficient of determination; MSE, mean squared error.
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Outcome variable Predictor
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Constant
Emotional investment

Exposure to Foreign Lit.

Constant
Cultural empathy
Emotional Investment

Constant

Exposure to Foreign Lit.

Out-group attitudes
Emotional Investment

Cultural Empathy

Cl, confidence interval; , standardized coefficient.

Exposure to Foreign Lit.
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(1)
, Emotins

AL

0

foreign
literature

* Al: Effect of X on Y mediated via M1 .@:Enm?dﬁa‘?@fg@n\?wmagl

|+ A2: Effect of X on Y mediated via M2 + C2:Direct effectof X on Y after full mediation
« B1:Direct effectof M1on Y adjusted forX = D21:Effect of X on Y mediated sequentially
+ B2:Direct effectof M2 on Y adjusted for X through M1 and M2.






OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1589631/fpsyg-16-1589631-g002.jpg
fh \Dzi-oana(/@mm\

B2

A2=01221

€2=0.0861

ctof X o ediation
Y mﬂa@@ sequentially
ghM1 and M2.






OPS/images/fpsyg-16-1589631/fpsyg-16-1589631-t001.jpg
Variable SD

1. Exposure to Foreign Literature: 3198 056 -

2. Emotional Investment in Foreign Literature 3745 0.66 0.651% -

3. Cultural Empathy 2875 085 03515 0.307%% -

4. Out-Group Positive Attitudes 29.09 0.66 03815 0.221%% 0.471%%

N = 799. SD, Standard Deviation. **p < 0.001.
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Count

Lesﬁ than 1 Around 1 hour 1-2 hours 2-3 hours 4-5 hours More than 5
our

hours.

How many hours do you spend with your child(ren) while using Hungarian? 1= less than 1 hour; 2=
around 1 hour; 3= 1-2 hours; 4= 23 hours; 5= 3 to 5 hours; 6= more than 5 hours
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Participants

Number of adult Age of adult Average age of Number of Age of children
participants participants immigration children

M =4293 years 74 years (SD = 7.63 years) years (SD = 4.96 years)

(SD = 6.88 years)
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*CEFR, Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.
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Coefficients Components

t
Number of years in IL 0081 ~0.603 0552
Personal choice -0.176 -1.236 0228
SL fluency 0244 1713 0.099
CS child ~0436 -3.131 0.004*
Cultural heritage 0466 3.023 0.006%

“Significant at the <0.001 level,
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Pathway Effect () Boot SE 95% CI (LL, Ul

“Total indirect effect 0.0861 0.0355 10.0177,0.1579]
Exposure — Emotional investment — Out-group attitudes ~00773 00296 (~0.1362, ~00187)
Exposure — Cultural empathy — Out-group atitudes 01221 00232 (00770, 0.1692]
Exposure — Emotional investment — Cultural empathy — Out-group attitudes 00413 00152 (00130, 0.0725]

Allindirect effects were derived using 5,000 bootstrap sampls. C1, confidence interval; Boot SE, bootstrap standard error. An indirect effect s considered statstically significant if the 95% C1
does not include zero.





