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Whose heritage? What inheritance?: conceptualising family
language identities

Sabine Little

School of Education, University of Sheffield, Sheffield

ABSTRACT

Migration, global mobility and language learning are well established as
independent and interrelated fields of study. With nearly one fifth of
children in British primary schools classed as speakers of English as an
Additional Language (EAL), there remains much to explore in the field
of heritage language research. This paper reports on a survey of 212
heritage language families and ten family interviews with families who,
though not living in isolation, are not part of large, well-established, local
communities. The study reported here explores the families’ attitudes
towards heritage language development, and their efforts to maintain,
support or develop the heritage language in their families. The paper puts
forward an original framework which can be used to conceptualise how
different uses and perceptions of the heritage language use may be
linked to identity, and concludes with recommendations on how relatively
isolated heritage language families and their small community networks
may be better supported to enable children more fully to benefit from
the advantages of their multilingual, multicultural capital.
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Introduction

Migration, global mobility and language learning are well established independent and interrelated

fields of study (Blackledge and Creese 2010; Norton 2013). Nevertheless, current political and econ-

omic climates give new rise to concepts such as ‘super-diversity’ (Vertovec 2007), with, for example,

the 2016 UK EU Referendum and the triggering of Article 50 further illuminating issues of belonging,

heritage language, and identity. With nearly one in five (19.4%) children in the English primary school

system being classed as a speaker of English as an additional language (Tinsley and Board 2016), heri-

tage language research will need to grow in order to engage with new questions of a reshaped Euro-

pean Union and increasingly diverse multilingual communities. Whilst there exists a body of research

focussing on heritage language speakers in comparatively large communities in the England (see e.g.

Al-Azami et al. 2010; Kenner et al. 2008; Sneddon 2000), as well as on translanguaging and spatial mul-

tilingualism in specific public spaces (see e.g. Blackledge and Creese 2017; Blackledge, Creese, and Hu

2016), the experiences in the home of families who are not a part of identified languages communities

are less well documented. In order to address this gap, this paper reports on a study which asked:

How do isolated heritage language families living in England experience heritage language development, both

within the family, and in relation to their extended communities?

What resources and levels of support do heritage language families seek to provide for their young children?
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Terminology

The terminology surrounding language learning is multi-faceted and often contested.

While the term ‘multilingualism’ is long-standing in the literature (see e.g. Blackledge and Creese

2010), authors such as Marshall and Moore (2013) argue for a differentiation between the individual

and the wider social context. They argue for the term ‘plurilingualism’ as ‘the distinct aspects of indi-

vidual repertoires and agency’ (Marshall and Moore 2013, 474), a more appropriate definition that

‘multilingualism’, which they argue refers to ‘broader social contexts’ (ibid.). Similarly, the Council

of Europe (2001) refers to plurilingualism as part of a person’s ‘linguistic and cultural biography’

(p. 133), and furthermore links plurilingualism expressly to the formation of identity.

For the purposes of this paper, heritage language is defined as the ‘intergenerational transmission

of a language’ (Baker 2011, 49), i.e. a language that filters through the family. Gollan, Starr, and Fer-

reira (2015) point out that successful heritage language development may rely on more than just the

immediate family, citing the importance of a community of speakers. Exploring the stories of families

who do not necessarily have access to such a community is the purpose of this paper. Furthermore,

Blackledge and Creese (2010) problematise the notion of ‘heritage’, arguing that it is more complex

than simply a ‘passing on’ of language or cultural values, and is instead linked to complex notions of

identity as well as language, which fits well with the research presented here. In line with their argu-

ment, this paper critically reports original research involving parents and children, sharing their views

and experiences, leading to a framework for conceptualising heritage language as linked to identity.

While the various heritage languages in the study undoubtedly have a different status in society

(Seals and Peyton 2016), the point of this exploratory research was to understand better the

variety of emotional attachments to language and attempts and reasons for involving children in

its learning, forming the basis for potential future research.

This paper discusses the literature around heritage language and identity before exploring pre-

vious studies of heritage language development in the home. To contextualise the socio-political

context, the paper then briefly outlines the role of heritage language learning in the English state

system. Literacy and policy documents form the background for a rigorous, empirical study with

212 heritage language families living in England, before suggesting an original conceptual framework

of heritage language as linked to identity.

Heritage language and identity

The links between identity and language learning have been explored by numerous authors (Black-

ledge and Creese 2010; Block 2009; Norton 2013). Both Block and Norton approached the subject

with first-generation language learners, Norton in particular addressed the notions of investment,

identity and imagined communities (Norton, ibid). These notions centre around the concept of

‘becoming’ or ‘moving towards’ an identity that is envisaged by the language learner themselves.

In second-language acquisition, Gardner and Lambert’s (1959) notion of ‘integrativeness’ has long

dominated the academic narrative around language learners’ selves and identity construction. In

more recent years, however, researchers have problematised the notion of a language ‘belonging’

to one specific culture (see e.g. Davidson, Guénette, and Simard 2016). Czubinska (2017) explores

the psychological and psychoanalytical implications attached to maintaining one’s home language,

and considers the development of ‘pre- and post-migration selves’. She describes the confusion in

immigrant families, where children may not be aware of the emotional attachment and links to iden-

tity the home language may hold for the parent.

A parent’s first language (the heritage language) may play a different role for the children. As

Blackledge and Creese (2010) point out, ‘heritage’ may become a site at which identities are con-

tested, rather than imposed unproblematically’ (p. 166). Such contestation can invite friction. Some

parents expect their children to learn the heritage language to ‘maintain’ a cultural or ethnic identity,

or ‘connect’with certain cultural values (Lee 2002). Mu (2014) links heritage language learning to both
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Norton’s investment theory (Norton 2013) and Bourdieu’s concept of capital (Bourdieu 1986). Bour-

dieu (2000) argues that ‘only when the heritage has taken over the inheritor can the inheritor take

over the inheritance’ (p. 152), and that there is ‘nothing inevitable about it’ (p. 152). Although

language and cultural values may be inextricably linked, they are experienced individually and sep-

arately by different family members, and need to be explored as relational, rather than individually

distinct, aspects of identity formation.

Chinese families in Mu’s (2014) study expressed their view that the maintenance of the Chinese

language was something which maintained cultural and social links, and had potential financial

impact, in job prospects and enhanced mobility. Thus, the heritage language learners find themselves

with an inherited multicultural identity through birth, yet they may experience a monolingual, mono-

cultural identity. Their efforts – or their parents’ efforts, are less about ‘becoming’, and more about

‘remaining’ or ‘returning’– holding on to language, culture and customs. However, not all young heri-

tage language learners appreciate the heritage language while they are learning it, and only consider

it part of their identity retrospectively (Mu and Dooley 2015). Similarly, not all parents attach the same

value to their own language, as evidenced by Gogonas and Kirsch (2016), whose participants had

varying views regarding the maintenance of Greek within a trilingual (German, French, English) com-

munity context in Luxembourg.

In the field of heritage language education, younger children’s perceptions remain a gap in the

literature. Melo-Pfeifer (2015) suggests that this may be because of difficulties in data collection

from younger age groups, something this study seeks to address.

Supporting heritage languages at home

For over a century, researchers have been interested in how families seek to support multiple

languages (Ronjat 1913). Who speaks which language at home can have emotional consequences,

where the heritage language parent may feel obliged to take on the role of a language teacher,

rather than a parent (Okita 2002). Several families in the study adopted a strategy where one

parent might use both the heritage language and English (De Houwer 2006; Yamamoto 2001).

Song (2016) describes how families use both Korean and American to facilitate children’s

meaning-making process, and how children may prefer certain words in one language, even

though they know them in both. Gregory (1998), in the context of literacy development, points to

the important role siblings may have in brokering development, although, in a heritage language

context, siblings are often responsible for facilitating the environmental or school language, rather

than the heritage language (see e.g. Guardado 2002).

Families utilise multiple resources to support heritage language development, including books

(Cho and Krashen 2000), technology, such as television, DVDs, social networking (Szecsi and Szilagyi

2012), and community schools (Mu and Dooley 2015). The use of such resources both facilitates heri-

tage language and literacy development, and, depending on the resources, helps to maintain links

with family abroad, or assists in exploring cultural roots.

Supporting heritage language speakers in primary schools

The annual review of language education trends in UK by Tinsley and Board (2016) focused on home

languages for the first time in 2016. While some school staff spoke a community language, most

focused on encouraging a multicultural school community (rather than providing specific lessons

or support for community languages). Some schools cited lack of resources and expertise, or did

not see supporting the home language as the school’s responsibility. Tinsley and Board (ibid)

found ‘three quarters of schools with high levels of EAL pupils having no involvement in [the teaching

of community languages] at all’ (p. 67). Tinsley and Board’s study illuminates the fragmented,

unstable provision and support for heritage languages in England, which relies on enthusiastic
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and informed individuals. For children and their families, home and school may occupy distinct

language spheres.

Kenner et al. (2008) describe a study of primary school-aged children from a Bangladeshi back-

ground, some of whom accessed the curriculum in Bengali and English, with after-school lessons

in Bengali. Some children came to view Bengali as part of their identity, and their learning, under-

standing, and knowledge were enhanced as a result. Such opportunities are missed when bilingual

children are viewed through a deficit-lens, focusing only on increasing the level of English to the

point where curriculum learning criteria are met. As in Kenner’s study, the children of the families

interviewed for this study spoke fluent English, working at the national curriculum’s expected level

or ahead of it. They are often invisible as heritage language speakers who do not necessarily show-

case their heritage language skills at school, thus risking a negative influence on their constructed

identities as plurilingual, pluricultural individuals.

Methodology

This study, although not necessarily small-scale, is nevertheless intended as exploratory, as heritage

language families’ lives are particularly complex. As such, the families are not intended to be repre-

sentative of their respective country, language, or family composition; however, gathering views from

a wide variety of cultural and linguistic contexts drew out different views and ideas. The research

design therefore remains interpretive, despite the quantitative element of the study, which was

used to explore key themes and ideas as the basis for family interviews.

Buckingham (2008) states that ‘identity is an ambiguous and slippery term’ (p. 1). In a ‘super-diverse’

society (Vertovec 2007), a study on identity therefore needs to acknowledge a complexity of contexts.

However, while Goffman (1990) suggests that this may lead to a fragmented identity or multiple

selves, Giddens (1991) argues that people have a ‘distinctive self-identity which positively incorporates

elements fromdifferent settings into an integratednarrative’ (p. 190). This study explores how family nar-

ratives around language, and attitudes towards language, may link to identity. Caduri (2013) considers

the importance of ‘truth’ in qualitative research which is largely dependent on narratives, and argues

that there is an epistemic entitlement to a claim to knowledge, since, even though it may be impossible

to verify the ‘truth’ of statements that are part of a subjective experience, theway people remember and

choose to recount these experiences is nevertheless of interest. This study therefore acknowledges that

families may have chosen – either consciously or subconsciously – what to share in interviews (Caduri

2013); however, the interviews were designed to explore experiences from the viewpoint of numerous

family members, allowing for triangulation and lending credibility to the data.

The study gathered questionnaire data from 212 families and in depth interviews with ten families.

The questionnaire was developed online, and piloted with two heritage language parents who were

personal contacts. Subsequently, the questionnaire was initially shared via online fora and social

media groups focusing on bilingual or multilingual parenting, and from there shared freely by

some of the group’s participants within their own contexts. These shares were out of my control,

and, independently of data collected, shed some light on the ways in which heritage language

families use social media to connect to other like-minded people. The online shares were responsible,

for example, for the strong representation of Swedish families (13 out of 212), since a participant

shared the questionnaire in a group aimed at Swedish parents in Britain. For this exploratory

study, it was deemed important to identify a sample group of participants who were motivated

and interested in sharing their views and experiences in detail in long, text-based comments in

the questionnaire, which ensured the data were rich and meaningful.

Questionnaire

The study adopted a mixed-method approach, an online questionnaire which gathered qualitative

and quantitative data on families’ ideas, ideals, perceptions and practices surrounding their heritage
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languages at home and school, several of which linked back to identity construction. Some questions

were answered by a Likert Scale or multiple choice, others were open-ended, encouraging families to

share more detail about their situation, outlining language skills, how language is used in the home,

who speaks which language with whom, etc. A specific sub-set of questions on technology use forms

the basis for a different paper (Little, in preparation). The majority of respondents lived in England,

with a small number from other countries. To reduce ambiguity in the findings, responses from

families outside England were excluded, since participants living in England would share the same

geo-political context and the children experience a similar education system. Therefore, children in

the study would have started school aged 5, with many having undergone the ‘Reception’ year

from age 4, in accordance with the English school system. Overall, 268 questionnaire responses

were submitted, removal of double entries, empty entries and responses from other countries left

212 responses available for analysis.

Interviews

The online questionnaire included the option to volunteer to be interviewed. For the purposes of this

study, volunteers with children of primary school age (age 5–11) were selected. The thirteen families

fitting these criteria were contacted, resulting in ten interviews, all conducted via Skype, recorded,

and transcribed in full. Seitz (2016) points out that in-depth connections may be difficult to

achieve via Skype, especially in relation to complex or emotional questions. This is not necessarily

true for heritage language families, who may well be familiar with the technology. For nine out of

ten families interviewed, Skype was familiar to both adults and children, typically used to maintain

contact with family members living abroad. In all interviews, the mother was present, in seven inter-

views, children were present, and in two interviews, fathers were present. The actual interviews lasted

approximately 45 min per family, although discussion sometimes continued beyond the official inter-

view schedule, particularly where parents asked for further details about research in the field, or

asked for resource ideas. These conversations have not been included in the analysis, but were

viewed as an ethical way to recognise the time participants spent on the study (Bagley, Reynolds,

and Nelson 2007).

Data analysis

The data comprise quantitative responses from 212 questionnaires, text responses from open-ended

questionnaire items, and ten family interviews. Analytical tools were designed to support a structured

coding framework, adding rigour through a systematic approach, while remaining open to unantici-

pated findings from qualitative data. Developing a robust coding framework can be the most time

consuming part of a study (Adair and Pastori 2011), but is especially important when the study is

large-scale, or, in this case, intended to form the basis for further studies. Data collection mirrored

the areas of the literature review, exploring the families’ experiences of heritage language learning

at home and at school, focusing on resources and the interrelationship of these factors in relation

to identity. Emotional and pragmatic attitudes were identified. Likert scales in the questionnaire

allowed for ranking, where families indicated how important certain aspects were to them. This facili-

tated coding onto a scale, ranging from essential to peripheral. Text-based comments allowed for

detailed responses to explain family choices, and identify additional sub-themes within the areas

of home, school and identity. In the discussion of findings below, quantitative questionnaire data

are given in percentages as a means to provide background information, and to plot the qualitative

responses against the larger overall sample, thus triangulating the findings. Quotes are provided ver-

batim, leaving intact any minor grammatical or vocabulary-related inconsistencies, so as to accurately

represent the level of English among participants, and maintain their original voice in the research.

Any names provided are pseudonyms.
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Ethical considerations

An explanatory paragraph introduced the web-based questionnaire by outlining the research and

intended publication outcomes. It was clearly stated that completion of the questionnaire implied

consent for data to be used in the study. Information sheets and consent forms, using language

and imagery appropriate for young children and non-native speakers were used for family interviews.

Participants were encouraged to ask further questions and discuss any concerns when interviewed.

The youngest child actively participating in interviews was seven years old, although some younger

children were present but did not actively participate.

Parents and children were actively encouraged to engage in a dialogue where each other’s per-

ceptions and attitudes might be challenged, presenting a particular ethical concern. Beauchamp and

Childress (2001) suggest that autonomy, ‘free from both controlling interference by others and from

limitations’ (p. 58), is a vital ethical principle to be observed. This presents a challenge when parents

may exert an influence; parents in two families suggested prior to the interviews that their children

might not ‘say what you want to hear’. The importance of free discussion was stressed in the infor-

mation sheet which highlighted the importance of genuine and non-fabricated experiences, and

actively encouraged parents to give their children the space to share their views.

Discussion of findings

Family composition

Of the 212 families, 85% were in households with two parents present. In 38% of all families, both

parents had a first language other than English – in 12% of all families, this was the same language,

in 26%, both parents spoke different first languages. Forty-three percent of all families had two

parents, one of whom was an English native speaker – the largest group of respondents. In 4% of

the families, both parents spoke English as their first language – a number equal to the single

parent households with English as a first language (4%). In both these groups, the heritage language

was supported to communicate with grandparents. In 9% of families, a single parent spoke a first

language other than English, whereas in 6% of families, a single parent identified as speaking

English as a first language, but still supported a heritage language with the children.

The languages spoken by the participating families in this exploratory study were diverse, with

over 40 languages spoken across 212 families. Seventy families (33%) spoke two or more non-

English languages in the home, to varying degrees. The largest language groups represented

Western European languages (e.g. 13 Swedish-speaking families, 20 German-speaking families),

with a robust representation of Eastern European languages (e.g. 6 Polish-speaking families, 4 Hun-

garian, 4 Czech). Mandarin Chinese (6 families), Cantonese (3 families) and Urdu (4 families) were

the largest Asian language groups represented. Some families resisted identifying as being part

of a certain ‘language group’, especially French-speaking families, which ranged in origin from

several African countries to the Caribbean, Canada, and France. This is important when we consider

links between language and identity, and ties in with criticism of Gardner and Lambert’s (1959)

concept of ‘integrativeness’ in migration and language learning (Davidson, Guénette, and Simard

2016).

Parental descriptions of their heritage-language speaking children

While the ages of children varied from two months to 21 years, the vast majority of families had at

least one child of compulsory education age for England (age 5–18), and most had at least one child

aged between 5 and 11 years (the age of compulsory primary schooling in England). In a free-text

response, parents shared information about the children in their household, and their knowledge

of, or attitude towards, the heritage language(s) across listening, speaking, reading, and writing.
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Oral/aural skills were considered better developed in most children than reading and writing, and lis-

tening, reading (i.e. receptive skills) were considered better developed than speaking and writing:

Son, 10 confident speaker although makes grammatical errors. Slow but confident in reading and writing. Son, 8

understands the language but avoids using it if he can. Finnish spelling follows English pattern. Does not want to

read Finnish. Daughter,3 speaks English only to all the family members but happily speaks basic Finnish to an

aupair and wider family members.

Son, 14 years old, fluent Urdu speaker. Listening is good but struggle in reading and writing. Love to speak Urdu

with family and grandparents. Daughter, 10 years old, fluent Urdu speaker, listening is good but struggle in

reading and writing. Love to speak Urdu with family and grandparents. Son 5 years old. Can speak short sentences

and can read Roman Urdu. Listening is good but struggle with Urdu writing. (Free-text questionnaire responses)

These typical comments show that the participants were generally aware of their children’s heri-

tage language development. The examples above illustrate that, while language use in heritage

language families is already complex, additional complexities develop in families with multiple

children (Gollan, Starr, and Ferreira 2015). Younger siblings are often influenced by older siblings,

who spend much of their time in a majority English-speaking environment at school. This often

leads to siblings speaking English to each other, tipping the balance of language use in the family

and making it harder to maintain the heritage language (Guardado 2002). In the current study,

this is not always the case, with some children embracing their role as heritage language

speaker for younger siblings. In the family interviews, one 9-year-old boy said ‘I speak French

to this little devil here’, referring to his 3-year-old brother. In the same interview, the mother com-

mented: ‘every so often, a lot actually, [Lucas] speaks English to Enzo [age 3], and that’s sort of

very confusing because he gets English and French from Lucas’. This comment in reminiscent

of Gregory’s (1998) finding that siblings function as literacy brokers, transferred, in this case, to

the role of language brokers – it also illustrates a differentiated perception of language use

between members of the family.

Parents’ desired language outcomes for children

Parents were asked how proficient they were hoping their child would become in the heritage

language – since the children in the study were still rather young, this was viewed as an indicator

of parental attitude and determination in relation to the heritage language. Responses were rated

on a Likert Scale, with options (see Table 1) decreasing in levels of control. The final option ‘I will

be led by my child in this’, was included to gauge whether parents were willing to completely

place the choice of heritage language development in their children’s hands – and at what level

of language development this would occur (Mu 2014). All four skills were presented at several

levels, ranging from basic/minimum, to advanced, with a final option suggesting fully equal status

of both (or all) languages.

Parents’ expectations and desires largely triangulated and confirmed the descriptions they had

already given of their children. Basic verbal communication skills were marked as ‘absolute

minimum’ by 58% of families, with only 3% stating that this would be child-led. The higher the

skills set, the more parents were willing to relinquish control – while 12% of parents stated it as

an ‘absolute minimum’ that their child will have advanced writing skills in the heritage language,

18% stated that they would be led by their children. Of particular interest is the final category –

fully equal status of both languages. This notion of balanced bilingualism is problematised by

Baker (2011), who refers to it as an ‘idealised concept’ (p. 8) and points out that this may mean a

low equal status of both languages. Nevertheless, 10.3% of parents view this as the ‘absolute

minimum’ for their children. However, the category did also feature the highest child-led percentage

(30.6%). Since each individual language had only a small number of representatives, the data were

not compared across groups – this may form the basis for a larger and more fully quantitative

study at a later date.
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The impact of compulsory (English) schooling on the heritage language

The question of schooling was originally intended to be picked up in interviews only, to explore fully

the relationship between home and school. Therefore, no questionnaire items specifically asked

about school. However, fifteen questionnaire respondents mentioned school as part of an invitation

to submit additional comments; six highlighted school as a way to differentiate spheres of language

use, and the remaining nine focused specifically on the influence school had on their children’s

language development, both in English and the heritage language. In all cases, the use of English

had increased greatly, with some parents reporting their children’s reluctance to use the heritage

language after a few months at school.

since starting school, she speaks less German than she used to do (About daughter, 7)

After entering school, she is dominant in English and began to lose conversation skills in Chinese. (About daugh-

ter, 13)

Only one family reported the use of English their son engaged in after entering pre-school as positive:

He [3 years old] started preschool a few weeks ago and his level of proficiency increased immediately. We do not

use English at home but he speaks in sentences nowmaybe at a level of a 2 years old. He understands much more

than he speaks, although he says he does not want to learn and speak English more because he has nothing more

to tell to his teachers and peers. While he is happy to chat in Hungarian with us.

The child’s communicative needs and perceptions seem to be influencing his willingness to engage

with the languages in his life. At his young age, he identifies no pragmatic reason to learn English,

while there remains an emotional attachment to Hungarian as a means of family communication,

and thus worthy of ‘investment’ (Norton 2013).

The school’s attitude towards the heritage language was discussed in all family interviews. Overall,

families echoed Tinsley and Board’s (2016) findings, reporting that schools either encouraged a

generic interest in multiculturalism, or were ambivalent, with the heritage language not featuring

at all in communications with the school. One mother commented

They [the school] mainly focus on English. My daughter just speaks and tries to teach them […] how to count in

Japanese and they don’t stop her doing things like that. But at the same time they don’t encourage her. Japanese

Mother of 5-year-old girl, interview

Such ambivalence serves to separate the children’s home and school life, creating distinct spheres of

belonging and identity. There was no evidence in the study of a school actively facilitating the heri-

tage language, mirroring Tinsley and Board’s (2016) findings.

Table 1. Parents’ desired language outcomes for their children.

Absolute
Minimum

I am definitely
aiming for this

I am aiming
for this

I am hoping
for this

I will be led by
my child in this

Basic verbal (listening/speaking)
communication

58% 24.6% 9.2% 5.3% 2.9%

Being able to hold a good conversation,
including more complex topics

26.3% 46.9% 12.4% 9.6% 4.7%

A good amount of verbal vocabulary 30.8% 44.7% 14.4% 5.8% 4.3%
A solid understanding of grammar rules 16.2% 29% 27.6% 17.6% 9.5%
Being able to read basics (books a few years
below their actual age)

33.3% 32.4% 16.2% 11.8% 6.4%

Advanced reading (books at their actual
reading level, or no more than two years
below)

16.2% 33.3% 19% 18.1% 13.3%

Basic writing (standard sentences, basic
composition, errors in spelling)

28.6% 32% 18.9% 14.1% 6.3%

Advanced writing (composing own texts,
almost secure spelling, one or two years
below English level)

12.4% 28.2% 19.6% 21.5% 18.2%

Fully equal status of both languages 10.3% 24.5% 12.7% 21.6% 30.6%
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Since this study focuses explicitly on more isolated heritage language families, only one mother

stated that there were children speaking the same heritage language at her child’s school, and

English remained the language of communication, again supporting Tinsley and Board’s (ibid)

notion that children may develop distinct spheres of language in home and school:

And even at […] his current state school, there are some Chinese kids too that I know they speak Chinese at home

but when they’re playing together I’ll encourage them ‘speak Chinese, speak Chinese’ but no, they just switch

back to English because that’s what they’re used to, it’s the playground language. Malaysian mother of 5-year-

old boy, interview

If we adopt Giddens’ (1991) view of a single identity with multiple narratives, then the children’s play-

ground narrative is, at least linguistically, removed from the home narrative, despite a shared

language. Even when no English-only speaking children were present, English remained the

language of choice.

Family efforts to support the heritage language

The study focused explicitly on families with no strong specific language community, in order to find

out the lengths to which these mostly isolated families went to in order to support the heritage

language, and to address this gap in the literature. One mother explained:

I was always keen to meet other Germans [for my son to talk to] and I never did, I even asked people in the street

and it usually ended up being a tourist! German mother, interview

Over 20% of families in the questionnaire reported making particular efforts to support the heritage

language, including: self-organised playgroups, get-togethers with other families, a language-specific

football club, evening classes, Saturday schools, au pairs, parent-taught lessons, scheduled Skype ses-

sions, websites, apps and online games, resources purchased both online and in-country, long holi-

days and trips to the heritage-language country. This paints a picture already familiar from other

studies (Guardado 2002), but expanding on the use of technology, which will be specifically explored

in a separate paper (Little, in preparation).

Use of heritage language resources

Resources used by families can be described as belonging to three categories

. Entertainment resources for native speakers of the heritage language

. Learning resources for native speakers of the heritage language (e.g. early learning activity books,

school-start books, etc.)
. Foreign language learning materials (mainly websites and YouTube videos)

Resources used by families varied, but followed a similar pattern overall. Books were used on a daily

or nearly daily basis by 64% of families, with participants describing favourite finds, bulk-buying

during trips, or ordering online.

My husband, and parents, and friends, when they go to Russia, we ask them to bring Russian books. Even when

they exist in English, we ask for Russian translations. Russian-speaking mother of 6-year-old boy, interview

The second-highest resource used was internet-based television (e.g. YouTube), with nearly half the

families (49%) reporting at least twice-weekly use. Some parents chose programmes the child already

knows in English, hoping for an emotional link (e.g. Peppa Pig), others returned to programmes they

themselves remembered from their childhood (e.g. Barbapapa).

Many parents said they used all three types of resources to facilitate the heritage language, with

foreign language learning materials being largely in the form of websites and YouTube videos (Szecsi

and Szilagyi 2012), although at least one family highlighted a specific category of resources: ‘I buy

[books] from China, they are targeted to overseas children who are obviously learning Chinese as
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a second language’ (Malaysian mother who has chosen Chinese as the heritage language for her 5-

year-old boy). Some resources (such as certain computer games or apps) were used mainly for moti-

vational reasons. One mother explained:

[S]he’s quite tech savvy […], if there’s any way I can hook her interest, word recognition in Hindi you know, learn-

ing the alphabet, I’ll definitely do my best. Indian mother of 6-year-old girl, interview

Frequently, an interest of the child was used as a ‘hook’ to engage with the heritage language.

I do always encourage him, like he currently got into Minecraft and he wanted You Tube videos about it and I said

‘let’s have a look if there are some German You Tube videos’. But I think if left alone he would naturally go more

for the English ones. German mother of 8-year-old boy, interview

From the interviews, it becomes clear that parents adopt a position of constant vigilance, always

on the look-out for opportunities to encourage the heritage language. However, not all families

and generations were united in their endeavours to pursue the heritage language, as will be dis-

cussed below.

Inter-family tensions

Some families reported tensions in relation to the heritage language, and rifts existed between

parents and between parents and children, as this interview extract between a Mother and son

illustrates:.

Mother: But when he was 6 or 7 I forced him to speak French, I would tell him ‘I’m not speaking

English to you’. ‘Of course you can, I know you can speak English’, and there’s been a

little rebellion and even every so often it happens as well when I just refuse to speak to

Lucas in English – and I don’t know whether it’s good or not. And I think, yeah, it’s me

who wants Lucas to speak French, I don’t think Lucas really wants to.

Lucas (aged 9, sighing): Here we go again!

Mother: Yes, here we go.French mother and 9-year-old Lucas, interview

This exchange is illustrative of the attitude described by Mu and Dooley (2015), with heritage

language learners perceiving that they had to work harder than their monolingual peers. Lucas is,

effectively, contesting the notion of a ‘heritage identity’ (Blackledge and Creese 2010). As Bourdieu

(2000) points out, heritage is not inevitable, it is a complex cycle of interaction between the heritage

and the inheritor, which may or may not lead to identification with that heritage, absorbing it into the

multifaceted identity proposed by Giddens (1991). Asked how he felt about growing up with two

languages, Lucas responded: ‘I don’t like it at all because I’m always getting angry when I don’t

know how to say something. And one day I’m like AARGH and I get into a rage’. Another boy

(aged 8) differentiated between himself (growing up bilingual English/German) and ‘proper

German children’. All interviewed parents were very competent English speakers. In such circum-

stances, especially when the other parent does not speak the heritage language, the need to main-

tain the heritage language moves from pragmatic to emotional, and may be linked with the notion

of a pre- and post-migration self, as explored by Czubinska (2017), with parents seeking to create

links to they consider a vital part of their own identity (Norton 2013). Eighty-one percent of

parents responding to the questionnaire considered it as ‘very important’ or ‘essential’ for their

children to learn the heritage language ‘because [they] cannot imagine [their] children not speak-

ing the heritage language’. While other reasons given were career-related (increased job pro-

spects, 55%) and family oriented (communicating with family members abroad, 86%), the

innate expressed desire for the child to speak the language of the parent shows a close emotional

link to identity formation.

Not all families, however, subscribed to emotional links to the heritage identity, mirroring findings

by Gogonas and Kirsch (2016). In families who spoke multiple languages at home, the question as to

which languages are passed on to the children was decided through a complex interrelationship

between access to the language, parental language skills, links to identity construction, and
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perceived usefulness. One mother explained why she chose to teach her son Chinese (which only she

speaks), rather than Malay (which both parents speak):

So our first language, so Malay is the national language in Malaysia […], but basically we find that it’s not a very

useful language out of Malaysia. So English, being a good language, I think that’s my… actually that’s my hus-

band’s primary language [at home], whereas for me at home I speak both Chinese and English. Malaysian

mother of 5-year-old boy, interview

In this case, English is the family language when both parents are present, with Chinese spoken

between mother and son. Malay, though spoken by both parents, is not used at all in the family, a

decision followed through by the mother, but not fully supported by the father, as became clear

in the interview, when the father made derogatory comments about Chinese. This is reminiscent

of Norton’s (2013) notion of investment – although in this case, it is a lack of investment for the heri-

tage language, in favour of a language spoken by just one parent, but promising greater ‘capital’

(Bourdieu 1986). This is a pragmatic attitude in an area where emotion often reigns, inhibiting the

affective engagement with identity development (Venables et al. 2014).

Four parents explained that ‘life got in the way’ of good intentions, with either the children, or the

parents (or both) finding that there simply was not enough time to dedicate to the heritage language.

One mother said of her English-native husband

When we first got together, bless him, he even went out and bought a Hindi-English phrase book and he had a

little notebook and he was making notes and I was actively helping him. But you know, then I don’t know what

happening, life gets in the way and he does get busy and you have to consciously allow time for that to develop

and build, and, yes, it just got lost in the system. Indian mother of 6-year-old girl, interview

In this family, pragmatism won over emotion – if the level of English of the heritage language parent

is particularly high, the heritage language is not essential to family communications, resulting in the

peripheralisation of heritage language. In another family, the mother was pushed into being the only

German-speaking influence – even though the father understood German, he would not speak it: ‘He

doesn’t like speaking in German, I don’t know why. He doesn’t like the language I think’ (German-

speaking mother of 5-year-old girl, interview). The language respondents used to describe friction

and discontent spoke of confusion, similar to the findings of Czubinska (2017). It also showed that

reasons behind language choices and preferences were unexplored in families. In most families,

English had been the ‘lingua franca’ with partners before children were born:

Well because we lived together for a long time before having the kids English was our language, and changing

that now to something else is really, really strange. German mother of 8-year-old son, interview

It is possible that the sudden introduction of the heritage language was confusing for partners, too,

changing the perception they had of their partners, an area worthy of further exploration.

Conclusion – a conceptual framework of heritage language identities

This study highlights the complex motivations for heritage language learning in which can be con-

sidered in terms of a conceptual framework of heritage language identities (see Figure 1).

Engagement with the heritage language is often influenced by how each parent perceives their

place – and those of their children – within the conceptual framework. None of the families in this

study fell into the essential/pragmatic category, where the heritage language is necessary for survival,

such as children translating for parents. Each learner’s and family’s position on the framework will

influence their investment (Norton 2013), and will further be influenced by their social, academic

and cultural capital (Bourdieu 1986).

Throughout their journey, family members may move from one place to another depending on

their relationship with and use of the heritage language; and it is important that members of the

family are able to communicate their concerns and expectations. Norton’s (2013) first-generation

immigrants were moving towards the target language as an investment, in a unilateral pull that
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combined societal expectations, job prospects, and personal desire. This is also the case for some

parents in this study. All but one of the parents interviewedmoved to the UK as an education or econ-

omic migrant (one mother was 15 when she arrived in the UK with her parents). Therefore, the

parents in the study had a vested interest in studying, working and living in England. Isolated

from large heritage language communities, their interest coincided with a societal pull of outside

influences, all moving in the same direction, with firm anchors (i.e. language competence in the

first language) in place.

For heritage language learners, this ‘pull’ is not unidirectional – while society draws them

heavily towards English language and culture, through school, access to media, environmental

print, etc., Families in the study went to extraordinary lengths to maintain and develop the heri-

tage language against, or in spite of, this ‘pull’. However, at primary age, children may struggle to

identify with a pragmatic need to learn the heritage language (e.g. future employment opportu-

nities), and if both parents speak very good English, they may not feel an emotional need either,

even if the parent does.

Therefore, friction can occur when family members view their position on the framework separ-

ately – a child in the PP quadrant (peripheral/pragmatic) who views the heritage language as only

peripherally convenient for practical reasons (such as a fuzzy notion of potential future travel) will

struggle to understand the deep emotional need of a parent in the EE quadrant (essential/emotional).

Their position will be further influenced by external circumstances – school, access to resources, work

pressures and family finances. This may mean that heritage language families occupy two spaces on

the spectrum at once – an ‘idealistic’ space – in relation to their attitudes and motivations, and a ‘rea-

listic’ space in relation to finance, support, school, resources and time. A family might have an ‘essen-

tial/emotional’ attitude to their heritage language(s), yet due to circumstance may adopt a

‘pragmatic/peripheral’ one in terms of actual engagement, a friction which may, long-term, lead to

emotional distress and in children forming an identity based on the ‘realistic’ space, unaware of

and unable to engage with the ‘idealistic’ space parents may try to hold on to.

Several mothers interviewed in this study occupied the EE quadrant (essential/emotional) of the

framework. For them, the heritage language presents an essential aspect of their identity, which

they seek to pass on to their children, and which impacts on emotional health and well-being.

Figure 1. A conceptual framework of heritage language identities.
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However, examples of friction shared in this article illustrate that neither children nor partners necess-

arily share the same quadrant, once again echoing Bourdieu’s (2000) warning that links between heri-

tage and identity are not straightforward, and not uncontested (Blackledge and Creese 2010).

Examples of peripheral/emotional families may support the heritage language to connect with

extended family, allowing their children to feel more comfortable during visits to the country

where the heritage language is spoken, or for other emotional reasons, which do not necessarily

link directly to their well-being. Peripheral/pragmatic families are more likely to support the heritage

language for reasons such as career prospects or social mobility, without strong emotional ties to the

language itself. If there are no strong emotional or pragmatic needs present, this quadrant may par-

ticularly come into play where families combine multiple languages, and relate directly to the choices

they make in relation to which language to support in the home, although further research is needed

to fully understand these complexities.

Limitations of the study

The study achieved a good level of response from the target participant group, yet no study can claim

to provide a comprehensive picture of the situation of heritage language families in an entire country.

Due to the open distribution of the questionnaire, it is not possible to claim that the study sample is

representative across the full socio-economic spectrum. The sample was self-selective, and all partici-

pants had both the relevant English language skills and the technical skills to navigate the question-

naire. Future research, exploring views of specific language or cultural groups, including those of

families where English is not spoken to a high level, and with a broader spread across socio-economic

groups, would help augment the picture of heritage language families in the UK. Such studies may

need to be conducted using face-to-face methods, to ensure a representative spread. Despite these

limitations, the study provides original and detailed insights into the question of how isolated heri-

tage language families living in England experience heritage language development, and these are

significant to the field both in terms of policy and practice.

Recommendations and future research

Families’ motives and emotions around their heritage languages

Families reported that they actively facilitated their children’s heritage language learning,

although parents’ reasons for wanting their children to inherit their languages were rarely dis-

cussed within families. While Essential Pragmatic reasons for supporting and maintaining the

heritage language will be apparent to children whose parents have a limited command of

English, Essential Emotional reasons may be less well understood by children, especially is

parents are highly competent users of English. This may make them more likely to question

why the heritage language is important. At the age most participating children were at (early

primary), economic advantages were not relevant to children, the only child who mentioned

it (9-year-old French/British Lucas) acknowledged the potential advantages, but was also the

most outspoken in his dislike of the heritage language. In this case, actively discussing emotions

and motivations may help parents and children understand their attitudes towards the heritage

language, and may also help professionals working with heritage language families to gain a

better understanding of the issues and emotions involved. Three families reported that partici-

pation in the research had opened up new avenues for communication about the heritage

language among the family members.

The conceptual framework is derived from the study reported here and as such is an original con-

tribution to the field. A further study is now needed, with a sample of languages, parental language

skills, education background, and socio-economic background, to explore all four quadrants of the

framework.
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